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We often like to criticise politicians and other leaders, but we should also honour the good things they do and realise the challenges they face in their work, often paying a high price in their public and private lives. Former Kenyan Prime Minister from 2008–2013 and a long-time Member of Parliament, most of the time in opposition, Raila Odinga, was one of the country’s most respected politicians. He was born in 1945, an Anglican by faith, and later active in the popular Christian charismatic movement, and he passed away two weeks ago at the age of 80, at a hospital in India where he had been taken for heart treatment. It is likely that he had Indian doctors in Kenya, knowing that the country has a large Asian community, and they may have thought he would get better treatment abroad than at home in Kenya, where there also are some good hospitals, such as Nairobi Hospital with its history dating back to the British colonial time, and the newer Aga Khan Hospital. The government hospitals may not be able to compete with the private hospitals since they have to be there for the large number of ordinary people who cannot pay for the services.
Raila Odinga was often referred to as the ‘people’s leader’ or the ‘people’s king’. Well, the latter was used for his father, Jaramogi Oginga Odinga (1911–1994), at the time of Kenya’s bitter colonial independence struggle from Britain. He became the country’s first Vice President, serving under Kenya’s founding father President Jomo Kenyatta (1897–1978). The two Odingas were socialist-oriented, or at least social democratic, which was a major ideology in politics from the 1960s onwards. Jomo Kenyatta was more conservative and clearly American-friendly. Neighbouring Tanzania, under President Julius Nyerere (1922–1999), was socialist-oriented too, but unlike Kenya, its economic development and modernisation efforts lagged behind those of capitalist Kenya.
I have carried out research and worked as an international civil servant and diplomat in Tanzania and Kenya, and I remember that in the 1980s when I was there, most people interested in development aid and research were more sympathetic to Tanzania than to Kenya, although perhaps not always having very deep analysis of issues. I believe, though, that Kenya failed on redistribution of wealth and provision of services to ordinary people, allowing class division, but did at the same time do well in education, for example, a sector which Tanzanian politicians spoke about but where the quality of performance was quite poor. Had the Odingas had more influence over politics in their time, many of the inequality issues of today could have been less than they are today.
A huge memorial gathering was held at a Nairobi stadium after Raila Odinga’s passing. It turned out to be a political rally more than a memorial event, especially focused on the young people, the Generation Z (Gen Z), who fight for being given more of the fruits of the country’s economic development. They have in recent years taken to the streets for that and have even forced the current President William Ruto (b. 1966) to give in to some demands of the young, often well-articulated and logical in analysis and arguments. Ruto is a long-time politician, having held senior posts and being groomed under the country’s second and quite authoritarian President Daniel arap Moi (1924–2020). At certain times, Ruto also worked with Raila Odinga, but seems to have become more establishment-oriented than he and Raila Odinga were earlier.
On the other hand, President Ruto does have an impressive class journey, as it is said he started as a street vendor but later also received university education before joining politics. In many ways, he is a modern African leader who many, especially the young, had hoped would be more on their side during the election campaign than it has turned out to be upon his election in 2022, perhaps also indicating that change is more difficult in practice than in political rhetoric and election slogans.
Raila Odinga was Luo by ethnicity, the country’s second-largest ethnic group, with a stronghold in Kisumu city and Western Kenya around Lake Victoria, Africa’s largest lake, or rather, inland sea. The largest ethnic group in Kenya is the Kikuyu group, with their stronghold around the capital city of Nairobi. It may be interesting to know that President Barack Obama’s father was a Luo, and sometimes Raila Odinga claimed they were cousins through their uncles, which may not have been entirely accurate, although the same age group in an area would often use the term cousin for everyone.
In this short article, I don’t think I am able to do full justice to Raila Odinga’s impressive political career and personality, speaking for ordinary people and being a politician of those who have not yet received their fair share of the fruits of development. Raila Odinga came from an elite family but never quite identified with that. I remember that when I first came to work in Kenya in 1984, Raila Odinga frequently took risks in his political and private life, serving several detention terms and house arrests, and he sometimes stayed abroad for some periods of time, including in Norway, where his sister had received her university degrees in chemistry and lived for many years.
He was himself educated to be a mechanical engineer in East Germany. When I came to work in Kenya, several staff members at the NORAD aid agency, working at the Norwegian Embassy in Nairobi, had close contact and friendship with the Odinga family. The family’s main private business, a gas cylinder factory, was for long in a monopoly market situation, managed by Raila’s sister, I think it was. Today, I believe that issue would have reflected negatively on his political image. At that time, it wasn’t a major issue, and we rather used to hear jokes about Raila’s sister managing the company, not he, because it was claimed that he was not quite steady and practical enough to do that, remembering, too, that he often took great political risks. In many ways, he was an idealist, or rather, a principled politician, yet with contradictions, who would speak about issues and ways ahead, but not necessarily finding and implementing concrete solutions—and sometimes that is claimed to be a trait running in the Luo people, be it in Raila Odinga or Barack Obama.
On that score, I would stress that Raila Odinga was a politician of his time; well, he was someone who in many ways is missed in our days when we want concrete results fast, in populist ways, not as much talk and reflection. Raila Odinga was an admirer of Fidel Castro (1926–2013) of Cuba, as well as the legendary Nelson Mandela (1918–2013), admired for his political and moral leadership and achievements.
I believe that there are pros and cons as to whether leaders in politics and other fields of society should always focus on achieving concrete results, or should rather encourage other people to do that, as that can lead to more people pursuing their hopes and dreams. In that sense, I believe that a leader like Raila Odinga has been important for broader political issues and thinking, and he was particularly important in achieving multi-party rule in Kenya and the improvement of democracy.
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