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1. Colonial & Post-WWII D/development 
 

I.  The Colonial Period 
 
Before the British Empire officially declared the Colony and Protectorate of Kenya (also known 
as British Kenya) in June 1920, the concepts the market and land ownership were unknown 
and non-existent.1, 2 The two main production systems in pre-colonial and pre-capitalist Kenya 
were agriculture and pastoralism, which were interconnected with one another. Products of the 
two systems were exchanged as commodities to ensure against crop or herd failure. At the 
center of this exchange economy were the Maasai – nomadic cattle herders – who truly 
benefitted from the exchange economy. 
 
Within the agriculture production system, neither land shortage nor soil infertility were 
prominent issues. The biggest issue was actually a shortage of labor in the presence of the 
abundance of land, as the mbari elites, “became increasingly aware of the importance of 
surplus accumulation of the prosperity and strength of the community.”3 Agriculture production 
created short-term labor needs which were addressed through various forms of labor regimes. 
Among the most common forms of labor regimes were: ngwatio in which groups of women 
worked together and travelled from plot to plot; wira in which farmers received help in 
exchange for beer and food; and in pastoral systems ndungata in which a man without 
livestock would herd another man’s cattle in exchange for his own animals that he could then 
begin his own herd.4 
 



 

These systems worked just fine for the indigenous people of Kenya. Unfortunately, however, 
the British had other ideas and once colonization began the negative effects it had on the 
indigenous people completely snowballed. “The arrival of the Europeans towards the end of 
the 19th century dramatically changed the face of pre-colonial land tenure patterns. The 
penetration of market forces rapidly transformed the apparently harmonious economic and 
socio-political relations that flourished in the countryside.”2 
 
Primitive accumulation, or the process of separating people from their means for providing for 
themselves, was completely detrimental to the indigenous people in Kenya. Prior to 
colonization, access to land depended on one’s ethnic group or clan, and the allocation of land 
was the responsibility of the leaders of those groups. Once the British took over, however, the 
ownership of the entire Kenyan land transferred to the crown, where white settlers were 
allowed to transfer land freely among other white settlers while non-whites had to get the 
approval of the governor in order to do so.2 Furthermore, with the increasing population as a 
result of white settlement, mass amounts of indigenous people were forced to migrate in 
search of employment on settler farms. Population data shows significant changes within the 
country over the course of 27 years. In 1912, approximately 12,000 indigenous people were 
engaged outside of the reserves; 15 years later there were 152,000; and by 1939 there were 
over 200,000.5 This land market, created by the British, forced the indigenous people of Kenya 
to ‘participate’ in order to simply survive. 
 
The capitalist market that came with along with colonization by the British was intended to 
benefit the white-settlers and not the indigenous people of Kenya. This is perfectly clear now, 
over 100 years later, but at the time before Britain colonized Kenya it was not. Prior to 
colonization when European settlers first started adventuring into Africa during a time referred 
to as the ‘Scramble of Africa’ by historians and scholars alike, the underlying motives of 
foreigners were not blatantly obvious. History suggests that, “Britain had been attracted to the 
region out of its ‘humanitarian and commercial’ interests: in particular anti-slave-trade policy 
and the Indian traders who resided in Zanzibar.”6 As history has shown, however, the 
humanitarian idea of Britain’s decision to settle in Kenya was simply to ease their way into 
complete control. In other words, the British empire used ‘Big D’ Development (intentional 
development promoting positive change) as a disguise for ‘little d’ development (the 
development of global capitalism which can have very uneven consequences of creation and 
destruction). 
 

II.  The Post-WWII Period “Development Project”  
 
By the time Kenya finally gained their independence from the British in1963, they had 
experienced drastic political, economic, and social transformations that had a massive on the 
country’s post-colonial development. These transformations shifted the Kenyan economy 
towards industrialization and a more commercialized economy. “The commercialization of the 
economy created the basis for consumer demand for manufactures; the growth of agricultural 
production augmented incomes and stimulated the purchasing power of local consumers; 
population growth from 5.4 million in 1948 to 8.3 million in 1960, expanded the internal market; 
and the creation of a significant labor force facilitated further market penetration and 
established the basis of an industrial work force.”7 



 

The Second World War played a pivotal role in the transformation of Kenya even though it was 
still a British colony by the time it had ended. Not only did the war accelerate modernization 
within the agriculture sector and the economy in general, but the use of Kenyans in British 
military operations sparked a sense of nationalism within ex-servicemen. They challenged the 
existing relationships within the colonial state in the process of seeking out middle-class 
employment opportunities and social privileges. Over time this created tension between the 
locals and the British colonists, which led to the Mau Mau Uprising from 1952 to 1960. 
 
By the end of the Mau Mau Uprising, the Kenya Africa National Union (KANU) and the Kenya 
African Democratic Union (KADU) had been formed to provide a voice for locals within the 
British-ruled government in Kenya. In 1962 the two groups joined together to form a coalition 
government, establishing a House of Representatives and Senate through a joint constitution 
in the following year. With an internal self-government in place, the British finally agreed to 
allow Kenya to officially become an independent nation. 

 

2. Development in the Era of Neoliberal Globalization 
 
Not only was Kenya the first country in sub-Saharan Africa to participate in neoliberal structural 
adjustment programs, but it was also one of the most aggressive when it came to resistance 
against neoliberal reform.8 In Kenya, this period truly began in 1971 when the economy began 
showing signs of a potential mini-crisis. Since then, the country has relied heavily on foreign 
assistance from the IMF, the World Bank, and other bilateral donors. History has shown that 
Kenya has been both “quick, and quite willing, to liberalize rather than control some parts of 
the economy when pushed to do so by the World Bank and the IMF.”8 On several occasions, 
however, Kenya has resisted some adjustment measures as well as defaulted on a number of 
loan conditions on several occasions. Such occasions have resulted in periods of foreign 
exchange shortages. Because of this, donors have since insisted that loan conditions include 
political ones in addition to economic ones. 
 
In order to further investigate some of the social, political, and economic ramifications of 
neoliberal transformations in development in the context of Kenya, consider the following 
examples highlighted in the work of Brownhill et al. (1997) and Njeru (2013).9, 10 

 
In 1986, the government of Kenya accepted an International Monetary Fund (IMF) program 
which featured export crop expansion and privatization. Specifically, the program was 
introduced in response to the declining overall production of coffee as a result of growing 
conflicts between female workers and their husband farm owners. The IMF’s solution was to 
raise coffee payments, which encouraged husbands to preserve their farms even though they 
had to force their wives to work in order to do so. Most of the women of Maragua rebelled by 
intercropping beans on their husbands’ coffee farms in order to both provide food for their 
children and to earn supplemental income. When this was met with resistance, the women 
uprooted coffee trees and used them for firewood. This revolt transformed social structures at 
three levels: 1) a shift of effective control of resources from husbands to wives, 2) the 
destruction of relationships of debt peonage and subjection to the state coffee system and 
establishment of an alternative self-regulated banana trade, and 3) the extraction of women 



 

from state-mediated relationships with foreign suppliers of agro-chemical inputs and a global 
coffee market which enriched commercial traders at the expense of producers.9 

 
Through a gendered lens, the publication by Brownhill et al. (1997) provides three key lessons 
about some of the social ramifications of neoliberal globalization as well as the importance of 
removing ‘little d’ development from ‘Big D’ Development. “First, that capital organizes women 
to break exploitative relationships with men and then to join with other women to pursue 
common class objectives which are shared by people of different ethnicities.”9 One of the 
unintended consequences of the IMF’s coffee project, and structural adjustment programs in 
general (i.e. ‘Big D’ Development), was that it put pressure on women to divert more land and 
labor away from food production, which in turn left them unable to feed and educate their 
children. And since it was the men – both as government officials and farm owners – who 
controlled most of the coffee money, the most vulnerable populations (in this case women and 
children) benefitted the least. 
 
“A second lesson relates to the fragility of men's alliances with state officials and international 
capital.”9 The refusal to produce coffee by women forced the fragile ‘male deal’ between 
husbands, the state, and capital to dissolve. Gender norms were challenged through the 
dismissal of the idea that men of the household must be the breadwinners. The evidence in 
this case study “suggests that working-class men's abdication of domination over women 
workers and wives not only extends the scope of all workers' initiatives to control resources but 
also break hierarchical relationships which keep women and men producers hungry, enslaved 
to capital and repressed by dictatorship.”9 
 
“A third lesson involves the movement of women cultivators into direct confrontation with 
international capital.”9 The work of Brownhill et al. (1997) verifies that neoliberal globalization 
efforts base their structural adjustment programs on the effectiveness of males control over 
womens labor. “Those women who reject this discipline do so through a transformative 
process which starts by satisfying the needs of the dispossessed. This undercuts a crucial 
source of ethnic antagonisms: competition amongst factions of the exploited for resources 
which are dominated by capital. In rejecting gendered exploitation, women cultivators in 
Maragua, Kenya go beyond neo-liberalism and the ethicized violence through which it is 
imposed.”9 

 
Research conducted by Njeru (2013) serves as an excellent example that touches on some of 
the political and economic ramifications of neoliberal globalization in the context of Kenya.10 

Specifically, it explores the environmental impacts of ‘donor-driven’ neoliberal reform 
processes through an investigation of the privatization of Karura Forest in Nairobi, Kenya. 
 
The foundation of Njeru’s argument is that the former Moi administration “creatively used 
neoliberal discourses of privatization and private property rights to mask an illegal transfer of a 
key urban public forest to private interests.”10 This transfer highlights how Western donors 
have consistently failed “to anticipate how local political dynamics might complicate reform 
implementation, combined with their contradictory neoliberal policy agendas for the country, 
played in the hands of a regime whose survival depended on its ability to maintain patronage 
networks.”10 



 

Unintended consequences, such as those mentioned through the examples above, often arise 
when there is a hidden agenda regarding ‘little d’ development. However, even when such 
hidden agenda is nonexistent, various unintended consequences are nearly impossible to 
avoid simply because some things are just totally unpredictable. 

 

3. Contemporary Issues and Strategies 
 
In light of the D/development history in Kenya, what do contemporary practices look like? To 
this day, the East African nation continues to rely heavily on external aid through its journey 
towards meeting the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which were 
launched across the country in September 2016. Since then, “Kenya has been implementing 
policies and strategies geared towards advancing implementation of the SDGs and this has 
resulted in commendable progress.”11 However, the country has to overcome insurmountable 
challenges if it wants to achieve all of the SDGs. 
 
Before diving into just one of the development issues and mitigating strategies in which Kenya 
is currently working on, let’s take a look at the country’s progress on some of the key SDGs. In 
regard to SDG 1 – End poverty in all its forms everywhere – “Based on estimates of extreme 
poverty ($1.90/day), Coast, Eastern and North Eastern regions of Kenya would have to 
maintain near record levels of poverty eradication to eliminate extreme poverty by 2030.”12 

Looking now at SDG 2 - End hunger, achieve food Security and improved nutrition and 
promote sustainable agriculture – the SDG Kenya Forum describes the country as “unable to 
feed itself.”12 And further at SDG 4 - Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all – as of 2012 there were 1,381,464 children out of 
school across the country.12 Overall, Kenya has made significant strides since the introduction 
of the SDGs in 2016, but there is still a lot of work to be done. 
 
The example of a development issue and mitigating strategy currently taking place in Kenya in 
which we will discuss here is one that is particularly of interest to me because of my direct 
involvement with its implementation. I’ll begin with a brief overview of the main issue at hand, 
and then go into detail about the program being implemented in an attempt to resolve this 
issue. 
 
One of Kenya’s most overwhelming issues is unemployment, and it is the county’s youth that 
are the most negatively affected. The youth (defined by International Labor Organization as 
individuals between the ages 15-24) unemployment rate in Kenya has stayed above 26 
percent for the past nine years; over the same period, Kenya’s female youth unemployment 
has remained above 33 percent. These numbers are almost three times the average level for 
Sub-Saharan Africa. In the 2018 Next Generation report, 67 percent of Kenyan youth identified 
finding employment as the major challenge they face in life.13 In addition, seeking gender 
equity in youth employment is necessary; more than a quarter of the Kenyan urban female 
active labor force are unemployed. This rate reaches 40 percent for young women (15-24 
years old), and women with little or no education are even more likely to be long-term 
unemployed.14  
 



 

In a government document titled, Kenya Population Situation Analysis, it was stated that 
“analysis of youth employment context shows that Kenya faces five key challenges, namely: 
high unemployment; rapidly growing labor force; under-employment; problem of the working 
poor; and gender inequality in employment.”15  
 
Some research findings suggest that high unemployment and underemployment status of 
youth may contribute to security concerns in Kenya; youth may become restless due to 
idleness after formal education, with some ending participating in crime, including self-
destructive tendencies. Unemployment also causes the feeling of marginalization and 
exclusion, which leads to delinquent behavior. This is particularly worth our attention as youth 
represent more than half of the total prison population in Kenya in the 21st century.16 

 
There are many factors contributing to youth unemployment and underemployment. For 
women, adolescent pregnancy and childbearing particularly are limiting factors to stable, high-
quality employment. Attainment of formal education is also related to employment. UNDP data 
suggest that the most challenging unemployment situation is for youth in their early 20’s with 
primary and secondary education. Although the unemployment rate of people with no formal 
education is high, they do not represent as large a proportion of the population. Additionally, 
the UNDP data shows that informal sector employment is significantly higher than formal 
sector employment, with rural youth focusing relatively more on informal work and the urban 
youth more on formal. Finally, the employment rate for men is consistently higher than for 
women, in both the formal and informal sectors and rural and urban contexts. 
 
Kenyan youth constitute more than a third of the country’s population, and nearly 80 percent of 
Kenyans are less than 35 years old.17 Not only is employment essential for young people to 
gain independence from parents and enhance their prospects of forming a family, is it also 
central to holistic development, poverty reduction, and social security. 
 
One of the more successful strategies being used to address this issue of youth 
unemployment is the Kenya Youth Employment and Skills (K-YES) Program. K-YES is a 
$21.791 million, 5-year program funded by USAID that began in September 2015. The 
program aims to enhance employment opportunities and the overall labor supply in nine 
concentrated geographic areas and sectors, through both wage employment and self-
employment, for unemployed and underemployed youth (aged 18–35) who have not 
completed secondary education. It is implemented by RTI International and a wide variety of 
partners. 
 
The primary USAID assistance objective to be achieved with K-YES is: To enhance 
employment opportunities and the overall labor supply, whether wage employment or self-
employment, for underemployed youth (ages 18–35) with primary or some secondary 
education in focus geographic areas and sectors. 
 
K-YES activities link young Kenyans to youth-friendly services (e.g., labor market information, 
financial institutions, and 21st century employability skills), allowing them to make informed and 
empowered decisions regarding investments in their education and careers. With skills and 
vocational training designed in coordination with local industry and government, K-YES 



 

focuses on building local relationships and capacity to increase the efficiency, effectiveness 
and sustainability of education and employment outcomes. 
 
Overall, the K-YES program has been quite successful in achieving its goals. In fact, it was 
recently selected as one of 10 winners (out of 97 submissions) of the 2019 Collaborating, 
Learning, and Adapting (CLA) Case Competition, sponsored by the United States Agency for 
International Development’s (USAID) Bureau for Policy, Planning and Learning and the 
LEARN contract.18 However, both during my time working on the project and the several 
months following, I’ve been able to recognize several issues regarding the program’s 
foundational ideology, implementation, and system of measurement for indicating success. 
 
A breakdown of the K-YES program allows us to see the interrelatedness of ‘Big D’ and ‘little d’ 
D/development through a real, present day example. From a big picture standpoint, K-YES 
looks mostly like ‘Big D’ Development (intentional development which encompasses the 
visions and interventions to promote positive change). When that picture is zoomed in, 
however, aspects of ‘little d’ development become a bit more apparent. 
 
As discussed earlier, the concept the market was unknown and non-existent in pre-colonial 
Kenya. The country operated on a truly informal exchange economy founded on two primary 
production systems – agriculture and pastoralism. If this were still the case, that is, if global 
capitalism had never been forced upon the people of Kenya, then the K-YES program would 
essentially serve no purpose. In this sense, training youth for work in industrial sectors and 
commercial agriculture is simply, at the most basic level, a way to incorporate Kenya into the 
global capitalist market. 
 
Additionally, the K-YES program, much like most of the development efforts in Kenya, relies 
heavily on external funding, perpetuating the country’s dependence on foreign aid and 
therefore undermining real market reform. In many of my discussions with my Kenyan 
colleagues regarding the country’s future, foreign aid seems to simply be expected and is 
something that Kenyan’s believe will always be available at their disposal. This kind of mindset 
towards foreign aid, which is accepted by a significant proportion of the Kenyan population, 
leads to moral hazard-types of situations in which Kenyans develop a lack of incentive to guard 
against risk where one is protected from its consequences.  
 

Finally, and this is perhaps what frustrates me the most when it comes to development, is the 

system in which ‘success’ is measured. In the eyes of many major development players, 

including USAID and RTI International, the K-YES program has been a major success for the 

people of Kenya. Yet, do the majority of Kenyans – the people in which the program has set 

out to serve – agree with this view? Too often, success is either not clearly defined and agreed 

upon by all of the stakeholders involved or it is measured in a way that disregards critical 

information. To USAID and RTI International, the key indicator of success for the K-YES 

program is the number of youths trained through the program. This measurement produces a 

large number that is quite attractive to donors, but does it truly measure success? In my 

opinion, as well as the opinions of a number of my Kenyan colleagues who have been involved 

with the K-YES program since the very beginning, the answer is that it does not. How could it? 



 

It fails to account something so crucial that I was not only shocked but utterly disturbed when I 

discovered its absence. This critical indicator, while difficult to effectively measure, is the 

quality of training in which participating youth receive. 

 

While I do believe that K-YES evaluations which fail to address the quality of training also fail 

to truly measure success, I do understand why it remains outside the program’s measurement. 

The quality of training in which one youth participant receives is completely different than the 

quality of training in which any other youth participant receives. This is because the quality of 

training depends on so many things, such as the amount of resources available to the training 

centers which varies by location (among other factors), the quality of the instructors which also 

varies by location (among other factors), and the ever-changing labor market and economic 

situation in which the country finds itself in (both of which vary by, you guessed it, location and 

an array of other factors). 

 

In sum, while I am not suggesting that the underlying motive of K-YES can be attributed to 

‘little d’ development, I do want to point out how the program has been influenced by it. 

Furthermore, my argument is not that ‘Big D’ Development must be completely isolated from 

‘little d’ development in order to serve its true purpose. Instead, I argue that it is absolutely vital 

to fully understand how the two are so profoundly interconnected if we are to genuinely 

promote positive change within places, cultures, and individuals outside of ourselves.  
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