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Abstract 
This thesis examines perceptions of political power among Luo women in Kenya. The 

research was conducted in the autumn of 2015 and founded by a MFS-scholarship from 

Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA). The research examines 

the hypotheses that there are three factors that affect women‘s chances to get political 

power, namely: education, economy and social capital. Through qualitative methods 20 

respondents were interviewed. The results show that all three factors were recognized as 

important. To get power the respondents experienced that you have to take part in a 

reciprocal pattern. You have to give money, help or knowledge, and with higher education, 

good economy or a lot of social capital, you will have easier to offer those things.           
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Introduction  

Imagine if you have a team and you don‘t let half of the team play. That‘s stupid. That makes no sense. 

And the evidence shows that communities that gives their daughters the same opportunities as their 

sons, they are more peaceful, they are more prosperous, they develop faster, they are more likely to 

succeed. That‘s true in America, that‘s true here in Kenya (Barack Obama in Nairobi, 26 July 2015, 

recorded by BBC).    

This is a part of a speech that US president Barack Obama held when he was visiting Kenya 

2015, a visit that was followed closely by the Kenyan society. It is easy to understand the 

president‘s eagerness to talk about gender equality in Kenya. Between 2008 and 2013 only 

22 out of 224 members of the Kenyan parliament were women (Bird 2015: 61).  

Why is it important that women participate in politics? Some theories point to the fact that 

culture and social factors affect men and women differently and as a result men and women 

also have different perspectives. When women are not able to influence politics, there is an 

overwhelming risk that their needs are neglected (Narayan 1997: 30). Others argue that 

regardless if the decisions will change or not when women participate, more women in 

parliament contribute to a just democracy. A growing number of parliaments, including 

Kenya‘s, use quotas to raise the number of women (Celis 2009: 95). National parliaments is 

one field to work with but for most women the participation in local decision making would 

make a greater change for their possibility to influence issues affecting them (Kabeer 2005: 

22).  

Since women‘s political participation is discussed and promoted in a lot of areas, from 

political scientist‘s theories to governments, I found it interesting to examine the perceptions 

women have about how to reach political power and how they perceive power to work.     
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Aim and research question  

The purpose of the thesis is to investigate perceptions of power and how it is gained. I have 

done a research with qualitative interviews with a sample of women in western Kenya. The 

focus is on the ideas and assumptions the respondents have about power, not on power itself. 

Women‘s perceptions of power likely affect their understanding and actions regarding their 

own political participation. The result is interesting since both political scientists, 

governments and aid agencies have theories about what factors affect women‘s 

participation. As I will show later on, previous research has found a strong link between 

education, economy, social capital and political participation. Do the women recognize these 

factors? If projects aiming to raise women‘s political influence do not take into account how 

women perceive political power there could be a problem with the implementation. To be 

able to tell which of these factors the respondents find as useful to gain power, I also need to 

be aware about what kind of power they perceive as reachable and desirable. Power could be 

expressed in different ways and different factors could help the individual to reach different 

kinds of power. Very little previous research concerning empirical study of perceptions 

about power has been found which makes the study even more interesting.  

The research question could be said to be dual: what factors do women perceive could help 

them get power and how do they perceive power to work in their community? 

The following questions will help me in my search: 

What factors do the respondents assume helps a woman to gain political power?  

In what way do they assume that these factors help women?  

In what way do the respondents perceive power to work?   
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Background  

To better understand the context the research is conducted within, some basic facts about 

Kenya and women‘s situation are presented.   

Half of Kenya‘s‘ population is considered as living in poverty. The majority of the 

population lives in the countryside, but slum areas are expanding since more people look for 

better opportunities in the cities. The AIDS epidemic hit Kenya hard, and malaria and 

tuberculosis are other health problems (Landguiden. Kenya. Sociala förhållanden. 2014).  

The economy slowed down after violence 2007 (Obura 2015:166). The violence was 

brought about by suspicions of election fraud. The conflict 2007 was dominated by the 

tension between the Luo tribe and the Kikuyu tribe, which are represented by different 

political parties. The tribes are used by politician to promote their own positions. There are 

about forty different tribes in Kenya; this study is conducted with Lou women who belong to 

one of the bigger tribes (Landguiden. Kenya. Befolkning och språk, Efter det våldsamma 

valet 2007. 2014). In a country were the state is unstable, people find other groups to rely 

on, such as family, clan, village and ethnic groups. Therefore, the ethnic groups of Kenya 

are of big importance in the everyday life of its citizens (Hydén 2013:186).  

Literacy among Kenya´s women is 83.5 per cent and in primary and secondary school there 

are 95 girls for every 100 boys (2009) (Landguiden. Kenya. Utbildning. 2011 and 

Gapminder, Raito of girls to boys in primary and secondary education. 2015). Since 2003 

the eight year elementary school is free, and as a consequence most children today go to 

school at least some years (Obura 2015:165). The respondents did however attend school 

before 2003. The fees forced poor families to choose which children to send to school, as a 

result girls were usually the ones staying at home (Närman 1995: 71-72). There are 

differences in school attendance between districts and among ethnic groups. In the 

marginalized groups the schools and teachers are few, and there are a greater number of 

drop-outs (Alwy and Schech 2004: 271). Since the respondents belong to the Luo tribe, 

which dominates the area, their tribal belonging has probably not been a major hindrance in 

their education.  

A woman‘s position in her marriage is strongly connected to her fertility (Hydén 2013:165). 

Women are responsible for the household work and children´s upbringing. Women have 
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fewer property rights than men and lose the farmland in case of a divorce (Landguiden. 

Kenya. Sociala förhållanden 2014). There could probably be a relationship between 

women‘s absence as political decision makers and their lack of full participation in the 

modern economy (Bird 2015:64). 

During the last twenty years the participation of women in politics in all of Africa is 

increasing. Women are more visible and there has been an increase of women in legislative 

bodies (Hydén 2013:175). Since the new Kenyan constitution of 2010, political parties are 

required to include one third of each gender to be able to register the party. However, few 

have followed this law, and women are still underrepresented in parliament, government, 

local authorities, trade unions and so on (Bird 2015:64). According to the political scientist 

Lisa Aubrey, traditional African cultures as well as western colonists have used different 

strategies to push down women. The postcolonial state and the culture of politics have 

reproduced the subordination (Aubrey 2001:89). Aubrey explains this by arguing that in the 

postcolonial era much of the patriarchy and authoritarian state has been unchanged because 

of authoritarian and repressive rule (Aubrey 2001: 92).  
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The concept of power  
Since one research question is: In what way do the respondents perceive power to work? I 

needed to be open to different kinds of power concepts. A power analysis is useful, 

particularly in countries where power is more inherent in informal institutions than formal 

ones. Kenya could be said to be such a country where the state‘s formal institutions are 

weak. Power should be viewed as both an independent and dependent variable, meaning that 

political power both shapes and is shaped by society (Hydén and Mmuya 2008:18).  

To be able to conduct a fieldwork it need to be clarified how I used the word power. In the 

interviews the word power was varied with words such as influence, to be listened to and to 

be respected. I was careful not to apply my own perceptions but tried to give the respondents 

a chance to describe their own views of power. I focused on the political types of power but 

as politics are closely related to the rest of the society it is hard to make a clear distinction. 

To understand how a respondent expressed power to work in her family could be relevant to 

understand how she perceived her chances of political participation.  

In connection with the discussion below about structures and to look beyond traditional 

views of power, an open power definition seems the only reasonable one. The concept of 

power is nevertheless given a theoretical definition to understand the respondents and to 

analyze the results.  

Three levels of power  
The theoretical definitions of power are diverse and many. A traditional definition is 

presented by Weber, who described power as the possibility to make someone else do 

something against his or her will (Groshev 2002: 6). Critics of Weber have found other 

power concepts to be more valuable. The sociologist Steven Lukes formulated a definition 

containing three levels of power in his book Power: A Radical View.  

- The first level is the power over others and is close to Weber‘s definition. The level 

is defined by open conflict and people‘s behavior in conflict situations.  

- The second level is the power over the agenda. When one actor creates hinders to 

discuss a conflict in public, the actor has used power.  

- The third level, and Lukes‘ own contribution, is the capacity to change people‘s way 

of thinking. In contrast to the first and second level the third level does not originate 

from conflict (Lukes 2004).  
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Lukes‘ third level is related to Foucault‘s concept of the regime of truth. Foucault argues 

that power is the ability to portray some knowledge as truth and in this way change people‘s 

way of thinking. Even in a family or between individuals, relations are embedded within the 

greater power pattern and reproduce the regime of truth. For example could the regime of 

truth influence people to believe that some things lead to power when in reality other factors 

are more influential (Gledhill 1994: 126). Lukes‘ and Foucault show the great spectrum of 

ways power can be expressed on.   

Empowerment  
Another important concept which is frequently used in the debate about women and power 

is empowerment. Naila Kabeer‘s definition of empowerment is used in the thesis. To be 

empowered is to be capable to affect your own life, to be able to make choices. 

Empowerment is referring to the process when an individual or a group are going from a 

position where they have low or no possibility to affect their lives, to a position were choices 

can be made. Being able to make choices requires that there are alternatives and that these 

are perceived by the individual. For many poor women there are few alternatives perceived 

to exist since the culture restrains the actions possible to take (Kabeer 2005: 13-14). 

Empowerment comes from within and does not focus on the power over others but rather 

uses Lukes‘ second and third levels of power, i.e, power over the agenda and power over 

thoughts. With empowerment the individual can easier challenge the use of these types of 

power. Empowerment has been viewed as necessary for challenging unequal economic, 

political and social structures (Parpart 2002).  

Darlington and Mulvaney have come up with the concept of reciprocal empowerment. 

Reciprocal empowerment describes the process when an individual gets empowered and at 

the same time empowers others. By advising, supporting, helping and teaching others, the 

individual attains a feeling of self-esteem, determination, knowledge and strength. This kind 

of empowerment could propagate when it is shared and it is not characterized by conflict. 

One example is the leaders of social movement. By helping others to get their rights, the 

leader is also increasing his or her own power (Darlington and Mulvaney 2002: 140, 164). 



11 

 

Power and structures  
Vaughan and Tronvoll mean that power operates in structures and in relations even though 

the structures or relations themselves not necessarily have power.
2
 It is not, for example, the 

state machinery that gives the political elite power but the interaction between the elite and 

the citizens. In practice, individuals can nevertheless feel powerless and caught up in the 

systems and structures (2003:30).  

When using a traditional definition of power such as Weber‘s, power is described as a 

resource and a capacity and not as a relationship (Lukes 2004: 42). The older definition has 

not taken weaker groups into account since power concepts have often focused on forms of 

power that are primarily experienced by powerful men, for example the power when using 

physical strength, verbal authority, leadership and power over others (Groshev 2002: 6). 

When seeing power as a relationship, as Lukes and Foucault suggest, you can assume that 

everyone has power in some way and does not perceive power as requiring a specific set of 

resources. Local knowledge, skills, economic practices and resources exist everywhere and 

could be mobilized to gain power (Cahill 2008: 298- 299). John Gledhill shows very well 

the difficulties when looking at power in another society: 

[I]t can be argued that the Western tradition of political analysis places excessive emphasis on the state 

and on formal political institutions of government. Understanding power relations in society certainly 

involves more than an understanding of the formal institutions of the state (Gledhill 1994: 22). 

With a starting point in this argument it is interesting to look for the perceptions the 

respondents have about power. If the definition of power is broader, the actions taken to 

express power get broader as well. Vaughan and Tronvoll write ―if power is intimately 

connected with patterns of knowledge, belief and convention, it is intimately connected with 

patterns of culture‖. Through culture the individual learns its place in the hierarchy and 

which members of society to respect and consider superior to others (2003:30-33). This 

argument strengthens my decision to look at perceptions, since perceptions are part of the 

cultural understanding. Since power structures mainly exist in individual‘s thoughts, 

perceptions are the most interesting material to understand the structures.   

                                                 
2
 It is debated, se for example Hayward.  
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Factors affecting power 
Two research questions are: What factors do the respondents assume helps a woman to gain 

political power? and In what way do they assume that the factors help women? Previous 

research identifies three factors that could influence a woman‘s way to power: education, 

economy and social capital. Here previous research describes how and why they work.  

Education  
Many studies demonstrates the effect of education on development and political 

participation. In the human rights declaration, education is perceived as a fundamental right 

and lack of education is recognized as one of the major hindrance to development (Bowden 

2002).   

Education has a lot of positive effects on the individual; it has been shown that educated 

women have healthier families and have easier to handle their place in the society (Kabeer 

2005: 16-17). A study in Ghana and Zambia concluded that the extent of school years is 

important in understanding democracy. It suggested that low literacy levels are likely to 

restrain the understanding of democratic rule and thereby undermine the support of 

democracy versus a repressive rule (Bratton and Mattes 2001: 454 & 462).  

In a study of the American public, education was shown to have an effect on political 

interest and civic skills. The authors argue that communication and organizational skills are 

learned in school and therefore education increases the possibility to engage in politics 

(Brady, Verba and Schlozman 1995: 271-273). With higher education one probably has a 

better idea of how the state and society works. To be able to change and influence society, 

one has to ‗see‘ the system. The author Elizabeth Janeway writes: ―President and generals 

and secretary of state ‗see the cables‘‖. The powerless need that information to be able to 

challenge the structures (1980: 114).  

It is however wise to remember Lukes‘ third power level, to change people‘s way of 

thinking. The school is a unique way of changing people‘s way of thinking that could be 

used both to improve the citizen‘s political participation and restrain it. Some studies show 

that the effect of education is conditioned by the context, in places where women‘s role is 

strictly defined in the family, it is not certain that girls will learn to question the world 

around them in school. The organization of the school is important as well; inequality 

between social classes, ethnicity and gender are otherwise reproduced. According to Kabeer, 
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policy makers see the benefits of educating girls in health and welfare but neglect to prepare 

them for an equal place in society (Kabeer 2005: 17-18).  

It is interesting to study the individual‘s own perception about the effect of education since 

there are many positive effects according to the literature. If the women do not perceive 

education to gain them political power, what other factors may be important?  

Economy  
A great impact on power is of course the economic factor. Since Kenya is ranked in place 

145 of 175 in Transparency International‘s index over corruption (2014), it is reasonable to 

think that a good economy affects your possibility to influence the power by corruption 

(Transparency International. Kenya). Poverty on the other hand likely makes it hard for you 

to gain power; you have harder to care about politics if you are struggling for survival 

(Bratton and Mattes 2001: 462).  

In most societies women as a group are less powerful than men. This is especially true in the 

economic and political sphere, but visible in decision making at all levels of society. It is 

also a question of poverty, to be poor is not only to lack resources but also to lack the ability 

to make choices. The conditions for poor people are generally different if you are a man or 

woman. For example, the resources and decision making could be so unevenly distributed 

within the family that the mother and daughters could be considered poor even if the father 

and sons are not (Vaihinen, Wennerholm, 2005: 2-3). Women are working more in the 

informal economy while men to a greater extent are working in the public service and 

private sector, and thus men are seen as the key provider. As a result, men are perceived as 

the head of the household and have privileges as such (Diallo 2009:118-119). 

Göran Hydén writes about the ―economy of affection‖ which shows how economy and 

social relations correlate. In this system money does not become an end in itself, and 

personal relations are worth more than official contracts. To share your wealth is a way to 

invest in your relations and a strategy that will reward you more than if you should invest 

your money on the market. The giving is reciprocal and what you give today you will get 

back tomorrow. Hydén highlights an example of the Giriama community in Kenya, where 

individuals spend their money on big events such as funerals and weddings and by doing so 

gain respect. When they get in dispute, they have the possibility to testify before their elders 

on their behalf because of this respect. Much of the same strategy is at work in politics, 
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where what politicians do will be more important than what they say. In this system even 

politicians have to invest in tangible rewards to prospective followers (Hydén 2013: 74-76). 

To understand the power pattern in this kind of systems we need to look to anthropology 

where it has been shown that gift giving is an important institution in societies all around the 

world. The gifts may look voluntary, but something is required in return and gifts therefore 

work as a way to make contracts. An example is the exchange of wedding rings; by an 

exchange of gifts the couple also expresses social relations and agreement (Hylland Eriksen 

1999: 194). 

That the economics pattern works differently from the western context are important to 

remember when looking at the perceptions of power since power could be strongly 

connected to economy.     

Social Capital 
Social capital is the relations between persons and groups and the interaction in the 

community and it is an essential factor affecting poverty and prosperity (Narayan 1997: 1).  

As mentioned above, Foucault describes power as embodied in social relations rather than a 

resource that could belong to individuals. Through the influence the individual‘s action has 

on others, the individual perceives his or her power (Groshev 2002: 7). There are studies 

arguing that by group participation, the relations between powerless and powerful are 

changing and the ordinary people are getting means to empower themselves (Kesby 2005: 

2037).  

Cornwall and Goetz show the connection between social capital and experience among 

women in developing countries. Engaging in interest groups in society can have positive 

effects as a learning area for women. Generally, women do not have the same possibility as 

men to make a career in political parties and trade unions. As a result they do not have the 

same experiences and knowledge (Cornwall and Goetz 2005: 788).  

The informal institutions that regulate power according to economy of affection, such as 

clientism, nepotism and corruption, are not working outside the formal institutions but with 

them. Hydén and Mmuya (2008:28) points out that: 

Informal institutions in Africa are not primarily the creations of evil or autocratic minds. They are more 

often the natural product of the fragmentary nature of the economic system and the lack of social 
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differentiation —and stratification – that has given rise to formal institutions in other regions of the 

world. 

Formal power is not irrelevant, but the power is manifested in the relationship between 

individuals and not in the office bearers. Both the formal and informal institutions are 

constructing the power patterns (Hydén and Mmuya 2008:29). The personal rule is in focus 

in Kenyan politics and the politics are organized in patron-client relations. The power lies in 

the person and not in the party or institution (Hydén 2013:104).  

In countries were the formal ways to power are few the social capital are very important for 

the individual. That works against women, since women tend to have difficulties being 

visible around male powerbrokers. Women have harder being around after office hours and 

take part in informal networking because of their family responsibilities. Women are the 

major workers in the home, and in developing countries women generally are the sole 

household managers (Bird 2015:36-39).  

One way to understand this system of reciprocity is offered by Kajsa Ekholm Friedman who 

has studied Kongo. She borrows a model from Hydén in which the state is like a balloon 

above the society. The state has detached itself from the people; the income from taxes is 

low and the welfare provided is also low. The political elite get resources from the global 

economy and have no need for the population inside the country. Ekholm Friedman does not 

agree with Hydén who says that the African states are weak because the economy of 

affection is strong and make it hard for the state to get established. She argues the opposite; 

the state has not been interested to be established in society and is satisfied with being 

autonomous. As a consequence, people have no choice but to keep to the economy of 

affection (1994: 47-48). 

To sum up, according to pervious research all three factors, education, economy and social 

capital, are influential when a woman tries to gain political power. They are often connected. 

For example, in a project to empower local participants in the Philippines, women were 

reporting that the power relations in the family had changed. This was due to that the women 

now had knowledge and more experience, they could contribute to the family‘s income by 

skills they learnt and they had contacts and support outside the family. Taken together, it 

made the women receive respect in their families (Cahill 2008: 301).  
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Method 

Sample  
Since previous research show that men and women live under different conditions and are 

exposed to different treatment it would be unwise to look at both men‘s and women‘s ways 

to gain power. This research does therefore only concern female respondents.   

Siaya Women for Vision (SWV) is an organization working in the district of Siaya in 

southwest Kenya. By creating a network for politically active women, they hope that the 

women will get experience and support from each other. I used SWV to find politically 

active women to interview. Fourteen respondents were chosen by SWV, which helped me 

get women who were willingly to participate. To get a different point of view I also 

conducted interviews with six women who did not have any political experience. Those 

respondents were chosen by going around the village and ask if they were willing to 

participate. The study was conducted in the autumn of 2015. 

Some things can be said about the respondents. They were between 23-75 years old but 

fifteen of them within 40-65 years, while three were younger and two older. All except two 

were married or widowed. They were not among the poorest in their communities but 

neither can they be considered rich. Common occupations were farmers, social worker or 

having a small business. A majority of them were living on farms, in villages or small 

towns. The respondents are anonymous and the names in the research part are figurative.  

The respondents were from the Luo community, which is the dominating tribe in western 

Kenya. Since the tribes have a big impact on Kenya‘s political life I wanted the respondents 

to be from the same and relatively large tribe. In the area they live in, being Luo is not likely 

to have led to discrimination and hindrance in their political participation. 

The sample could not be generalized to a larger group and is a purposive sampling. 

Purposive sampling is a strategic selection to find relevant answers on the research 

questions. The respondents are chosen to provide understanding and not to be able to 

generalize the results to a wider population (Bryman 2011: 392). To find out how women in 

general perceive power would take too long time and would not allow me to do the in-depth 

interviews I needed to understand the respondents. That‘s why I used qualitative methods.  
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I was quite dependent on SWV for my research; they helped me select respondents and 

arranging the interview guide. This dependency could be considered a problem, for example 

is it likely that they want to perceive themselves as more powerful than they are. Since I also 

conducted interviews with women outside SWV the risk is to some extent reduced. Because 

of SWV, the respondents can be assumed to share some thoughts and ideas. Many of them 

know each other which can explain a similarity in the answers. In my opinion the help and 

support I gained from SWV were of such value that possible bias of the results was a risk 

worth to take.    

Interviews 
I used semi-structured interviews, using an interview guide but with the possibility to ask 

follow-up questions and to change the order of the questions (Bryman, 2011: 206). The 

interview guide is attached as an appendix. After a first analysis of the answers from the 

fourteen first respondents I added new questions to the six last respondents. The respondents 

given these additional questions were both politically active and not. The new questions 

concerned issues I had found interesting to go deeper into and clarify; no new areas were 

asked about.  

The interviews lasted between thirty minutes to one hour and were mostly held at the 

respondent‘s home, workplace or in a restaurant. The places were chosen to make the 

respondent feel comfortable. Family members or colleagues were not attending the 

interview. In some case the entire interview was conducted in English, some of the 

interviews were conducted in Luo but most of them were a mixture of English and Luo. The 

interpreter clarified to various degrees when it was needed. The same interpreter, a young 

and educated Lou woman, was used for all interviews. I found it useful to use the same 

interpreter since she then knows what I was looking for. There are some problems with 

using an interpreter: misunderstandings and mistranslations could be hard to find out. The 

interpreter read and listened through the interviews after they were transcribed by me to find 

if there was something to change. A couple of the interviews were also looked into by 

another person to make sure the translations were correctly done. In some cases, I and the 

interpreter discussed expressions and words being used to clarify cultural meanings.  

It is a fine balance between seeing things you did not expect and figuring out when the 

respondent is avoiding a question or not answering truthfully. Sometimes I doubt the 
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answers when they were very different from the other women‘s answer or did not 

correspond with my general picture of the Kenyan society. For example, two of the women 

said that money did not matter when someone tried to gain power. This statement was very 

different from the other respondents but also from my previous knowledge of Kenya. Those 

answers are still in the results but I will discuss them when they appear in the text. Some 

answers are not accounted for since they were not answering the question and/or were not 

relevant for the study.  

Delimitations 
Even when you get inside the power elite it is not so simple that you automatically get 

power. It is important to remember that what looks like a powerful position from the outside 

is not necessarily experienced as such for the individual in the position. I do not have 

possibility to examine this closer and end the discussion here. Since it is the perception of 

power I am looking for, not the power itself, I do not see this restriction as a problem. 
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Results 

Factors for power  

The two first research questions were: What factors do the respondents assume helps a 

woman to gain political power? and In what way do they assume that the factors help 

women? I will here go through the factors education, economy and social capital. One of the 

interview questions was what they would advise their daughters to do to gain influence. 

Another question was to describe the women with and without power in their communities 

and how the women got into those positions. To see all the interview questions and a list of 

the respondents, see the appendix.  

To find out how the factors are perceived to help women to gain power, the main 

mechanisms are briefly described. Respect was one, through the factors you could gain 

resources that in turn gave you respect in the society. Respect seemed to be perceived as a 

way to power since a respected person was listened to and could influence others. 

Reciprocity is another key concept according to the women. The factors would help the 

individual woman with resources to use in a reciprocal pattern. The reciprocity seems to be 

perceived as working in two different areas:  

- One kind of reciprocity the respondents described I choose to call economy of 

affection, using Hydéns concept (see above). It is a pattern of mutual giving and 

taking were the person with most to give can gain most power. Like Hydén point out 

even politicians need to give gifts to gain followers. This pattern was described by 

the women as involving political leaders and men.  

- To the other kind of reciprocity the respondents talked about I apply the concept of 

reciprocal empowerment used by Darlington and Maluvery (see above). Local 

women were described as becoming powerful when they helped others. The women 

were strengthened and uplifted by their support and advice to others and became 

empowered themselves while empowering others. Respect is a part in reciprocal 

empowerment.  

The respondents described those two kinds of reciprocal pattern as very different and clearly 

preferred the reciprocal empowerment. As showed later on, at least with a theoretical 

definition, they are quite similar and there is no straight line between them. The biggest 
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difference seems to be that in economy of affection the powerful are giving with the purpose 

to gain power while in reciprocal empowerment someone give with the purpose to help.  

Education  

Education was often the first thing mentioned by the respondents as important to gain 

power. It was highly recognized as a road to success both for gaining influence, money and 

empowerment. Some of them described it as ―power in heritage through education‖ (Akyini) 

or did not have a good explanation of how the connection was made but mentioned 

education as something powerful persons would have. Studies from Asia find that educated 

women are taking part in a greater number of decision makings and have greater control 

over resources (Kabeer 2005: 16). If the same would be true for Kenya it could explain the 

feeling that education is important even if the respondents do not know why. As I described 

above, previous research has shown that educated women have easier to participate 

politically.  

Respect  

Some women describe that one of the main ways to get power through education is because 

it gives you a profession with a title, which in turn gives you respect and makes you listened 

to.  

Reciprocity – reciprocal empowerment  

Education demonstrates reciprocal empowerment clearly:  

[As educated] you can actually help others, so instead of giving them handouts you find them a solution 

(Susan). 

Susan, and also other respondents, meant that the educated had a way to influence people 

around them since people turned to them for advice. The empowerment become clear as, in 

contrast to other persons, the educated may not only give money but suggestions of what 

action to take. By that they empowered people around them and in turn gain influence 

themselves. They could be said to use Lukes‘ second power level, by advising others to 

different alternatives they take control over the agenda.   

Educations effect on women‘s life can, according to previous research, be great. Education 

is able to change the individual‘s cognitive ability and understanding of problems like 

disease and family planning (Kabeer 2005: 16). Eunice clearly experiences this with the 
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educated women in her village. She answered like this on the question if the educated have 

more power:  

The way they stay in their homestead, how the homestead look, the way they bring up their children. 

The way they do their things, they influence us. They are their managers of their homes; it makes them 

good decisions makers in the village. They know how to own their things (Eunice). 

Eunice shows that through this knowledge of how to organize their life, the women inspire 

and influence other women and in that way they can be said to gain power. A clear example 

of how they by being empowered themselves also empower others. Eunice also seems to 

respect the women because of their knowledge.  

To know your rights and to know basic things about the society, for example the importance 

of an ID card, was something a couple of respondents would like to teach the powerless 

women in their communities, as a way to empower them. Those respondents seem to agree 

with Janeway that the powerless do not see how the society works which make them unable 

to change it. They think that with education this could be counteracted.  

Education´s influence on personality   

Some of the women thought that with education your confidence increases and the shy 

women are often uneducated.  

They [the uneducated] can‘t stand up and question things or sit in front when there are meetings; they 

sit in the back (Betty).  

With education you are expiring different persons and situations which teach you how to 

handle the world, according to the respondents:  

With education you are exposed to a lot of things, you meet people you would never meet otherwise; 

you get to see things you would never see. You can travel on your own, you get a god job, you start to 

have an independent income (Susan). 

They [the educated] have a better life and when you [are] in school you learn to know a lot of people 

and learn how to handle different personalities (Lynn). 

The individual‘s confidence, capability and independence are perceived as increasing with 

education. The quotes correlate with Kabeer who comes to the conclusion that ―education 

appears to increase women‘s capacity to deal with the outside world, including government 

officials and service providers of various kinds‖ (2005: 17). When looking at those quoting 
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it is also clear that the factors are connected and reinforcing each other. Education makes 

you get a god job and your economic situation improves as Susan says.  Most respondents 

also mentioned that education gives you confidence and social skills, by that it correlates 

with social capital. In this context economy and social capital can be perceived as 

mechanisms behind educations affect.  

Skills through education   

Three of the women mentioned that you need to understand and communicate with 

Kiswahili and English to be able to have something to say outside the village.
3
 They also 

mentioned that education gives you skills of how to speak and how to work with computers 

and write well: 

They can just face these leaders without fearing, they can do their work in so many ways, like in 

writing, in these times you must go cyber, without education you can‘t (Betty).  

Powerful women in the communities were often described as persons with knowledge and 

experience. It could have been achieved through education but not necessarily, it could also 

be connected to the women‘s employment or be gained if they were active in groups or 

politics. This is in line with Cornwall and Goetz that point out this importance of experience 

to get women to be political leaders (2005: 783).   

Backside of education  

One of the respondents, Jane, felt that people would think the educated ―showed-off‖ and 

were ―proud‖. Studies show that there could become a gap between the educated young and 

their families in the local context (Bowden 2002). Maybe that is the gap Jane felt. That the 

school could be a restraining factor for the girls, as Kabeer points out (see above), does not 

seem to be experienced by the respondents.  

With the high unemployment rates in Kenya there is a chance that the high expectations of 

educations economic affect will be let down. The women have a high belief in that 

education will give you a good job opportunity but according to UNESCO women‘s 

achievement in education are hard to translate into commensurate employments and pay, 

even among the most qualified women (Obura 2015:153).  

                                                 
3
 The tribe‘s language is people‘s mother tongue. Kiswahili and English are official languages in Kenya. 
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To sum up, education were perceived as giving respect, skills, make you independent and 

less shy, but most important make you empowered and by that gave you a chance to 

empower others and gain influence.    

Economy  

The respondents had most divided opinions regarding the economic factor. Two of them put 

it like ―it doesn‘t help you, with money but no education‖ (Betty). The meaning was that 

education was prior to economy. I am skeptical to the truthfulness in these statements. Since 

the rest of the respondents would not agree I think that the women either misunderstood the 

question or did not want to tell me of the big influence money has. That they actually would 

perceive it as unimportant is not likely, even when considering the reciprocal empowerment.  

The majority of the women did give money a big part in the political life, like Nereah: 

Money, money is power, because of corruption; money can change things, decisions. Even in court. 

When you are poor you are too busy with your life to care about politics, was a common 

assumption among the respondents. Some of the respondents described power as a way to 

change things you care about. In that sense they seemed to perceive it as power when you 

were able to use your money to make this change, build a school in your home village for 

example, without needing the help of others.  

Respect  

Money could make a big difference in people‘s respect:  

In my home area that you drive a car [would make] someone […] listen to you (Susan). 

Lack of money was perceived as connected to a lack of respect; some respondents argued 

that it makes the poor voiceless: 

Other people don‘t want to listen to poor people and think like ‗what do you know‘ (Kareen).  

One woman expressed a frustration over this situation and opposed it:   

The poverty, you don‘t have money, with men they got the money, they are the landowners, when they 

talk we listen, we are just there to say yes. But if you come out like me and say no, we cannot do this, 

don‘t make us be voiceless (Eunice). 
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Reciprocity- Economy of affection  

Economy was the factor strongest connected to economy of affection. The economy of 

affection could be said to give power in a traditional way; by giving gifts the leaders gained 

control and influence. Mostly money is given and in return people vote and listen to the 

person.  

To make people listen you have to give them something; you have to give them a kick back, which I 

think is no good. That is to influence somebody‘s thoughts (Jane). 

This is what Hydén means when he writes that what politicians do (like giving money) will 

have more importance then what they say (2013: 74-76).  

The economy of affection is perceived to work against the poor, and women are perceived to 

be poorer than men: 

Women are very popular but you cannot win without money, you can have support but before voting 

they will be bought by the man (Rose). 

Other mentioned that poor people were easily influenced:  

The ones with money are your bosses and then you have to lower your voice (Fiona).  

If you got money you can do your things. Nobody can come and influence you with nonsense things 

and you listen (Eunice).  

Lukes‘ power levels two can be considered used in this situation; the rich have control 

over the agenda and influence their audience.     

Reciprocity- reciprocal empowerment 

Economy is helping both in the economy of affection but also in reciprocal empowerment. 

Some of the respondents did not consider that money as such helps you get influence, but 

with money you are able to share which makes people listen to you. This is in line with 

Cahill who points out that resources do not automatically make anyone powerful but has to 

be used to gain power. She also shows that informal economic practices could affect as 

much as the formal practices but show a different resource and power pattern. Things such 

as donations, gift-giving, labor exchange and so on could be very significant for some 

individuals (Cahill 2008: 296-300). Apparently the informal practices are the ones used by 

women in a reciprocal empowerment pattern, were not only money but being able to help in 

some way is important. I would say that according to the theory of reciprocal empowerment 
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money needs to be used to gain respect, which you would gain by doing good things. 

Quinter illustrate this:     

If you have problem you can go to them [the powerful women], they give you advice. [---] Those 

women we have seen they bring development to the area. People respect them. 

If you do a good thing the people around you will see it as one action in a reciprocal pattern 

and give you respect and by that power in return. It shows that economy and social capital is 

reinforcing each other.  

Men and women  

One woman mentioned that it was harder for women than men to get money to campaigns. 

Her explanation was that men go and socialize at bars and there they raise sponsors.  

[T]hey have their meeting places in the bars and women do not go to bars. So they could even make 

[…] a lot of money but you are women, you cannot even try to invite them, they do not come to 

fundraisings. If you not go and drink with them they cannot come. So getting those finances for 

campaign it‘s not easy (Akyini).  

Some others explained women‘s lack of money compared to the men as depending on 

women‘s responsibility for the family and children which make them have less money to 

spend. 

Because the majority of women within Siaya [the district] are affected with poverty and most men left 

the woman with the entire burden. And a mother is the only person to affect that you should go to 

school, eat, everything (Eunice).  

In accordance with the respondents, Hydén shows that women are responsible for the 

family‘s food security in countries such as Kenya. According to one study women in Africa 

contribute to three-fourths of the labor required to produce food (2013:167). It is clear that 

the social situation influence the women‘s economy.   

Altogether economy is perceived as important since it gives you respect, are used in 

corruption, used in economy of affection (when you pay people to vote for you), and used in 

reciprocal empowerment since you have easier to help others when you have money. The 

women perceive that men have easier to gain money than women have.  
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Social capital  

The last factor, social capital, was perceived important. In the previous sections it emerged 

that social capital sometimes works as a mechanism behind the effect of education and 

economy, and sometimes as an obstacle for improving the economic situation. Social capital 

is also important by itself. One woman, Moraa, said that to make her daughter influential the 

most important thing would be to:  

…advise the daughter to have a good relation with her neighbors. 

The social capital was perceived as important to connect you to powerful persons that can 

help you if you try to influence an issue.    

[S]he also has lots of connections, to chiefs, and district officers, even the vice president, so everyone 

would listen to her (Claire).  

Lack of access to those powerful persons, often described as politicians or administrators, 

would make it hard for you to influence an issue. Betty has experienced this:  

[I]t‘s even very difficult to meet these leaders. And they have a way of selecting who they want to talk 

to. [---] We have tried, we even walked up to the office, talk to the secretary, but they refused. 

Respect  

Respect is closely related to social capital and they are mutually reinforcing each other. 

When a woman gives good advice to the village she gains respect and with that respect she 

has gained power. This is an example of how social capital and education work together; the 

educated that have the capability to give advice also gain social capital.  

When Susan described the women in her village with power, she said it was those who have 

succeeded ―against the odds‖ and thereby gained respect:    

There are these kinds of women who have managed against the odds. They have brought up their kids, 

like my grandmother, and when they speak people listen. 

By doing good things and being appreciated in the society they gain respect and at least 

among other women that gives them influence.  

If personality was perceived as a major thing to get respect, as showed above, it is also the 

greatest reason for women to lose power. The importance of respect might explain this. If 

you are drinking, behave licentiously and morally badly you will lose power.  
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There are so many things that could make you lose power, if for example for a woman if you get into 

drinking and prostitution [in the meaning sexually promiscuous]. That is the end of you, even if you are 

a professor, no one listens to you. In fact they are the lowest level of women (Akyini). 

The case can of course be that your opponents give people this image of you. To be a subject 

of slander was something that could ruin you influence and political career. The quote also 

shows how power is connected to your person and not only to your merits.   

The political life in Kenya was mentioned as an obstacle for women to reach political 

leadership positions even if they have the required skills and resources. Violence, 

harassments and hard language are common in election campaigns.  

 
There is lack of security protection. Because even now politicians can just organize […] even for you to 

be beaten, because they know you are a women (Akyini) 

 
During the campaign the words being throwing make them think that it‘s not worth it; rather keep your 

dignity (Jane). 

As the quoting by Jane shows, the way the politics carries through, women are afraid to lose 

their dignity and respect. According to Aubrey, for ordinary women in Africa the issue of 

political power is not connected to lack of political skills or lack of interests but because the 

state often is repressive and have punished citizens, and especially women, who participate 

in politics (Aubrey 2001: 90). The way the respondents saw it, national leaders allow rape, 

maltreatment, threats and insults against political women, even if the Kenyan law does not 

formally suppress women. The respondents considered this political practice a hindrance for 

a woman who more easily than a man can lose her dignity. It is strongly connected to Lukes‘ 

first power level were one person use violence to hinder others.   

Reciprocity – reciprocal empowerment  

The reciprocal empowerment is strongly connected with social capital. The power, or 

influence, perceived to be reachable for women in their communities is largely built on their 

relationship with others and are not a resource you have to fight about but rather something 

to share and support each other with. This pattern becomes clear when the respondents were 

asked to mention powerful persons in their communities. Teachers, social workers and 

people who helped were mentioned, but also administrators and politicians. Education, 

experience and social capital can be considered to work together in this pattern. Claire is a 
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retired social worker and describes herself as powerful, when I asked how she gets that 

power the interpreter answered:     

She says that through her work, since she was a social worker she got to know women and she did 

several projects like water projects, development projects. […] so through that she got a voice. So when 

she talk people listened to her. That one way she says that you can do to get influence.   

Mobilize  

Nearly all the respondents mentioned that to make changes you need to mobilize; you will 

need to be a group of people working together. 

Participate, talk where people are, ask questions where people are asking and answering them. So you 

mobilize people, you give them your agenda (Akyini).  

This might not be surprising in a society were NGO‘s and women groups are a big part of 

the civil society and a lot of the respondents were part of one group. The quoting also shows 

that Lukes‘ second level, power over the agenda, is recognized by the respondent.  

Many of the women mentioned that if you have a lot of contacts ―your voice will be strong‖. 

They also mentioned that through groups and friends you would get support and advice.  

Things like groups are very good for somebody because you get help, finances sometimes and just the 

social aspects, you learn to speak to people, things like that (Claire).  

It is described in the literature that participation in a group could give the participants a 

possibility to rehearse for social situations outside the group (Kesby 2005: 2039). The quote 

also shows that social capital is connected to the other factors. Claire says that groups can be 

used to gain finances and to learn how to speak, social capital is thereby reinforcing 

economy and education. 

Leaders  

When asked about political leaders a lot of the respondents mentioned that the leaders 

needed support from the people to get and keep power. Especially the lack of connection 

was mentioned as a way to lose power. This connection might not only be in a positive way 

as one woman said ―they influence people to think as them‖.  

Family was something also frequently mentioned in the discussion about political leaders. 

Both the opposition leader and the president are from families that have long dominated 

Kenya‘s political life. If they appreciated the leader the family was described as something 
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that could give them experience and good qualities. However, the disliked leaders were 

believed to get power only through the family‘s name and contacts and without actually 

having qualities for politics.  

I don‘t like his movement. He is not a development conscious person. He misuses the power people 

give him and has done in 24 years, just because he is from the same family as the PM [Prime minister] 

(Eunice). 

This relates to the discussion about the unwillingness to legitimize the power of leaders from 

other tribes than their own, see below.  

Family 

In relation to their own families there was a division on the family‘s role; two of the women 

considered the family as the most important support, while five of the other mentioned that 

family can pull you down. Reasons mentioned was that they do not find it proper for a 

woman to be active in politics, they become jealous, or they can not relate to what you are 

doing.  

Friends can help, but family not 100%, because culturally women are not expected to come out. So if 

you want to stick out your neck some of your immediately family will not like it (Eunice). 

According to UNESCO the major hindrance for women to reach powerful positions in the 

educational sector is the impossible task for women to balance their responsibilities at home 

with doing a career (Bird 2015:49). A couple of the respondents mentioned the importance 

for a woman to gain her own money and not be dependent on her husband.  

A woman who has struggled to get her wealth has a stronger voice than someone who has married into 

wealth. It doesn‘t give her a foundation to influence because she has to ask her husband for money 

(Grace).  

The quote shows that economy is a way to get a strong voice and once again show that the 

economy is connected to social capital.  

Women leaders  

The respondents mentioned that women are believed by society to lack the skills necessary 

in leadership positions. Four of the respondents mentioned that the culture make it hard for 

women since the leadership qualities are connected to male characteristics and since women 

traditionally do not speak when men have meetings.  
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There is also culture. Because sometimes they believe that women cannot be leaders. [---] [They] 

believe that a woman are supposed to be in the kitchen, not to be walking outside, looking for, talking to 

other men, because in politics you will talk also to other men (Akyini).  

Bird explain that female behavior is identified as kind, selfless, quiet, obedient and at the 

same time irrational and emotional, and that those characteristics are in contrast with the 

desirable leader character (Bird 2015:38). There is a problem for women with entering 

traditional masculine areas to be taken seriously according to previous research. Women are 

seen as aggressive if they follow the male norm, and women in politics are described as 

transgressing their gender role (Diallo 2009: 116). ―You are not a woman‖ as the respondent 

Theresa said. 

There was a strong feeling of solidarity among the women and a belief that women in power 

would be able to change society.  

Because in the end of the day, we are all women. And we have the same problems (Akyini). 

Women are not selfish, if many of them are elected, in fact the life of the economy of the country can 

change, because the women spend their money different than the men (Akyini). 

It might not be surprising that the politically active women talk about this since a great part 

of their argumentation and political career builds on the assumption that they had something 

new to offer to politics as women. That Akyini think that men and women spend their money 

differently is interesting in the view of the different kind of reciprocity discussed. It is likely 

that she think more women in politics will make the politicians using more of reciprocal 

empowerment and less of economy of affection.   

Tribes 

Another hindrance which one woman mentioned is the influence of tribes. The Luo tribe, 

which the respondents belong to, is in majority in the area. One respondent was however 

living in another area and said that for her only changing her tribe would make her gain 

power in her community. It is reasonable to think that in the Luo dominated areas, a person 

who belongs to another tribe would find it hard to gain power. It is therefore surprising that 

none of the other women mentioned that the members in their communities without power 

should be from another tribe. 
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This section has reviewed that social capital is clearly perceived as very important. Respect 

and social capital goes hand in hand and reciprocity is built on your relations. It is also 

important to have good contacts and be able to mobilize. The culture around leaders, 

women‘s family responsibility and tribes were however obstacles to reach power.     
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Power  

In this part I examine and discuss the third research question: In what way do the 

respondents perceive power to work? In the interviews I asked them to describe a powerful 

person and the word powerful. To see all the interview questions, see the appendix. 

The most common description was that to be powerful means that people listen to you and 

follow you. The respondents pinpointed the fact that your personality and personal qualities 

are important for other people to listen and respect you. Leadership qualities, good character 

and honesty were returning words.  

They have this power because of their character, they are good women and they also have done good 

things. So when they talk to people, people listen and when they call on people to do something, people 

participate (Claire). 

Reciprocal empowerment and economy of affection - same but different?    

The women made a great difference between what I have chosen to describe as the economy 

of affection and reciprocal empowerment. Both are reciprocal patterns to gain power. In the 

economy of affection, politicians‘ give money with the purpose to gain power themselves, 

unlike that, women who gain power in a reciprocal empowerment pattern hade the purpose 

to help other to be empowered.  

One woman described reciprocal empowerment like this:  

Even now, people can say I am powerful, this power means that I am among my fellow women 

and even the people around me, I am so sure [self-confident]. I give them support; you can‘t be 

powerful without supporting them. To be powerful you meet the problem of the people around 

you (Rose).   

Her definition was mentioned in nearly all of the interviews. To be helpful, supporting, 

advising and listening are clearly connected with having influence. Lukes‘ criticism about 

that the traditional power concept has seen power as a resource and capability, and not as a 

relationship, is valid in this context. It is very clear that the women perceived power as 

coming from reciprocal empowerment and that this was the way of power they preferred. 

When the politically active respondents were asked what they would like to do to make a 

change, they mostly talked about development projects and that those projects would inspire 

others to help them and gain them respect. The respondents see sharing as a way to power 

that they can reach. Reciprocity as in the economy of affection on the other hand was 
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described as something negative, as a way to pay people to listen to you and as part of 

corruption. When leaders not appreciated by the women were mentioned the most common 

opinion was that they had got their position by paying their way there.  

Is there such a big difference between those two patterns? In both cases, the powerful are 

giving something to get power in return. I assume that the reciprocity in economy of 

affection is lacking respect, when the local women are giving something to others (money, 

help, advice) they perceive it as helping and thereby they gain respect and power. When the 

political leaders give out money they are perceived by the respondents as being part in 

corruption and the respect is lacking.  

A possible difference could be the long term relation. In economy of affection it is possible 

that the politicians come to the village during campaign, give money and leave again, while 

the reciprocal empowerment occurs between villagers who know each other. One of the 

respondents described how she perceived power to work in her village:  

This is my stall [in the marketplace] I can wake up one day in the morning and I found my stall is not 

there, somebody like chairman, I want the chairman to come and help me […] When I was voting I 

voted my vote for chairman but when I have problem she or he is not taking good care of me (Quinter). 

When she is in trouble, she wants the chairman to come in person and help her, the personal 

relation is important for Quinter to feel that the person she voted for is doing a good job.  

It is easy to perceive the reciprocally as undemocratic but it is important to understand that 

democracy is working in a similar reciprocal pattern. Quinter wants the power given by her, 

through her vote, to emerge in some gain for her the day she needs it, like most persons in 

democracies wants. In a functioning democracy the citizen experience a kind of reciprocity 

since the politicians make the states institutions work. When the politicians for example give 

out money to make people vote for them it is not what could be called a democratic 

campaign, but on the other hand are the institutions of the state weak and the reciprocity that 

is happening when the state is a welfare provider is absent. 

Since many of the respondents are engaged in politics it is likely that they do not want to be 

perceived to work with the undemocratic pattern that the politicians are working within and 

they exaggerate the differences.  
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The politicians are controlling others […] if you have this money and power you should not use it like 

this. We want to change so they work for the people, because the people have voted for them. After the 

vote they don‘t care about them (Olivia).  

With reciprocal empowerment the women can feel that they take the place of welfare 

providers instead of being part of the economy of affection. They believe that the role they 

have in their local communities, were their power is built on the capacity to help people, 

also will be able to take to a higher political level.   

Another reason to overstate the differences could be that the politically active respondents 

do not feel their chances to participate in higher levels of politics as reachable. Instead of 

admitting the big influence of economy of affection to succeed, and thereby economies big 

influence, they uplift reciprocal empowerment to raise their own power.  

One reason to interview both politically active and not politically active women was to be 

able to find different perceptions among them when a bias could be suspected, but I could 

not find a difference between the groups in their view on economy of affection and 

reciprocal empowerment. A reason can be that the powerful are influencing others to believe 

that there is a bigger difference than there is, namely using Lukes‘ third power level.    

Who has power?  

The perceptions of which persons that were powerful revealed much about the view on 

power and once again does reciprocity seem to be a main mechanism to be considered 

powerful. The reciprocal empowerment the respondents appreciated seemed to be perceived 

as especially adopted by women. One respondent, Rose, said:  

The men force their power; they are not genially powerful, especially in politics.  

It is not clear what she meant, I would say that it is connected with a lack of legitimization 

of their power. The lack of legitimization is in this case depending on the men‘s inability to 

use the power to help the community, which becomes clear later in the interview:  

If politics is about development there are the women who know everything from A to Z. Because the 

women know everything about the house, the schooling, the healthcare, water, everything is on the 

women (Rose). 
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Rose does not see the men as doing politics since they do not work with development issues, 

which according to her is politics. It was a common perception among the respondents that 

men were easily corrupted and not interested in serving the society.    

Some of the respondents‘ found it hard to mention other things than positive attributes as 

meaningful if you want to gain influence. Considering the traditional way to look at power 

as gained by violence, threats and persuasion, this seemed puzzling. I think it is connected to 

the reciprocal pattern that power is perceived to work within. Power is recognized when the 

individual can get something from the powerful. This view was especially clear when the 

national political leaders were discussed. The opposition leader Odinga, who is from the Luo 

tribe that the respondents also belong to, was mentioned as a powerful person by a majority 

of the respondents. The president Kenytta was however not mentioned as a powerful person:  

Interpreter: When I asked her about Kenyatta [the president] and that he has power she said, ‗No I 

doesn‘t think he has power‘ but then I told her he is a leader also and people choose him so he must 

have some power and then she said ‗Ok, he has a little power‘ (Hillary). 

The most fruitful explanation to this might be that they do not see the power of the president 

and other disliked leaders as legitimized. The women seldom gain something when someone 

from another tribe has power; the common action among leaders in Kenya is to promote 

development in their own tribe‘s area. In accordance with economy of affection it is a 

logical suggestion that the feeling of lacking reciprocity makes this power lack 

legitimization for the respondents.  

Another reason can be a lacking feeling of affinity. Hillary, in the quote above, does perhaps 

not perceive the president‘s power as affecting her. The quote from Quinter on page 34 also 

shows how she expects a personal relation with the powerful.  

It is interesting that of 20 respondents, ten answer the opposition leader Odinga when they 

are asked to mention a powerful person. It shows the tribe‘s heavy influence on the politics, 

Odinga who is a Luo, is probably more legitimized since he is part of a reciprocal exchange 

and perceived as closely related to the respondents:  

He is a good man; his family has really been suffering for us (Rose).  

And he is also perceived as present in the society which is the reason for Quinter to think he 

is powerful: 
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Because most of the time when something is happening people talks about Raila [Odingas surname].  

One of the respondents, Susan, was living in the capital, Nairobi, and worked as a banker, 

she was the only one answering ‗the president‘ when she was asked to mention a powerful 

person. Probably she feels a greater affinity with the president and also has a greater 

knowledge of the power of the government since she works in a sector with a lot of 

regulations.  

Like mentioned above the case can be that the women perceive their own chances to reach 

political powerful positions as low and therefore uplift the importance of personal relations 

to uplift their own power.    

This section shows that perceived personal relations are important to legitimize power. The 

respondents‘ perception of powerful persons was those they respected, followed and felt 

related to. They also express that these people can affect their own lives. In reality this could 

be questioned; even if they perceive the president not to have power he can de facto make 

decisions that affect their lives. This inability to recognize the power of disliked leaders 

would be an interesting opening for future research.  

The elite  

Considering the importance to feel related to the powerful, as the section above shows, it is 

interesting to find out how the respondents perceived the political elite. Like Hydén and 

Ekholm Frieman explain by the metaphor of the state as a balloon detached from the people 

(see above), some respondent talked about how the elite keep to themselves:  

The powerful and the rich are in a group of their own. And the lower are forgotten and there is no way 

for your voice to be heard.  Because you find that the way between powerful and the rich are very wide, 

between the ordinary group, down here (Pretty). 

The elite‘s detachment from the people is connected to economy of affection according to 

Ekholm Friedman and Hydén. They have different explanations of how the connection is 

made, Hydén writes that it is difficult for the state to establish due to the economy of 

affection and Ekeholm Friedman argues that the economy of affection is necessary when the 

state is absent. The results can give an input to the discussion by showing how the 

respondents perceive it.  
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It is important to keep in mind the different levels that the reciprocity and power are 

working within. In some way the women agree with Ekholm Friedman. They would wish to 

have a stronger state and do not like the big influence the economy of affection has on the 

politics. The disliked reciprocity power occurs on a high political level, in the national 

politics. It is perceived by the respondents as involving a reciprocity that leads to corruption. 

The politicians are above ordinary people and not interested in them:  

What kind of characteristics do you think President Kenyatta has? Why did he get into power?  

[Because of] the foundation of the father so they have money, now people are coming up, this is not 

something for a family. You should work for the people and then leave it for someone else. (Olivia)  

Olivia express that the president came to power because of his father and are not interested 

in working for the people. Ekeholm Friedman‘s explanation seems to be a common 

perception among the respondents, the state is absent because it wants to be and the women 

would like the state to be more present instead of money directly from the politicians.  

The reciprocal empowerment on the other hand is not disliked but rather appreciated; it is 

also working on a lower local level. By sharing and supporting, some individuals have the 

role of welfare providers and through this they gain respect and influence. They see the 

reciprocity as necessary to legitimize power. To be in touch with the people is mentioned by 

a number of the respondents as necessary to keep power: 

Some women go overboard, until she doesn‘t properly think about what she says. If you become out of 

touch with the people, people lose confidence in you (Grace).  

Hydén‘s thesis, that the state has difficulties to establish itself because of the strong culture, 

might be applicable in this context. The culture and habits about reciprocity and affinity are 

strong and the state could have a hard time to get established.  

In a way the respondents can be said to be caught up in a system were the local level is 

appreciated but the higher levels are not. Jane is aware of the strong influence of the system 

and describes how a person can be caught up in it:  

When you get into power you realize that it‘s not possible to meet the demand of the voters so you start 

taking money instead.   
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According to the respondents answers I would say that both processes are reinforcing each 

other but on different political levels. An interesting research idea could be to see if the 

women perceive Hydén or Ekeholm Friedman to be right in this issue.  

Three levels of power  

Lukes‘ levels are possible to apply on the respondent‘s perception of power. When they 

were talking about the politicians on the national and district level, they referred to their 

power as control over others, i.e, the first level. In elections, power in the traditional 

meaning is perceived as dominating, corruption and physical and verbal fighting seems to be 

expected: 

Some people do it [get power] by fighting which is not good (Susan).  

A surprising result is nevertheless that the respondents expressed few examples of negative 

power, forced power where someone threatens someone else to do something. More 

common was the perception that politicians would encourage people with money. Maybe 

that could be connected to a lacking feeling of connections between the government and the 

people, where the rule of law and regulations feels absent.  

The second level is also active, i.e, control of the agenda, with corruption and threats 

opponents are silenced which hindrance issues of being lifted in public, (see the quoting of 

Rose, page 26, and Akyini, page 29). The women also talked about convincing others and 

going together as a way to gain power; to take control over the agenda can be said to be the 

power they would mostly like to master.  

The third level, to change people‘s way of thinking, is hard to discover due to its nature. But 

the women perceived it as power if someone in the community were able to change people‘s 

way of thinking, for example sending their girls to school or vaccinate children.  

[S]ome don‘t even have money but they help others, with their ideas (Olivia). 

To be able to influence people by ideas and thoughts is in some way perceived as power, but 

it is hard to tell if it could be considered under level two or three, once level three is exposed 

it in some way moves to level two. There is a possibility that the high belief in education is 

connected to Lukes‘ third level of power, the power to influence someone‘s thoughts. Aid 

agencies and governments have long pushed for education, while reality shows that the 
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chances to get an employment are low in Kenya, but despite that women see education as 

important. They could have been influenced in their ways of thinking.   
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Conclusion 

Like Obama said in his speech the respondents believe that women have something new to 

offer the politics (see above). The main research question is therefore very interesting to 

present an answer on: What factors do women perceive could help them getting power and 

how do they perceive power to work in their community?  

Education, economy and social capital have been shown to have a big influence on power 

according to the women. Most of the mechanisms behind their affect were expected. The big 

importance respect and reciprocity were given, and their connections to the factors, have I 

not found explained in previous research. Probably it is because of my study of perceptions.  

With education the individual is perceived to gain a job, respect, skills and knowledge that 

could help her in her life. Most importantly for her influence in the local community is her 

ability to share her knowledge and resources. In the national politics, economy is dominating 

over education as a factor for power. The influence of economy is mostly connected to the 

economy of affection were handouts are needed and money brings respect. Even if 

education and economy was frequently mentioned social capital shines through as most 

important to gain power. To connect with people and mobilize is perceived as prominent in 

making a change in society. Reciprocity and respect are both building on social relations.  

The respondents recognize power in a lot of ways that are not connected to traditional power 

definitions. Reciprocity seems to be important in all power relations. Sometimes the 

reciprocity showed by the importance to give money to make people listen to you, I explain 

this by the concept economy of affection. At other times it was described as when you give 

advice and help, you gain respect; I use the concept of reciprocal empowerment to 

understand this kind of reciprocity. Considering the respondents‘ own power they were not 

interested in giving out money to gain power, but wanted to find solutions to improve the 

life for the members of their communities.  

The most interesting result funded was how they want power to work, described by 

reciprocal empowerment. I cannot tell how the power actually is working but a guess is that 

the difference between economy of affection and reciprocal empowerment is exaggerated.  
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Since the respondents seemed to consider reciprocity as a very important mechanism behind 

the factors it is not surprising that individuals perceived as powerful persons were them they 

had a relation to, were part of a reciprocal pattern with and who in some way affected their 

own life. By that definition the unwillingness to recognize for example the president‘s 

power become understandable. The elite are perceived as detached from the society and a 

reciprocal pattern between individual has the place the states institutions would have 

otherwise.    

I have found very little previous research that concern empirical studies of perceptions about 

power. I would therefore say that it is an interesting field to continue research within. The 

reciprocal empowerment, which was very strong in the results, would be interesting to see 

further research about.   
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Appendix 1 

Interview guide 1 

Interview with… 

 

Date:   

Place for interview:  

Attending the interview:  

Age:  

Profession:  

Family:  

Political experience:   

 

Give an example of one powerful person you know. What according to you makes such a 

person become powerful?  

If a woman, like yourself, in your village would like to have more to say about decisions on 

issues affecting your village, what could she do?  

 

Are there other women in your village whose voices are listened to more than you? Why do 

they have more power?  

How did they get that power?  

What would make them get less power?  

 

Are there other women in your village whose opinions are less listened to say than you? 

Why do they have less power?  

What would make them get more power? 



47 

 

 

Can you think of something you would want to change in your village that would better your 

lives?  

How would you go about bringing the change?  

What resources do you have that would help you? 

What hindrance could keep you from achieving the change you desire?  

 

If a mother wanted her daughter to have a lot of influence in her village, when the child is a 

grown up, what could she do?   

 

Are there women in your village that have more education than you? How does that affect 

their capacity to influence issues?  

Why? 

 

Are there women in your village that are richer than you? How does that affect their 

capacities to influence issues?  

Why?  

  

Are there women in your village that are more socially active than you (have a lot of friends, 

are active in different groups/committees, church, have a bigger family)? How does that 

affect their capacity to influence?  

Why? 
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Interview guide 2  

Powerful 

What does the word powerful means to you?  

What do you think it means to others?  

Statements 

Do you think that you gain power in the Kenyan society mainly by fighting and controlling 

others or mainly by helping and advising others?  

Is power something that you are mainly born with or something you learn to master?  

Once you have power and a leadership position is it a good thing to step down after some 

time or should you continue as long as you are able?  

Will people listen more to those from the same tribe as themselves or to them that have a 

god thing to say? 

Power map  

How is the power working in your village? What persons are listened to and in what issues? 

What persons are not listened to and on what issues?  

What different sources are there that you and other women usually depend on for 

advice/help/money?  

How would you wish to have the power structure to work in your village? Are there some 

persons whom you think should have more influence? Are there those you consider should 

have less influence?  

Leaders 

Is there a difference between a male and a female leader? Is there a different thing that 

makes them influential?  

What according to you are good leadership characteristics?  

What kind of characteristics do you think Raila Odinga has? Why did he get into power? 

What kind of characteristics do you think President Uhuru Kenyatta has? Why did he get 

into power?  
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Appendix 2. Respondents  
 

1. Akyini ,55  

Small business owner, 5 children  

Political active   

 

2. Betty, 47  

Marketplace woman, 7 children  

Political active  

 

3. Claire, 75  

Retired Social Worker, 9 children  

Political active  

 

4. Dorothy, 57  

Social Worker, 10 children  

Political active 

 

5. Eunice, 53  

Farmer, children  

Political active  

 

6. Fiona, 52 

Buisiness woman, 12 children  

Political active  

 

7. Grace, 39 

Tailor, 5 children  

Political active  

 

8. Hillary, 48  

Buisness woman, 12 children  

Political active  

  

9. Iris, 75  

Farmer and small business woman, 5 children  

Political active  

  

10. Jane, 62  

Administrator, 5 children  

Political active  



50 

 

 

11. Kareen, 62  

Hair salon owner, no family  

 

12. Lynn, 37 

Small buisness, 2 children  

 

13. Moraa, 40 

Tailor, children  

 

14. Nereah, 28 

Hair salon, children  

 

15. Olivia, 60 

Tailor, children  

Political active  

 

16. Pretty, 69 

Retired headmaster, children  

Political active  

 

17. Rose 62 

Farming, small buisness, children  

Political active  

 

18. Quinter, 23  

Small buisness, 1 child 

 

19. Susan, 34 

Banker, no family  

 

20. Theresa 

Teacher, 3 children  

 

 


