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During the past four decades, no international political phenomenon has been more significant than the 
worldwide call and expansion of democratic governance. Holding elections in almost all of Africa has 
turned out to be a norm. Clearly observable has been a gradual evolution of democratic institutions and 
consolidation of democratic practices. The prospects for fostering democracy in Kenya and Zimbabwe 
have taken domestic and foreign - induced efforts. The basis of comparison between the two countries 
appears evident and tempting in a number of ways. Diagnoses of the causes of Kenya and Zimbabwe’s 
ailments might vary spectacularly but human rights activists have accused the governments of bullying 
opponents in the name of preventing enemies of the state from destabilizing the nations. The 
presidency continued to acquire too much power. The fear that an iron grip was slowly being applied to 
the nations led to a steady stream of criticism of the governments with intellectuals, professionals and 
the churches being vocal in condemning what they felt was an erosion of human rights. A political 
culture which encapsulates violence, intimidation and detention of the opposition, manipulation of both 
the constitution and electoral processes in favour of incumbents ultimately leading towards the 
consolidation of dictatorial tendencies emerges from analyzing the trends of these two countries. Even 
though the political experiences have not all been the same, commonalities have existed. 
 
Key words. Political culture, democracy, democratization, election, constitution. 

 
 
INTRODUCTION   
 
Kenya and Zimbabwe’s authoritarian states appear 
geared for a tortuous regime change towards demo-
cratization. Even though the urge to democratize across 
Africa is far from uniform; Kenyan and Zimbabwean 
citizens have come out in full support of elections even 
when they are disappointed by the processes that will 
have evolved. According  to  the  Freedom  House  Index, 

Kenya was placed in the category of the countries which 
had moved from ‘Not  Free’ to ‘Partly Free’. ‘Partly free’ 
also arguably describes the position of Zimbabwe where 
some democratic attributes exist in the midst of 
democratic flaws where power is confined in the hands of 
well established elites.  

Zimbabwe and Kenya have had elections,  but have not  
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managed to consolidate democracy by developing a 
robust set of those institutions that normally support a 
free society. While electoral competition seems a given, 
the citizens cannot be certain that the next electoral cycle 
will be fair and, critically, that those elected will leave 
power peacefully at some future date. Kenya and 
Zimbabwe’s transitions to democracy, even though 
analysed within chronologically different historical 
contexts were primarily rooted in the countries’ history of 
struggle against colonialism and post-colonial misrule. 
Maunganidze (2009) aptly observed that a new 
phenomenon that saw rival political parties ‘uniting’ after 
disputed elections to form an inclusive government in the 
interim and to implement structural political reforms was 
emerging in Africa. Kenya and Zimbabwe illustrate this 
emerging trend following arrangements they made in 
2008. Consequently, Zimbabwe and Kenya have and are 
going through a transition towards democracy along a 
path whose character and profile have striking 
similarities. It is the focal concern of this study to draw 
historical analogies and parallels in the countries’ political 
development trajectories. 
 
 

Conceptualizing democracy 
 
To understand the problems associated with achieving 
democracy in Africa, it is important to be clear on what is 
meant by democracy and how we determine if a country 
is democratic. For Ehnmark (1995) the biggest question 
is: Democracy –on whose terms? Worth noting is that 
even pre-colonial systems of governance in Africa had 
their own notions of democracy and human rights which 
were commensurate and in tandem with their socio-
economic and political realities. New Afro-centric para-
digms like ‘home-grown’ democracy have been coined to 
counter democratisation that takes place on the terms of 
the rich world. Political scientists especially from the 
Western world have broadly defined democracy to refer 
to a ‘government chosen in open and fairly conducted 
elections, where citizens of the country are protected by a 
code of civil liberties and where election results are 
accepted as legitimate by all contestants’ (Gordon and 
Gordon, 2013:95). For democratisation to succeed, it has 
to take place on the terms of the country itself. While the 
idea is plausible, the terms of many African countries 
have nurtured despotism instead of consolidated demo-
cracy where there is widespread acceptance of rules 
guaranteeing political participation, open competition, and 
human rights. According to Dahl (1971:9), the criteria 
essential for democracy include ‘control over government 
decisions about policy constitutionality vested in elected 
officials, relatively free and fair elections, access to 
alternative sources of information that are not mono-
polized by the government and freedom of association.’ 
What Africa needs, Mana (1995:24) argues, is participa-
tory democracy where the leaders ‘listen to the people, 
care  about  their  problems,  interests  and  visions  and 

 
 
 
 
about the way in which they want things to be run.’ Apart 
from the distorted and cynical forms of democracy, 
whether African or Western, the struggle for the basic 
values of democracy, that is , respect for fundamental 
rights, respect for fundamental freedoms, has to be the 
same, always and everywhere, because there are basic 
values for all human beings. This study conceptualizes 
democracy within the frame-work of liberal or 
participatory terms which are neither disguised despotism 
nor systems of false consensus, but which envisage 
devolution of power to the citizenry to exercise civil, 
political, legal rights and freedoms among others. 

 
 
A cola nut in the forest 

 
A Cameroonian proverb says that if you pick a cola nut in 
the forest, look for the tree from which it fell. Inspired by 
this proverbial adage, any comparative consideration of 
political and constitutional developments in Kenya and 
Zimbabwe must commence with the change from colonial 
to sovereign status. Ranger (1985) acknowledges having 
come across a score of academic articles comparing 
Zimbabwe and Kenya. Michael Bratton also found the 
comparison between Kenya and Rhodesia academically 
appetising from multiple dimensions. The two countries 
are distinguishable from other colonial social structures 
by the presence of a relatively large class of settlers and 
a white national bourgeoisie (Bratton, 1981).  Within the 
realm of colonialism, Parker (1972) notes that Kenya and 
Zimbabwe earned themselves labels like the ‘White 
Man’s Country’ and ‘Little White Island’ respectively. 
Bratton’s Kenyan comparison highlights white dominance 
of land and the key role played by land settlement in the 
neo-colonisation processes. According to Ranger (1985),  
these comparisons have had their own weaknesses, 
particularly that they have not been used to illuminate 
Zimbabwe’s particular experience, structures and 
potentialities of change by means of a rigorous set of 
contrasts and parallels, but have instead been used to 
propose and predict alternative destinations or to pass 
judgement on Zimbabwe’s leaders. What Ranger has 
considered as a weakness can as well be turned into a 
strength. In fact, he rescinds the earlier assertion to 
acknowledge how these comparisons have tended to 
situate the recent history of Zimbabwe in a fruitful way 
through Kenyan lenses. Changes in the global political 
environment tend to be dictating that considerations of 
national sovereignty should not shelter a country’s 
internal political arrangements from outside observation 
or criticism hence the need for countries to benefit from 
each other’s experiences.  

Ranger (1985) confesses picking a rumour during the 
government of Bishop Abel Muzorewa that Muzorewa 
was employing academic experts on Kenyan decoloni-
zation to advise him how best to achieve the same 
admirable   results   in  Zimbabwe.  Weinrich  (in  Ranger, 



 

. 
 
 
 
1985) warned against the dangers of trying to model the 
agricultural sector of a free Zimbabwe on that of 
independent Kenya based on the similarities of the two 
countries’ agricultural policies during the colonial period. 
Weinrich advised that all efforts in this direction be stifled 
from the beginning.  Paul Mosley is credited by Ranger 
for giving a rigorous and well-founded comparison to 
have been made of the two countries. Mosley noted that 
up to the 1950s, the land policies of Kenya and Southern 
Rhodesia ‘could be described, with differences of 
emphasis, as identical’. The Kenyan Crown Lands 
Ordinance of 1915, just like Zimbabwe’s Land Appor-
tionment Act of 1930 paved the way for the appropriation 
of African lands and the confinement of Africans into 
reserves. In the wake of this massive alienation of African 
lands came land hunger; George Nyandoro, one of the 
founders of the Southern Rhodesia National Congress 
(SRNC) said of the Native Land Husbandry Act that it 
was ‘the best recruiter Congress ever had’ (Bowman, 
1973:49). Odinga concluded that in Kenya, ‘resistance to 
government soil conservation measures and land 
consolidation gave the mass backing to the political 
movement’ (Odinga 1967:107). It seems clear that in 
Rhodesia as in Kenya, the events of the 1930s made the 
colonial government to take the African peasantry much 
more seriously. Ranger (1985) has laboured on the Great 
Depression and the peasantry in the two countries where 
he underlines the distinction (amidst some similarities) 
which arose in the relationship of the state in both 
territories to the emergent African entrepreneurial group 
in the African communal areas.  In Southern Rhodesia 
African protests over land were checked by the more 
repressive governmental controls that existed in the 
territory. In Kenya, where land had been the central 
political issue since the 1920s, it was the impact of land 
alienation upon the Kikuyu that set in train the protest that 
erupted finally in 1952 into the violence of Mau Mau 
resistance (Gertzel, 2008)   

The radical change foreshadowed by the British 
acceptance of majority rule for Kenya and Zimbabwe at 
the Lancaster House Conference in 1960 and 1979 
respectively was made in response to a growing African 
political consciousness. Metropolitan economic interests 
and corporate power had a critical influence upon the 
final settlement in both countries. Urban and rural 
violence in Kenya on one hand and the Rhodesian 
Front’s failure to contain the war of liberation in 
Zimbabwe on the other hand made British imperialism 
aware that a way had to be found of restoring capitalist 
stability.  
 
 
LANCASTER HOUSE CONFERENCES 
 
At the Lancaster House Conference on Zimbabwe which 
began in September 1979, Lord Carrington succeeded in 
winning  substantial compromises from the Patriotic Front  
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leaders –Joshua Nkomo and Robert Mugabe. According 
to Astrow (1983), the Lancaster House Agreement was a 
success for Britain. Admittedly, even though Carrington 
displayed much diplomatic skill in arriving at a settlement, 
other factors for example Muzorewa’s failure to stop the 
war, tremendous pressure put on the PF leaders by the 
Presidents of the Frontline states to compromise 
expedited the conclusion of the Agreement. The PF 
leadership itself was also eager to come to an agreement 
with Britain. A remark by Tongogara that, ‘We just have 
to have a settlement. We can’t go back empty-handed’ 
shows that the nationalist leadership was determined to 
come to terms with British imperialism (Astrow, 1983). 
When the details of the final Agreement were disclosed, 
Astrow (1983:155) argues that it was crystal clear that the 
PF had made a series of compromises which guaranteed 
the status of the leadership of the new Zimbabwe but 
represented a set-back for Zimbabwean workers and 
peasants. 

The Lancaster House Conference on Kenya ended in 
mid-February 1960 with a new constitutional settlement. 
Although the Chairman of the conference Iain Macleod 
denied having gone into the conference with a 
preconceived plan, he reiterated the need for a swift 
change in Kenya. When the colonial secretary outlined 
his constitutional proposals, he went on to secure 
compliance of the various main groups, ‘which he did by 
a mixture of cajolery, charm, and in the case of Africans, 
a kind of blackmail’ (Goldsworthy 1982:135).  Macleod’s 
constitution fell far short of the Africans’ minimum 
demands. The plan as a whole was top-heavy with 
provisions designed to have a strong retarding effect on 
the rate of transfer of power. Though it presented an 
important breakthrough, it was not yet uhuru. In fact, it 
was more of a European offer with innumerable strings 
attached. 

One can decipher that imperialist interests were 
guarded through the Lancaster House Agreements. To 
put it crudely, Britain acquired new colonies because the 
Agreements were a British success story. The extent of 
the compromise by the nationalist leaders can be mea-
sured by the sections of the Constitutions referring to the 
crucial land question. White power was further entrenched 
because in both countries some seats in their Parlia-
ments were reserved for the settlers. According to 
Mamdani (1983:17) ‘as imperialism withdrew physically, it 
left the system of oppression and exploitation intact under 
the supervision of new agents now in the form of the 
militant nationalists. 
 
 
THE ANATOMY OF THE POST-COLONIAL STATES 
 
Kenya achieved independence in 1963 with two major 
political parties, the Kenya African National Union 
(KANU) and the Kenya African Democratic Union (KADU). 
KANU won the first  independent  Kenya’s  elections  and  
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promptly formed government with Jomo Kenyatta as the 
Prime Minister (Kenya Human Rights Commission, 
1998). When Kenya became a republic in 1964, Kenyatta 
changed the constitution and became both Head of State 
and Head of Government. Soon, KADU crossed over 
from the opposition and joined government creating a de 
jure one party state that lasted till 1966. Following 
Kenya’s historically indelible footsteps, upon gaining 
independence in 1980, ZANU-PF won elections and 
formed a government with Robert Mugabe as Prime 
Minister. The Prime Minister shortly afterwards assumed 
the executive presidency that entailed controlling both the 
state and the government. The case of Kenya and 
Zimbabwe shows that both countries followed a more or 
less similar governance path. The two countries’ inde-
pendent constitutions were amended to allow for this 
assumption of executive powers. 

Internal dissent emerged within KANU over issues of 
policy, prompting the party to employ expulsion or 
forceful removal of some of its nationalist members. At 
the Limuru Conference of 1966 for instance, leaders 
allied to Jomo Kenyatta successfully managed to force 
out of KANU leaders allied to Jaramogi Oginga Odinga. 
The latter went on to found the Kenya People’s Union 
(KPU) with Bildad Kaggia as his Vice-President. Constant 
change of the constitution to consolidate power in the 
presidency and harassment of the opposition including 
detention without trial was used to clamp down on the 
opposition and to make it difficult to question the 
president. However, Kenya remained a multi party state 
in principle although in practice this was not so.  Until 
1969, the mode of Kenyan politics was essentially that of 
a factional system focused upon the presidency, and 
based on the principles of patronage and clientage which 
required national leaders to sustain a local base if they 
wished to retain power at the centre. The course of 
Zimbabwe’s history changed on December 22, 1987 
when the country’s major political parties, ZANU-PF and 
PF-ZAPU signed a unity accord to end over five years of 
feuding which almost plunged the country into a civil war. 
However, internal dissent in ZANU-PF at different periods 
of time saw the birth of the Zimbabwe Union of 
Democrats (ZUD) under Margareth Dongo (a former 
freedom fighter) and later the Zimbabwe Unity Movement 
(ZUM) led by Edgar Tekere, the former Secretary 
General of ZANU-PF. The violent and intolerant nature of 
the political culture was again shown by the shooting of a 
ZUM parliamentary candidate by suspected ZANU (PF) 
activists, who were identified, tried, convicted but 
released on presidential pardon. Throughout the 1990s, 
ZANU-PF just like KANU was essentially a machine to 
control and distribute patronage, and when necessary to 
mobilize electoral support. Mugabe could personally 
campaign for ZANU-PF candidates and paradoxically that 
factionalism in both Kenya and Zimbabwe resulted in a 
highly participant political system. Upon Kenyatta’s death 
in August 1978, his long standing  Vice  President  Daniel  

 
 
 
 
arap Moi took over. Moi clamped on dissent and 
employed Kenyatta’s tactic of inducement in order to buy 
support, and also organising presidential elections in 
which he was the sole presidential candidate. He had 
turned himself and KANU into the single most important 
centres of power in Kenya, and two remained so till early 
1990s.In Zimbabwe, the ZANU-PF Central Committee 
meeting in September 1990 was a political watershed 
and a victory along the road of establishing a culture of 
democracy in Zimbabwe. The Committee rejected the 
one-party state. The admission of a multi-party system by 
Moi removed the last proponent of the one-party states 
with some degree of international influence. Ndlovu-
Gatsheni (2003) intimates that the international and 
regional developments of the 1990s, including the 
crumbling of the Communist regimes of Eastern Europe, 
the retreat of apartheid in South Africa and the collapse  
of the dictatorial and one-party state regimes of Kaunda 
in Zambia and Banda in Malawi, Zimbabwe (and also 
Kenya) entered its own ambiguous and contradictory 
period of glasnost.  The late Julius Nyerere, the original 
advocate of one –party statism had admitted that the 
system might be riddled with flaws, conceding that the 
multi-party system was not a mistaken idea for Tanzania, 
and by implication, for Africa.  
 
 
Students, workers and the state 
 
The pre-1990 unrest shifted into specific demands for the 
democratisation of the political system through the 
introduction of multi-partism.In both countries; universities 
were the barometers indicating that all was not well. 
Strikes and riots which were focused on government 
austerity measures escalated rapidly into widespread and 
strident demands for the end of single-party rule and for 
accountable political officials. Student disturbances 
resulted in the closure of Kenyatta University in 1986. 
Lecturers, academics and students were detained, and 
the government announced the unearthing of an 
underground movement called Mwakenya (Versi, 1991). 
In Kenya, students had long complained about poor study 
facilities, overcrowding and declining prospects for 
employment and protested against the alleged govern-
ment involvement in the murder of Robert Ouko, a 
popular Minister of Foreign Affairs in the Moi government. 
In Zimbabwe, students attracted workers and the self-
employed to join condemning the decline in living stan-
dards and increased government repression. The 
University of Zimbabwe was to be the hotbed of oppo-
sition politics and the barometer of change in the national 
psyche. According to Sithole, Tekere and ZUM’s 
challenge to Mugabe and ZANU (PF) broke the myth of 
invincibility, at a critical hour when the country faced the 
real possibility of a one-party state (Sithole, 2000). To 
that end, ZUM politics led to the first closure of the 
University   of  Zimbabwe  in  October  1989.  Subversion  
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charges under the Law and Order Maintenance Act were 
brought against radical student leader Arthur Mutambara 
and union chief Morgan Tsvangirai. Arguably, democracy 
could not exist in an environment where violence and fear 
dominated the political process. Shaken by the scope 
and intensity of protest and pressured by conditions 
outside the continent, Kenya and Zimbabwe’s leaders 
were bound to move reluctantly to actual or promised 
reform. 
 
 
EXTENDING THE FRONTIERS OF POWER 
 
The centralization of power in the executive resulted in 
the increased power and authority of the central bureau-
cracy. The authoritarian character of the post-colonial 
state was perhaps most obviously demonstrated by the 
refusal to tolerate opposition except on terms laid down 
by the ruling party itself. Yet although each state 
introduced and used a wide variety of constitutional and 
political measures to control political opposition, they built 
almost functionally similar kinds of institutions. In Kenya, 
the president had deliberately chosen to use the 
provincial administration as his major agent of control as 
well as development. There was a move away from the 
formal use of traditional authority. The Zimbabwean 
Government also snubbed the chiefs who had associated 
with the Rhodesian Front government during the 
liberation struggle. The ZANU-PF bodies namely the 
Village Development Committees (VIDCOs) and Ward 
Development Committees (WADCOs) took over most of 
the functions that chiefs had embraced and monopolized. 
Makumbe and Compagnon (1998) strongly argues that 
the employment of VIDCOs and WADCOs was primarily 
conceived for purposes of creating a one party state 
through the ‘ZANUnisation’ of the rural communities.  

In Kenya, the corrupt and repressive climate bred 
significant resentment and it was just a matter of time 
before the Moi regime was openly challenged. The 
murder in February 1990 of Foreign Affairs Minister, Dr. 
Robert Ouko, as Muyumbu (2009) put it, provided more 
fodder to the advocates of pluralism in Kenya. The 
pressure mounted by veteran oppositionists led by former 
Vice President Jaramogi Odinga soon gained momentum 
in early 1990 when two mainstream politicians Kenneth 
Matiba and Charles Rubia demanded the dissolution of 
parliament and the repealing of the 1982 constitutional 
amendment outlawing opposition parties (Section 2A); 
Kenya once again became a multiparty state. Moi pushed 
through a constitutional amendment giving security of 
tenure to the members of the Electoral Commission of 
Kenya (ECK) that he had appointed during the single 
party era. The state broadcasting media blacked out 
news about the opposition parties unless it was negative. 
Self-declared KANU zones emerged, where the Provin-
cial Administrator effectively prohibited opposition 
politicians from addressing the people or even touring the  
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regions. The combination of intimidation , free money, a 
dubious ECK conducting both voter registration and the 
elections, a biased broadcasting corporation, the appli-
cation of repressive laws against the opposition alone 
and the splintering of opposition groups was enough to 
ensure a KANU victory at the polls. Through electoral 
reforms, ZANU (PF) also mobilized other aspects of the 
state machinery which include a monopolistic access and 
use of publicly owned media to guarantee its stranglehold 
on power. Mugabe equally extended the tenure of the 
registrar general whose dubious machinations in voters’ 
registration and the running of elections openly favoured 
ZANU-PF. 
 
 
The cries for reform 
 
As already stated, this shift towards reforms was brought 
about by both external and internal forces. Although the 
KANU government used state machinery to suppress the 
pro-reformists, it eventually gave in and allowed for some 
measure of reforms. The reforms were, however, 
accompanied by a number of phenomena that would go 
on to define Kenya’s evolving political culture in a demo-
cratising environment. One of these was eruption of 
ethnically motivated clashes in opposition strongholds. 
The opposition itself splintered into many groups, mainly 
along ethnic lines, each jostling for power. To weaken 
further the disorganised opposition, the incumbent 
adopted the system by buying opponents back to his fold, 
leading to corruption motivated by the need to hold onto 
power. The incumbent also ensured control of the state 
media and blacking out of the opposition, manipulation of 
the election process in favour of the incumbent and 
consolidation of dictatorial tendencies. Realising how the 
existing environment was restricting political reform, pro-
reform activists shifted focus to reform of Kenya’s 
constitution.  This development has long been and still 
remains on the national agendas of Zimbabwe and 
Kenya, much like their full democratisation. In Zimbabwe, 
there was denial of press freedom and harassment of 
journalists. The state media became the sole voice on the 
land and the electronic media was dominated by ZANU-
PF jingles that vilified the party whilst denigrating the 
opposition parties especially the MDC.The major highlight 
of the media clampdown was the closure of Daily News 
and Daily News on Sunday, The Tribune and The Weekly 
Times. The media industry’s downstream sectors like 
theatre and arts were suppressed. 

In Zimbabwe, the Civil Society Organizations in the 
likes of the Zimbabwe Council of Churches, Zimbabwe 
Congress of Trade Unions, ZimRights, Transparency 
International, Zimbabwe and Legal Resources Foun-
dations supported advocacy on democracy and gover-
nance issues. The rallying cries for participatory politics, 
democracy and human rights doctrine witnessed the 
mushrooming of organisations involved in voter education  
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as well as election supervision and monitoring roles. The 
formation of the Movement for Democratic Change 
(MDC) in 1999 shook Zimbabwe‘s political scene. 
Though labour-based, the opposition party indeed a 
loose coalition comprising labour, students, academics, 
commercial farmers, the urban dwellers and generally the 
disgruntled populace of Zimbabwe sent political shock 
waves. The civic organisations especially the National 
Constitutional Assembly (NCA) helped remove voter 
apathy and improve voters’ confidence after the historic 
“No” vote against a government sponsored Draft Consti-
tution in 2000. The Zimbabwe Government retaliated by 
summoning its entire arsenal to demonise civil society 
organisations involved in democracy and governance 
issues as enemies of the state. The Public Order and 
Security Act (POSA), Access to Information and Pro-
tection of Privacy Act (AIPPA), the Broadcasting Services 
Act (BSA) and University of Zimbabwe Amendment Act, 
were passed to curtail the operations of the civil societies. 

Essentially then, it can be argued that though there was 
some opening up of political space in Kenya just like it 
later happened in Zimbabwe through a series of gover-
nance reforms, these were to a large extent circumscribed 
and continued to be restricted by a number of elements 
arising out of a political culture based on ethnicisation of 
politics, violence and intimidation of opponents and their 
supporters, corruption in order to buy political support 
and manipulation of the electoral process. These 
remained the obstacles standing in the way of Kenya and 
Zimbabwe’s democratisation in the wake of the wave of 
democracy. 
 
 
Violence and election outcomes 
 
In the history of Kenya and Zimbabwe, no election has 
been saved from the wrath of political violence mainly 
unleashed by the incumbent in office against opposition 
political parties. Activities like intimidation, killings and 
abductions have been witnessed during election times 
and in many cases this influenced the voting behaviour of 
the electorate. In the 1985 elections, violence was 
unleashed by ZANU-PF towards the Zimbabwe African 
People’s Union (ZAPU) supporters. Cases of killings and 
harassments rose especially in urban and peri-urban 
settings and these included the burning of houses 
(Ranger, 2005). As Sisk (2006) has noted, the strategic 
intent and political consequences of violent acts were 
designed in some way to affect the electoral processes 
which would witness the disruption of opposing forces. In 
the 1995 elections, there were gross violations of human 
rights as ZANU-PF moved towards consolidating its 
support base in the rural areas. Opposition rallies were 
disrupted and a government sponsored voter education 
programme influenced the rural illiterates to vote for 
ZANU-PF. The formation of the Movement for Demo-
cratic Change (MDC)  and   its  participation  in   the  year 

 
 
 
 
2000 parliamentary elections and the constitutional 
reform process ushered widespread violence. The 
condoning of large areas of rural constituencies from 
opposition politics made it difficult for the MDC to 
campaign. Violence also escalated due to ZANU-PF’s 
use of the youth militia, the ‘green bombers’ who un-
leashed terror in the form of harassing and beating of all 
those believed to be opposition supporters (Raftopolous 
and Savage, 2005). The highly competitive 2002 
presidential elections offered ZANU-PF the opportunity to 
reassert itself once again in the political landscape in the 
face of growing opposition to its system of governance. 
The parliamentary elections of 2005 were also marred by 
incidents of political violence. Threats were made that 
ZANU-PF was returning to war if it did not win.

i
ZANU-

PF’s sustained harassment of the opposition was once 
again witnessed at a larger scale in the 2008 harmonised 
elections. The period after elections saw the added 
strength of dictatorial tendencies by both the Moi and 
Mugabe regimes. 
 
 
The power-sharing deals 
 
Efforts to save Kenya from self-destruction were brokered 
by Kofi Annan, the Ghanaian former head of the United 
Nations, in his capacity as the chairman of the African 
Union Panel of Eminent African Personalities. In 
February 2008, Kenya’s political adversaries, Mwai Kibaki 
and Raila Odinga aided by the African Union (AU) and its 
international partners, negotiated a historic power-sharing 
settlement to peacefully resolve the dispute over the 
results of the 2007 presidential elections; this was done 
under the framework of the Kenya National Dialogue and 
Reconciliation, which includes the political parties notably 
the Party of National Unity (PNU) headed by Kibaki, the 
Orange Democratic Movement (ODM) headed by Odinga 
and the Orange Democratic Movement-Kenya (ODM-K) 
headed by Vice President Kalonzo Musyoka. According 
to Kabukuru (2009:10), they  concluded ‘several agree-
ments aimed at ending the violence, restoring funda-
mental rights and liberties, addressing the humanitarian 
crisis, promoting reconciliation, resolving the political 
crisis and tackling long-term issues affecting the nation’. 
On 17 April, 2008, the Grand Coalition Government 
whose aim was to address the root cause of the recurrent 
conflict in Kenya through the implementation of a 
coherent and far-reaching reform agenda was formed. 
With this in place, the coalition partners began intense 
lobbying for plum ministerial positions. 

Similarly, following protracted inter-party negotiations, 
Zimbabwe’s three main political parties ZANU-PF headed 
by Robert Mugabe, MDC-T headed by Morgan Tsvangirai 
and MDC headed by Arthur Mutambara signed a land-
mark power-sharing agreement on 15 September, 2008. 
The tripartite agreement commonly referred to as the 
Global   Political   Agreement   (GPA)   gave  birth  to  the  



 

 
 
 
 
Inclusive Government (IG) in mid-February 2009. The 
GPA was itself preceded by a Memorandum of Under-
standing (MOU) signed by the three protagonists on 21 
July 2008. The MOU and the GPA were a culmination of 
a protracted dialogue process under the mediation of the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC). In 
the 11 March, 2007 events, the ZANU-PF regime brutally 
assaulted opposition political leaders (including 
Tsvangirai) and civic activists triggered the process 
(Masunungure, 2009). The SADC leadership convened 
an emergency Summit in Dar-es Salaam on 29 March, 
2007 at which the then South African President Thabo 
Mbeki was mandated to facilitate dialogue between the 
opposition and the government. 

Soon after the signing of the peace accords, Kibaki and 
Odinga in Kenya, then Mugabe, Tsvangirai and 
Mutambara in Zimbabwe rallied their respective MPs to 
push for relevant constitutional challenges that reflected a 
new premiership position earmarked for Odinga and 
Tsvangirai respectively. Presidents Kibaki and Mugabe 
emphasised the call for unity and consultations on 
important national issues. Prime Ministers Odinga and 
Tsvangirai delivered speeches which sounded like 
epitaphs on opposition politics. Odinga bellowed, ‘There 
is no ODM or PNU minister. We are all government 
ministers’ (Ibid). 

Despite occasional open displays of disagreement 
among some cabinet members-the coalitions did not fall 
apart, as some sceptics had predicted. A collaborative 
spirit showed signs of strengthening, as the cabinet 
worked towards the improvement of service delivery to 
the people, 

Initially, many people in Kenya and Zimbabwe thought 
that the coalitions would not last a year owing to the 
diverse shades of opinions and philosophies across the 
political divide. These fears were not far-fetched. Sensa-
tional power plays were well founded. Prime Minister 
Odinga and Vice President Kalonzo Musyoka in Kenya 
just like Zimbabwe’s Prime Minister Morgan Tsvangirai 
and the Vice Presidents were caught up in embarrassing 
public sideshows about who among them wielded more 
power after President.  Although Kenya’s Grand Coalition 
(GC) and Zimbabwe’s Global Political Agreement (GPA) 
or Inclusive Government (IG) confounded their critics, 
wrangles and contentions continued to revolve around 
power-sharing, corruption, portfolio balance and econo-
mic revival. As a result, some critics saw the coalitions as 
ushering in a new window of opportunity towards compre-
hensive democratic reform agendas in the two countries 
while others totally rejected it as betrayal of the principles 
of democratic governance.  
 
 
Power-sharing or the consolidation of autocracy? 
 
In the process of steering the reform agenda in Kenya, 
two   commissions   namely    the    Independent   Review  
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Commission on the 2007 Elections (IREC) and the 
Commission of enquiry into the Post-Election Violence 
(CIPEV) were established. Parliament also passed 
legislation to enable the implementation of the National 
Dialogue agreements. These included the Constitution of 
Kenya Review Act, which provided a roadmap for the 
preparation of a new constitution within 12 months , 
followed by the referendum and the Truth, Justice and 
Reconciliation Act, which would establish a two-year 
commission to promote peace, justice, national unity, 
healing and reconciliation among the people of Kenya. 
The implementation of the recommendations made by 
the Independent Review Commission (IREC) on the 2007 
elections saw the disbanding of the discredited Electoral 
Commission of Kenya (ECK) and setting in motion the 
legal process of crafting an Interim Independent 
Boundaries Commission (IIBC).  

 While some remarkable progress was realised, the 
pace of the reforms could have moved faster. In both 
Kenya and Zimbabwe, the premature focus on the 2012 
elections distracted the countries from the more pressing 
priorities. In line with Article 7 of the Global Political 
Agreement (GPA), the Zimbabwean Government of 
National Unity (ZGNU) established the Organ for National 
Healing, Reconciliation and Integration (ONHRI) whose 
purpose, just like Kenya’s CIPEV was to properly ‘advise 
on measures necessary and practical to achieve national 
healing, cohesion and unity with respect to victims of pre- 
and post-independence violence” (Global Political 
Agreement 2008). The GNU appointed three ministers of 
state, John Nkomo (ZANU-PF), Sekai Holland (MDC-T) 
and Gibson Sibanda (MDC) to ONHRI to lay the 
foundation for a society characterised by mutual respect, 
tolerance, and development, where individuals would 
enjoy the freedoms enshrined in the constitution. Argu-
ments to put in place an independent Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission as was done in South Africa, 
Rwanda and Australia and East Timor were floated. The 
power-sharing agreements appear to have offered little 
scope for dealing with past human rights abuses, and 
making only tentative mention of a mechanism to achieve 
national healing. In the face of the GPA, ZANU-PF 
continued to capitalise upon the existing legal framework 
to advance and guide illogical, deceptive, systematic 
over-representing, undeserving of its supporters, 
disregarding democratic political and instrumentality 
rationality. Masunungure (2009:6) argues that the 
guardians and custodians of ZANU-PF’s revolutionary 
ideals are prepared to preserve the ‘purity’ of the regime 
and they instinctively reject its contamination via power 
sharing arrangements like the GPA.  

Mugabe and his party continued to be the hegemonic 
player in the tripartite government. For instance, Mugabe 
went on to unilaterally appoint provincial governors, 
distribute ministries, appoint a new Attorney-General, re-
appoint the Governor of the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe 
and  in  the  process  allocate  to himself  core  ministerial  
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portfolios like defence, security, local government and 
agriculture.  Besides being an indelible blot on the African 
Renaissance, Masunungure vehemently argues that the 
power-sharing deals and governments of national unity 
are retrogressive and are sending a bad message to the 
African citizenry that the ballot cannot change govern-
ments. Power-sharing failed to make headway in Liberia, 
Nigeria, Burundi, Sierra Leone, the DRC, Rwanda, among 
others.  

In fact, despite Kenyan President Mwai Kibaki’s and his 
Zimbabwean counterpart Robert Mugabe’s manipulation 
of their respective elections, power-sharing deals legiti-
mized them to take the highest seats in the government. 
The two cases show that structural reforms were very 
difficult to implement under power sharing. The Kenyan 
and Zimbabwean cases seem fraught with contradictions 
inherent in the political agendas of the leaders. While the 
rhetoric appears to be that unity would benefit everyone, 
the reality on the ground showed that the arrangements 
were largely benefitting those in power. At best, it furthers 
disagreement and pushes the countries on the verge of 
renewed tensions as leaders seek to outmanoeuvre or 
vilify each other. 

The power sharing arrangements in Zimbabwe and 
Kenya were a response to failed elections. This raised 
the spectre that bad elections become back channels to 
power, undermining whatever steps towards democracy 
that may be underway. Varied interpretations obviously 
arose whereby the opposition viewed power-sharing as a 
leap into a broader democratic transition while the ruling 
party saw it more as an isolated compromise addressing 
the electoral stalemate. The bulk of the perpetrators of 
political violence after 2007 went unpunished and 
uninvestigated. In Kenya, the Human Rights Commission 
reported little progress on reconciliation, reforming the 
police, or disarming the militias that carried out the post-
electoral violence. The result has been widespread 
resentment about impunity (McCrummen, 2009).  
 
 
Conclusion 
 

The study has compared and analysed the experiences 
and democratic performances of Kenya and Zimbabwe 
underscoring the traits of established political culture 
responsible for frustrating democratisation and analysing 
the outcomes of such traits using the political culture 
dimension. A scrutiny of the historical and structural 
similarities and differences defining the political culture 
that shaped the two countries’ absorption of democracy 
largely pointed at the political culture characterised by 
elections that do not translate into democracy, crimina-
lisation of the opposition, manipulation of the electoral 
process, control of the press and politicised armies among 
many other factors. Zimbabwe and Kenya followed a 
more or less similar governance path at independence, 
beginning as multi-party states before reverting to strong 
presidential systems.  Upon the  establishment  of power-  

 
 
 
 
sharing deals, the countries embarked on a number of 
governance reforms aimed at reversing dictatorships that 
had been built in the history of the two post-colonies. 
Though there was some opening up of political space 
through a series of governance reforms, these were to a 
large extent circumscribed and continued to be restricted 
by a number of elements arising out of a political culture 
based on militarism, uneven political field, violence and 
intimidation of opponents and their supporters.  

Both situations however gave the impression that 
sufficient political will existed among the coalition partners 
to provide the two countries with a historic opportunity for 
peaceful transformation. Generally, the governments of 
national unity opened avenues for consensus building as 
the battered countries sought ways of moving out of crisis 
situations. Although power-sharing deals and resultant 
governments of national unity have not created full 
democracies in other countries, the democratic brokerage 
and the coalescence of deeply disagreeing members was 
a mark of hope in Kenya and Zimbabwe. One can 
comfortably speculate that the dark cloud of uncertainty 
hovering above Zimbabwe would always fizzle away in 
the face of Kenyan success.  
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The objective of this study was to examine the social and cultural functions of proverbs told by the Kafa 
people in southern Ethiopia. Accordingly, field visits were made to the area to collect data. Fifteen 
proverbs were selected and classified to study issues related to agriculture, forestry and other social 
and cultural beliefs of the society. The analysis showed that the proverbs emphasized the hard work 
that is needed of the farmers in Kafa in order to avoid hunger and catastrophe. The care that the people 
show towards the conservation of forests and the environment is also represented in the proverbs. The 
high value that the society gives to righteousness, wisdom, and experience and the ways through 
which the society controls behaviors that it does not approve are also reflected in the proverbs. 
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INTRODUCTION   
 
Proverbs are commonly used in all societies, but they 
seem to be more significant in their transmission of 
tradition among those where illiteracy is dominant. Accor-
ding to Jeylan (2009), proverbs are the linguistic maxims 
of Africa and their employment in speech provides 
interest and excitement. Finnegan (1970) stressed this 
saying, “in many African cultures a feeling for language, 
for imagery and for the expression of abstract ideas 
through compressed and allusive phraseology comes out 
particularly in proverbs” (p. 390). It is interesting to note 
that there are proverbs about the functions of proverbs in 
different cultures in Africa. For instance, the Oromos of 
Ethiopia say, “a speech without proverb is like a stew 
without salt”, and the Igbo of Nigeria say “proverbs are 
the palm oil with which words are eaten”. Similarly, the 
Zulu of South Africa and the Kambatta of Ethiopia have 
the   following   proverbs   about   proverbs   respectively:  

“Without proverbs, the language would be but a skeleton 
without flesh, a body without soul” and “speech  sounds 
good  when  it is interspersed with proverbs, food  tastes  
good  when it is cooked with butter” (Berhanu, 1986; 
Finnegan, 1970; Jeylan, 2009). These examples clearly 
show the important place of proverbs in Africa; they 
elevate speech from the mere nominal value of word to a 
higher aesthetic plane.  

Proverbs have been used as disseminators of traditional 
wisdom, knowledge and apparent truths that are handed 
down from generation to generation, especially in the 
absence of vigorous written literature. They are used as a 
guardian and the carrier of a nation’s philosophy and its 
genesis (Mieder, 2004; Tae-Sang, 1999). Miruka (1994) 
stated that proverbs serve as reflective devices and 
provide us with a codified wisdom of a society that has 
been  accumulated  over  many  years  of  pleasing  and 
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annoying experiences. In proverbs, we observe a so-
ciety’s understanding of life as it has developed through 
observation and reflection. More than being the essential 
summaries of experience, proverbs may be very effective 
in exercising social control. Since they reflect the morals 
or ethics of a group, proverbs are convenient standards 
for assessing the nature and quality of behavior of 
approved norms and behavior of others. They are used to 
express admiration of those who obey the accepted 
socio-cultural conventions and to criticize or warn those 
who are deviant (Bascom, 1965). Generally, proverbs are 
an integral part of interpersonal communi-cation of 
everyday life.They strengthen human interac-tions in day-
to-day socio-cultural occasions, and make speeches 
interesting and impressive. Beyond their literary value, 
proverbs have often been used as a source of 
didacticism, and more generally as a medium for the 
expression of commonly held views and wisdoms. They 
enshrine much of the cultural heritage of a people, their 
traditions, their history, their wisdom and their ethics.  

This article deals with the socio-cultural functions of 
proverbs of the Kafa people of Ethiopia. The Kafa people 
are one of the nationalities found in the Southern 
Regional State in Ethiopia. There is very little work done 
on Kafa oral literature, as far as the authors are aware of. 
Markos (2004) is just a collection of different kinds of 
Kafa oral literature and does not make any analysis. 
Wodajo (2012) presents both functional and stylistic 
features of Kafa proverbs, but this article differs from 
Wodajo’s in its classification and depth of interpretation. 
As a distinct nationality, the social and cultural values that 
these people have held are expressed in their proverbs, 
and are the subjects of this study.    
 
 
METHODOLOGY 

 
In an attempt to understand and analyze the culture and life of the 
Kafa people as reflected in their proverbs, a qualitative research 
method was used. Field visits, observation of actual occasions, and 

interviews were used as data collection tools. A functional theo-
retical framework that is derived from the aspects of cultural 
anthropology was applied in analyzing the contents and functions of 
the proverbs. The researchers and assistants visited places where 
people came together for social and cultural occasions such as 
coffee ceremonies, funerals, public discussions, conflict resolution 
in traditional courts, and observed the contexts in which the 
proverbs were quoted. Informal interviews were conducted with 
nine key informants who were recommended by the local people for 
being knowledgeable about the socio-cultural realities as well as 
the oral tradition of the Kafa society. During the interviews, the 
researchers attempted to elicit any proverbs the informants know. 
However, as proverbs cannot easily be recalled outside a relevant 
speech context, the researchers used various techniques to aid the 
memories of the informants. These techniques  included creating 
situations in which proverbs could  be quoted, using keywords or 
topics of proverbs (for example, asking about proverbs that deal 

with agriculture, rivers, domestic animals, laziness and wisdom), 
and using already collected proverbs and asking them to elicit other 
proverbs having related  meanings  and  structures.  In  this  way,  a  
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total of about seventy proverbs related to different spheres of life of 
the Kafa people were collected. Fifteen proverbs were then 
thematically selected for analysis, grouped under two topics 

namely, agriculture and forestry and socio-cultural values. The 
interpretations of the proverbs were done through relating them with 
the social and cultural factors of the Kafa people. In analyzing 
proverbs collected from speech occasions, examples of the 
situations in which the proverbs were elicited are given. All the 
proverbs were translated into English using a communicative 
approach to translation (taking the overall meaning of the proverbs 
irrespective of the form or structure in which the proverbs are 
written in the source language) in order to make them accessible to 
the non-Kafi Noonoo speaking readers.  

 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 
Agriculture and Forestry 
 
The major economic source of the Kafa people is 
agriculture (Bekele, 1996). The people give high value to 
hard work in agriculture; laziness is much condemned. 
The following proverb affirms this point:  

 
Gutta yeexaroo/ gaashoo gogahe wone.  
Two lazy people/ cultivate teff together, it was said. 

 
This proverb ironically stresses the need for devotion and 
hard work. According to one informant, in the Kafa 
culture, it is deemed that it is not easy to grow teff (an 
indigenous crop). The land must be tilled until it gets very 
fertile, and after the seed is sown, strong and continuous 
follow up is needed (such as strengthening the  fences 
and timely weeding) until its harvest. Lazy farmers cannot 
get a good yield of teff. This proverb reflects the Kafa 
society’s knowledge and accumulated experience of 
agriculture in general, and the nature of growing teff in 
particular. The proverb is used to condemn laziness and 
to reinforce the culture of work of the farmers. This 
proverb also conveys the message that people having 
similar characteristics and tastes associate with one 
another.  There are two seasons in Kafa: the rainy 
season which is locally called yooyo, and the relatively 
dry season called qaawoo. The rainy season starts in 
May and continues until mid September, while the dry 
season, though not totally dry, begins in mid September 
and ends in April (Bekele, 2004). Depending on the 
season, the farmers sow appropriate crops and plant 
coffee and false banana. For instance, according to 
Bekele, in the highlands of Kafa, the months from July to 
September are convenient for sowing teff. In November 
and December, the highlanders sow barley and wheat 
while the lowlanders cultivate teff and sorghum. The 
farmers mostly use oxen to plow their land. However, 
those who are poor and do not have oxen use hoes to dig 
their land and this requires much energy. In some cases, 
those who have oxen lend them to the poor farmers for 
some days,  but  the poor may get the oxen only after the  
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owners have completed their plowing; their alternative is 
therefore to use hoes. The following proverb advises 
what should be done in such situations:   

 
Ashi gattoo gibanaaye/ ne kootaroo battaaye. 
Waiting for others’ oxen/ do not forget your hoe. 

 
This proverb means that if a poor farmer is waiting for 
others’ oxen, he will miss the cultivation season and 
therefore, will get little or no produce. Hence, although 
tilling land by hoe is awful, one must begin digging early. 
The proverb is used to advise people not to be 
dependent, but rather to strive by their own to tackle any 
problem. An elderly farmer quoted this proverb while 
advising a young farmer who had no oxen, and blamed 
the  person  who had promised to give him oxen but was  
not loyal to his words. The old man advised him to start 
tilling the land early and sow his wheat in time.  
According to one of the informants, in the Kafa culture 
planning is more important than the actual activity or 
performance. Crops are cultivated according to seasons, 
and the when and where of planting certain types of 
crops or plants are usually done by plan. Hence, it is the 
popular conviction of the Kafa people that activities that 
are carried out based on a plan are more fruitful than 
activities undertaken haphazardly. The following proverb 
is a striking example of the need of planning: 
 
Gochii nattitoyee/ gabii nattito mechee tunabana. 
It would be better if I were a wife of one who has planned 
for next year /than who has cultivated this year. 
 
This proverb has an implication that planning carefully 
results in getting good harvests. The proverb is usually 
applied to criticize people who are unsystematic in their 
dealings, thus emphasizing the need for the prioritization 
of planning before the actual work to get impressive 
results. This proverb was used by a woman who was 
criticizing her husband who planted his maize messily; 
because of his failure to tauten the hedge, cattle entered 
the field and destroyed the plants. Famine is highly 
feared by the people of Kafa and that is probably the 
reason why they are strong in agriculture. Although they 
cultivate various types of crops, they give special 
attention to the plant false banana, which is the staple 
food of the society (Bekele, 2004). If a farmer is lazy and 
fails to cultivate seasonal crops, particularly to plant false 
banana, his family will be ruined because of hunger. The 
following proverb deals with this:  
 

Shaacee ginee koyoyee/ ash ginee koyo gaawa. 
Better to be pierced by human spear/ than to be pierced 
by hunger spear. 
 

In the proverb, the metaphor ‘spear of hunger’ is 
compared with an actual spear. When someone  throws a  

 
 
 
 
spear, it may pierce only one person; however, when 
hunger throws its spear, it damages the whole family or 
the community at large. The Kafa people use this proverb 
to warn or to advise people to work hard and support 
their families as well as their community. This proverb 
was cited by an elderly person while trying to resolve a 
conflict between a husband and his wife who had 
quarreled because of the husband’s indolence and failure 
to cultivate crops and hence, the starvation of the family. 
After the elders found fault with the husband, one of them 
quoted this proverb to warn him to work hard to solve his 
family’s problem, and live in peace with his wife. The life 
of the Kafa people is highly connected with forestry. The 
people consider forests as one of their most precious 
assets, and the forests have substantial economic, 
cultural, and spiritual significance. According to Bekele 
(2004), in Kafa, there are various farming activities that 
are forest based. These include forest-coffee farming, 
and forest false banana and cereal crop farming. The 
Kafa society believes that the forests protect the crops 
and the plants from excessive sun light and help them 
receive enough rain. Moreover, the people are well 
known for their production of forest honey. Forests are 
also the main source of the material culture of the 
society. Traditional construction materials, agricultural 
tools, craft making materials, spices for cooking 
traditional foods and folk medicines are products of 
forests. The people of Kafa consider forests as the gift of 
God. Despite the existence of the Christian and Muslim 
religions in Kafa since the 16

th
 century (Bekele, 1996), 

there also exist indigenous belief systems called Eqqo 
and Deejjo. The Eqqo is led by Alamo on whom the cult 
rests, but it is supposed that the sprit stays in the forest. 
Thus, the people highly revere such sites and abstain 
from cutting trees from there. Similarly, the sites of 
Deejjo, where thanks to gods are given once a year by 
butchering a bull and preparing a drink called Dooco, are 
highly respected, and even entering such forests is 
strictly forbidden, for all except for the leader called 
Deejjecho. For these reasons, the Kafa people highly 
value and conserve their forests. This respect to the 
forest is exclaimed in the following proverb: 
 
Kubbo aallegaata/ Kafachoch kashoo aalle. 
No life for Kafa/ without forest. 
 
This proverb projects that forests as the chief source of 
materials for various activities, play indispensible role in 
the life of the Kafa people. The proverb is used to warn 
people not to destroy the forest in using it for private use, 
and to advise them to care for and conserve forests. 
During a public discussion on distributing small forests to 
landless young farmers in one area an elderly man 
quoted this proverb warning the people not to use the 
forests for farming.  After stating the multiple functions of 
forests  and  explaining  his fear of deforestation, the man  



 

 

 
 
 
 
concluded his speech quoting the proverb above. 
 
 
Socio –Cultural Values  
 
According to an informant, the Kafa society is very strict 
in its enforcement of doing things in accordance with the 
socio-cultural norms. People who act against the norms 
receive punishment, directly or indirectly. For example, 
keeping promise is a highly respected value in the Kafa 
culture. The following proverbs reflect the Kafa people’s 
attitude towards righteousness and upholding promises. 
 
1. Inde gommo/ inder naakkiitaache. 
Going through the right road/ never make the mother to 
be insulted.  
2. Ne heciyo qitiba ne bushoo qitiba getee/ ta bushoo 
qitba iye wone.  
It is better to lose one’s child/ than to lose one’s tongue or 
word, someone said.  
 
As in many parts of rural Ethiopia, there is no standard 
road system in the rural areas of Kafa. Thus, the people 
use local walking paths traveling on foot or on 
horsebacks. During the rainy season, the roads become 
mud-spattered and travelers may break the fences of 
farmers’ residences around the path and walk through 
them in order to avoid the muddy road that requires much 
energy. In such cases, travelers usually quarrel with the 
owners of the fences. Hence, the owners of the fences 
insult the trespassers. Proverb 6 figuratively means that if 
people do the right thing or follow the right and legal 
ways, they cannot face trouble. The proverb advises 
people to respect the norm, and warns those who deviate 
that they will suffer the consequences. This proverb was 
quoted during a coffee ceremony in a village called 
Decha. A father was advising his son who was engaged 
in illegal coffee trade. Government inspectors seized a 
sizeable amount of his son’s coffee while transporting it 
to Addis Ababa during nighttime. His father advised him 
to obtain legal license and continue his trade legally. 
Quoting this proverb, the father reinforced the idea that if 
his son had legal license, he would not have been 
punished. Proverb 7 metaphorically stresses the signi-
ficance of truth and honoring one’s promises. A compa-
rison is made between the tongue, which symbolizes 
promise, truth and loyalty, and the child, the most 
precious possession in Kafa family. The comparison 
reveals that, in the Kafa culture, keeping one’s promise 
and being trustworthy are highly treasured. The proverb 
is usually employed to reinforce the high value given to 
truth and loyalty, and keeping one’s promises, and also to 
advise people to be always true and loyal to their words 
or actions.  
 
Wisdom   is   another   topic   that   is   reflected   in  Kafa  
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proverbs. The Kafa people believe that a fool is always 
close-minded whereas a wise person is open-minded. 
Fools do not want to learn from their own or others’ 
mistakes; therefore, they are never critical and do not 
know the right ways of life. In contrast, the wise always 
open their minds to learn new things.  As a result, they 
become well-rounded and are always gainers in life. The 
following proverb reflects this: 
 
3. Ariiyaanooch gete bi getaa amoo bi ariich/ arriitoch 
gete bi getaa amoo bi tuushicha iye wone. The Fool 
knows nothing/ the wise knows everything, 
 
someone said. A young woman from Bonga used this 
proverb to praise an old woman who had come to her 
house to drink coffee, and interpreted the young woman’s 
dream. Before telling her dream to the old woman, the 
young woman had narrated it to three other people who 
failed to give the correct interpretation. When the old 
woman explained what the dream meant to her, the 
young woman became happy and quoted Proverb 9 
below to praise the old woman comparing her knowledge 
to that of the others. The older woman’s age was taken 
as an important contributor to her knowledge. Although 
age is one of the ways in which wisdom is acquired, the 
Kafa people do not consider every elder to be 
knowledgeable. Some young people may even be wiser 
than other elderly people. The following proverb reveals 
this. 
 
4. Shiijji qaabboyee/ ariiya qaabbon echabi                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
Ask an elder in wisdom/ not an elder in birth 
 
This proverb explains that age should not be taken as the 
sole means of identifying wise people. Young people who 
always open their minds and strive to know may have far 
better knowledge and ideas than those who have lived 
long. As a result, the proverb reflects the Kafa people’s 
view that knowledge cannot be attained without effort and 
that long age is not a guarantee for wisdom. Experience 
plays a big role in Kafa culture. The people appreciate 
learning from lived experiences. Experienced people are 
highly respected by the society. The following proverbs 
reflect the importance of experience: 
 
5. Geenoon yookkaa wixiyinalli/ yaaqqaa wuxaachine iye 
wone. 
You may overtake and kill an old man/ but you may not 
kill him by law, someone said. 
6. Qappi ariiyaanooch/ qamoo shaawushoone iye wone. 
Liver is a bone/ for one who has never cut raw meat, 
someone said. 
 
Proverb 10 deals with the power of experience that is 
accumulated by age. In the Kafa society, elderly people, 
especially   men,    are     considered     wise    and    well  
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experienced, particularly in defending themselves from 
their opponents in local courts. When people quarrel, 
usually they resolve it through local courts. In such cases, 
it is the elders who mostly win cases against their young 
opponents because of their experiences and knowledge 
of dealing with legal cases. Thus, beyond reflecting the 
Kafa people’s view on experience, the proverb advises 
the young to recognize the wisdom of the elderly. In the 
Kafa culture, eating raw meat is a common practice. They 
cut the meat into small pieces and prepare it for easy 
eating. However, learning to cut meat requires experien-
ce. The experienced meat cutters cut it easily and 
quickly, unlike the inexperienced ones. Hence, Proverb 
11 explains that for the inexperienced person, even 
cutting the soft liver is as difficult as cutting bone. Beyond 
its literal meaning, the proverb uses the day-to-day 
activities of Kafa people as a reference to stress the 
significance of experience in every activity. A young man 
from Saylem quoted this proverb when he was talking 
about a teacher who fell off a horse. The teacher recently 
came to the village from Bonga town and had never 
ridden a horse before. Because Saylem woreda (district) 
has no road facility, the people of the woreda use horses 
to travel and are well experienced in riding them. 
According to the narrator, the teacher tumbled from the 
horse’s back because of his lack of experience to control 
his balance on the horse, reinforcing the idea that without 
experience even a simple task is difficult to accomplish. 
In Kafa, proverbs also serve to enforce the values and 
norms of the society and educate the young. In the 
society, proverbs are used as tools for criticizing deviant 
behaviors or acts. Through proverbs, the elderly people 
comment on actions or behaviors that are inconsistent 
with the socio-cultural norms of the people. The following 
proverbs provide examples of such functions: 
 
7. Bushee gondoon qaabbooo bekkiitee/ gijjee gondoon 
bakkoo bekkiihe.   
 It is an elder child who shows bad conducts to his/her 
siblings/ it is a hen that shows bad conducts to domestic 
animals.  
Macoo woderoo kuxxite getee/ biich qabichite iye wone. 
When a horse pares its rope/ it makes itself short, 
someone said. 
9. Mooyo bulli maacooch beetee/ noona kettoona kechye 
wone. 
All keep secret/ but the talkative one discloses it, it was 
said.  
10. Bi qelloon wodiiyaano/ baroon wodiiyaache wone. 
One who is not able to help himself/ never helps others, it 
was said. 
 
According to Proverb 12, in the Kafa culture, it is believed 
that elder brothers or sisters have an influence on the 
actions or behaviors of their younger siblings. If an elder 
brother or sister is well mannered, all his/her  siblings  will  

 
 
 
 
have good behavior; if he/she is ill mannered, the young 
will have bad behavior. Similarly, among domestic 
animals, the hen is considered to be the most difficult to 
manage because, unlike the other domestic animals, it 
lives in the house of its owner, and often disturbs the 
household as it is neither tied nor sent far away. Thus, 
newly born calves and lambs which have to stay in the 
compound of the owner before they are fit enough to go 
to the field may learn from the hen and become 
uncontrollable. A woman from Bonga quoted this proverb  
when she was angry with her younger child whom she 
found chewing chat (a leaf that has a stimulant effect) 
instead of going to school. Through this proverb, she was 
criticizing her elder child who chewed the leaf and 
became a bad example to his younger brother. The 
proverb is not only used to criticize misbehaving elder 
children, but also to comment on adults who show bad 
manners in the community. This proverb also admo-
nishes the young generation for failing to become good 
models in the society. 

Although, the economic life of Kafa people is grounded 
on cultivating crops, making forest honey and planting 
coffee and false banana, they also rear domestic animals 
such as horses, mules, cows and goats (Bekele, 2004). 
However, as one informant from Bonga stated, Kafa is a 
densely populated area and the people do not have 
enough land for growing crops and for grazing their 
cattle. Thus, they herd few cattle and cultivate crops 
sparingly. In so doing, they divide their land into two -they 
cultivate crops on one part and tie all their cattle using 
ropes, on the other. Hence, as all children in the family 
need clothes, all the animals, with the exception of the 
hen, require ropes for being tied. Proverb 13 literally 
means that if the horse pares the rope, it will become 
shorter and make it difficult for the horse to stretch itself 
for grazing. Connotatively, the proverb means that if one 
does things wrongly, it is he who becomes the victim of 
his wrong doing. Conversely, if one does things rightly, it 
is he who gets the benefit. The proverb is used to advise 
people to do good, just for their own sake, not for others, 
and to criticize those who engage in erroneous practices. 
According to Proverb 14, inability to control one’s speech 
and talking too much is considered to be a bad behavior 
in Kafa culture. The Kafa people highly value keeping 
secrets and never trust individuals whom they regard as 
talkative. Being talkative is considered to be abnormal 
behavior.  People who are obsessed with too much talk 
fail to identify what has to be told and what does not. 
Thus, the proverb is used to criticize people who talk a lot 
and disclose secrets, a behavior that is subject to 
considerable social behavior. The Kafa culture expects 
every member of the society to be self-reliant. Individuals, 
particularly men, who fail to solve their social, economic 
and other problems on their own, get little or no 
recognition. Apparently before helping others, one should 
help  himself.  Thus,  Proverb  15  is  meant  to   mark the  



 

 

 
 
 
 
disapproval of laziness and dependency. Through this 
proverb, the Kafa people encourage individuals to avoid 
being subordinate to others and become self-reliant if 
they want to be considered as important members of the 
society.   
 
 
CONCLUSION  
 
The Kafa people, like people in many other societies, 
have developed their own set of social and cultural 
values. Their proverbs are expressions of these values; 
they deal with various subject matters and reveal the 
people’s native life and cultural experiences. Kafa 
proverbs reflect the people’s experiences, lives, beliefs, 
moral values, and their rules of conduct and wisdoms. 
The need for hard work in agriculture and the strict 
protection of forests occupy a significant space in the 
proverbs as they are important for the continuity of life. 
They are used to promote and preserve values that the 
society upholds as positive. Proverbs are also employed 
as tools for correcting deviant behaviors and sustaining 
customary beliefs and practices of the people. It is in line 
with what Bascom (1965), Mieder (2004), and TaeSang 
(1999) state about proverbs – that they tell much about 
people’s way of experiencing reality, about the proper or 
expected way of doing things, about values, rules and 
wisdom that the society wants to implant on the existing 
generation and on posterity. 
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