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Preamble
Kenya’s iconic former opposition leader and Prime Minister, the late Raila Amolo Odinga CGH, shaped 
Kenya’s democratic journey and inspired the African continent. He became synonymous with the 
struggle for political freedom, with his influence reaching beyond the ballot box into all aspects of 
Kenya’s public life. His death in October 2025 marked the close of a pivotal chapter in Kenya’s political 
history and invites deep reflection on his contributions to democracy and Pan-Africanism. Odinga’s 
political career was defined by relentless opposition to one-party rule, enduring multiple detentions 
and exile during the 1980s and 1990s. Under former President Daniel Arap Moi, Raila spent years in 
political detention without trial, a crucible that forged his unyielding commitment to democratic 
pluralism and human rights. His willingness to negotiate a grand coalition government in 2008, 
stepping back from the brink of national collapse, remains one of the most significant acts of political 
courage in modern African history. He played a pivotal role in the enactment of the 2010 constitution, 
one of Africa’s most progressive charters.

Christened the “People’s President”, “Baba”, and numerous other nicknames, Odinga was deeply 
connected to marginalised communities, youth movements, and pro-democracy groups, amplifying 
Christened the “People’s President”, “Baba”, and numerous other nicknames, Odinga was deeply 
connected to marginalised communities, youth movements, and pro-democracy groups, amplifying 
voices that had been historically silenced across Kenya’s social spectrum. To Odinga, democracy 
without economic opportunity was hollow, and his economic vision was not merely a collection of 
policy proposals; it was a moral argument that a nation’s true wealth resides in the well-being and 
dignity of all its people.

Like his father before him, Raila was a relentless Pan-Africanist. His bid for the African Union Like his father before him, Raila was a relentless Pan-Africanist. His bid for the African Union 
Commission Chairmanship symbolised his commitment to moving beyond rhetoric. Odinga’s eight 
decades of life offered a lesson in political survival and adaptation. His career demonstrated the 
delicate art of navigating a complex political landscape by balancing revolutionary ideals with 
pragmatic engagement. His resilience in the face of electoral defeats and political marginalisation 
showed an unwavering dedication to democratic principles over personal ambition. This is the 
paradox of Odinga’s life: a revolutionary who operated within the system, a perennial candidate who 
reshaped institutions, a polarising figure who united a nation in crisis. He is gone, but the work 
continues. Despite his monumental achievements, Kenya’s democratic and socio-economic 
transformation remains a work in progress, and his legacy challenges current and future leaders to 
sustain reforms and deepen democratic culture. 

The RAO2026 Memorial Conference honours the life, struggles, and enduring contributions of one of 
Africa’s most influential statesmen, exploring the political, economic, democratic, and Pan-African 
The RAO2026 Memorial Conference honours the life, struggles, and enduring contributions of one of 
Africa’s most influential statesmen, exploring the political, economic, democratic, and Pan-African 
facets of a legacy that transformed a nation and inspired a continent. This invitation calls on scholars, 
practitioners, and citizens to critically and constructively engage with the legacy of Raila Amolo 
Odinga CGH, drawing from his life the courage to pursue the unfinished work of African freedom and 
dignity. 
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RESILIENCE, ADAPTATION, AND OPPORTUNITY

We invite conference paper presentations that address the themes drawn from Odinga’s life among 
them: 

Thematic Framework

Conference Objectives
RAO2026 aims to bridge the gap between academia and public life by bringing together a diverse 
group of scholars, media practitioners, political strategists, and leaders from civil society. Through 
plenary sessions, presentations of academic papers, and reflections from practitioners, the 
conference seeks to:

Decode the Enigma: Analyze the “permanent tension” between idealism and pragmatism that Decode the Enigma: Analyze the “permanent tension” between idealism and pragmatism that 
characterized Odinga’s leadership.

Examine Polarisation: Critically investigate the emotional and ethnic dimensions of Kenyan 
politics, specifically the phenomena of “Railamania” and “Raila Phobia”.

Future-Proof Democracy: Utilise historical insights to strengthen democratic resilience and 
active civic participation in the digital age.

Resilience (The “Baba Spirit”)
The papers can but are not limited to Exploring:

The rhetoric of resistance, 

Protests as political language

The transformation of political 
persecution into symbolic capital 

Political idealism on the one hand and Political idealism on the one hand and 
pragmatism on the other. 

The “journey to Canan” metaphor – the 
politics of hope

Forgetting the past and focusing on the 
future

The prisoner who becomes the symbol The prisoner who becomes the symbol 
of resistance and hope

R
Adaptation (The Strategic Pivot)

The presentations could analyse:

The political evolution of Raila Amolo 
Odinga CGH

Raila and culture – the rebel 
housekeeper

Politics of reconciliation, Politics of reconciliation, 
Man who loses and yet 
never quite loses

The concept of handshake focusing on 
models of power-sharing.

The duality of leadership between 
statesmanship and disruption.

The communication strategies for The communication strategies for 
evolving voter demographics.

The strategic use of metaphors and 
folklore in political storytelling

A
Opportunity 

(The Infrastructure of Voice)
An examination of 

A statesman and disruptor

A leader claimed by the youth but 
disdained by the aged

The digital and institutional “bridges” of The digital and institutional “bridges” of 
democracy, including Pan-Africanist 

discourse, 

Development communication within 
devolved governance 

The preservation of political memory 
through digital archives.
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Presentation formats:
The conference welcomes diverse formats to facilitate broad participation.  
Among the formats include:

Academic papers: empirical or conceptual exploration of any of the themes above
Practitioner reflections: structured contributions from ringside players, professionals and 
observers
RoundtablesRoundtables: facilitated discussions on specific questions/themes
Documentary/Film formats reflecting the life and times of the late Raila Odinga
Photo and art exhibitions – curated visual presentations
Performance pieces – spoken word, music, theatre excerpts
Multimedia presentations: Digital storytelling, podcast excerpts, etc
Oral history sessions: recorded testimonies and first-person reflections
Poster presentations: visual academic summaries reflecting the themes
Book and publication launches: Book and publication launches: works related to the theme and the life of the late Raila Odinga

Participation and Engagement
The conference comprises a wide range of tracks (detailed in the submission instructions) and 
welcomes contributions in both English and Kiswahili. It features diverse formats, including 
academic panels, documentary screenings, and oral history sessions. RAO2026 offers a critical 
space to reflect on Kenya’s collective aspirations and the broader evolution of democratic 
communication in Africa.

Abstracts:Abstracts:
The abstracts of 300-500 words should clearly capture one of these themes and can be submitted 
individually, jointly or by groups. For joint submissions, the corresponding address should be clearly 
indicated. Submissions should be limited to no more than two per individual.

Join us as we decode the enigma, honour the legend, examine the contradictions, and future-proof 
the democracy he fought so hard to build.

Friday, 13 March 2026....................................
Tuesday, 17 March 2026.................................
Friday, 17 April 2026......................................
Monday, 4 May 2026......................................
Friday, 29 May 2026.......................................
Friday, 26 June 2026......................................
Friday, 17 July 2026.......................................Friday, 17 July 2026.......................................
Wednesday, 12 - Friday, 14 August 2026.........

www.rao2026conference.co.ke | Contact Information: RAO2026@daystar.ac.ke 

DATES ACTIVITY
Call for Papers Opens
Early Bird Registration Opens
Abstract Submission Deadline
Notification of Abstract Acceptance
Early Bird Registration Closes:
Full Paper Submission:
Regular Registration ClosesRegular Registration Closes
Conference Dates

KEY DATES


