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Jennifer N. Brass is an associate professor at 
the O’Neill School of Public and Environmental 
Affairs at Indiana University. Her research 
focuses on service provision, governance, and 
state-society relationships in sub-Saharan Africa. 
We spoke to Jennifer about her award-winning 
book Allies or Adversaries?, her current research 
on how citizens experience electricity access 
expansion in Kenya and finally, her experience of 
Kenyan television.

Your book Allies or Adversaries? NGOs and State in 
Africa (Cambridge University Press, 2016) won the 
2018 Outstanding Book Award from the Association 
for Research on Nonprofit Organizations and 
Voluntary Action. Could you brief us on this book’s 
main message? 

Allies or Adversaries examines the rhetoric stating that 
NGOs are a threat to state legitimacy. Through 
examining NGO-state interactions at the local level in 
Kenya, I make three arguments in the book. First, rather 
than threatening the state, NGOs and governments can, 
under the right conditions, collaborate on service 
provision to strengthen the state. NGOs can become 
part of the organizational apparatus of state service 
provision, thereby expanding the reach of services and 
the state in a country. Second, government offices can 
learn from NGOs and adopt more responsive ways of 
operating, which can strengthen accountability. 
Finally, NGOs supporting state capacity can enhance 
state legitimacy in the eyes of citizens, who often 
maintain a pragmatic and wary view of the state and 
those who control it. These findings are largely positive, 
but an overreliance on NGOs for service provision also 

has several serious drawbacks. And NGOs are in no 
way a substitute for a functional state and public 
administration apparatus.

Your current research explores how citizens 
experience electricity access expansion in Kenya. 
What is (so far) the biggest issue you believe local 
service providers should address to meet citizens’ 
needs and requests?

There are two big issues that local providers need to 
consider moving forward to meet citizens’ needs. First, 
the cost of electricity remains prohibitively high for many 
people, particularly in rural areas. Even if they now have 
a grid connection to their house, many can not afford 
a level of electricity that would facilitate real change in 



”Although Kenya has made 
remarkable progress in 

establishing grid connections, 
the quality of access to 

electricity varies greatly. 
Power outages are common 

and often unpredictable, and 
the current is also unreliable.”

their lifestyle or livelihoods. Second, although Kenya has 
made remarkable progress in establishing grid connec-
tions, the quality of access to electricity varies greatly. 
Power outages are common and often unpredictable, 
and the current is also unreliable. People need reliable, 
stable currents to make the most of electricity access. 
The combination of these issues means that for many 
people, access to electricity is not affecting socio-
economic outcomes. Service providers do generally 
understand these issues on some level. Still, the present 
discourse in Kenya is about how nearly everyone has 
been given access to the national grid, thus guaran-
teeing their energy security, when this is not the case. 
International donors and the Kenyan government are 
celebrating how well Kenya has provided energy from 
renewable sources - which is laudable! - but this belies 
the reality for citizens on the ground in many ways.

I’ve heard that you, some time ago, were somewhat 
of a television celebrity in Kenya. Please tell us more 
about this!

I’m not sure if there is a very short version of this story, 
but in my mid-20s, I had the opportunity to join the cast 

of the Kenya Broadcasting Corporation (KBC) and to 
appear on a handful of episodes of two of their prime 
time shows running at the time. This was a volunteer 
role that I did while in Nairobi, working to help transform 
a set of informal community programs into a formal, 
registered NGO (as an aside, that work was the spark 
for my doctoral work, which became my 2016 book). In 
one of the TV shows, Vituko, I played a medical 
professional who worked to fight stigmas related to 
HIV/AIDS. That show aimed to address social issues in 
every episode. In a different show, Vioja Mahakamani, I 
was a scam artist on trial and was found guilty of 
running an education scam. Although I wasn’t on that 
many episodes, people in town often recognized me, 
and I had strangers, servers, bus attendants, etc., ask 
me, ”Don’t I know you from somewhere?” Once when 
I was leaving Kenya at the airport, the passport officer 
said, ”I’m sorry, you can’t leave.” I got a bit nervous for 
a few beats until he said, ”You have to stay here so you 
can be on the KCB shows!” When I offered to be on the 
shows, I had no idea that I would become recognized by 
the public. Fortunately, it’s been long enough that no one 
notices me when I go back for research these days.
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