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Executive Summary 

The paper focuses on the first East Africa Community (1967-1977) – at its time 

the most sophisticated regional integration scheme in Africa and one of the 

most promising Regional Economic Communities in the world. Our main 

argument is that the history of the collapse of the EAC in 1977 can provide 

important lessons for what leads to disintegration – especially now that the 

EU faces various challenges ranging from growing economic disparities to the 

rise of populist parties. Four are the lessons that the history of the EAC can 

offer to the EU: first, the importance of the equitable distribution of gains; 

secondly, the significance of perceptions of relative losses in contrast to 

perceptions of absolute gains; thirdly, the gravity of political will and visionary 

leadership that can be crucial counterbalances to centrifugal tendencies; and, 

last but not least, the effect of different economic philosophies and 

developmental strategies among the member-states.  
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Introduction 

Much research has focused on what Africa’s Regional Economic Communities 

(RECs) can learn from the treaties, institutional arrangements and practices of 

the European Union (Farrell 2007, 2009; Haastrup 2013; Lenz 2012; Sicurelli 

2016; Soderbaum and Langenhove 2013; Storey 2006). However, very little 

attention has been paid to what Africa’s regional integration efforts can teach 

the rest of the world - including the European Union.  

The  paper focuses on the first East Africa Community (1967-1977) –  at its 

time the most sophisticated regional integration scheme in Africa and one of 

the most promising RECs in the world. Our main argument is that that the 

history of the collapse of the EAC in 1977  can provide important lessons for 

European integration – especially now that the EU faces various challenges 

ranging from growing economic disparities to the rise of populist parties. 

From one point of view, the countries that formed the EAC in 1967 have 

started from where Europe was heading in the 1990s: with a common 

currency, a single market, coordinated central banking, a mechanism for 

redistribution, a joint Legislative Assembly and even a shared university. 

From another point of view, the EAC was always an intergovernmental 

organization without a powerful supranational institution like the European 

Commission. Writing in the early 1960s, Joseph Nye (1963: 477) has argued 

that a comparison of the EAC with the European Economic Community "can 

be misleading, for in some ways East Africa is much less integrated than 

Europe, in others perhaps more". In the 1970s, the EAC attracted much 

admiration and at the time of its dissolution several countries had applied to 

join. But all this quickly unraveled as the erstwhile partners lapsed into 

conflict. Finally, after some years of decline, the EAC collapsed (1977). 

The first part of this paper offers an introduction to 'disintegration theory'. 

The second part analyses the causes of EAC’s collapse. And the third, based on 

the experience of the 'first EAC' (the organization was revived in 2000 with 

the signing of another - and different Treaty), attempts to reach some wider 

conclusions for regional integration efforts with particular reference to the 

EU.  
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Integration and Disintegration Theory 

Many theories have attempted to explain the process and outcome of regional 

integration - though usually focusing exclusively on Europe. Functionalists  

like David Mitrany (1975) saw integration as a self-sustaining process, arguing 

that cooperation in specific economic policy sectors leads inevitably to greater 

integration through processes of "spillover" from one policy area to the other. 

Neofunctionalists added to the process political spillovers in the perceptions 

of pressure groups, research communities and political parties (Haas 1976). 

Proponents of intergovernmentalism claimed that states consciously pool 

sovereignty to supranational institutions in order to promote their interests. 

Alan Milward (1999) has persuasively argued that European integration has 

strengthened rather than weakened European states. Intergovernmentalism 

was successful in explaining radical reforms aiming at more integration  (like 

the Maastricht Treaty) by arguing that when state interests converge the 

integration pace increases, and when they diverge integration slows down.  

Liberal Intergovernmentalism also identified the states as key actors with 

clear preferences (Moravcsik and Schimmelfennig 2009). However, it argued 

that it is through bargaining, side-payments and package deals that progress 

to further integration is achieved. In contrast to intergovernmentalist 

arguments, New Institutionalism emphasized the autonomy of regional 

institutions in the integration process, their capacity to bridge differences and 

build consensus and their ability to sustain and promote integration. Keohane 

and Nye (1993: 2-5) have shown that these institutions can ensure 

permanence by facilitating and keeping agreements, monitoring compliance, 

reducing uncertainty and stabilizing expectations. Finally, advocates of 

Comparative Federalism underlined the importance of a sense of common 

identity as a factor limiting centrifugal pressures - especially during crises 

(Kelemen 2007: 61; Webber 2014: 349-50). 

Most of regional integration theories have  focused on the European 

experience and —explicitly or implicitly—presumed that increasing 

European cooperation will eventually end in an enduring set of regional 

institutions (Schmitter and Lefkofridi, 2016) Interestingly, they are not in 
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agreement for what integration actually means. As Jan Zielonka (2014: 22-

23) has written, "some scholars argue that integration is merely about 

increased economic and social interactions, but others suggest that it is about 

building a European super-state". And added: "If we do not really know what 

integration implies, how can we define the opposite process?" (Zielonka 2014: 

23).   

Zielonka (2014: 22) criticized the optimism of theorists noting that "though 

there are many theories of European integration" there is "practically none of 

European disintegration". This claim was at that time partly true. Today it is 

partly wrong: increasingly, a number of scholars (including Zielonka) have 

tried to understand the problems facing Europe and analyze the turn in EU 

preference formation from "permissive consensus to constraining dissensus" 

(Hooghe and Marks 2009). 

Zielonka (2014: 24-30) identified three possible scenarios for the Union's 

future: first, the EU could collapse spectacularly; secondly, it could try to 

address problems, but end up making things worse; or it could suffer from 

sustained benign neglect or "muddling through" with not so benign 

implications. His conclusion was that in even the best scenario, the European 

integration project by and through the EU will become increasingly irrelevant.  

As in the case of integration, scholars adopted different definitions of 

'disintegration' ranging from a decline in the range of common policies and an 

increasingly limited capacity of EU organs in making decisions against the will 

of individual members (Webber 2014: 342) to the total collapse of the Union 

(Zielonka 2014). Nevertheless, they have identified causal mechanisms and 

created conceptual frameworks, building a constellation of ideas that could be 

grouped in a loosely-defined 'disintegration theory'.  

Among the most important works are those of Hooghe and Marks (2009) that 

focused on a growing conflict between elites and masses. They argued that as 

economic integration increases beyond a certain point, identity politics and 

identity-based political mobilization become important. Inspired by Stefano 

Bartolini's work, Vollaard (2014) has examined the dynamics of political 

community-building as a cause of disintegration emphasizing EU's weak 
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power of "territorial closure", meaning its inability to "lock-in resources and 

actors" (such as capital and member-states). Webber (2014) has underlined 

the interaction between domestic politics and the role of hegemons, with 

particular reference to the importance of domestic politics in Germany - the 

so-called "reluctant hegemon".  Jones (2018) has attempted a synthesis of 

these views based on Gunnar Myrdal ideas. However, none of these 

approaches is based on studies of non-European integration failures like the 

1977 collapse of the East African Community. The next sections of the paper 

examine the formation and the demise of the EAC.    

The creation of the EAC 

The common colonial administration under Great Britain played a major role 

in establishing a significant degree of cooperation in East Africa (Burton and 

Jennings 2007). In 1917 the colonies of Kenya and Uganda formed a customs 

union that Tanganyika joined ten years later. In 1947 the East Africa High 

Commission was created for the joint administration of infrastructural 

facilities such as railways, roads, ports, and posts and telecommunications. In 

short, Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda inherited from the colonial era a common 

market with a more or less uniform external tariff, a common currency as well 

as a number of common services in transport, communication and research. 

However, from the very early stages of cooperation, there were disagreements 

among the member countries for the distribution of benefits (Rotberg 1963: 

145-9). 

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, “there was perhaps no part of Africa where a 

greater proportion of senior African political leaders regarded themselves as 

Pan-Africanists” (Crowder 1984: 122). The list includes Julius Nyerere of 

Tanzania, Milton Obote of Uganda, Jomo Kenyatta  of Kenya, Tom Mboya of 

Kenya who had chaired the 1958 Accra All African Peoples' Conference, Oscar 

Kambona, independent Tanganyika 's first foreign minister, and many others. 

However, it was not until 1958 that there was a serious attempt – resulting 

largely from a Nyerere initiative - to create a Pan-East African political party 

which would unify all existing parties. The effort ended in failure. 
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Still, in June 1960, Nyerere offered to delay Tanganyikan independence until 

all three major East African territories could become jointly independent as a 

federal state (Crowder 1984: 123). Soon after, the intergovernmental East 

African Common Services Organization (EACSO) was created, replacing the 

old colonial arrangements. In June 1963 Obote, Nyerere and Kenyatta 

declared their intention to federate – though Kenyan independence would not 

be delayed. The idea was that a Federation would strengthen self-reliance, 

consolidate independence and reinforce the negotiating power of the three 

states in international affairs was in tune with Pan-Africanist ambitions. 

However, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana argued that the federation violated the 

Organization of Africa Union spirit and undermined Pan-Africanism, 

disagreeing publicly with Nyerere. At some point, Obote seemed to share 

Nkrumah’s view.  

From the very beginning Tanzania and Uganda had some reservations, fearing 

that Kenya which had inherited from the colonial era a relatively well-

developed infrastructure and an industrial base largely owned by a large 

European settler community, could dominate the affairs of the federation. 

Thus, they asked for a more equitable integration process that could promote 

economic growth in the less advanced regions. As Crowder (1984: 454) 

argues: 

“Whether or not it was the common market that gave Kenya the distinct advantage 

that she enjoyed in the 1950s (rather than the accidents of geography and history and 

the attractions of the European community for international capital), Uganda and 

Tanganyika had increasingly become resentful at her greater development”. 

By the mid-1960s, increased bitterness in Tanzania with the failure to federate 

in a balanced way became present in EACSO where Dar es Salaam 

representatives complained that rising imports from Kenya were threatening 

the viability of the local industry. 

The three leaders made efforts to overcome these complaints. The Kampala-

Mbale Agreement of 1964 provided for quotas in East African trade and 

introduced a licensing system to encourage investment in less industrially 

developed regions (Robson 1968: 149-54; Hazlewood 1975: 64-8; Eken 2000: 
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37). However, the Agreement was not implemented (Kenya failed to ratify it) 

and the common market seemed to reach the verge of collapse.  

Finally, Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda agreed to a more equitable integration 

process.. On June 6, 1967, the Treaty for East African Cooperation was signed 

in Kampala, establishing the East African Community. It was agreed to 

abolish all trade restrictions on intra-Community trade, to maintain a 

common external tariff, to harmonize monetary and fiscal policies and to 

coordinate development planning.  

The three countries failed to find a system of East Africa-wide central banking 

and agreed not to re-establish the common currency - the East African shilling  

had been replaced by national currencies in 1966 (Hazlewood 1979: 42).  

Nevertheless, they agreed to coordinate their economic policies in order to 

safeguard current transactions at par values. In order to promote a balanced 

industrialization, the Agreement created two mechanisms. The first was a 

‘transfer tax’ on intra-Community trade aimed at giving limited protection to 

industries in the less developed states against competition from the more 

developed. The transfer tax allowed a state with a trade deficit to impose a tax 

on the other state's goods: it was in an analyst's words, "a euphemistic term 

for the imposition of limited inter-country tariffs" (Robson 1967: 4). The 

second mechanism was the establishment of an East African Development 

Bank whose aim was to allocate investments disproportionally in favor of 

Tanzania and Uganda.  Finally, the three countries decided to create four 

autonomous corporations: the East African Railways Corporation (EARC), the 

East African Harbours Corporation (EAHC), the East African Ports and 

Telecommunications Corporation (EAP&T) and the East African Airways 

Corporaiton (EAAC). Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda shared equally ownership 

and control.  

In short, the three states agreed to maintain a unified approach towards 

external trade, fiscal and monetary policy, transport and communications 

infrastructures. However, the Agreement did not provide for free movement of 

capital or labor and did not cover agricultural products (Eken 2000: 37).  
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Although in the EAC’s initial years cooperation ran more or less smoothly, 

relations among the member countries started to deteriorate from the early 

1970s onwards.  

The gradual demise 

For  the newly independent countries, national consolidation had become a 

high priority. Anxious to promote national integration, the new leaders 

gradually started to look inward. Their immediate concern was to build viable 

nation-states. As a result, cooperation with other African countries was 

considered as a secondary priority. Since further cooperation and integration 

implied long-term commitment, there was an understandable reluctance to 

take decisions which restrained national sovereignty in certain key areas, 

including development plans. For example, in 1970 the University of East 

Africa that existed since 1963 broke-up and was replaced by national 

institutions (Mugomba 1978: 264).  

The 1971 coup in Uganda made matters worse. As Nyerere not only rejected 

the legitimacy of Amin's regime but also granted political asylum to Milton 

Obote.  The East African Authority, EAC's highest decision-making body, 

failed to meet since then because Nyerere refused to meet Amin. It was clear 

that "the institutional arrangements for the E.A.C. could not survive the 

arrival of Amin (Khadiagala 1993: 236).  

In 1972 exchange controls and import restrictions were imposed on intra-

Community trade, resulting in the dissolution of the common monetary area 

(Eken 2000: 38). Next year, restrictions on the interstate transfer of funds 

undermined the viability of the four corporations (Eken 2008: 38). In 1975 

the three states agreed to proceed with a review of the 1967 Treaty and 

appointed a committee to make proposals. However, one year later the 

Committee was dissolved failing to reach agreement. When in 1976 Idi Amin 

made a bold claim on a part of Kenyan territory, "Nyerere sharply criticized 

him in apparent support against a common foe" (Ochwada 2013: 57). In 

January 1977 Kenya set up her own airline.  In February 1977 Nyerere closed 

the 769 km border between with Kenya. In an interview, the leader who a 
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decade ago argued in favor of an East African federation, placed all the blame 

on Kenya: 

"Kenya broke up the East African Harbors Corporation; Kenya unilaterally closed 

down the headquarters of the East African Railways system; Kenya seized a number 

of ships in Lake Victoria, and Kenya has now grounded the East African Airways.... 

They must be prepared to accept that there will be no traffic between the two 

countries" (quoted in New York Times, 1977)  

In June of the same year the three states did not agree on the General Fund 

Services budget. Kenya refused to finance the 1977/8 budget and announced 

its withdrawal. The EAC ceased to operate in July 1977.  

In short, the Community was not killed - "rather it faded and died from a lack 

of interest in keeping it alive, though not without a nudge or two along the 

road to the grave" (Hazlewood 1979: 55). The common market became 

increasingly a dead letter, the common services disintegrated and the East 

African Development Bank survived the final collapse but as a shadow of its 

former shelf. None of the three states found the courage to abrogate the 1967 

Treaty of Co-operation. This is the reason that historians fail to agree on the 

exact date of the demise of the EAC.  For some the date of the collapse of the 

EAC was the date of the failure to approve the 1977/8 budget while for others 

the Community was formally dissoluted in 1984, when its assets were divided 

between the member states (Magu 2015: 389). 

The causes 

Most studies on the reasons that led to the Community's collapse agree with 

Hazlewood's observation (1979: 43) that it cannot be attributed to a single 

cause and that "there were so many interacting influences and issues (...) that 

no simple lesson can be easily drawn from the experience of the EAC". 

Ravenhill (1979: 233) has the same opinion: "no single factor is sufficient to 

account for the failure of the Community". And he adds: "it was the 

accumulation and interaction of factors ... which changed the partners' 

perceptions".  
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Some studies mention the unequal distribution of gains as the most important 

factor for the Community's demise.  As Ravenhill (1979: 230) aptly puts it:  

"benefits arising from integration accumulate disproportionately in those areas that 

already enjoy higher levels of economic development - the 'backwash' effects of 

integration are far stronger than the counteracting 'spread' effects". 

Whether a result of integration or a consequence of different national 

developmental policies or something that would happen without them, there 

was a growing divergence in the member states economic performance 

throughout the EAC's existence. Between 1967 and 1977 the average annual 

growth in real GDP was 7.5 per cent in Kenya, 6.3 per cent in Tanzania and 2 

per cent in Uganda (Eken 2000: 39). Moreover, Kenya had increasing large 

surpluses in trade with Tanzania and Uganda (Eken 2000: 40). 

Thus, there is widespread agreement that the redistribution mechanisms of 

the Community proved largely inadequate. The East African Development 

Bank provided loans in a limited scale (by the end of 1971 its total investments 

were about twice the original contributions of the member states) while the 

projects it supported  were not particularly relevant to the objective of making 

the regional economies more complementary (Hazlewood 1979: 45). The 

marginal impact of the Bank is also evident to the fact that in no year did its 

disbursements exceed 5 per cent of the total industrial capital formation in 

any of the three countries (Ravenhill 1979: 237). Moreover, the EADB's fund 

disbursement was different from the loans allocations initially agreed: Kenya 

received much more while Uganda much less (Eken 2000: 39).   

The tax transfer mechanism did not discourage duplication and restricted 

economies of scale. For example, by the mid-1970s there were five steel mills 

operating in East Africa: three in Kenya and one each in Tanzania and Uganda 

(Ravenhill 1979: 241). 

In general, economic integration in East Africa offered few economic benefits 

due to the limited size of domestic markets, the high dependence on trade 

outside the region, and the non-complementarity of the economies within it. 

Since 1971, inter-Community trade as a percentage of total trade declined for 
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all three countries (Ravenhill 1979: 235). As Christopher Clapham argues, 

since African states depended on extracting resources from external trade, 

their leaders were 

“extremely reluctant to release control over this trade to any supranational body. Any 

challenge to the statist policies followed by rulers within their own territories was 

consequently interpreted as infringing their national sovereignty” (Clapham 

1996:119). 

Regional economic integration is more beneficial for the participating 

countries when their economies are complementary (Ravenhill 1979: 228). 

The East African economies were to a large extent identical, producing the 

same range of primary products. The removal of trade barriers could not alter 

the production patterns. Indeed coordination was useful. But agriculture, 

where much potential for coordination existed, was excluded from the Treaty 

(Eken 1979: 40).  

The intergovernmental nature and the complex institutional structure of the 

EAC is also mentioned as a contributing factor to its collapse. The regional 

institutions lacked autonomy and could not create mechanisms to harmonize 

the interests of the different states and lead to compromises. Apart from a 

number of councils and three East African Ministers in each member state, 

the intergovernmental nature of the EAC and the ultimate control resting in 

the East African Authority consisting of the three Presidents encouraged the 

pursuit of national interests.  Kenyatta, Obote and Nyerere met periodically 

and were usually able to overcome frictions and find solutions for difficult 

problems. Nevertheless the Authority "seemed to deprive lower levels in the 

administration of the Community of initiative and of willingness to seek 

solutions to issues between the Partner States by compromise" (Hazlewood 

1979: 45). Decisions were more based on interpersonal relationships rather 

than institutional structures. Gradually, ideological and personal rivalries 

worsened.   

These culminated after Amin's 1971 seizure of power in Uganda. His 

"egomaniacal personality, bullying, confrontational theatrics, and open 

assertion that power in East Africa revolved around him creating a hostile 
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political climate" (Katembo 2008: 110). Nyerere's refusal to meet Amin 

"created a vacuum in the decision-making functions in the EAC and the 

Community became more and more exposed to the centrifugal influence of 

national interests" (Eken 2000: 38-9). Moreover, personal antagonisms and 

antipathies "spread from the governmental level to the mass media, creating 

an atmosphere of immobility and enmity among East African residents" 

(Ochwada 2013: 55). 

Political and ideological cleavages also played a major role - what Timothy 

Shaw (1975: 667-8) has termed “the intractable problems of politicization of 

organizations”. As Mugomba argues (1978: 267), "the very limited success of 

regional experiments on the continent has been largely due to the absence of a 

common ideology, especially as regards development". 

The Arusha Declaration of 1967 committed Tanzania to a socialist economic 

and social strategy, emphasizing self-reliance and small-scale village-based 

farming, which Nyerere saw to reflect the values and norms that prevailed in 

pre-colonial Tanzania (Havnevil 2010: 24). This led to a villagization 

campaign (ujamaa vijijini) which strongly contrasted with Kenya's 

privatization of agriculture and focus on export markets. Ideological 

differences were translated to stereotyping. For example, the Kenyan media 

characterized Tanzania's socialism as "an euphemism for laziness" (Ochwada 

2013: 56). 

The ideological differences between socialist Tanzania and capitalist Kenya 

supported by Eastern and Western powers respectively, became gradually 

difficult to overcome. Kenya 's declared 'non-alignment' did not hide its close 

relationship with the United Kingdom and the United States. Tanzania 

cultivated a close link with China and later with Cuba and the Soviet Union. 

Ugandan foreign policy under Amin "has drifted back and forth without any 

clear sense of direction" (Mugomba 1978: 268).  Worsening economic strain 

made Amin increasingly dependent on financial help from Saudi Arabia and 

military assistance from Libya (Mugomba 1978: 269). Hence, the Tanzanian-

China and the Uganda-Arab rapprochements brought new external players in 

East Africa, increased antagonisms and hastened the militarization of the 
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region. Increasingly the three countries became affected by an escalating Cold 

War, where competition for influence among the superpowers and other 

players (ranging from China to the PLO) raged. 

The fact that countries followed totally different development paths led the 

EAC to institutional tension and decay. By the mid-1970s, diverging national 

policies had made increasingly difficult to contemplate the regional 

developmental strategy on which ultimately the East African Community' s 

future depended. A good example the construction of TAZARA Railway 

linking Tanzania and Zambia that was agreed outside the East African 

railways system and caused resentment in Kenya because it required the 

purchase of material inputs from China that were previously been provided by 

Kenyan firms (Eken 2000: 38). 

The Railway reflected a geopolitical shift of Dar es Salaam's foreign policy 

towards the South, gradually diminishing its interest for integration in East 

Africa. Nyerere approached Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia "whose policies, like 

that of Milton Obote (...) increasingly appeared to be modelled on aspects of 

the Tanzanian experiment" (Ravenhill 1979: 236). Also the independence of 

Mozambique in 1975 provided Tanzania with a second ideological ally. 

Tanzania's 'drifting' southwards followed the intensifying conflict in Southern 

Africa. Nyerere "sought to play a pivotal role along with other so-called 'front-

line Presidents" in the diplomatic and military initiatives aiming to isolate 

white-run regimes in Rhodesia and South Africa (Mugomba 1978: 263).   

International economic developments also played a significant role. The oil 

price increases from late 1973 onwards had a severe impact on East African 

economies. Foreign exchange reserves dwindled, the prices of imported  

capital goods increased while  prices for the primary commodities exported by 

the countries of the region remained stable. The prolonged drought in parts of 

the region made matters worse necessitating food imports in unusual 

quantities (Ravenhill 1979: 233). Under these conditions the EAC member 

states inevitably felt compelled to conserve as much foreign exchange as 

possible to protect their national interests. This has adversely affected the 

financing of the Community's corporations. Deprived of revenue, the 
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corporations defaulted on loan repayments, leading to a curtailment of 

financing by creditors and, finally, were forced to suspend services (Ravenhill 

1979: 233-4).   

Foreign migrant labour added to the disintegrative pressures. In September 

1970 Uganda introduced a new policy reserving employment exclusively for its 

own citizens. This move threw more than 20.000 of Kenyan migrants out of 

work (Ravenhill 1979: 238).  “Kenyans who had traditionally sought 

employment in Uganda became ‘alien Africans’, as did Ugandans in Kenya, or 

Kenyans in Tanzania” (Crowder 1984: 454).  

Finally, the relative size of the three countries also had an impact on mutual 

perceptions. As early as the beginning of the 1960s Uganda, as the smallest of 

the three states, feared her future subordination to the will of Kenya and 

Tanzania. For some time, the fact that Nyerere's policy of socialist self-reliance 

was imitated by Milton Obote as well as the growing friendship of the two 

leaders provided a counterweight to Kenya's dominance in the Community 

(Ravenhill 1979: 234). However, Amin's 1971 coup in Uganda upset this 

balance and increased the relative gravity of Kenya. 

Moreover, under Amin, the Ugandan economy entered a downward spiral. 

Following the expulsion of the Asian community in 1972, Uganda's balance of 

payments with Kenya recorded a very large deficit. Due to the lack of foreign 

exchange, Uganda's financial contribution to the Community dramatically fell. 

In turn, "Uganda's bargaining power in Community affairs was almost totally 

removed" (Ravenhill 1979: 235).   

As in other cases, regional integration in East Africa seemed to work to the 

advantage of the largest, most developed and most centrally placed among its 

members, favoring Kenya over Uganda and Tanzania.  Indeed, it is not clear 

the extent to which these beliefs were justified, "but it was the strength of the 

beliefs that counted" (Hazlewood 1979: 42). Unfortunately, the disparities of 

economic development between the three states continued to grow.  

Most studies on the first EAC focus entirely on inter-governmental relations, 

ignoring sub-national actors. An exception is a study by Whang (2018) that 
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has analyzed how institutions within the EAC (in particular the East African 

Railways) either contributed to or resisted the forces of disunity. In his view, it 

was "a combination of financial problems and nationalistic desires which 

precipitated the downfall of the Railways" (Whang 2018: 717).   

The EAC was revived on 7 July 2000. Interestingly, the Preamble of the new 

Treaty mentioned a number of factors that led to the collapse of the first 

Community: 

"lack of strong political will, lack of strong participation of the private sector and the 

civil society in cooperation activities, the continued disporportionate sharing of 

benefits of the Community among the Partner States due to their differences in their 

levels of development and lack of adequate policies to address this situation" 

The emphasis on political will underlined by the Preamble is shared by some 

academic observers. Gathii (2011: 182-202) has claimed that the collapse of 

the first EAC was due to lack of political goodwill and economic vision on the 

part of the Presidents of the three member states. Ravenhill (1979: 233) agrees 

arguing that political will was much needed at critical moments: "Ultimately, 

in a climate of acrimonious accusations, it was a general failure of political will 

rather than any single crisis which led to the breakup". 

Hazlewood (1979: 41-2) has correctly observed that the establishment of the 

EAC in 1967 can be interpreted "not as a stride forward in cooperation but as a 

stage in a progress of disintegration". This very interesting observation was 

made in an era that there was no body of 'disintegration theory'. So it is 

interesting to re-problematize the collapse of the EAC through its theoretical 

propositions.  

Disintegration Theory, the EAC and the EU 

Historically, far more regional integration schemes have collapsed than those 

that succeeded (Mattli 1999). However, what makes the EAC's case unique is 

that no other REC - with the exception of the EU - has reached a similar level 

of integration before starting to disintegrate.  
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Most theories of integration are largely based on the analysis of EEC/EC/EU 

before and immediately after the end of the Cold War. As we have seen, for 

them, the likelihood of disintegration is small. Since the states have reached a 

level of interdependence, deinstitutionalization was considered as highly 

improbable. Indeed, neofunctionalists have introduced the idea of "spill-back" 

(the opposite of "spill-over") to describe a "situation in which there is 

withdrawal from a set of specific obligations" (Lindberg and Scheingold 1970: 

137) but in general their integration prediction was also highly opitimistic. On 

the other side, intergovermentalism placed much importance on convergence 

of interests and places particular emphasis on the role of hegemons.  

In the case of Europe, the process of integration was not so much promoted by 

the existence of a 'leading state' as such, but rather by the fact that this leading 

state - Germany - especially since 1963 "has pursued a much more radical 

agenda involving the creation of a quasi-federal European state" (Webber 

2014: 356). This was the result of two major incentives: first Germany's high 

dependence on trade with its geographical neighborhood; and secondly, given 

its role in two World Wars, its effort to avert the risk of diplomatic isolation. 

This 'benevolent' leadership was missing in East Africa. Though Nyerere's 

Tanzania initially played this 'integrator' role, its power was mainly discursive 

and it was Kenya who, because of its economic power, was the 'natural 

hegemon'. However the Kenyan economy was not 'tied' to the region's 

economy in the way Germany was and East Africa (apart from the Mau Mau 

rebellion) did not experience a major war. Kenya's trade with the East African 

region was not only relatively small but as percentage of the total declined in 

the 1970s. And in contrast to Germany, Kenya was far less willing to "ease 

tensions that arise from the inequitable distribution of gains from integration" 

(Mattli 1999: 42).      

The distribution of gains is the second point that can offer an explanation of 

EAC's collapse. Jones (2018: 442) refers to Gunnar Myrdal who argued that 

the goal of integration is to promote "equality of opportunity". This leads to 

greater acceptance of the rules of the game, what Myrdal calls "solidarity". 

Jones develops a 'disintegration model' that can be empirically tested. He 

argues that the promotion of equality of opportunity leads to greater 
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prosperity and thus it brings the participants closer together, creating further 

incentives to experiment with other forms of cooperation. However, this 

model can also run in the opposite direction: discriminatory measures will 

lead to a reduction in efficiency and a rise in potential conflict. As some lose 

more than others, tensions increase (Jones 2018: 443-4). Then spill-backs 

multiply: "As disintegration diminishes resources, other joint projects are 

likely to suffer, and as conflict strengthens attention to exclusive identities, 

rather than shared values, joint projects may be abandoned" (Jones 2018: 

446). This is exactly what happened to the EAC. Regional integration gains 

were unequally distributed. This, as we have seen, gave rise to complaints and 

generated tensions between Tanzania and Kenya, leading to the demise of the 

regional organization.       

However other ideas of disintegration theorists were not present in the EAC's 

case. Neither Webber's emphasis on domestic politics and domestic 

opposition, nor Vollaard's importance on the political community or the 
identity politics of Hooghe and Marks are relevant in a region dominated by 

"Big Men" who enjoyed high political legitimacy and wide acceptance by their 

country's population and more or less governed by decree. As we have seen, 

the role of East African Presidents was very important in EAC's trajectory.  

Leader personalities and their psychological idiosyncracies are crucial in 

understanding historical events (e.g. Byman and Pollack 2001). The 

personalities of Nyerere and Kenyatta - not to mention Amin's - can explain  

EAC's creation, progress and collapse. They all regarded themselves as 

national leaders building nation-states on multi-ethnic societies. For all of 

them (with the exception of Nyerere in the initial years), East African 

integration gradually became a secondary priority. 

Thus, disintegration can also be explained by psychological factors. 

Psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky have identified a 

phenomenon that they have called "loss aversion", meaning people's tendency 

to prefer avoiding losses in comparison to acquiring equivalent gains. They 

argued that losses are, psychologically, twice as powerful as gains (Kahneman 

and Tversky 1992). The perceptions of losses are particularly important in 



18 The Jean Monnet Papers on Political Economy 

regional integration for three reasons: first, politicians have an interest in 

blaming regional arrangements for their own failures; secondly, regional 

integration schemes usually produce long-term benefits and short term losses; 

finally, feelings of dominance by a bigger partner or economy are strong, 

especially if members of the regional organization are of highly unequal 

power.  

The number of member-states is also crucial for perceptions of gains and 

losses. Here comes the debate between neorealists and institutionalists about 

relative and absolute gains. Relative gains are those that increase a state’s 

power compared with that of other states while absolute gains are those that 

increase a state’s capability or welfare even though there may be at least some 

loss in relative terms. Duncan Snidal (1991) has argued that the realist 

perspective of relative gains is applicable mostly in the case of two-state 

interaction where the state is more concerned with the gains of the other 

power.  However, where there are more than two states or where states care 

about a mixture of absolute and relative gains, there exist more opportunities 

for cooperation over a wide range of issues. In short, Snidal claimed that 

relative gains hinder cooperation in the two-state model but do not have the 

effects that neorealists suggest in the large-number of states model. The fact 

that the EAC had only three members meant that they tended to perceive their 

relationship more in terms of relative rather than in absolute gains. This may 

well explain the rising tensions between them. The number of members 

strongly contrasts the EAC with the EU. EU's, however, numerous members 

can also present a problem - by limiting the possibility of consensus. In 2004, 

the former President of the European Commission Jacques Delors predicted 

that the EU had a 50 per cent chance of falling apart due to enlargement (cited 

in Vollaard 2014: 1142).    

Conclusions 

There is widespread agreement among scholars that there was no single cause 

but rather a multiplicity of factors that led to EAC’s death. Among the factors 

mentioned are the lack of economic complementarity among its members, 

inadequate institutional structures, unequal distribution of gains (with Kenya 
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being the main beneficiary), asymmetrical interdependence between the local 

economies and the rest of the world and a lack of political will. Some research 

emphasizes the role of perceptions – especially incompatible perceptions of 

the distribution of benefits and different expectations for the future. Other 

commentators have noted that the intense pace of integration was a crucial 

factor in generating disagreements. Nevertheless, there is no agreement on 

the relative importance of these factors. Above all, there is a lack of 

comparative approaches - in both spatial and temporal terms - as well as of 

the relevant theorizing that could generalize the important empirical findings 

on the EAC's collapse. We argue that now, more than half a century after the 

organization's demise, we can re-problematize its trajectory with new 

theoretical tools from disintegration theory. This in turn can allow us to reach 

conclusions about regional integration and EU's predicament and future 

prospects.   

Indeed, comparing integration in East Africa with integration in Europe can 

be deeply misleading, as Joseph Nye has argued more than sixty years ago 

(see infra.). There are major differences between the two, not least major 

historical traumas like the colonial experience of East Africa on the one hand 

and  the Second World War in Europe on the other.  

However, as we have seen, the collapse of the first East African Community 

can offer some insights that can enrich the current debates about the future of 

the EU. We have seen that there was no single cause for the demise of the EAC 

but a multiplicity of factors. Disintegration theories also claim that EU's 

viability also depends on a multitude of factors. As Vollaard  (2014: 1444) has 

noted "monocausal perspectives do not suffice to explain the complex process 

of European disintegration". Thus, the important thing is to evaluate the 

relative importance of these factors and see how they interact with each other.   

Four are the lessons that the history of the EAC offers to the EU and to 

integration efforts in other  parts of the world: first, the equitable distribution 

of gains, or what Myrdal has termed "the equal distribution of opportunities", 

is crucial for the viability of RECs; secondly,  perceptions of losses that in 

human minds count more than gains are also very important; thirdly political 
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will and visionary leadership are  crucial counterbalances to centrifugal 

tendencies and very important  in overcoming crises; and, last but not least, 

different  ideas and policies of on growth and development can be major 

sources of strife.  

As in the case of the EAC, conflicting ideas about development played a crucial 

role in EU's difficulty to react with determination and in a coherent way to 

overcome the recent economic crisis. As argued in a recent book 

(Brunnermeier et al 2016), France and Germany represent two different and 

conflicting traditions of economic and political thought on economic growth.  

The French are in favor of a strong state that reacts to crises with flexibility 

while the Germans want to constrain government actions with strict and well-

defined rules. In both countries these 'ways of thinking' reflect historical 

experiences (for France the 1940 humiliation and for Germany Nazi 

authoritarianism). Thus, when the Euro crisis erupted in 2009, the French 

demand for bailouts was opposed to the German emphasis on austerity and 

treaty obligations. This led to a 'destructive synthesis' that still threatens the 

future of the Union.  Unequal distribution of gains and perceptions of losses 

made matters worse. At the very end, the real question is if history is repeating 

itself.   
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