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Book Summary

This well-researched and written book brings to our attention the contestations
around 'migrated archives' from Nairobi to the United Kingdom. The book focuses
on the curatorial processes linked to archival records shipped to the UK prior to
Kenya's independence in 1963. The study probes the motivations for the British
colonial government to remove several records from Kenya and, in turn, why the
post-independent Kenyan governments wanted them back (p.8). These records relate
to thousands of 'sensitive' documents related to the emergency period in Kenya
(1952-1960). The crux of the argument relates to the concealing of the so-called
'migrated archives' held in the United Kingdom and Kenya's post-independence
struggles for their retrieval. The book historicizes the 'justifications' for the UK
government to retain the 'archival records,' often invoking sovereignty, while
situating Kenya's claim to have the archives returned home. These contestations are
woven in the context of multiple actors, including academic institutions,
philanthropic institutions, and different governments with diverse interests in the
archival records.

Key arguments

The book narrates in detail, on one hand, the process by the UK colonial authorities
to 'migrate’ archival records to the UK and the subsequent attempts for the
repatriation of the records by Kenya's post-independence leadership. The archival
records in contestation relate largely to counter-insurgency against the Mau Mau
following the declaration of emergency in Kenya (1952-1960).The book debates the
logic of carting away sensitive files around this period, which only a veil of secrecy
is revealed in 2011 as a case mounted by survivors of British colonial rule was
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lodged in a London court, leading to the 'Hanslope Park Disclosure." The latter is
described in the book as an exclusive and deliberate plan hatched in the quest to
erase history, but also to preempt incriminating evidence in pre-independence
Kenya.

The book engages in a historiography of the contestations between post-independent
Kenya's attempts at rewriting her history and the UK government's tight control of
the colonial archives carted away from Kenya. The book situates the UK colonial
office's decision to cart away the so-called 'sensitive documents' and the subsequent
controlled access by a series of processes and strategies. This concealing of records
and/or minimal supervised access is read from a securitization lens as a strategy to
protect the 'reputation’ of the colonial office to avoid what the writer terms as
'embarrassment, and to maintain geopolitical advantage,’ which in the end is
supposed to conceal the colonial brutality around the counter-insurgency during the
emergency period in Kenya. The author reflects on the so-called 'Operation Legacy'
to absolve it from atrocities committed during the emergency period.

Kenya's contestation to have the migrated archives is read with several motivations,
including personal reasons. One is that the post-independent governments in Kenya
considered these archives as useful in the post-colonial period as a reference to the
past but also to solve some of the post-independence nation-building challenges. The
book details that, for example, in addition to relying on the records to curate the past,
they would also be key to resolving challenges such as border disputes and the then
Northern Frontier District question. On a personal note, the book notes that part of
the motivation for the independence government's quest to have the archival records
returned also related to the personal collections of the founding President of the
nation, Jomo Kenyatta, seized when he was arrested in 1952.

The book further curates Kenya's post-independence efforts in building the Kenya
National Archives as a strategy to preserve Kenya's past while offering a platform
to document Kenya's history. The book documents that the early periods to establish
an archive revolved around capacity development, but also the quest to have the
'migrated archives' returned. In historicizing the archival service setup, the book
notes the influence of multiple actors with diverse interests in Kenya's archival
records. These included academic institutions such as Oxford University and
Syracuse University, other actors such as the Ford Foundation and the UK
Department of Technical Cooperation. For actors such as academic institutions, their
interests are interpreted in the book as focused on advancing the so-called 'area
studies.' Other actors, such as the International Archives Association, are framed as
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critical actors keen on enabling archival restitution across post-colonial contexts
such as India and Algeria.

The book, in the end, situates the range of securitization that accompanied the
documents' removal and the attendant interventions the British government mounted
to counter the retrieval of these documents. These ranged from legal justifications to
a racialized access that excluded Africans in the curation process.

Overall assessment

The book, on the whole, i1s aptly written and documents a rich history around the
concealing and navigation of colonial archives as a way to 'erase' the past. Relying
on historiography, the book engages in a detailed investigation focused on the
management and control of archival records linked to the emergency period in
Kenya. The book engages with historical and contemporary materials, centering the
place of archival materials in either retelling or omitting the past.

The book 1s a welcome addition to materials focused on African history and post-
colonial nation-building while being entangled with multiple complexities around
vested interests ranging from gaining African expertise to the extraction of
knowledge. The book further provides methodological lessons around the centrality
of archival records in reconstructing the past, but also in obscuring the past.
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