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model of organized crime, but he does show how the histories of criminal 
networks are grafted onto resilient but reinvented secret societies. It is here, 
in his discussions of cults, shrines, secrecy, money, and power, that Ellis, as 
in his previous scholarship, emphasizes the salience of the intersection 
between religion and politics.

Written in a characteristically crisp manner and with a broad audience 
in mind, this is an accessible and insightful study. The conclusion about 
Nigeria’s condition, captured in the book’s title, is bleak. But Stephen Ellis 
was never shy of tackling the most troubling and controversial of issues, and 
we have come to expect nothing less from him than a lucid, erudite, and 
forthright interpretation.
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Readers who are not “map-minded” should not be put off by the title and 
cover illustration of this book. Although map-making in Western Kenya is 
central to Julie MacArthur’s argument—and she also includes a very useful 
overview of the field of historical cartography in Arica—Cartography is really 
a fascinating and important study of how the Luyia successfully “imagined” 
and then created a single ethnic constituency, which, by the 1948 census, 
was already one of the largest and most solid in Kenya and has remained so 
ever since.

Cartography draws on the already rich literature on ethnogenesis, from 
Peel and Ranger to John Lonsdale, Derek Peterson, and Gabrielle Lynch 
and takes it further in a case study that challenges much of the conven-
tional wisdom about how ethnic identities are made. The creation of Luyia 
out of a wide range of disparate communities seemed to break the rules. 
There were no founding ancestors—still less an agreed history of migra-
tion and settlement—to build on. There was no common language—even 
the ethnonym itself was previously unknown, and no core of “custom” to 
be asserted as originary; even features as fundamental as circumcision 
and age organization were varied and sometimes absent. There was no 
overarching political structure—a political identity based on the claims of 
early colonial Wanga “imperialism” was ruled out, as was one based on 
Bukusu resistance to colonial rule. Such fragmentation and diversity might 
have led to chaos and division, but Luyia identity was built out of negotiated 
difference in which dissent was not merely possible but also fruitful: Luyia 
became quintessentially a community of productive argument. What the 

https://doi.org/10.1017/asr.2017.20 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:david.pratten@sant.ox.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1017/asr.2017.20


208 African Studies Review

communities that agreed to become Luyia had in common was a shared 
history of accommodation and interaction with others and the imagination to 
see where that might lead. It could evoke a sense of common territory, defined 
by flexible boundaries. Anyone who lived within these boundaries—and 
some who lived beyond—could be Luyia. Ethnicity was first mapped out and 
then filled in demographically; hence the importance of both cartography 
and numbers.

“Map-consciousness” arose quite suddenly in the early 1930s when white 
miners descended on Kakamega in search of gold. They pegged and regis-
tered claims and surrounded these new spaces with legal boundaries inscribed 
on maps. Clearly, maps and the jurisdictional boundaries they illustrated car-
ried weight with colonial officialdom. Could maps also be used to legitimate 
and defend community space against the state? Local organic intellectuals in 
search of a project decided to find out, and in so doing they created a carto-
graphic frame for belonging and identity. Mapping became for the Luyia 
what histories of property-owning were for the Kikuyu.

The frame of ethnicity is wide enough for MacArthur to include discus-
sion of social change and response in the Luyia communities, weaving dif-
ferent strands together to show how they each informed the ethnic project. 
The work of ethnicity was both a response to change and a way of managing 
it collectively. Her work also suggests some wider comparisons, since Luyia 
communities experienced some of the same strains and conflicts as other, 
better known, regions of Kenya. In an important sense, Cartography puts 
western Kenya on the colonial map. The chapters covering the “moral 
crisis” of land and gender from the 1930s onward and the difficulties of 
moving the project beyond conflicts between “loyalism and dissent” in the 
volatile postwar political landscape are especially noteworthy in these 
respects. The need to maintain gender discipline in different communities 
threatened to fracture the ethnic consensus, as did the cultural and polit-
ical radicalism of Dini ya Msambwa (on which MacArthur has interesting 
things to say); and the emergence of “national” politics challenged the 
territorial focus and raised questions about the limits of local patriotism. 
Yet Luyia politicians were secure enough to support the Kenya African 
Union as a national vehicle, and also to espouse women’s suffrage—for 
demography was power.

At the heart of this richly detailed and thought-provoking book is  
a study of the development of the idea of “cosmopolitan patriotism,” as 
MacArthur characterizes Luyia ethnicity. This tolerant and inclusive  
vision of “living together” served Luyia well in the later colonial period. 
It might serve modern Kenyans equally well in the future as they seek a 
way out of a dangerously fragmented present. To draw on Lonsdale’s well-
known distinction, cosmopolitanism constituted the “moral ethnicity” of 
the first “majimbo” (regional devolution) constitution before it was replaced 
by Kenyatta’s centralized autocracy and then later degenerated into the 
aggressively defensive “political tribalism” of territorial fiefdoms in the Moi 
years. Majimbo is now back in the new constitution: this book suggests that 
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its cosmopolitan origins and the questions they raise about the making of 
“patriotism” and identity—national and local—might have a past as well as 
a future worth considering.
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In December 1963, just weeks after Kenya’s independence and only a few 
years after the ending of the Emergency that had led to it, a new State of 
Emergency was declared in northern Kenya. It lasted four years, killed 
or displaced perhaps a fifth of the population, decimated the herds on 
which communities depended for survival and prosperity, and deepened, 
embittered, and politicized the longstanding divide between the northeast, 
especially its Somali communities, and the rest of Kenya. Whittaker’s book 
examines the issues at stake on all sides in this complicated internal war, 
discusses local insurgency and state response, and analyzes its aftermath. 
Drawing on field interviews as well as colonial and postcolonial archival 
material, she argues that although the direct cause of the Emergency was 
the threat of armed Somali secession from Kenya, the conflict operated 
at several levels, of which pan-Somali irredentism was only one, and not 
necessarily the most significant on the ground. Individuals and communities 
chose whether to support secession or the government for very local reasons, 
within a context of competition over pastoral resources and economic 
opportunity, and framed by networks of enmity and alliance. As in the 
previous Emergency, the roots of violence were deep and tangled. Ethnic 
communities and alliances split under pressure: Muslim Boran in Isiolo 
sided with their stronger Somali neighbors, but they did so in part to get 
the weapons they needed to defend themselves; Marsabit Boran supported 
the government and expected to move into the trading niche hitherto 
occupied by Somali; Rendille, under pressure from Boran raiding, voted 
for secession.

The book is quite narrowly focused on the Shifta War itself, as its title 
suggests, but it does give enough background to enable readers to see what 
was at stake and how and why choices were made and sometimes later 
reconsidered. However, a deeper historical context would have helped, espe-
cially regarding pastoral movements and expansion during the colonial 
period, and the postwar debates over the future of the Somali territories as 
a whole. The decision not to create a single “greater Somalia” was perhaps 
regionally inescapable, but it did give secessionists some reason to believe 

https://doi.org/10.1017/asr.2017.20 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:rwaller@bucknell.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/asr.2017.20

