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Abstract: Across contemporary East Africa, fencing is spreading with incredible speed over hundreds
of thousands of hectares of rangelands, fundamentally reconfiguring land tenure dynamics. But why
is this happening now, what are the precursors, and what will happen in the years to come? In this
article, we ask how pre- and post-colonial landscape gridding perpetuate a slow violence across the
landscape through processes of de-/fencing. Fencing, we argue, is embedded in a landscape logic
that favours exclusive rights and conditioned access. In two case studies from grazing lands in Kenya,
we explore how people engage with the tension of an imposed landscape logic of fencing by either
asserting or challenging its very physicality. We propose that de-/fencing are ways of anticipating
long-standing land tenure uncertainties. Moreover, we use our cases to explore different points of
reference along the mattering of land tenure boundaries as well as the sort of horizons to which
fencing leads. We also use this knowledge to improve our understanding of parallel prehistoric cases
of large-scale landscape enclosure. By unfolding the intertwined socio-political and material nature
of gridded landscapes, we seek to bring the study of fencing out of conservation literature and into
its wider culture-historical context.

Keywords: fencing; pastoralism; Kenya; East Africa; post-colonialism; land-use; land privatization;
conservation policies; grazing land

1. Introduction

There have never been as many fences across the globe as there are today. The wide-
scale enclosure of rangelands, croplands, conservation land, parks and urban areas is
becoming increasingly common [1]. These fences are not only raised to protect soils, crops,
plants, people and animals, but also often represent deeply complex underlying histories
of enclosure, as well as symbolic and communicative executions of power. This is the case
whether one looks at the (pre-)historical land enclosures of the Americas, Australia and
Northern Europe (Section 4.1), or the major state projects of making walls in the West Bank,
Jericho or at the Mexican border. As a consequence, forces of resistance against the political
or economic powers that fences and walls embody are often accompanied by attempts to
physically trespass, resist or unmake the very physicality of these material gestures.

The processes by which boundaries are turned into physical fences, their ‘matter-
ing’ [2], is by no means less pertinent in present-day East Africa [3,4]. Here various types
of fences have spread in various contexts, including veterinary fences, land privatization
enclosures, group ranches, or national borders. Lately, fences have also increasingly been
raised around areas designated as national parks or conservation areas. Consequently,
the majority of studies of fencing in East Africa derive from conservation and ecological
agendas and short-term studies. However, the fences are often embedded in long-term
histories in which power differentiation has been reinforced through other forms of enclo-
sure, which also fundamentally violates other forms of being in, moving in and negotiating
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access to space. Hence, not only does the sheer pace and magnitude of fencing make
the phenomenon interesting, but it also invites inquiry into how pre- and post-colonial
dynamics continue to perpetuate a ‘slow violence’ [5] across the landscape. A slow vi-
olence that is expressed through material processes of de-/fencing as well as through
state legislation, conservation efforts, and even through research enquiries and intellectual
property rights [6].

1.1. Aims and Scope

In this paper, we wish to bring the study of fencing into its wider historical context by
inquiring into the processes of turning boundaries into linear, physical fences and walls.
Moreover, we wish to establish a theoretical framework for understanding fences where
essentially philosophical notions are used to elucidate what it means to erect fences and
barriers, as a ‘mattering’ of boundaries. Using two case studies from Kenya’s Rift Valley
region, the Laikipia plateau and the Greater Mara, we explicitly investigate the historical
and material creation of boundaries: what happens when boundary demarcation is turned
into physical fences. –Each with its own historical trajectory of boundary mattering taking
place in different tempi from incremental (Laikipia) to event-like (Mara).

In both these areas, boundaries have appeared throughout history in various forms.
However, we focus on the particular relationship between colonial boundary-making
and material practices of fencing grasslands. Our aim is to explore how pastoralists are
currently reinforcing the very rhetoric of violence, inequality and marginalization of a
particular part of the past that they seek to escape. We base our research on our own
ethnographic fieldwork (2014–2017) and interviews, combined with archival resources
and key secondary sources (see Materials and Methods Section); and for the Mara case,
also a geospatial mapping of the fencing expansions. In the Laikipia case, fencing slowly
started to spread from the 1950s when colonial settlers sought to protect their ranches
against encroachment by wild animals and pastoralists. In this case, we show how a
renewed phase of deep-seated historical protest actions and radical de-fencing efforts by
pastoralists are directed against the fences. The Greater Mara, on the other hand, has
remained largely unenclosed until a decade ago. Currently, however, fences are spreading
on an unpredictable scale, a process that is partly driven by Mara pastoralists themselves, in
part as a way of anticipating the repercussions of colonial and post-colonial marginalisation.

The cases reflect two fundamental strategies of resisting enclosure and its associated
forms of violence: one by physically opposing its very materiality, the other by using it to
create a space for emancipation. We use ‘de-/fencing’ to refer both to the act of asserting
resistance to the exclusion that a fence represents by either dismantling it or blocking access
to it, and ‘defending’ one’s land by erecting a fence along a boundary. The latter case
illustrates the paradox of marginalization leading herders to fence, which undermines
pastoralists’ access to grazing. Moreover, we define binding as adding a boundary to and
circumscribing something which is otherwise unbound and uncontained. Here we show
how pastoralists use material practices of binding and fencing land as a form of postcolonial
unbinding; and fencing as a defence against increasing yet unpredictable pressures from
tourist industries, state interests, farming initiatives, conservation and nature protection
initiatives and imminent economic investments. In the former, we claim that pastoralists
regard fencing as an instrument of exclusion and dominance wielded by white farmers. In
Laikipia, pastoralists achieve political empowerment through practices of unbinding and
de-fencing land in very concrete physical terms.

Hence, the article explores the deeper im/material dimensions of boundaries beyond
those of conservation issues; the ways in which humans and landscapes get caught up
in particular long-term trajectories and cascading effects of ongoing social, ecological or
political violence; and overall, how difficult (yet not impossible) it is to get rid of boundaries
again once they are inscribed in the landscape as symbolic gestures. By exploring how
material practices of boundary making and unmaking unfold across several generations—
as a means of tackling landscape futures that are made uncertain by constrained pasts—we
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seek to add a new long-term dimension to the spread of fencing that is currently unfolding
in East Africa. Moreover, we will use our study to present new perspectives on the study
of prehistoric landscape gridding, such as that which took place in Bronze Age Northern
Europe, including a greater sensitivity towards pastoralists and the potential ongoing
ramifications of their long-term existence.

1.2. Research Background: Boundary Disputes in the Aftermath of Colonialism

Social and political science studies have provided rich insights into the insecurities and
inequalities of land relations among marginalized population groups, including pastoralists,
across (pre- and post-)colonial sub-Saharan Africa. These studies include explorations
of territorialisation, tenure, privatization, land-use fragmentation and manifestations of
land claims [7–23].

However, the initial colonial practices which laid the foundations of unequal land
tenure—dividing the land into grids, thereby creating the discourse within which people
are forced to navigate—remain somewhat neglected in this literature. Relevantly, the
fences are often seen as reflections of claims yet not in themselves drivers of resistance.
Nevertheless, the aspects of claim-making offer valuable insight into a contextual frame of
reference for de-/fencing practices [24–28]. For example, some studies have paid attention
to the ambiguities of state authority in land matters following Independence and how this
has influenced people’s abilities to navigate land tenure and effectuate land claims [29–35].
A situation that is illustrated by both our case studies. Other scholars approach tenure as a
process of (re-)negotiation, arguing that the agency of those who seek access is as critical
for scholarly inquiries as questions of what the state does or does not do [32,36–38]. Other
inquiries into gridding processes have shown how the introduction of land privatization
can make some people tenureless—making them unlawful trespassers when crossing newly
drawn boundaries onto land they previously used and continue to depend on [29,39–41].
Such processes of enclosure can lead to resistance and protest, as our case studies also
show. Several studies document how, if left unaddressed, such land grievance protests can
trigger enduring disputes with resurging conflicts [30,42,43]. Some Africanist scholars have
focused specifically on agency and resistance among pastoral and farming communities,
including strategies of resistance and successful challenge of land tenure injustices (see for
instance [44–47]). Although exploring the sphere of agency in land relations, none of these
studies specifically delve into the material strategies and agency of de-/fencing.

Studies with an explicit focus on the materiality of enclosure have, however, largely
appeared in separate debates on ecosystem conservation, nature preservation agendas
and biodiversity [2,48–55]. Here, the perpetuating effects of enclosure are investigated in
relation to wildlife migrations, biodiversity issues, the separation of livestock and wildlife
and the prevention of human-wildlife conflicts. Seen in this light, fencing is an irrational
and short-sighted material practice which should preferably be avoided.

Hence, the very materiality and long-term repercussions of these deeply entangled
processes of structurally marginalizing land tenure reconfigurations have been largely
overlooked. Seeing fences as either functional means or political symbols ultimately
reinforces a split between environmental and humanistic approaches. The following
section therefore provides a series of anthropological, philosophical and new materialist
perspectives that are potentially able to bridge such approaches and can be used as a
steppingstone for our two empirical cases.

1.3. The Material Resonance of Boundaries

Boundary-making practices are material-discursive ways to articulate and (re)configure
the world. The gridded, enclosed and striated spaces based on exclusion are radically
different from smooth and nomadic spaces [56]. Striated spaces refer here to the enclosed
or closed-off surfaces that can be quantified, contrasted, allocated and e.g., turned into
‘grass banks’ (see l. 556 ff.). The binding instantiates a physical violation and a semiotic
cut between inside and outside, between object and subject [57] (p. 140). The enclosure of
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areas violates existing ways of living, moving and organizing in the landscape deliberately,
processually and structurally [58] (p. 733). This violation is also what Svend Erik Larsen
notices when he writes that: “Boundaries are only interesting when they separate things that
cannot really be separated, doing this in such a way that we are forced to view the separated parts
together” [59] (p. 105, authors’ translation). This enacts distinction and instantiates differ-
ence [60] and differentiation, whether it encloses landscapes, people, or both. This difference
violates the present situation and asserts a force or pressure on its surrounding space.

However, boundaries project not only particular categorical distinctions but also
power relations and hierarchies. The ‘cut’ of the boundary mobilizes a dialectical mak-
ing of this side and the other side; of a ‘me’ and ‘you’, ‘us’ and ‘them’ or ‘this’ and ‘the
other’ [61–63]. The material enaction of enclosing and othering are closely related produc-
tions of human nonhuman life hierarchies and power structures. Such hierarchies include
“principles for recognizing or dismissing claims” to land [32] (pp. 1203–1204). Hence, the
boundary expands privilege and autonomy for those erecting it and limits the room for
manoeuvre of others. It delineates a form of collective orientation in time and space, a
shared horizon for potentiality, although it may not be agreed upon by those outside it. This
makes boundaries forceful technologies of empowerment and marginalization that can be
taken advantage of, politicized, and used to anticipate future scenarios.

Not only are the social and cultural dimensions of the ‘cut’ of the boundary interesting;
so are its mattering, understood as the processes by which boundaries are turned into
physical fences. A series of scholars have addressed the perceptual dimensions of mate-
rial lines and linear boundaries, including Tim Ingold’s unfolding of the morphological
qualities of linear structures, Eviatar Zerubavel’s studies of everyday categorizations and
mutually constituting notions of boundaries, and Barry Smith’s notion of fiat and bona
fide boundaries [62,64–69]. With a much more explicit contextualization in the study of
claims, Kronenburg and van Dijk explore three types of claims with each their way of
marking and demarcating new boundaries, as well as challenging existing ones. These in-
clude grounding claims e.g., de/fencing; talking claims e.g., story-telling; and representing
claims e.g., maps and title deeds [70] (pp. 6–7). All these studies show a complex nonlinear
relationship between invisible and material boundaries, between punctuated and linear,
seasonal and permanent boundaries. However, the long-term consequences of the physical
boundary mattering remain far less explored. In a study of the 16th–17th century English
countryside, Blomley explores the role of hedges in the ‘remaking and reconfiguration
of property’ from common land to privatization [71]. He shows how hedges affect how
bodies move and behave, as well as their ability to see. Across a longer time span, the
physical presence of hedges not only increase the request for more fences but also taller
and more impenetrable hedges (p. 12). Moreover, protests against the land privatization
manifest as physical violations of hedges.

Fences afford a different establishment of rights. The mattering of boundaries, al-
though in principle instantiating a centrifugal force or a cut, tends to simultaneously
enforce a central point of attention. Before fences are inscribed in a landscape, protest and
resistance can take a series of different forms, and the ambiguity, permeability and poten-
tial overlap of other forms of boundaries can even be conflict-reducing. However, once
fences are mattered, they instantiate a spatial discourse that is difficult, if not impossible,
to ignore. To our knowledge, we do not yet have a concept for this – the fence as a game
changer, a synecdoche and material articulation, a simplified but unavoidable physical
means that makes social and political tensions hinge upon it and escalate around it. More
than simply reflecting an existing tension or difference, fences actively conjure tension and
difference and reinforce hierarchical power dynamics. To supplement Larsen’s proposal
that the boundary is nothing in itself, the very physical presence of the fence can change
the character of a conflict and turn itself into the focus of it. This may make the conflict
somewhat more manageable and tangible, but their visual and material emphasis also
creates inertia and inflexibility in the process of resolving conflict [58,72,73].



Land 2021, 10, 786 5 of 21

Inquiring more specifically into the historical and political contexts of fences and the
long-term effects of enclosure, Stoler’s notion of ‘imperial debris’ is particularly useful [74].
She argues that it is impossible to reverse a violent and oppressive history simply through
decolonization. Instead, historical (im)material and unresolved issues of political marginal-
ization can sustain and force a connection to a political past. Hence, the notion of imperial
debris points to the endurance of structures of power—to the nonlinear and unsynchro-
nized ways in which people disentangle themselves from the past. This is the case, for
instance, with regard to the colonial carving out of a social hierarchy with established
categories of ‘ruler’, ‘subject’ and ‘excluded’, which continues to manifest itself in various
ways [75]. It is also the case for the material imprints of landscape boundaries. These may
not simply constitute dead matter or frozen glimpses of the past, but in similar ways con-
tinue to be “stubbornly inhabited to make a political point, or requisitioned for a newly refurbished
commodity life for tourist consumption” [74] (p. 197). Fences, like other material colonial
remains, can thus develop into “epicenters of renewed claims, as history in a spirited voice, as
sites that animate new possibilities, bids for entitlement, and unexpected political projects” [74]
(p. 198). Such historical sediments contain a charged potential that can be activated to
substantiate new claims, narratives or hierarchies [76]. Thus, the conjuring power of a
fence depends on whether past conflicts or unequal power relations have been resolved or
merely petrified.

In other words, erecting a fence never leaves a place quite the same: it carries with it a
cut, a pressure on time and space of violence, a difference. Its violence is often ‘slow’ in the
sense of being gradual and anticipated or accompanied by other forms of violence, such as
corporeal violence, yet often not in itself viewed as violent [5]. This has long-term conse-
quences for the ways in which boundaries tend to resonate once they are ‘mattered’ [58,73].
Once they have obtained regularized morphologies and been embedded in particular cul-
tural practices and notions (e.g., of prosperity, security, expansion, accountability), fences
tend to instantiate interlocking trajectories that are difficult to escape from again, as our
case studies show.

2. Materials and Methods

We build our study on 12 months of ethnographic fieldwork undertaken in 2014–2017,
including observations and 80 semi-structured interviews with pastoralists, smallholder
farmers, ranch and conservancy managers, farm workers, security personnel, landowners
and county-level politicians. All the interviews were undertaken with due regard for the
diverse ethnicity, gender and wealth-related aspects of the social landscape in and around
Laikipia and Mara. For ethical reasons, the identities of the interviewees are withheld and
only initials are used. The prime ethnographic data on the processes and implications of
fencing was collected as part of a PhD project on the broader ramifications of Laikipia’s
land claims and contestations, which, however, did not go extensively into fencing [43].

Given the long-term perspective of this study, archival resources were included to
supplement the oral accounts. With regard to the Greater Mara case in particular, we
consulted a range of Foreign and Commonwealth Office files from the 1950s and 1960s at
the National Archives in Kew, as well as secondary sources of the long-term dynamics of
the social, environmental and political landscape (especially [11,77–80]). We also consulted
new geospatial mappings of fences based on satellite images from (1965)1985 to 2020, and
their associated ground truthing studies [81–83]. This was done to show the magnitude
and pace with which fences are spreading across the Greater Mara.

As such, there is a complementary overrepresentation of qualitative data on Laikipia
and quantitative fencing data and secondary sources on the Mara. The combination of
different data sources facilitates a deeper inquiry into how landscape striation, -binding,
-enclosure and -gridding has been mattered and transformed into fixed material fences.
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Empirical Background

The Laikipia plateau is located some 250 kilometres north of Nairobi and spans
869,600 hectares from the semi-arid northern rangelands to the more fertile farmland and
woodlands of the south-west. The Greater Mara is located some 200 kilometres southwest
of Nairobi, in the northernmost section of the Serengeti-Mara ecosystem, and covers an
area of 668,500 hectares in a semi-arid climate.

Archaeological evidence and oral history indicate that hunter-gatherer groups and
pastoralists were present in Laikipia since 3000 BP. However, around c. 1750 AD, the
pastoralism European explorers and colonialists encountered started to be fleshed out as
well as sectional identities. Around that time, shifting groups of pastoralists and hunter-
gatherers settled in the region, managing the use of grazing and water sources on the
plateau and surrounding lowlands through transhumance and herding [20,84]. Similarly,
in the Greater Mara region, pastoralist groups have been present for at least the past three
centuries [85]. In the early 19th century until the 1870s, different Maasai sections expanded
their territories to cover vast areas of Kenya in what became known as Maasai land [80]
(p. 84). This included the Laikipia plateau, where the Laikipiak Maasai defended water
and grazing resources against their use by other pastoral and hunter-gatherer groups [86].
Although largely unfenced, land in Mara and Laikipia was still marked by boundaries of
various sorts. These were relatively mobile, often shifting and penetrable, and sometimes
marked, not by fences, but branches, stones and naturally occurring features in the land-
scape such as rivers, hills or exceptionally large trees [80,85,87,88]. Access was negotiated
through physical force and presence, and the use of land and water was regulated custom-
arily by community members and elders. In the late 19th century, following a rinderpest
outbreak and a series of wars between Maasai, known as Iloikop, the Laikipiak Maasai
were severely fragmented and dispersed as refugees among other neighbouring groups,
leaving Laikipia accessible for other groups [77].

In the Greater Mara as well as in Laikipia, land remained largely unfenced throughout
this period [86].

During the colonial era ((1895)1920–1963), both areas became lawfully mapped to
determine which groups had the right to access and hold them—demarcations that followed
Western enlightenment principles of enclosure and exclusion. Following James Scott, these
practices of boundary-making can be seen as part of a state-making process [89]. Categories
included common land in Native Reserves, and private property for European settlers in
the Crown Lands [27]. Hence, a new landscape emerged which was parcelled out following
principles of a formal yet ’invisible grid (cf. Kronenburg and van Dijk’s representing claims).
The new lines, initially existing almost exclusively on maps, followed a different logic and
spatial discipline than that prior to 1895. Colonially established land boundaries now also
formally excluded people who had previously had access, causing pastoralists to rebel and
push for a continued access to grazing across the boundaries [90].

Following Independence (1963), the tenure system saw further changes despite the
avoidance of a comprehensive land reform. The political rhetoric in the 1960s encouraged
land acquisition and (in)formal settlements on Laikipia’s former Crown Lands as well as
on the fringes of the Mara by mixed ethnicity groups. Although Kenyan citizens were
formally equipped with equal rights to acquire land as private property, in practice some
ethnic groups were favoured in land allocations while others saw their customary land
privatized by others [91,92].

This is where our empirical studies unfold: at a time when authority had been handed
over to the independent Kenyan state and the pressure from colonial land claims had been
formally released. However, the principles of cartographic delineation and associated
logics of exclusive property continued to be deeply embedded in these landscapes as fences
and various practices of enclosure (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. (a) Cattle herd and (b) private fence from Mara (credit: Mette Løvschal). The fence is
similar to that erected between Thome and Ngorare in Laikipia (p. 11ff).

3. Results
3.1. The Laikipia Plateau

We begin our enquiry after pastoral grazing territories were designated as land held
by the British Crown in 1895. This cleared the way for colonial settlement on ranches that
spread in the 1920–1930s [93]. The Crown Lands were both authorised on cartographic
maps by the Department of Lands and Settlement, and regulated as actual physical en-
closures, initially via patrols, guards and police presence. For the European farmers, the
protection of crops and livestock was essential, and to that end, simple wire fences proved
increasingly beneficial around ranches, particularly towards the end of the colonial era.
Following Independence (1963) and up through the 1990s, many colonial farms transi-
tioned into smallholder or subsistence farms. Today, Laikipia is an ethnically and socially
diverse area which continues to be home to some colonial settler families, large-scale
livestock ranching, and wildlife conservancies, alongside pastoralism, and smallholder
farming. The area has been marked by escalating political, racial and ethnic-based conflict
particularly since the 1990s with repeated episodes of orchestrated invasions of ranches
and conservancies, most recently in 2016–2017 [43]. The fences in Laikipia adopt multiple
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morphologies and serve a range of purposes, and include electrified elephant fences, stone
walls and simple wire fences around smallholder fields or pastures for ranch cattle.

The Fence between Thome and Ngorare Ranch

The Thome-Ngorare boundary in present-day central Laikipia is indicative of a general
juncture of practices of de-/fencing that take place on a wider scale across Laikipia. Two
former colonial ranches, Thome and Ngorare, are located next to each other, their boundary
marked by a fence. Thome comprises 17,000 acres, against Ngorare’s 38,000 acres. The
fence is continuously enforced by one side and deconstructed by the other. During the
colonial era, both ranches were run by white leaseholders under a 100-year lease, and both
were situated in what was referred to as ‘the white highlands’ [11]1. Today, both continue
to be registered as private property by the Kenyan state.

Until 1976, Thome was run by Carr Hartley, partly as a cattle ranch and partly as a
business capturing wild animals to sell to European zoos. Some of his former labourers still
live in the area. They and current ranch managers describe how, during colonial times and
up until 1976, few of Laikipia’s ranches had electrified or fully fenced boundaries [94–98].
This is not to say that the white settlers in the Crown Lands did not experience encroach-
ment by herders with their livestock, and wildlife, and could have benefitted from a fence.
In fact, such encroachment was widespread and referred to as “a menace to white settle-
ment” [99]. However, because of financial scarcity, infrastructural deficits and the presence
of wildlife, it was costly to establish and maintain fences. Instead, ranch managers patrolled
the boundaries on horseback, chasing out trespassers using firearms [97].

Gradually though, the ranches started to become fenced to deter pastoralists from ac-
cessing grazing across their boundaries, which had so far only existed on paper. At Thome
however, fences were not employed, as Hartley’s former workers explained. Because of his
focus on wildlife capturing, Hartley only used fences for paddocks that contained wildlife
to be exported, while his cattle were managed by herders [94,100].

In 1976, Hartley sold Thome to a land-buying company founded by the aspiring
Kenyan politician Arthur Magugu, and the area started to become settled by smallholders.
However, the overselling of land share certificates made them untransferable to title deeds,
leaving large tracts of the former ranch area seemingly vacant and unfenced [101,102]2.

In the early 1990s, pastoralists from the north started to occupy the seemingly vacant
areas in Thome. According to Kenyan law, they had no legal tenure, but were considered
squatters. However, the availability of grazing grounds on the smallholder lands attracted
so many pastoralists that the area quickly faced substantial grazing pressure. “When we
started to come here, we weren’t many and didn’t steal grass. But when we grew in number, we
started to steal grass,” one pastoralist explained [103]. Interestingly, the statement indirectly
recognizes the claim of ranchers and smallholders by indicating that the pastoralists were
‘stealing’ from them. As more people settled here, the grass in Thome became scarce and
the pastoralists started to let their herds graze across the boundary to Ngorare.

The colonial settler on Ngorare ranch, Wai Wai, was still living on the ranch in the
1990s and had very little fencing around his 38,000 acres up until his death in 2004. Like
Hartley, he had his cattle tended by herders and he would patrol the ranch borders. One
pastoralist explained that Wai Wai “...used to patrol and carry the gun openly. He used to shoot
in the air to scare trespassers. When Wai Wai caught anyone trespassing and using illegal routes, it
was worse. He would tell you to climb the Land Rover at the back and stand in the centre where you
could not support yourself, then he would drive at the top speed and make an emergency break, so
you would hit the bars” [103].

The new manager confirmed that a “... fence was basically non-existent” under Wai Wai’s
management [104]. When he took over the ranch, though, he started to gradually establish
and electrify fences along most of Ngorare’s boundaries, one section at a time [104]. A
decade later, in 2015, there were 30 kilometres of electrified wire fencing bordering Thome
and other pastoralist settlements (Figure 2). Towards Ngorare’s northern boundary, the
new manager did not erect fences, as the neighbouring ranches, Segera and Sosian, were
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under similar large-scale management, he explained [104]. However, the fences did not
solve the problems of trespassing and grazing along the southern fringes of the ranch
boundary. As its morphological elaboration increased, so did the pastoralists’ efforts to
access its interior. Repeatedly, the fence was cut and grazing at night increased. “The
Samburu can cut the wires,” a smallholder in Thome explained, “you see, they stretch the wires
upwards to make ways for their animals at the bottom. The fence is electric but has soft wires” [100].

Figure 2. Fenced/non-fenced boundaries of Ngorare Ranch, the Laikipia Plateau, Kenya (credit:
Maria J. Nørmark and Mette Løvschal).

The escalation of the conflict pertaining to boundary violations caused a great feeling
of uncertainty among the surrounding residents. “It is dangerous at night – the Samburu
can attack you”, a Thome smallholder warned [100]. After some time, the Samburu started
to cut trees and collect stones to block the roads on the ranch, as de-facto fences, so that
the manager’s patrols would be hindered. “They think that when they do that, they have
ownership”, the new manager explained [104]. Elsewhere in Laikipia, ranch boundaries
have recently been equipped with barbed wire, trenches, electronic alarm systems and
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stone walls so that grazing inside the boundaries is indeed effectively unreachable and
the boundaries are in-de-fencible. However, there are also recent examples of persistent
de-fencing that, in combination with other forms of conflicts, political pressure and threats,
have pushed ranchers to abandon or sell and leave the land.

Many Laikipia pastoralists regard fencing as an instrument of dominance, associating
it with logics of land governance that exclude mobile livelihoods which, by contrast,
are built around securing grazing access. Hence, their efforts to de-fence and literally
unbind land can be seen as not only efforts to maintain access to grazing but also acts of
opposition to the ranchers’ colonially grounded and physically enhanced claims. In doing
so, they represent the moral argument that it is wrong to deny someone access to grazing.
The pastoralists support their material counterclaim of de-fencing by telling stories of a
landscape logic existing before the imperial grid was imposed, as a way of saying ‘we are
the first-comers’ (cf. Kronenburg and van Dijk’s talking claims). One pastoralist explained:
“We don’t really care about the title deed. That is just a paper! Our forefathers had no title deeds.
We are using history. History has it that Laikipia was for the [pastoralists]” [105]. Another
pastoralist explained “All this was our land. They [the British] took it from us a long time ago.
That is why we graze around” [106]; and yet another explains that “there is good grass on the
ranches and no grass outside; so what should we do? We steal the grass” [107].

However, one of the Laikipia ranchers argued differently: “private land is private land
and if I decide to go onto someone’s private land and do what I want and no one stops me,
then something is wrong” [98] (cf. Kronenburg and van Dijk’s representing claim), and
another rancher reasoned “when you steal, you have no rights” [104].

Neither the ranchers’ efforts to reinforce the logics of the boundaries, nor the protesting
practices of de-fencing, show any signs of de-escalation. In fact, many ranch managers
across Laikipia continue to expand and enforce their fences, anticipating an increasing
pressure from the pastoralists. The Ngorare ranch manager continues to patch holes and
reinforce the fence with increased voltage, while the pastoralists continue to block roads,
cut the fence and graze at night, not completely unlike the commoners protests against the
hedges in 16th–17th century England (Section 1.3). So, practices of binding and unbinding
spaces continue to spiral in an escalating battle back and forth. The case therefore shows
how the slow violence of the fences may eventually grow into de-facto impenetrable fences,
albeit such a scenario is highly unpredictable. Elsewhere in Laikipia, ranch boundaries have
recently been equipped with barbed wire, trenches, electronic alarm systems and stone
walls so that grazing inside the boundaries is indeed effectively unreachable. However,
there are also recent examples of de-fencing practices that have been so persistent that
ranchers have chosen to sell the land and leave.

3.2. The Greater Mara

Landholders in the Mara include pastoralists, a minority of European descendants
who own conservancies, mixed ethnicity smallholder farmers, and international workers
commissioned to develop the infrastructure and tourism industry. However, this is not
to say that differentiation and heterogeneity among the pastoralist groups does not exist.
Tension draws from differentiation in wealth, age and education levels, as well as from
different positions related to income generation and diversification. Each of these points of
difference consistently lead to tension and disagreement with regards to change—points
from which some consistently win while others lose out. Moreover, Mara is made up of
numerous Maasai sections, many of which have fought with one another, as well as experi-
enced stress over the settlement of non-Maasai. That said, the Mara is more homogeneous
than Laikipia when it comes to ethnicity as pastoralists make up a clear majority of the
population and a narrative of Maasai marginalization is thus widely acknowledged by
the pastoralists.

Although most land has been subject to privatization, the erection of smallholder
fences in the Greater Mara is relatively recent, compared with Laikipia [79] (p. 1021).
Currently, fences are spreading exponentially and enclosing an estimated 40% of some
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regions [82]. Since the majority of people living in Greater Mara are (agro-)pastoralists de-
pending on large-scale grazing, this might seem counterintuitive. Hence, to understand this
conundrum, we need to inquire into the history prior to the 1980s and the points of tension
that are powerful enough to motivate this collective landscape reconfiguration [74,76].

Grids Spreading across the Grazing Lands

In the early 19th century, the Maasai territories covered a vast area of Kenya and be-
came known as Maasai land [80] (p. 84). In 1904 and 1911, a contentious process of coercion
by the colonial government forced Maasai leaders to sign two Maasai Agreements, in which
they agreed to leave their northern territories and instead receive state-acknowledged ex-
clusive rights to the Southern Maasai Reserve [77]. Colonial administrators marked the
Southern Maasai Reserve, and its boundary, as a Native Reserve on the cartographic maps.
Given this categorization, the colonial era in the Mara was different than in Laikipia. Here,
land use under customary tenure in ethnic-based territories continued. This made en-
closure and formal ownership unnecessary or seem irrational in relation to pastoralist
livelihoods [93].

However, during the colonial period, interest in the area grew. Despite the legality of
the Maasai Agreements, the colonial administration started to disregard their promise of
Maasai autonomy of the Reserve. Archival documents disclose that fence constructions,
farming and settlement by non-Maasai groups were authorized by the colonial administra-
tion. National parks were cut off from the Reserve on the cartographic maps, creating zones
in which wildlife, hunting and tourism were favoured over Maasai settlement [108–110].
Frustration grew, and in a letter from Maasai representatives in 1961, they argue: “[the
Colonial and British Governments] have relentlessly pursued a policy of extraction towards what
was left of the Maasai lands, which have been systematically parcelled out as game reserves and
national parks” [111]. These violations of the agreement have been widely recognized by
scholars today [77,112].

In 1962, on the eve of Independence, the British administration sought to altogether
disregard the legal commitment of the Maasai Agreements to prevent a situation in which
the Maasai population could reassume sovereignty of all the territories they gave up in 1911,
areas that had since been allotted for enclosed farming and ranching as in Laikipia [113]. In
relation to the Lancaster House Conference, the British Government concluded that since
there was “... nothing in [the Maasai] agreement which can be relied on as suggesting that the
Masai retained a reversionary right in the land if the Europeans no longer needed it...”, they were
not legally obliged to honour the 1904 and 1911 agreements upon their exit, although it
could be argued that they were morally obliged to do so [114].

Even though the idea of reversionary rights continued to hold validity among the
Maasai, the Independent Kenyan Government did not challenge the position, and the
judgement officially undermined Maasai sovereignty over the unfenced range. Not long
afterwards, the land was privatized and enclosed by legal boundaries surrounding conser-
vancies and group ranches which could be allocated to Maasai and non-Maasai alike. This
process was motivated by a liberal political agenda in the independent state to counter en-
vironmental degradation and commercialize livestock production [78,115]. Paradoxically,
in a bid to keep the land in Maasai hands, Maasai groups partook in the gridding process
themselves by acquiring group ranches. By 1979, 57 group ranches had been established,
turning the Greater Mara into a legally gridded landscape of privatized units [78]. The
tendency towards privatization increased as group ranch members called for individual
title deeds. However, according to one of the Mara pastoralists, land sales were done in
secret because “No Maasai like to see land sold,” and they feared that if a sale was advertised
the land could go to a non-Maasai [116].

Inquiring further into the pace and magnitude of the succeeding spread of land tenure
fencing, Figure 3 shows that a series of townships were already extensively fenced in the
1980s. In the following decades, fences surrounding smallholder plots were sometimes
raised outside these areas, which Lamprey and Reid primarily ascribe to outsiders [79].
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However, in 2014, the area saw a major increase in fenced land plots, now spreading across
much larger areas, including common range lands situated far from the townships [81]
(p. 3). The average smallholder plot size is c. 0.6 square kilometres, and the fences are
typically constructed using barbed or electric wire.

Figure 3. Spatial distribution of fences within the last five years in the Greater Mara, Kenya (credit:
Maria Nørmark in Løvschal et al. in prep.).

Hence, in the Greater Mara, fencing has increased far more rapidly and recently than
in Laikipia and is based on different power dynamics. Although there have been several
political attempts to keep fences outside conservancies and effectively manage their prolif-
eration, the trend of exponentially spreading fences appears to be continuing. Since 2014, a
contiguous front of fenced land has been forming across Siana, the boundaries between
Siana, Ol Kinyei and Maji Moto, and along the eastern border of the Nashulai Conservancy.

Fencing is supported in many Mara communities, and many people refer to enclosed
plots as a form of ‘grass banks’ to which they can retreat with their livestock when grazing
has been depleted in the group ranches and conservancies [117] (p. 396). However, as
Esther Mwangi argues, the new system only benefits everyone when grazing is abundant.
It is, however, highly volatile when grass is exhausted on the private shares and the fencing
is therefore skewed to favour the wealthier pastoralists with larger individual grass banks
or a diversified income with less dependency on the livestock [78] (p. 903).

One elder argued that the fencing is not a sign that the Mara pastoralists are funda-
mentally changing their pastoralist principles, which are based on morality and mobility.

“If possible, many would re-expand their herds”, he said [118]. This may be a reference to how
group ranches function in Kajiado, about 250 kilometres south-east of the Mara, where
land has been similarly privatized, although fencing is still avoided. As a moral codex, it is
acceptable to cross someone else’s land with livestock in Kajiado when moving towards
other pastures [78,119].

Taking into consideration the Mara pastoralists’ shared history of marginalization,
violation of agreements and the enduring idea of having a reversionary right to their
previous territories, their wide support of fencing is not surprising. It appears to reflect
a continuing struggle to protect Mara pastoral livelihoods, as did their efforts to hinder
land appropriation during the colonial era [78] (p. 890). Even though pastoral livelihoods
depend on large-scale accessible grazing, they are still compelled to support its fencing to
regain land autonomy and tackle the risk of losing land access to outsiders. This means that
pastoralists are caught in a catch-22 situation. Paradoxically, the history of marginalization
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continues to drive the defensive strategies of fencing privatized land, just as it drove the
Mara pastoralists’ anti-privatization agenda during colonization.

4. Discussion

The cases presented above offer two examples of the perpetuating trajectories of
post-colonial landscape gridding, including the creation of lined maps where continu-
ous landscapes once prevailed. Somehow, once these landscape logics are mattered and
turned into fences, it is difficult to avoid, ignore or move beyond their ramifications of
separation, striation, enclosure, exclusion, and imposition of political, social and species
hierarchies on the landscape through ownership or fencing. Hence, the imperial debris of
colonial structures of dominance is repeatedly carried forward into a vast entangled web
of infrastructures in new iterations, creating conceptual and material inertia in its midst.

The ranchers’ landscape presence is inextricably bound to colonial history regardless
of whether they are newcomers or third-generation colonial settlers. Their relation to land
cannot be separated from the imperial debris of colonial settlement. It is even carried
forward by conservancy initiatives that have contributed to the physical enclosure of con-
servation areas, encroaching onto grasslands through tourism investments or by protecting
the free roaming of wildlife [120]. It can also be seen in the removal of smallholder fences
in return for leasing fees, as in Loliondo [121]. Such initiatives continue to build on colonial
logics that, Stoler argues, cannot simply be undone through efforts of decolonization such
as land reforms [74]. Rather, when confirming the principles of gridding and enclosure, for
instance, by physically confining cattle grazing to designated areas and farming to others,
they extend the reach of the colonial power relations once again. Even in the present study
of de-/fencing, we ourselves are guilty of enforcing a trend of white Western scholars
prying in issues of land tenure, management and conservation in African countries; as well
as, by presenting maps of fencing dynamics that may add fuel to the fire and, unintendedly,
inflate more claims and more fences.

We wonder whether the gridding also reflect a particular mode of spatialization [56]:
A logic of landscaping, based on principles of striation and exclusion, that is particularly
problematic when it clashes with one based on access and reciprocity.

In spaces of mobile pastoralist livelihoods, large grazing areas are often operated
by shared norms, morals, and networks based on access, commoning or open access
property [16,122]. The seasonal use of large areas functions well in (semi-) arid zones,
where grazing, water and salt licks can easily be overused [123,124]. Without rotational
use and relatively high mobility, the limited and enclosed pastures risk depleting resources
through overgrazing and soil erosion [125–127]. A clash between this and the landscape
logic of gridding carries very concrete, physical consequences for how humans and animals
navigate landscapes and futures.

The grid reflects a sedentary, striated space in which land can be owned, possessed,
appropriated and enclosed, and people can be owners, possessors, appropriators and
enclosers. This line of thought is hinged on John Locke’s initial ideology of property that
has since then developed into principles for privatization: “Every man has a property in
his own person. This nobody has any right to but himself. The labor of his body, and the work
of his hands, we may say, are properly his” [128] (p. 12). Through the lens of this sedentary
logic, the fence appears to be an incontestable given. For example, one of the Laikipia
ranchers held that trespassing onto his land must be due to a systematic flaw [98]. It is
this exact logic, hinged on boundaries, that material fences reinforce: a logic of exclusion
and restriction rather than of ensuring and facilitating access. Thus, no matter what the
underlying motivation for constructing fences is, they inadvertently hinder landscaping
based on access and mobility, and its associated moral norms of use and mobility strategies
for mitigating risks of resource scarcity. When the claims change from merely existing on
a map to materializing as fences, whether around a common, a conservancy or a private
plot of land, they may ignite a range of unintended consequences, such as conflict inertia
and escalation. Boundaries may also produce additional boundaries in the proximity, with
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fundamental consequences for excluded users which may (given the inherent inflammatory
nature of the situation) become near irreconcilable and irrevocable.

4.1. Perspective: From Current Fences to Prehistoric Fieldscapes

The logics of the landscape grid are reflected in countless applications through his-
tory connected to the occupation and confiscation of land, such as the 18th–19th century
American Great Plains and Australia, or the 15th–17th century rise of agriculture and
industry in Britain and Europe as mentioned in Section 1.3 [129–133]. Bronze Age exam-
ples include the stone-walled landscapes of Ireland and Britain and the terraced walls
of the Mediterranean [134–136]. We believe our case studies from Kenya can provide a
meaningful perspective on the underlying temporal and socio-organizational complexity
of such (pre-)historic, relict landscapes, and their long-term dynamics of exclusion and
social provocations.

One particularly intriguing comparative case is the enclosure of pastoral grasslands
and heathlands in late prehistoric Northern Europe. Large-scale parcelled out3 landscapes
have been discovered on aerial photos, LiDAR, and in excavations and field surveys of areas
spanning thousands of hectares [137]. Like Laikipia and Mara, these landscapes were used
as extensive grazing land for centuries prior to enclosure. These extensive grid-like land-
scapes already covered 70–75% of the available land in the Early Iron Age [138,139]. The
boundaries were allotted so that they incorporated previous landscape markers. Chrono-
logical sequences suggest that boundaries were sometimes continually reshaped and
accumulated across more than 800 years, not unlike the English hedges [140]. Fences
also enclosed individual farmsteads, villages and defensive sites [141]. Across centuries,
fences were turned into formalized cultural symbols of private spheres and property rights.
Intriguingly, once these fences were instantiated in the landscape and embedded in more
widely accepted cultural norms and regulatory principles, (recti)linear enclosure continued
to be used as the preferred means of land confiscation.

These landscapes show how difficult it is to get rid of boundaries once they are
inscribed physically in the landscape and conceptually in people’s minds and practices,
reflecting the somewhat frozen end-product of at least 800 years of boundary drawing
and mattering.

Still, in some crucial respects, we know very little about (pre)historic landscape
gridding: we can often only observe the last phase of century-long processes of land
enclosure, making its pace and dynamics difficult to capture. Thus, the causes of their initial
materialisation and expansion are often attributed to agrarian intensification. Moreover,
it remains difficult to entangle any conflicting forms of social organization. Fences could
have been torn down, trespassed or knocked over without us being able to detect it
archaeologically, however, multiple phases of rebuilding and fortification do suggest
instances of boundary contestation.

In this respect, our cases from Kenya provide a much finer resolution to the temporal,
economic and socio-political (un)becoming of (pre-)historic enclosed landscapes than that
obtained from the archaeological material.

First, in terms of the temporality of mattering, some of these processes are extremely
rapid and happens within a generation, as the fencing has in Mara. However, the very
mattering of boundaries, although partially reflecting an underlying mapped ‘grid’ is also
something that happens on a piecemeal basis, as is the case for the Thome-Ngorare ranch
boundary, which in long periods were only guarded and not fenced. Moreover, both cases
involve long periods during which fencing was considered unnecessary or unthinkable.

Second, in terms of economic incentives, our cases reflect the fact that fencing is not
solely or primarily incentivized by agrarian intensification, as is assumed in much archaeo-
logical literature. Rather, in Mara, it is deeply associated with pastoral strategies, although
it is not necessarily compatible with such livelihoods in the long run. Simply because the
intensification of landscape fencing overrules their very socio-organisational principles of
e.g., access, reciprocity and mobility/transhumance [125,126], whereas cultivation itself is
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yet another type of boundary-making and land binding. Both cases show how difficult it
is to identify archaeological and historical traces of pastoralists. In addition, they direct
our attention to the fact that one economy is not necessarily simply succeeded by another
economy. Instead, they ask questions of the archaeological material: What if it was simply
agricultural farmers that became more visible in the material? What if several competing
economic user groups continued to live side by side? What if the violent conflicts escalat-
ing in southern Scandinavia by the start of the Iron Age are related to conflicts between
different user groups, with different logics of spatial use, and the associated rise in physical
linear boundaries?

Third, our cases point towards the importance of following how the morphology of
boundaries is entangled in underlying power dynamics; in which historical situations and
contexts a fence is preferred over a conceptual or otherwise imaginary boundary. Moreover,
they show how fences are used as technologies of empowerment (and marginalization)
rather than merely reflecting the most logical means of landscape regulation.In the case
of Mara, where fences are still relatively novel and less disputed, the fences are rarely
constructed in elaborate dimensions, although stone enclosures have begun to trend in
some areas. However, in Laikipia, the far more elaborate dimensions of the ranch bound-
aries, and the various attempts to transgress them, offer an obvious point of departure
for studying moments of dispute embedded in prehistoric gridded landscapes. We can
use these insights to sharpen our awareness of archaeological traces of contestation and
demolition of land boundaries and their associated economies of violence.

5. Conclusions

In this article, we enquired into the historical and material trajectories of land en-
closure in Kenya, and the kind of realities of political and ecological uncertainty and
unpredictability in which people will have to operate in the future.

In terms of the latter, the Mara pastoralists’ use of fencing may depend on a continued
availability of spaces of openly accessible grazing land. Pastoralists with small land
plots can get by with the use of common grazing areas and grazing agreements with
conservancies, only using their private plots when other resources have been depleted.
If the spread of fencing continues with the pace and magnitude of the last decade, the
long-term consequences will refer grazing to increasingly restricted areas. While fences fill
in landscapes, and grazing restrictions are set within (still unfenced) conservancies, the
dependency on the commons may sooner or later push these hybrid pastoral practices
to a point where their grazing practices are no longer compatible with a fully fenced
landscape. This dependence on unenclosed grazing areas is also relevant in Laikipia itself,
as pastoralists depend on grazing inside ranches. As long as the fences are ‘de-fencible’,
the ranches can in principle continue to function as open access grazing. However, as soon
as fences turn into de-facto physical boundaries, the pastoralists’ strategies for grazing
face a serious dilemma. Indeed, grazing in common areas, so important for the viability of
enclosed parcels used for cultivation or pasture, will be impossible if those areas are all
fenced or prohibited by other forms of enclosure, e.g. conservation.

In Laikipia, some pastoralists have started to purchase land to secure their access to
grazing. However, they have no appetite for fencing [104,142,143]; at least not yet. Fencing
appears unnecessary given the fact that their plots are so small that they must still trespass
onto the ranch lands to find adequate grazing. However, should the Ngorare fences become
impossible to transgress, their de-facto access to the ‘grass bank’ beyond Ngorare’s fences
would end. In such a scenario, fencing around the individual plots, such as in Mara, could
start to occur so owners can prioritize grass for their own livestock. However, for now, the
perpetual battle of de-/fencing Ngorare’s boundary continues.

Moreover, both the Laikipia pastoralists’ purchasing of land plots as well as the Mara
pastoralists’ reference to grass banks signify an economized approach to the landscape as a
striated resource that can be tapped, a time where other fencing is making land previously
used as commons unavailable. Laikipia is occasionally even referred to as an ATM by
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pastoralists from surrounding areas of Wamba, Isiolo, Dol dol and Churo, both in the sense
of a place to which one can easily bring one’s livestock and withdraw it when needed
and with reference to the ease with which one can withdraw (meaning steal or raid) cattle
from ranches [144].

The spread of fences in Mara and Laikipia, which commenced at different points in
time and at different paces, represents two points along the mattering of land privatization
boundaries. We propose that some of the conflicts escalating over these boundaries are not
only embedded in questions of claiming or protecting land, crops and cattle, but that fences
represent a particular mode of spatialization, a slow violence, which is deeply embedded in
unsettled imperial debris. Our study adds the material strategies and agency of de-/fencing
to previous accounts on how pastoral communities dynamically manage and monitor the
use of land to fit political and environmental challenges to their land access [145–149].
Moreover, the two cases shed light on several intriguing paradoxes associated with the
long-term repercussions of enclosure which are well worth exploring further in future
research. This research could focus on the complex lodging of fencing in layers of political
pasts, their manifestations as acts of both autonomy and struggle that continuously shape
the landscape, and the long-term consequences of claiming land by creating horizontal
boundaries on maps and then turning them into vertical fences in the landscapes.
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Notes
1 The White Highlands was the popular term for a large tract of land designated as Crown Land on which only white settlers were

granted holder rights.
2 Often a politician would sell share certificates to more shareholders than the land could hold because providing land could

directly be translated into politi-cal support. Buyers would often support the politician despite the fact that over-selling made
it impossible for them to acquire individual title deeds. This was of little consequence if the buyers did not intend to settle.
However, for those without land elsewhere, it meant a tenure insecurity deadlock [92].

3 Large-scale parcelled out landscape slso known as Celtic fields, characterized by enclosed rectangular plots, linear axes, ladder-
like arrangements and compounds spanning thousands of hec-tares delimited only by natural boundaries [72].

https://www.landdx.com
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