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Decolonization and In_Visibilities in Colonial Archives: 
The FCO 141 Series and the (Redemptive?)  Power of 
Placement

_Abstract

Taking up the theme of placement within the context of in_visibilities, this  _Per-
spective shares a series of reflections on the location and availability of colonial ar-
chives. It makes specific reference to the FCO 141 series at the National Archives at 
Kew (England), a series of files released as the result of a 2011 reparations case  
against the British government for the authorized and systemic use of torture during 
a war (1952–1960) leading to Kenya’s constitutional  independence.  The series is 
comprised of files removed from across the world as Britain’s empire fell, and is lo-
cated in England despite a fifty-year history of restitution demands. By looking at 
the ambivalent relationship between archival location and the socio-political place-
ment of the colonial past in England and Kenya, this _Perspective considers how 
archival custody (re)constructs in_visibilities of the colonial past in the present.

April 2018. The National Archive’s Reading Room, Kew, England (TNA). Sitting in a 

Bentham-perfect  panopticon,  where  visibility  avails  surveillance,  I  silently  leaf 

through ‘FCO 141’ (Foreign and Commonwealth Office). Released to THE National 

Archives in 2012, this is a stolen series. Pinched by British colonial officers and their 

accomplices starting in the early 1960s, FCO 141 is comprised of records which “may 

embarrass Her Majesty’s Government” and were thus semi-covertly removed from 

over thirty-seven “former dependencies” as anticolonial struggle brought about con-

stitutional independence from Britain’s empire.1 The UK government ordered these 

records, in the thousands, to be locked away in steel cages in cooperation with the 

Public Record Office (TNA’s predecessor) outside the regular requirements of access 

laid out by the UK Public Records Act. To delay moral judgement of empire, these 

documents formed an archival limbo, wherein they were neither destroyed nor made 

available.

“It is assumed that, in order to claim specific needs, rights, and interests, subjects (or  

collectives) suffering from the experience of discrimination and marginalization need  

to ‘become visible.’”2

I am at TNA to look at files that describe the processes of record removal in the land 

now known as Kenya.3 Survivors of a brutal war, 1952–1960, took the UK govern-

ment to court in a lawsuit against the use of torture in wartime.4 Their efforts resulted 
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in the release of FCO 141 starting in 2011, ending the fifty-year period of illegal 

archival concealment. Access to the removed documents corroborated individual tes-

timonies of torture, which clarified the British design of structural violence in Kenya. 

FCO 141 made visible not only the plaintiff’s suffering but the official participation 

of the UK Colonial Office in creating the conditions for that suffering. In other words, 

plaintiffs made not only themselves visible to the court and reporting media through 

sharing their experience of abuse, corroborated by administrative documentation held 

by FCO 141, but in doing so also the actions of those who had carried out and con-

doned it. While those who had survived, participated in, and bore witness to the bru-

tality of Britain’s war in Kenya were well aware of their own experiences, FCO 141 

lent credibility to the assertation that this brutality was neither incidental nor ad-hoc, 

but the result of systematic authorization from the metropolitan government down to 

the colonial Governor’s office. FCO 141 transformed testimony of individual experi-

ence into evidence of structural violence and in doing so demonstrated the lengths to 

which the British government used archival concealment to in_visibilize the latter.

In this case, the court of law is a particular site in which dynamics of in_visibility, 

as defined by the editors of this issue, can (re)produce impunity, acknowledgement, 

(re)victimization, reckoning. Because the “colonial powers had kept such meticulous 

records of what was happening in Kenya,” the UK government could not weasel its 

way out of the case.5 In 2013, the UK government agreed to pay £19.9 billion in com-

pensation to over 5,000 claimants. The UK Foreign Secretary publicly acknowledged 

and expressed “regret” that “abuse took place.”6 And, without discussion on the mat-

ter, the previously concealed archives were ordered for release to THE National Ar-

chives at Kew.

Among the files I’ve ordered for the day is FCO 141/6335, “Kenya: Complaints by 

Detainees (other than land),” 1959–1961. It is filled with the petitions of detained 

people who decry the “beating, hunger and all troubles of every kind” they faced in 

detention camps.7 The written appeals are supported by signatures and fingerprints, 

forming a protest chorus that is swallowed up by the silence of the reading room. It is  

the historian’s work to discern when and how to interrupt these silences.

I am not the first to be moved by the contrast of history’s horrors and TNA’s steril-

ity.8 But there is something especially putrid about FCO 141. The UK government or-

dered a senior “independent reviewer” to monitor their release to TNA, which was 
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“subject to the usual review to meet the legal exemptions.”9 Generally, this means 

that certain (British, high-standing, and usually with a privileged security clearance) 

individuals’ names have been redacted from documents in accordance with data pro-

tection legislation. Here, invisibility is a privilege granting protection. But to whom 

and from what? While the names of British officials are periodically concealed by 

rectangular  black  strips  where  they  would  otherwise  appear  on documents  within 

FCO 141, no such measures are taken for the individual detained people whose names 

and experiences in the British camps in Kenya are visible, and thus vulnerable, within 

the archival record.10

“No matter how big a stranger’s eyes, they cannot see.”11

Historian Saidiya Hartman attributes this idiom to Stella, a housekeeper at the Marcus 

Garvey Guest House in Accra. Hartman ascribes the phrase to the “proverbial blind-

ness of Westerners” and their gaze towards Africa.12 To my untrained eye, the petition 

signatories remain anonymous though they are named. I am blind to the ethno-cul-

tural histories inscribed in their family names, to the political tumult in which they are 

situated in post-colonial memory contexts, to their experiences and legacies of vio-

lence and defiance.13 At TNA, these documents are 10,000 kilometers away from their 

place of origin. They are thus more readily visible to “strangers,” blind though they 

may be, than to their kin.

While the pandemic has forged virtual spaces in which some aspects of national 

borders partially collapse, I am reminded that this is superficial. Following a digital 

presentation, a colleague based in Kenya reminds me that she will likely never see 

FCO 141, begging the questions: What kind of visibility forms in this archive? Who 

is visible to whom? To what end? And yet, there is also the risk of over-burdening 

FCO 141 with expectations that the series, if reconstructed in the right way, might il-

luminate the colonial past in a uniquely valuable measure.14 Meanwhile, as scholar 

Rose Miyonga insists, other in_visibilities and silences cast their long historical shad-

ows on the war that preceded Kenyan independence through the “family members 

who never  came home,  land that  was lost,  unmarked graves,  and gaps  in  family 

trees.”15

Moreover, there are those in Kenya (and elsewhere) who opt out of “the archive,” 

the official houses of posterity and preservation that are shaped by institutional power 
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and hegemonic biases, in favor of autonomous history-making. There are those who 

instead  make  themselves  visible  “within  communities,  not  cloistered  behind  the 

guarded gates of national museums” or archives.16 For example, scholar and archivist 

Edwina  Dei  Ashie-Nikoi  speaks  of  dance  as  an  important  cultural  record  across 

Africa  and  its  diaspora,  appearing  in  selective  spaces  for  chosen  audiences. 

Ephemeral,  repeatable,  and  flexible,  Ashie-Nikoi  shows how such  cultural  praxis 

“counters dissonance, erasures and silence.”17 Archival in_visibility is thus not only 

the result of omission or withholding but of refusal. And yet.

“To be sure, only a redeemed mankind receives the fullness of its past—which is to  

say, only for a redeemed mankind has its past become citable in all its moments.”18

Is the past made visible through redemption, as philosopher Walter Benjamin prof-

fers?  What  constitutes  a  redeemed  mankind?  From this  perspective,  FCO 141 is 

partly a ledger from which to examine the faults, implications, wrongdoings, and haz-

ards of the colonial past. The ongoing calls to reckon with the past in pursuit of ‘de-

colonization’ reverberate around the world.19 Their echoes follow familiar asymme-

tries. Neoliberal Euro-American paradigms shape the ways in which diversity, equity, 

and inclusion projects are framed as decolonial and yet omit critical power analysis.20

If there is redemption for the past then it is inextricably linked to the varied and 

dynamic conditions of the present and the potentialities for the future. TNA has ex-

pressed no public interest in engaging with the restitution demands by Kenya or other 

lands and peoples claiming archival returns.21 TNA is a UK government body and 

thus an instrument of a state with an unambivalent reverence for its history of em-

pire.22 Moreover, English archival policy, within government, has advanced the view 

that England is better able to provide the resources and conditions needed for long-

term preservation and therefore is justified in ongoing archival custody of appropri-

ated and seized objects and records.23 In doing so, a powerful section of the English 

archival profession has made the structures of White privilege and supremacy appear 

obvious and consequently tightly bound together colonial archival custody with impe-

rial authority.

However, there are others pulling towards redemption. Patrick Gathara, a Nairobi-

based cartoonist and political analyst argues that the “path to colonial reckoning is 

through archives,” and that the return of FCO 141 and other colonial archives “would 
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make Africans curators of their own history.”24 The word curator, more often associ-

ated with museums and public exhibitions, maintains focus on the selection processes 

that afford and foreclose visibilities. Regarding FCO 141, the questions of what is 

available to whom and how, are currently addressed at the discretion of TNA. At 

present, TNA and the government bodies it represents are the curators of the colonial 

past as constructed by a significant portion of administrative sources. Under its cus-

tody, FCO 141 is visible to those granted archival access (further mediated by racist 

border regimes, costly travel, and the privilege of time).

For fifty years, archivists and activists have organized across Africa and Asia to 

advocate the return of archival plunder.25 In parallel,  scholars and writers have re-

sisted European colonialism as the definitive framework through which to identify 

and describe the past. Writer Yvonne Adhiabmo Owuor explains that if the “fairly re-

cent encounter of Africa with the Occident […] dominates so much of our historical 

conversations it is because it was an existential wound-creating encounter with struc-

tures, systems, ways of thought that penetrates our lives to this moment. It is, how-

ever, not the single point upon which our entire African lives pivot.”26 What redemp-

tion lies between this domination and a past that is “citable in all its moments”? In 

this context, the question of FCO 141’s placement takes on two meanings: 1. Where 

should it be physically located; and 2. What place, or significance, should it take in 

the full view of the past?

In posing these questions, I do not wish to suggest that fixed, single, or normative 

solutions exist or should be pursued.27 Nor do I wish to center my own position in 

their consideration. However, not addressing them, after years of engagement with 

their historical construction and political functions, would implicate me in TNA’s si-

lence, a silence which has been actively constructed over decades. The ambivalence I 

would like to point to also helps to phrase one of the complexities of in_visibilities, 

namely that, if “colonialism” has been overbearing as a lens through which to view 

the African past, at the expense of examining “the creativity and agency of swaths of 

humanity” before and beyond imperial  encounters, Europe’s colonial  past remains 

underacknowledged, if not in_visible.28 The physical return of colonial archives could 

facilitate an enlarged focus on coloniality within England by taking seriously the de-

mands for restoration and dealing with the history of archival extraction. Meanwhile, 

in Kenya, the past is oft used as a basis for political and cultural claims. The return of 
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these records would not settle ongoing disputes regarding the terms and practices of 

liberation,  distribution,  and governance,  but  would at  least  dislodge TNA as their 

archival mediator.

“Decolonising ethics involve a consistent de-centering of the self as well as encoun-

tering Whiteness in structures, arrangements and relationships, where personal de-

sire, intentions and underlying assumptions should be brought under sustained scru-

tiny. This does not equate to using reflexivity as a way of legitimising what one is in-

volved in and how one thinks about it. Decolonising work is a form of agitation; it is  

dangerous and powerful. If you are not putting your intentions under scrutiny, on  

your own and by those deemed Other, then you are not doing the work.”29

May 2022. THE National Archive’s Reading Room. The name is a misnomer. A land 

stillborn between imperial  ambitions  and colonial  afterlives,  the repository cannot 

name the nation to which it refers (UK? Britain? England?). Rather, this awkward 

claim is rendered invisible through  the definite article.  TNA was built in the mid-

1970s,  shortly after British colonial  governments stole away documents  upon em-

pire’s fall. A curious phrase, isn’t it? ‘The fall of empire.’ Epistemologically, it fol-

lows Edward Gibbon’s  History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (pub-

lished between 1776–1789), which argued that uncontrolled decadence brought about 

its demise. Published upon the “loss” of the thirteen American colonies, Gibbon of-

fered up the past as a way to avoid the Roman Empire’s mistakes, to steer Britannia’s 

bow in the direction of imperial progress.30 And while the phrase lingers, both histori-

ographically  and  colloquially,  rarely  does  it  direct  attention  to  empire’s  “derelict 

shards,”31 which have densely accumulated in England and elsewhere across Europe 

and Anglo-America: such as the formation of FCO 141 and other deposits of imperial 

loot. These formations and their locations, which are co-constitutive of “neo-Eurocen-

trism,” are crafted to look so obvious that they go unnamed (in_visible).32 This is the 

stealth of Whiteness and its deadly silences. Alternatively, the protest chorus shouts, 

and I join: REJESHEENI KENYA KUMBU KUMBU ZA MAKAVAZI.33 RETURN 

FCO 141.
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