
Infrastructural 
Attachments

Austerity, Sovereignty, 
and Expertise in Kenya

Emma Park



Infrastructural 
Attachments

https://www.dukeupress.edu/infrastructural-attachments?utm_source=intros&utm_medium=title%20page&utm_campaign=pdf-intros-nov24


Infrastructural  
Attachments

Austerity, Sovereignty, 
and Expertise in Kenya

EMMA PARK

Duke University Press Durham and London 2024Duke University Press Durham and London 2024



© 2024 Duke University Press. All rights reserved
Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper ∞
Designed by Courtney Leigh Richardson
Typeset in Portrait by Westchester Publishing Services

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Park, Emma, [date] author.
Title: Infrastructural attachments : austerity, sovereignty, and expertise in 
Kenya / Emma Park.
Description: Durham : Duke University Press, 2024. | Includes bibliographical  
references and index.
Identi�ers: LCCN 2024010849 (print)
LCCN 2024010850 (ebook)
ISBN 9781478031109 (paperback)
ISBN 9781478026846 (hardcover)
ISBN 9781478060093 (ebook)
Subjects: LCSH: Infrastructure (Economics)—Political aspects. | Infrastructure  
(Economics)—Social aspects. | Economic development—Kenya. | Technology and  
state—Kenya. | Telecommunication—Kenya. | Roads—Kenya—Design and construction. | 
Kenya—Politics and government. | BISAC: SOCIAL SCIENCE / Ethnic Studies /  
African Studies | TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERING / Telecommunications
Classi�cation: LCC HC865.Z9 C3 2024 (print) | LCC HC865.Z9 (ebook) |  
DDC 338.96762—dc23/eng/20240716
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024010849
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024010850

Cover art: Jackie Karuti, Etching XXII, Variation 2, 2018. From a set of  
copperplate etchings produced while thinking about fossils. Aquatint print  
on watercolor paper, 10 × 10 cm. © Jackie Karuti. Courtesy of the artist and  
Circle Art Gallery, Nairobi. 

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024010850gov/2024010850gov

Cover art: Jackie Karuti, Etching XXII, Variation 2, 2018. From a set of  
copperplate etchings produced while thinking about fossils. Aquatint print  
on watercolor paper, 10 × 10 cm. © Jackie Karuti. Courtesy of the artist and  
Circle Art Gallery, Nairobi. 



Contents

Preface  vii  Acknowledgments  xi

INTRODUCTION  1

1 A DIVISIBLE SOVEREIGNTY: The Imperial British East Africa  
Company, the Crown, and the Sultanate in the Competitive World  
of Nineteenth-Century Eastern Africa  19

2 THE POLITICS OF VALUATION: Building Attachments,  
“Taxing” Infrastructures, and Transforming Expert Work  
into Labor 47

3 “TROPICALISING” TECHNOLOGIES: Cable and Wireless  
Ltd. and Making Broadcasting “Work”  77

4 BROADCASTING THE FUTURE: Airwaves and the  
Politics of A¿nity  109

5 THE POLITICS OF DIVISIBILITY: Safaricom and the  
Remaking of the Corporate Nation-State  141

6 SAFARICOM’S AUSTERE LABOR REGIME: The Expropriation  
and Subsumption of AÁective Work  175

EPILOGUE  197

Notes  207  Bibliography  257  Index 273

EPILOGUE  197

Notes  207  Bibliography  257  



Preface

The sources for this project, and the modes of reading them, were heterodox. 
In reading between and across these sources, I have worked to generate a 
thick description of the politics of infrastructures in colonial and postcolonial 
Kenya. National archives were consulted in the United Kingdom, Kenya, and 
Uganda. Corporate archives—namely those of the Imperial British East Africa 
Company, the British Broadcasting Corporation, the Marconi Archives, and 
the Cable and Wireless archives—were consulted in the United Kingdom. I 
also had the opportunity to work with the small remaining collection of audio 
recordings of early radio broadcasts housed at the Kenya Broadcasting Corpo-
ration. Mission archives also oÁered invaluable insights. In Kenya, I worked 
with the archives of the Anglican Church, as well as the papers of Leonard 
Beecher and Louis Leakey, which are in Nairobi.

Archival materials were read alongside oral historical research undertaken 
in Kenya. For me, conducting oral histories with radio men was critical to 
understanding both the cultural politics of infrastructures and their complex 
poetics. This is important in its own right, but more speci�cally because it en-
abled an understanding of the consistency with which African expertise had 
been sidelined in the archives from which we construct our histories. The im-
portance of telling these stories of sidelined expertise, insofar as I was able, was 
heightened by the ethnographic component of my research, which mainly in-
volved working and chatting with a friend, Peninah, at her small M-Pesa kiosk, 
and working with others in the so-called “informal” sector (M-Pesa agents, 
“hawkers,” and matatu-industry workers) some of whose stories are surfaced 
here, others I hope to tell elsewhere. For the �nal portion of the book, I also 
conducted interviews with digital technologists and industry experts. Their 
perspectives and insights were coupled with the anonymous voices that make 
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viii Preface

themselves heard on Kenya’s lively blogosphere, as well as communications 
captured and preserved by WikiLeaks. These insights, in tandem with every-
day talk, formed the foundations of much of the third section of the book.

This method has, I think, been a boon rather than a liability. Moving be-
tween these source bases alerted me to the importance of being as concerned 
with locating continuities and repetitions as I was with understanding rup-
tures and change over time. While this is certainly a story about transforma-
tion, claims to change do a good deal of work in the world, especially as regards 
infrastructures and technologies.1 Keeping an eye on these claims to rupture 
guided my reading of the archive, forcing me to ask whether and when nar-
ratives of rupture obscure more than they reveal. In this instance, the ways in 
which infrastructures’ long history as “public goods” in the region has always 
been crosscut by the aspirations of capital �rms; or the ways that infrastruc-
tural work has repeatedly been rendered merely banal and unremarkable labor; 
or the fought-over processes by which infrastructures have been enrolled to 
enact competing social and political goals.

While I work across sites in the pages that follow, readers will note that 
Central Kenya and the Rift Valley, as well as the cultural and technical work of 
Kikuyu-speakers feature heavily. The reasons for this are historical. Those from 
the center of the country often accessed infrastructures before, and sometimes 
to the exclusion of, other regions and communities. In the present, this is popu-
larly associated with the dispensations that are held to be the result of historical 
connections of Kikuyu-speakers to the center of administrative power. In the 
colonial period, by contrast, infrastructural densities in these regions reÆected 
not only the presence of white settlers in the area but also the intensity of com-
modity production and these areas’ proximity to Nairobi. What is today framed 
as an unfair advantage, in other words, was in the colonial period experienced 
by many as the state’s overzealous incursions into the lifeworld of the region’s 
African communities. By bringing these stories and all their attendant uneven-
ness together, I hope to have done justice to the characters and processes that 
animate these pages, generating a series of tales of infrastructures, and their 
attachments, that are three-dimensional in scope.

viii Preface
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Introduction

One afternoon in August of 2014, I traveled from Pangani to Zimmerman, a 
lower-middle-class neighborhood some thirty minutes from Nairobi’s Central 
Business District, to visit Peninah. As on most days, the neighborhood was alive 
with activity—“hawkers” were selling clothing from makeshift structures, mama 
mboga (mama vegetable, the Kenyan shorthand for the largely female workforce 
of vegetable sellers) were serving customers, as matatu (minibus) conductors 
were soliciting waiting commuters to board their brightly painted vehicles, 
blasting music from the radio as they stopped along the one paved road that 
cuts through the neighborhood. When I arrived, Peninah was standing outside 
of her M-Pesa kiosk chatting with neighbors as her son, Kamaish, played at her 
feet. At the time, Peninah worked as an M-Pesa agent for Safaricom.

Once an unremarkable mobile phone company, Safaricom is now the larg-
est corporation in East Africa.1 M-Pesa, a mobile-to-mobile service that allows 
users to store, transfer, and withdraw money, was a harbinger for this growth 
and enabled Safaricom’s rapid rise to dominance. As an M-Pesa agent, Peninah’s 
work o¿cially involves signing up new users, collecting their ID and mobile 
numbers, and recording user transactions as she moves money in and out of the 
system. For this work, Peninah receives a small commission based on the total 
number of transactions conducted over the course of a month. But Peninah’s 
work, as I came to learn while spending many afternoons with her in her shop 
over the course of 2014 and 2015, entails much more than this: It requires build-
ing and maintaining social relationships that comprise an unacknowledged but 
crucial component of the infrastructure upon which Safaricom’s pro�tability 
depends.

Greeting Peninah and Kamaish, the three of us entered her small “Safari-
com green” kiosk. Sitting next to Peninah behind the small wooden counter 
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and iron grating that separates her from Safaricom’s users that sunny after-
noon, an elderly man walked into the shop. Peninah greeted him warmly. He 
handed Peninah KSH 1,000, asking to deposit KSH 800. She completed the 
transaction as they chatted, handing him the change. “He’s my customer,” she 
told me as he left.2 “He comes here every evening and makes a deposit.” His 
status as “her customer” was not simply a matter of routine, she explained. “He 
can’t see very well, so he asks me to read transaction texts to him.” For Peninah, 
these acts of care are crucial to retaining “her customers.” But according to Sa-
faricom, M-Pesa agents simply act as undiÁerentiated interfaces between the 
corporation, its customers, and their shillings. Indeed, the importance of these 
interpersonal attachments notwithstanding, developmentalist market makers 
are explicit in devaluing this work, referring to the over one hundred thousand 
people who take charge of Safaricom’s M-Pesa kiosks, using a peculiar but tell-
ing nomenclature: “Human ATMs.” On this reading, M-Pesa agents merely act 
infrastructurally. Half-human, half-machine, it is the job of these people to 
take the place of a largely absent banking infrastructure, thereby enabling the 
digital money-transfer system to work. This framing of human action, while 
troubling, is revealing of a more fundamental reality that Safaricom’s labor re-
gime works to conceal.

Safaricom’s infrastructure, as Peninah well knows, is by no means a purely 
technological network. It relies on people like Peninah to act as what I refer to 
as “infrastructural prosthetics,” a concept that highlights the forms of largely 
unremunerated but transformative work required to make Kenya’s infrastruc-
tural landscape hang together, and in many instances to expand. Peninah acts 
as an infrastructural prosthetic in two interrelated ways. First, she gathers data 
and generates knowledge about people who visit her shop, data which Safari-
com mobilizes as it generates new services that enable it to seize value from 
those at the “bottom of the pyramid.”3 Second, it is Peninah’s work that enables 
M-Pesa and Safaricom to themselves function as infrastructural prosthetics, �ll-
ing the gap in a context where brick-and-mortar banks are the exception rather 
than the rule. She is both a systems builder and maintainer. And the work of 
Peninah, and the over 160,000 women and men who work as M-Pesa agents, 
has been essential to Safaricom’s profound �nancial and technological success. 
Over the past �fteen years, Safaricom has emerged as the largest corporation 
in the region, having established a near monopoly over both mobile telephony 
and digital �nancial services. In 2022, Safaricom’s annual pro�ts totaled more 
than $417 million.4

Not only is Safaricom not merely a technological network, but it is also not 
merely a market actor. The �rm began as a state-held corporation, incremen-
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tally privatizing under pressure from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
and the World Bank. Today, the corporation is jointly held by the United King-
dom based �rm Vodafone (through its South African subsidiary, Vodacom), 
the government of Kenya, and largely Kenyan shareholders. This distributed 
ownership, notes Keith Breckenridge, gives the “state a double-dipping inter-
est in the company’s enormous pro�ts: �rst as shareholder and second as tax 
collector.”5 Safaricom itself then operates as an infrastructural prosthetic that 
shores up the reproduction of the Kenyan state. Neither wholly public, nor 
wholly private, Safaricom is emblematic of what I call the “corporate-state.”

I begin with Peninah (the putative Human ATM) and Safaricom (the 
corporate-state), because together they oÁer a contemporary window into a 
set of historical dynamics that sit at the heart of this book. While the infor-
malization of labor and the outsourcing of infrastructural provisioning to a 
corporation might seem unique to the “neoliberal” present, these are dynamics 
that have deep and speci�cally colonial roots that are disclosed by a study of 
Kenya’s infrastructural past.

Infrastructural Attachments works to reconstruct a history that takes seriously 
a longer-term view of the Kenyan state as, from its founding inception, premised 
on austere forms of statecraft that have depended on the intimate interweav-
ing of the political and the economic, the state and the market, the public and 
the private. This historical account of the region’s infrastructures—roads in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, radio broadcasting from the 1920s 
through the 1950s, and digital �nancial services in the present—demonstrates that 
an ambiguous blending of corporate and state power founded the institutions of 
governance in the region, and this has had implications for the status of infra-
structural work. The story of Safaricom and its labor regime are not, then, aberra-
tions unique to the neoliberal present. They are historically constituted forms of 
statecraft that are better understood as inheritances of colonial capitalism.

Scholars of the postcolonial state have long recognized the enduring role of 
colonial institutions in shaping the modalities of governance in contemporary 
Africa. The focus has largely been on decentralized governance (�rst under-
taken in the colonial period under the mantle of “indirect rule”), the domina-
tion of cultural categories (namely “tribe”) in structuring political a¿nity, the 
outsourcing of social provisioning to the family, and the primacy of “informal” 
labor.6 These accounts of the African state concerned with the colonial origins 
of the postcolonial detected a set of logics that, today, are commonly associ-
ated with neoliberalism and austerity—devolution, speculative planning, iden-
titarian politics, and the delegation of risk and responsibility from the state 
to the family and the worker.7 Scholars concerned with neoliberalization in 
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Euro-America have argued that these processes required redrawing the lines 
between the market and the state, between the economic and the political.8

However, as the literature on the colonial origins of the postcolonial state 
demonstrates, the boundaries between the private and the public, between the 
economic and the political, have never been neatly drawn in Africa. The prob-
lem with accounts of neoliberalism when read through this literature, then, is 
both the temporal claim (“neo”), and the political and economic claim (“liber-
alism”).9 Put diÁerently, what we often think of as a story of neoliberalization 
has a diÁ erent and longer genealogy in this part of the world.

One of the reasons that the genealogy laid out in Infrastructural Attachments
has not always been visible is that studies of the state have focused on colonial 
modalities of governance and discursive formations, occluding the principle 
importance of infrastructures in mediating the relations between economy 
and polity.10 Infrastructures bring these abstractions into being in concrete 
ways; they are the site where the demarcation between the state and the mar-
ket have unfolded.11

As I show, since the earliest days of the British presence in the region, strik-
ing a balance among capital accumulation, state formation, and the “public 
good” has been di¿cult for a state whose origins were corporate in character.12

In 1888, facing limitations in the British �scus and public skepticism of over-
seas adventures, the Crown granted a Royal Charter to the Imperial British 
East Africa Company (IBEA) authorizing the �rm’s operations as the de jure
sovereign in the region. The Crown’s charter was matched by a concession 
from the territorial sovereign, the Sultan of Zanzibar, who was similarly facing 
�scal constraints. In entering into these agreements with the IBEA, the twin 
sovereigns outsourced the cost and risk of administering the region, enrolling 
private capital to enact the dual goals of “commerce and civilisation.”

There was nothing particularly unusual about this distribution of sovereign 
authority in the nineteenth century. As British jurist Henry Sumner Maine 
summarily wrote in 1892: “Sovereignty is a term which, in international law, 
indicates a well-ascertained assemblage of separate powers or privileges . . .
there is not, nor has there ever been, anything in international law to prevent 
some of those rights being lodged with one possessor and some with another. 
Sovereignty has always been regarded as divisible.”13 In the case of the early co-
lonial state, this divisible vision of sovereignty saw an assemblage of sovereign 
prerogatives, privileges, and rights transferred from the Crown and the Sultan 
of Zanzibar to the IBEA. The IBEA was, then, a complex entity; neither self-
evidently “private” nor “public,” it was a hybrid legal form.14
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While corporate sovereignty may have formally passed with the collapse 
of the IBEA, the outsourcing of large-scale infrastructures to private �rms did 
not. Indeed, though short-lived, the patterns of divisible sovereignty inaugu-
rated with the IBEA were remarkably durable, subjecting Kenya and Kenyans 
to varying forms of company rule.15 The expansion of radio broadcasting from 
the 1920s through the 1950s was shaped by early agreements that bound the 
colonial state to the networks of the British monopoly Cable and Wireless Ltd. 
(C&W), contracting the �rm to provide services for remunerative white listen-
ers. By the 1940s, it was clear that C&W’s monopoly status was a liability, frus-
trating the colonial state’s aspirations to expand broadcasting to the African 
majority. As for Safaricom in the present century, the �rm’s partial privatiza-
tion has not entailed the retreat of the state, but its recon�guration—today, 
Safaricom is jointly held by British multinational Vodafone, the Government 
of Kenya, and a shareholding “public.” Across the long twentieth century, the 
government’s ambitions to use infrastructures as a tactic of statecraft have 
been shaped by agreements that attached its fate to corporate �rms whose in-
terests were driven by pro�t motives. We err, in other words, in seeing state 
planning as opposed to market formation.16

If the separation of the “political” from the “economic” is one of capitalism’s 
founding abstractions, in the colonies these boundaries were evidently never 
so neatly drawn. In Kenya, a former settler colony, the devolution of state sov-
ereignty to corporate �rms has been the norm. This book aims to put the world 
back together by disclosing how the infrastructural state in Kenya has consis-
tently tied its fate to private �rms. It is not simply that states produce markets, 
but that corporations shape the fate of states.17

If enacting the infrastructural state has relied on state-corporate collusions, 
it has also crucially depended on the exploitation and expropriation of Afri-
cans’ infrastructural work. While this work has critically enabled infrastruc-
tural expansion, maintenance, and repair, the centrality of these contributions 
has been systematically eÁaced by metropolitan observers and recognized ex-
perts.18 Building on a growing literature that explores Africans’ technological 
action, I center the crucial and transformative work of African knowledge-
workers and technological experts.19 In foregrounding these workers and their 
work over the long twentieth century, I interrogate the various ways that the 
corporate-state has subsumed Kenyans’ knowledge and expertise to under-
write the development of (in some instances global) infrastructural expertise, 
the circuits of �nance on which (post)colonial infrastructural expansion has 
been premised, and the forms of pro�t-making it has enabled.
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Over the long twentieth century, these infrastructural dynamics, I show, have 
been contoured by the highly strati�ed racial, ethnic, and economic orders that 
guided (post)colonial administration and shaped everyday life in Kenya. In the 
colonial period, both access to infrastructures and the conditions of infrastruc-
tural work were critically shaped by the racial hierarchies and ethnic topog-
raphies that structured the settler colony. Creating lines of connection under
these conditions produced a landscape characterized by what Manu Goswami 
has described as “internal diÁerentiation and fragmentation,” leading to the de-
velopment of Kenya’s uneven infrastructural topography.20 Since independence, 
“ethno-regional patterns of strati�cation” have continued to ensure that people’s 
experiences of infrastructures as “public goods” reÆect a striated vision of the 
public; however, ethnicity and class have largely (though not completely) sup-
planted race as the primary frameworks through which many Kenyans interpret 
infrastructural exclusion.21 Infrastructures bring these dynamics into stark relief; 
they are the material substrate intermediating attachments between the state, 
markets, and “the public.”22 As a result, as people have made and continue to 
make claims on the infrastructural state, they have engaged in forensic work, 
comparing how their infrastructural access measures up against that of various
others. Put diÁerently, Kenya’s infrastructural politics have been shaped by ad-
ministrative practices and corporate pro�t-driven strategies that produced a di-
visible public, at times impeding the formation of a nation.

These compounding legacies notwithstanding, the corporate-state has rou-
tinely attempted to distance the work of governance from the work of pro�t 
generation by positioning infrastructures as “public goods” crucial to the re-
gion’s “development.” Indeed, this long-angle view reveals that developmental-
ist thinking—whether “civilizational,” “social welfarist,” or “neoliberal”—has 
been as much concerned with shifting strategies of marketization as it has 
been with poverty alleviation. Prospective pro�t generation has been at the 
center of these projects of social “uplift.” But state administrators and design-
ers did not hold a monopoly over the developmentalist aspirations embedded 
in new infrastructures. Across the chronology laid out here, Kenyan communi-
ties have read globally circulating theories of social change through alternative 
epistemologies of individual and collective transformation.23 Infrastructures, 
then, are not merely materializations of abstract state or corporate power. They 
are also intimate objects—the everyday networks of circulation and blockage 
that structure people’s quotidian lives, sometimes becoming the terrain where 
social and political subjectivities are formed.24 Unraveling these histories helps 
us understand why, today, access to infrastructures is a key metric by which 
people evaluate and debate the meaning of social and political belonging.
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Austerity, Infrastructures, and the State: A View from Kenya

Scholars working in Europe and North America have argued that infrastructures 
are one means by which states materialize their power over space and people, 
forming the material substrate of “modernity.”25 The nineteenth century, which 
saw a frenzy of large-scale infrastructure building, was by many accounts a har-
binger for these transformations.26 In the United Kingdom, between 1841 and 
1850, Parliament authorized the construction of over 10,000 miles of new track.27

Stocks and bonds Æoated in the centers of �nance were gobbled up by inves-
tors eager to sink idle capital into infrastructures, banking on future returns that 
the new forms of circulation promised.28 Despite the private provenance of the 
capital used to fund infrastructural expansion, these lines of communication are 
largely credited with producing “state space”; the networks themselves emerging 
as key sites where relations between states and citizens materialized.29

Kenya’s infrastructural history has been shaped by similar dynamics, but 
with distinctive colonial characteristics and imperial material and genealogi-
cal inheritances.

A key claim pursued in these pages is that the infrastructural state in Kenya 
has, from its founding moment, been marked by conditions of austerity, which 
have critically shaped the contours of Kenya’s infrastructural landscape over 
the course of the long twentieth century. My use of the term “austerity” is 
intentionally anachronistic, for reasons both historical and political. For schol-
ars working in Europe and America, austerity, while sometimes associated 
with the deprivations of the Second World War, more typically names a bundle 
of policies enacted following the �scal crisis of the 1970s. As many states and 
international �nancial institutions (IFIs) advocated for the supposed need to 
balance budgets and reign in state spending, government services and public 
infrastructures were gutted, with private �rms left to pro�tably take up the task 
of governance.30 By contrast, scholars of Africa have accorded little attention 
to austerity as a concept or an analytic.31 In part, this is because it arrived in its 
o¿cial and postcolonial form under the mantle of “structural adjustment.” Ir-
respective of geographical orientation, conditions of imposed �scal constraint—
whether at the hands of IFIs or �scally conservative governments—are �rmly 
tethered to the period beginning in the late 1970s. In those years, state indebt-
edness was reframed not as an investment, but as a problem. The solution: A 
reduction in public spending and the informalization of labor, with the market 
left to �ll in the gaps opened up by the state’s withdrawal.

If implicitly, this literature takes what Thomas Piketty referred to as “the 
Great Compression”—from 1945 to the early 1970s—as the norm against which 
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to contrast the deprivations of the austere, neoliberal present.32 In these ac-
counts, those twenty-�ve years—which saw the expansion of social welfare 
and state provisioning of infrastructures and services, and a reduction of 
inequality—are framed as the normative ideal against which later austerity 
is critiqued.33 For these authors, austerity is irruptive, applying to “situations 
where societies and individuals that formerly enjoyed a higher standard of 
consumption must now make do with less.”34 As a “theory of history,” writes 
Nathan Connolly, these state-centric accounts posit a “supposedly clean chro-
nology moving from laissez-faire capitalism to New Deal and Keynesian liber-
alism . . .  [with] ‘neoliberalism’ [appearing] to close out capitalism’s biography.” 
Beginning with the supposed “arrival” of �nancialization in the 1970s and 
1980s, policies of austerity inaugurated the “start of an epoch when [national] 
governments that once protected citizens took to defending corporations, at 
times even mimicking their structure.”35

But the historical geographies from which we narrate our stories matter to 
the types of stories we are able to tell. Not only is this a partial story it is also 
largely “a white story,” as Connolly argues; its narrative arc is structured by the 
blinders of a white, worker, and male subject position that never applied to 
most of the world.36 As Piketty himself argued, the Great Compression was an 
aberration in what was otherwise a longer, and decidedly more austere, trajec-
tory. On this framing, what is irruptive is not austerity, but its inverse—robust 
state provisioning for infrastructures and services and the leveling out of in-
equalities. The long history of the infrastructural state in Kenya oÁers a useful 
corrective, allowing us to tell new stories that challenge the typical chronology 
and geographies that frame histories of austerity.

As Infrastructural Attachments argues, the delegatory technopolitics of aus-
terity are not unique to the neoliberal period, but were baked into the logic 
of statecraft from the earliest days of colonial occupation, calling into ques-
tion the novelty of austerity as a mode of governance and lived experience. 
Structural adjustment was an important shift to be sure, but in seeing it as 
an epochal break, we lose sight of important lineaments that connect the co-
lonial to the postcolonial. This reorientation aÁords important insights. For 
too long, poverty has been a characteristic feature of representations of Africa. 
This view risks naturalizing what is better understood as manufactured de-
privation, as scholars of underdevelopment- and world systems-theory have 
long recognized.37 Austerity, then, is not synonymous with scarcity, which 
signals an absolute or objective lack.38 Instead, my use of the term austerity 
refers to a discretionary mode of �scal (and infrastructural) governance that 
has enabled the enrichment and provisioning of some people and some places 
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at some times at the expense of others. And these others are often, though 
not always, racialized. As this suÍests, imperial austerity depended on produc-
ing disjunctures across geographies.39 In the colonial period, these dynamics 
structured relations between the colony and metropolitan �rms, generating 
the uneven geography of historical capitalism that underwrote “imperial state 
space.”40 Within Kenya, infrastructural provisioning was shaped by explicit 
policies of discretionary (under)investment in the lives of the African major-
ity, ensuring the development of lumpy infrastructural networks that mapped 
onto and reproduced the racialized topography of accumulation that struc-
tured the settler colony more generally.41 Today, policies of austerity imposed 
on Kenya by IFIs have enabled the thickening of asymmetric linkages between 
the independent state, Kenya’s elite, and private British infrastructure �rms, 
generating pro�ts that are largely borne on the backs of the poor.

Infrastructural Attachments: Expertise, Prosthetics, and Work

In charting the long history of the austere infrastructural state in Kenya, a key 
concept I develop is “infrastructural attachments.” I conceive of infrastruc-
tural attachments as the material and conceptual tethers that bind institutions 
and people to new networks, ideologies, markets, and forms of circulation and 
blockage that they engender. As I show, the historical actors who animate these 
pages were engaged in projects geared toward generating infrastructural attach-
ments. While they did not invoke this concept, of course, the analogs that they 
used are suÍestive. Corporate o¿cials and colonial administrators forecasted 
that new road networks would integrate the region and its people into global 
markets, enabling the inroads of “commerce” and simultaneously “civilis-
ing” people and their lands. Radio enthusiasts in the 1950s hoped to use the 
broadcasting network to shake people out of their supposed “parochialism” by 
enacting “national units.” Safaricom engaged in attachment building of a par-
ticular kind, as it leveraged “local” knowledge in a bid to embed its networks 
and services in Kenya, while distancing the work of the corporation from the 
work of the state. At its broadest, then, I use this analytic to explore the legal 
mechanisms, ideological frameworks, and economic logics that enabled the 
emergence of various iterations of the corporate-state.

As a methodological stance, though, the utility of infrastructural attach-
ments lies in its capacity to operate as an “interscalar vehicle,” directing atten-
tion away from ambitious plans to attend to the prosaic technical, material, 
and ideological mechanisms mobilized to make infrastructural attachments 
stick.42 These attachments have often taken residence in “less visible locations,” 
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“unfamiliar technical forms,” and seemingly mundane sites—contracts, treaties, 
legal precedents, shareholder agreements, currencies, taxation regimes, tech-
nological features, kilowatts, wavelengths, algorithms, and, crucially, forms of 
infrastructural work are all material at this scale.43 As this suÍests, attachments 
are not just generated out of relations of aÁection or fondness. While infra-
structural attachments are sometimes sought out as a means to make claims or 
to forge more desirable futures, these attachments are often coercive—severing 
relationships with some people, some places, some things, some ways of being 
in the world in order to secure, extend, and preserve others. This makes infra-
structures and their attachments—real or prospective—something worth �ght-
ing over.

If the concept of infrastructural attachments allows us to move from grand 
ambitions to prosaic material forms, it also enables us to track the distinct, 
historically contingent mechanisms and forms of work that have enabled 
attachment building in the three periods addressed in this book. These dif-
ferences reÆect the particularities of the infrastructures and their respective 
aÁordances, the shifts in ideologies of statecraft and development that under-
wrote their expansion, the budgetary decisions out of which they emerged, 
the possibilities for pro�t-making they portended, the publics that assembled 
around them, and the labor regimes on which they relied.

Just as administrators were forced to confront perennial limits in state �nanc-
ing, drawing on private capital to enact infrastructural rule “on the cheap,” 
technologists hoping to forge attachments had to contend with eastern Africa 
as a unique material zone.44 As elsewhere in the colonial world, administra-
tors posited their knowledge as universal—claiming to have generated “princi-
ples true in every country.”45 “Expertise,” put simply, was part of the arma-
ture of empire. Colonial subjects within this discursive and material �eld were 
expected to live under colonial rule for a “necessary period of pupilage,” to 
shake them out of “backwardness” and to “steward” them into “modernity.”46

Expertise, like all master categories, then, is a relational claim, foregrounding 
some forms of knowledge, some forms of work, and some forms of being in the 
world, while rendering others inconsequential or quaint at best, and invisible 
and subject to expropriation at worst.47

But these infrastructural architects came armed with visions of how these 
networks should work based on experiences, models, and designs developed 
abroad. These conditions simply could not be counted on in eastern Africa. In 
both material and ideological terms, infrastructural plans and infrastructures 
themselves had to be modi�ed—“tropicalised,” to use the language en vogue in 
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the 1940s—if they were going to become embedded in this particularly Kenyan 
milieu.48 Technological diÁusionist pretentions notwithstanding, under these 
material conditions expertise and technologies imported from abroad, while 
claiming global purchase, reached de�nite limits in practice. In the seams of 
this lumpy infrastructural state, alternative types of experts and forms of ex-
pertise asserted their autonomy.

Indeed, as Infrastructural Attachments makes clear, in negotiating conditions 
of austerity, designers and engineers have relied on the contributions of African 
infrastructural workers—topographical experts in the case of roads, technolo-
gists and knowledge-workers in the case of radio, and lay ethnographers and 
data gatherers in the case of digital �nancial services—to enact and shore up this 
ideologically dense but materially thin infrastructural state. This is typical of 
capitalism operating under conditions of austerity, which “proceeds through the 
devaluation of labor; decentralized speculative planning; and improvised low-
tech investments.”49 Over the course of the histories narrated in the chapters to 
follow, these “low-tech investments” have required the dynamic infrastructural 
work of African knowledge-workers and experts. These men and women have 
routinely been called to act as infrastructural prosthetics. That is, they have been 
forced to �ll the gap between the developmentalist aspirations of the corporate-
state and realities that have been characterized by the interruption of unforeseen 
materialities, partial knowledge, arterial networks, and limitations in �nancing. 
This work, while constituting forms of expertise, has routinely been devalued—
both materially and conceptually—as merely rote labor. This devaluation has 
enabled the development of shifting regimes of exploitation and expropriation, 
which have been critical to the operations of the austere infrastructural state.

A word on prosthetics. As noted, today, developmentalist market makers are 
explicit in naming Kenyans’ work with digital infrastructures prosthetic labor, 
referring to people who take charge of Safaricom’s M-Pesa kiosks as Human 
ATMs. Conventionally, a prosthetic is de�ned as an addition, application, or 
attachment. On this framing, a prosthetic executes the task of a missing limb, 
its labors leaving the whole more or less unchanged. Drawing on science stud-
ies, in the chapters that follow, I argue that we need to think of prosthetics 
not simply as replacements that execute the functions and daily tasks of miss-
ing parts but as a “fundamental category for understanding.”50 Infrastructural 
prosthetics and prosthetic work are extensions that fundamentally transform 
the systems to which they are attached, sometimes irrevocably changing them, 
at other times putting them to uses unforeseen by designers. As it pertains to 
infrastructures in now postcolonial Kenya, a focus on infrastructural prosthet-
ics and prosthetic work enables us to reframe our understanding of large-scale 
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technological networks by placing front and center the work of making them 
hang together, and its transformative eÁects.51 The work of these men and 
women, I show, was (and is) critical to generating infrastructural attachments. 
These histories, in turn, allow us to chart how infrastructures—ostensibly ge-
neric and universally applicable networks—became “tropicalised” and “pecu-
liarly” Kenyan.52

Accessing this expertise is di¿cult. While I can approach contemporary 
knowledge-workers such as M-Pesa agents ethnographically, the presence of Af-
rican infrastructural experts in the archives are as subjects—invoked out of frus-
tration, curiosity, or Æourish by Euro-Americans and recognized experts—not as
authors of their own documentary trails. The partial visibility of these experts 
is a result of pernicious representational practices that frame Africa as a place 
without technologies, as a place without technological experts.53 Over more 
than a century, technologists and market makers have presented this expertise 
as banal, making it appear to be merely prosthetic.54 It goes without saying that 
the occlusion of African infrastructural expertise in these archives shaped the 
histories I have been able to narrate in these pages. Given these limitations, read-
ers will note that the ethnographic density of the stories of these African men 
and women increases as we move across the chronology narrated here. This 
expository lumpiness is to be lamented. But to not tell the stories of these people 
simply because they were deemed unexceptional (or were actively devalued) by 
chroniclers would be to leave untroubled the racist underpinnings that guided 
the composition of the archives with which I worked. Focusing on the di¿culty 
of making infrastructures hang together, and looking to the breach that divided 
aspiration from reality, oÁered one opening, allowing me to surface new histo-
ries of work and new histories of expertise. In this regard, while partial, the sto-
ries oÁered in these pages treat (post)colonial “middle �gures”: infrastructural 
knowledge-workers and experts.55 Their work, far from being generic or banal, 
was (and is) transformative work that constituted (and constitutes) an unrecog-
nized and under-remunerated—when paid at all—form of expertise.

This, in turn, is essential to understanding the repetitions that guide 
the workings of capitalism in the present—enthusiasts’ claims to rupture 
notwithstanding—and the types of inequalities that it shores up. Proponents 
of contemporary developmentalist thinking claim that capitalism in an “al-
truistic” register can “transform” the lives of the poor by locating value at the 
“bottom of the pyramid.”56 I show that appropriating this expertise, and the 
social infrastructures on which this value has been based, has a long history 
in the region. In understanding these processes, I move away from a vision 
of “people as infrastructure” to explore how it has come to pass that people 
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are compelled to act infrastructurally.57 This distinction is important. The �rst 
risks naturalizing the material conditions under which people as infrastruc-
tures emerge as a phenomenon. The second, and the one pursued here, works 
to parse out those conditions as a mode of critique of the particular articula-
tions of capitalism—both past and present—in Kenya and beyond.58

Arc of the Book

The term “austerity” was not used by the historical or contemporary actors 
that people these pages. In each of the three sections that structure the book, 
I use the actor categories that I understand to be austerity’s analogs—“sound 
�nance” and colonial “self-su¿ciency” from the nineteenth century through 
the interwar years (chapters 1 and 2), “community development” following 
the Second World War through the late colonial period (chapters 3 and 4), 
harambee (Kiswahili for “all pull together”) in the independence period, and 
“the digital” in the 2010s (chapters 5 and 6). Across the chapters, I signal these 
important historical ideological and material transformations, while train-
ing attention on the shaping capacity of the deep “cross-historical processes” 
that have characterized the operations of the austere state.59 Such a long-angle 
view reveals that the “intransigence of infrastructure[s]” lies not simply in 
their presence, but crucially in their durable absence.60 As Joshua Grace has 
shown, material constraints shape infrastructures in “underappreciated ways.” 
As underinvestment was naturalized as scarcity, the absence of “permanent 
infrastructure[s]” also gained momentum.61 In Kenya, this has had implica-
tions for the shape of infrastructures of the future.62

Chapter 1 charts the expansion and decline of the Imperial British East Africa 
company (IBEA) in the late nineteenth century. The IBEA’s rise as a corporate-
state emerged at a peculiar conjuncture, which saw the Crown outsource the costs 
and risks of undertaking colonial occupation to the �rm, this in keeping with the 
logic of “sound �nance.” The Crown’s charter was matched by a concession from 
the Sultan of Zanzibar. With the delegation of sovereignty into corporate hands, 
the IBEA promised to bring “commerce and civilisation” to the region. The con-
struction of a word network was at the heart of this project. A company road net-
work would enable the �rm to establish a revenue regime in pursuit of corporate 
pro�ts through inaugurating novel regimes of taxation. The �rm quickly realized, 
however, that asserting sovereignty on the ground required daily material and 
conceptual work. These labors turned on eÁorts to assert a monopoly over the 
meaning of the emergent distributions of sovereign authority, of debt and defer-
ence, critical to consolidating power in the hands of the corporate-state.
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As chapter 2 explores, while gaining the right to seize taxes was at the heart 
of the IBEA’s mission, getting east African communities to recognize the IBEA
as the dominant administrative and �scal authority would require a revolution 
not simply in regimes of sovereignty, but in regimes of work as well. As I show, 
the IBEA was dependent on Africans’ knowledge of historical networks of mo-
bility as it constructed a new road network, but this knowledge it hoped to 
subsume all the while transforming expert work into rote labor. African topo-
graphical experts resisted complying with this new labor regime. At this conjec-
ture, company administrators tried to mobilize two new �scal technologies—a
company currency and new regimes of taxation. Working in tandem, they fore-
casted that these �scal and administrative forms would operate as infrastruc-
tural attachments, binding people as labor to the road and the wage as they 
struÍ led to “�nd their tax.” These contradictions persisted when the Foreign 
O¿ce took over the administration of the region, becoming the foundational 
logic of the colonial state as it pursued sound �nance’s imperial corollary, colo-
nial “self-su¿ciency.”

The middle section of the book (chapters 3 and 4) turns to the history of 
radio broadcasting, focusing mainly on the 1940s and 1950s, which seemed to 
mark the decline of colonial austerity as social welfarist models of governance 
made inroads in the form of the Colonial Development and Welfare Acts of 
1940 and 1945. However, the durable material consequences of policies of co-
lonial “self-su¿ciency” could not easily be undone, and grand plans for cen-
tralized social welfare quickly devolved into “community development.” This 
pivot was largely driven by parsimony, “community development” having as its 
core appeal being “inexpensive” because it often “relied on unpaid voluntary 
labour.”63 It was against this backdrop that administrators came to see in broad-
casting a plausible solution to the long history of underinvestment in the lives 
of the African majority. Indeed, it was precisely in the absence of—let alone the 
funding for—“harder” infrastructures of development that many in the 1940s 
came to see radio as an infrastructural prosthetic; the government’s messages 
for social and material transformation suÁusing people’s consciousnesses over 
the airwaves. The medium, they claimed, could broadcast development.

This aspiration was stymied from the outset. Absent funding from the 
Treasury, in the 1920s the government had entered into agreements with Cable 
and Wireless Ltd. (C&W), to service white settler and South Asian listeners. 
These early decisions—driven by the prudent logic of colonial “self-su¿ciency” 
and a racial politics that gave primacy of place to the needs of white settlers—
attached the state to infrastructural networks funded and established by a 
corporation. Given these material constraints, the government deployed in-
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formation vans boasting receiving sets across the colony. These infrastructural 
prosthetics, it hoped, could mitigate the problems thrown up by the lumpy 
reach of the state. Such material conditions ensured that European infor-
mation o¿cers were utterly dependent on the practiced labor of African 
knowledge-workers and experts, something which became abundantly clear 
during the Mau Mau uprising of the 1950s. At one level, then, eÁorts to enact 
radio both indexed the change in direction of colonial policies that charac-
terized the 1940s and 1950s and exempli�ed colonialism on the cheap. This 
was colonial austerity in the age of social welfare.

Chapter 4 turns to the postwar period which saw the Treasury, for the �rst 
time, make monies available to assemble a state-run infrastructure of broad-
cast. This was a response to labor mobilizations across the British empire in 
the 1930s and 1940s, which convinced the administration of the urgency of de-
veloping its own broadcasting network. In this uncertain moment, the colonial 
government hoped to use broadcasting to mold the social and political worlds 
available to Kenyans, by generating subjects of an “intermediate” scale—
beyond “tribe” but before “all-embracing citizenship.” This centered on eÁorts 
to produce a robust parochialism through Kiswahili-language broadcasting. 
These goals were complicated in practice. Not only was Kenya a unique atmo-
spheric and topographic zone, but problems of �nancing remained. Material 
issues could not be easily divorced from the question of politics, which intensi-
�ed over the course of the 1950s. As people started tuning in to broadcasts from 
Egypt’s Radio Cairo on their shortwave receivers, they were invited to generate 
novel forms of a¿nity. Listeners seized on this opportunity, demanding that 
the state provision them with vernacular-language broadcasts. While this led 
to the consolidation of a technopolitical network geared toward forwarding 
“parochial” attachments, this process was driven from below.

The �nal section of the book (chapters 5 and 6) addresses the period follow-
ing political independence and charts the consequences of the incremental 
privatization of Safaricom, which began its life as Kenya Post and Telecommu-
nications Corporation (KPTC). Independence marked a rupture as “African-
ization” saw white managers and state o¿cials replaced by Kenya’s black elite. 
While in rhetorical terms, the history of austere infrastructural governance 
was one that the state under Jomo Kenyatta was eager to shake oÁ, in prac-
tice the developmentalist ideology of the early postcolonial state was largely 
an extension of that of the late colonial state. “Community development” was 
rebranded harambee, or “all pull together.” Occupying a central place in Kenya’s 
coat of arms, the message was clear: Austerity would be the normal state of af-
fairs in the near and mid-term future.
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Nevertheless, the promises of independence were buoyed by the boom in 
commodity prices in the 1950s and 60s—leading some to dub the period from 
1964–1980 the “Kenyan Miracle.” But this “miracle” was uneven in its reach. 
The discretionary logic of indirect rule remained largely intact, with the gov-
ernment mobilizing parastatals, such as KPTC, to reward loyal constituencies. 
By the end of the 1970s, price inÆation and high interest rates on international 
loans resulted in massive de�cits in government budgets.

By the 1990s, under pressure from IFIs—which cited the state’s inability 
to fund infrastructural expansion, maintenance, and repair—KPTC was dis-
solved and reconstituted as Telkom Kenya. In the early 2000s, the state shuttled 
40  percent of its shares to the UK-based �rm Vodafone, and so Safaricom was 
born. In 2008, the corporation launched M-Pesa. This mobile-to-mobile money 
transfer system emerged as a solution to long histories of underinvestment that 
had seen the consolidation of a banking network that was both incomplete and 
that had long excluded the African majority. Safaricom’s �nancial services, like 
radio, then, were devised to “leapfrog” over the absences generated by longer 
histories of austerity. In 2008, Safaricom went “public,” giving birth to “digital 
Kenya.”64 These transformations inaugurated a new era of corporate statehood, 
while ushering in a novel political form: shareholder citizenship.

Chapter 6 explores Safaricom’s austere labor regime through a textured 
ethnographic engagement with the daily life and work of M-Pesa agents, those 
women and men who industry insiders refer to as Human-ATMs. Far from 
this work being simply infrastructural, the daily care and practiced expertise 
of M-Pesa agents has been essential to Safaricom’s success, enabling the �rm 
to emerge as the largest corporation in the region. It is not simply Safaricom 
workers who are implicated in this regime, but Kenyans writ large whose 
everyday tactics and social relations have been appropriated and translated 
into commercially useful data on which Safaricom assembles new markets.

Put simply, if our de�nitions of austerity are rooted in perceptions of a nor-
malized Keynesian developmentalist model, the era of the well-�nanced state 
that could be said to resemble a welfare state was short-lived in the region. Aus-
terity in Kenya has largely not been characterized by a reversal of fortunes; it 
has been the norm. This has opened up possibilities for private accumulation, 
with private investments and capital being enrolled to make up for limited 
state budgets. In Kenya, “the market” has always been the critical third term 
mediating relations between subjects and the state through infrastructures.

Taken together, a central claim of Infrastructural Attachments is that histories of 
infrastructure, capitalism, and state formation that take Kenya as their point 
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of departure force us to confront a diÁ erent genealogy of the history of both 
the state and infrastructures. This genealogy is one that must highlight the 
role played by austerity, track the peculiar institutional forms to which it has 
given rise, and place infrastructural prosthetics at the center of the story. In 
the process, occluded forms of statecraft, expertise, and regimes of expropria-
tion become visible.

As this suÍests, the histories narrated in these pages are not primarily sto-
ries about the material networks of infrastructures themselves. Instead, I use 
an exploration of infrastructures always “in the making,” and the discussions, 
disputations, and practices that they elicited and enabled—to tell new stories 
about the changing relations among capital, state formation, and notions of 
belonging; to locate new histories of expertise and skill; and to explore the 
long-term continuities in developmentalist thinking, and how people have 
reframed development through vernacular notions of individual and collec-
tive well-being.

By �rmly rooting people’s engagements with infrastructures and infrastruc-
tural work in the social lives, political languages, and cultural practices of the 
historical subjects and contemporary interlocutors who people these pages, 
this book works to trace out the contradictions of (post)colonial rule “on the 
ground.” Conjoining an ethnographically informed analysis of state-building 
and market-making with a close reading of the cultural politics of Kenyan 
communities, I track transformations in political economy and developmen-
talist thinking as manifest in infrastructures through the micropolitics that 
they engendered. Holding these histories together is essential to understand-
ing why infrastructures in Kenya, far from being the invisible and unremarked 
background of social life, have emerged as fraught cultural and material 
objects.65 They are not neutral, nor are they banal. Both discursively and as 
material networks, infrastructures in Kenya have been politically charged and 
“multiply authored” cultural and material objects.66
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