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New research engagements; new forms of knowledge
Cultural Heritage in Africa today is an open-ended and creative space for critical new thought and action at the intersection of the particular and the universal, the global and the local, north and south, past and future. New forms of situated
research are required to explore and act upon these emerging heritage conversations. The Marakwet Heritage project
(www.marakwetheritage.com) in northwest Kenya aims to explore the creative spaces. Based on more than three decades of research, the project explores new forms of embedded research by incorporating community members as active agents rather than passive subjects. A local research team have been
trained in a wide range of social science methods and a permanent research station has been established. Research agenda have emerged from community dialogue and the research process is
evolving as a critical space for the realisation of aims and ambitions for the future.
We do not conceive Marakwet Heritage as the static physical monuments or practices of the past
but rather as the knowledge, dialogue and action generated at the intersection between older
and newer ideas and between differences of value and aspiration. Marakwet knowledges, technologies, practical experience, and tangible physical and intellectual property (soils, crops, irrigation, material culture, reproducible family structures etc.) thus constitute a dynamic heritage
whose value ultimately derives from its ability to effect change at both local and global scales.

The Marakwet are increasingly deploying cultural heritage as a vehicle for development on their own terms.

Heritage Research and empowering action

Integral to ‘engagement-led’ research is the recognition that Marakwet actors critically examine concepts such as the past and future, self and other, local and global etc. and deploy these concepts widely including interaction with developers and policy makers. Lives in Marakwet are punctuated by spaces for discourse on the deployments of knowledge and action required to affect change. Such spaces range from the initiation school
to irrigation development committee meetings. We therefore aim to not only examine the deployment of heritage (framed as tradition, culture
etc.) within these spaces, but to also empower community members with the ability to access, collect, analyse and deploy quantitative and qualitative data in their interactions with funders and policy makers etc. These aims are supported by emerging feed-back and education programmes,
online resources, and community-directed research with direct social and economic objectives. Our research engagements in Marakwet have already demonstrated the power of Marakwet ideas to effect change within and beyond the community. Analysis of social change, space and gender
have already had considerable impact on western thought, especially via feminism and anthropology (Moore 2011, 1988, 1986). In its intersection
with and impact on western academic thought Marakwet heritage already is, and continues to be, global.
Heritage and agricultural futures in Marakwet and beyond

In our current phase the Marakwet Heritage project has focussed on the dynamic nature of agricultural knowledge and change (Davies et al. 2014). The local research
team have mapped extensive changes to the physical landscape, including the dynamic movements of fields, irrigation and settlement through time. Local knowledge of
changing soil fertility and crops varieties (new and old) has been extensively examined.
This long-term ecological knowledge forms a unique and meaningful community heritage and is increasingly informing the context for engagements with NGOs and agricultural policy makers. In particular the Marakwet landscape has a long and chequered
history of failed externally generated agricultural interventions which stand in stark
contrast to the stability of locally produced knowledge, practice and adaptation. The
latest of these interventions includes a major irrigation scheme funded by the Canadian Red Cross begun in 2012. We hope that this detailed body of heritage knowledge Marakwet farmers conduct repairs to a new Red Cross sponsored
related to Marakwet farming will act as an informative context from which the comirrigation pipeline. The balance between local forms of farming
munity may negotiate for the application of effective and ecologically appropriate tech- and external agricultural initiatives are hotly debated
nologies.
Our engagement with Marakwet farming further forms the basis of a broader research
network (www.farminginafrica.wordpress.com) which aims to share knowledge and
develop skills across Africa by linking Marakwet with interdisciplinary research projects in
South Africa and Nigeria. The aim is to extend
this community-led research method across
the continent, through well developed comparative pan-African studies.

The intersection of fields and irrigation in
Tot-Sibou, Marakwet.

Pan-African farming research network members from Kenya,
South Africa, Nigeria and UK discuss oral histories of different
crops with an elder at the Marakwet Research Station.
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The Marakwet Heritage project builds on BIEA-led research across the Eastern African Region and has been extensively supported by
the British Institute in Eastern Africa (BIEA).

