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Introduction 

As I walked through the no-man’s land between Busia, Kenya and Busia, Uganda, my senses 

came alive with the sounds, sights, and smells of this border crossing. Rusty iron gates, painted 

red and black on the Kenyan side, and yellow and black on the Ugandan side, did little to slow 

the hurried flow of people moving back and forth. Petrol fumes wafted in the air, emanating from 

tankers with company logos emblazoned on their sides that idled in long queues. Some women 

had set up a stall to sell pineapples, sugar cane, and bananas. Men clad in purple and yellow 

overcoats, local moneychangers as I would later discover, fanned wads of Kenyan and Ugandan 

shillings to those passing. Bicyclists in bright pink shirts expertly moved around large puddles, 

balancing passengers and huge sacks of goods alike whilst shouting to clear the way. Officials 

dressed in olive green and khaki uniforms wandered among the groups with clipboards, 

sometimes gesturing at truckers to come down from their cabs for inspection.  

I entered the Ugandan migration office clutching my two-month visa application with 

questions running through my mind: where did these people come from? What goods were in the 

sacks? Was the other side just as busy? Who would exchange money here? Did the guards check 

everyone systematically? Approaching the set of four teller windows, I was motioned to the left-

most official. The woman, wearing a sharp, white uniform, examined my passport. “Where are 

you going? Kampala?” she asked. “No, I am going to stay in Busia, Uganda, right across the 
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border,” I replied. Incredulously, she looked up from her paperwork. “For the entire two months? 

Why? There is nothing here!” So began my fieldwork along and across the Kenya-Uganda 

border, with a harmless yet revealing observation: this border is nothing special, or, more 

specifically, it is a point on the way to someplace else.  

Illustrating the ‘taken for granted’ perception of borders, this vignette provides an 

entrance for exploring their ‘everyday’ dimensions that actually can carry far more significance 

for people living in borderlands as well as those crossing them. Within the realm of geography, 

studies of borders and boundaries are often associated with cartographic representations of 

territories or physical landforms. Indeed, maps remain one of the most intuitive ways by which 

spatial orders and relationships are expressed. Yet, critical interrogation of these representations 

and the assumptions underpinning their creation reveals that borders are far more than ‘lines in 

the sand’: they are sites of contestation and cooperation, as well as the products of power 

relations and historical change. Ruben Martinez, documenting the journey of Mexican migrants, 

captures these qualities borders when he describes the paradigmatic US-Mexico border as 

fundamentally a “matter of politics, of money, of ideas, desire, death, life” (2001: 218).  

Such an observation has equal if not greater weight when examining borders in Africa, a 

context in which colonial authorities arbitrarily divided territories using astronomical meridians 

and arcs (Nugent and Asiwaju, 1996). When coupled with diminished state capacities to locate 

and enforce their borders, it is apparent that there is significant physical and social room for local 

residents to manage, reshape, and even ignore those same borders which appear as clear lines on 

official maps (Newman, 2006). Yet, whilst the recent formation of the African Borders Research 

Network (ABORNE) in 2007 indicates growing scholarly interest in this field, it remains 

relatively understudied compared to other geographic regions like North America and Europe. 
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Augmenting a critical geographic theoretical orientation with insights from anthropology 

whose ethnographic methods offer “unique perspective on the sorts of practises that seem to 

undo the state at its territorial and conceptual margins” (Das and Poole, 2004b), I examine how 

international borders are actually understood and perceived by residents and migrants living 

along it, as well as how these perceptions manifest themselves in observable behaviours and 

practises. Then, I explore how critical conceptions of space and place help us understand their 

significance. This paper is organised as follows: first, I briefly outline the range of ways by 

which ‘borders’ are generally conceived, from traditional markers of territory to constructed, 

postmodern differences between groups. Then, I describe the theoretical frameworks of 

‘socially-constructed space’ and ‘place’ that inform this study, as well as their treatment within 

the African border literature. Next, I describe some of the ways by which residents and migrants 

interact with the border. Specifically, I use the notion of ‘going across’ the border to illustrate 

how trade, a ubiquitous feature of these border towns, contributes to everyday life.2 Finally, 

teasing out the significance of these perceptions and practises, I conclude with a discussion of 

how the border can be conceived as a particular ‘place’ where people are able ‘to be of’, as well 

as encounter specific constellations of social development challenges and opportunities. 

Given my conceptual interest in local perceptions and theoretical aim of connecting 

geographical and anthropological understandings of borders and border residents, I chose to use 

ethnographic qualitative methods. The data came from fieldwork conducted in the summer of 

2010 based in Busia, Uganda and Busia, Kenya. Participant observation techniques were applied 

throughout the two adjacent border towns in order to gain both holistic impressions of daily life 
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and an understanding of particular processes. 28 semi-structured interviews with a range of 

residents and migrants like government officials, development agency workers, traders and 

private business owners, secondary school teachers, healthcare providers, and ordinary 

homemakers, gave further insight into these activities. My question guides were broadly 

constructed around four areas: biographical data, daily activities and responsibilities, perceptions 

of the border and associated activities, and perceptions of development or change occurring in 

the town council. These were subject to on-the-spot revision depending on the context.  

I also organised four focus groups with key subsets of the border towns’ populations: two 

women’s groups on either side, Ugandan boda-boda bicycle taxi drivers, and long-haul truckers 

originating from the larger East African region. A fifth focus group with all informants towards 

the end of the fieldwork period provided an informal reliability check as well as an opportunity 

to share preliminary results with the participants. Finally, artifacts like newspapers, photographs, 

and advertisements were collected on a regular basis. Taken together, these methods aimed to 

capture abstract elements such as metaphors and preferred social categories in addition to 

physical actions, with the ultimate goal of showing how they reproduce and maintain particular 

perspectives about the border and its role in the everyday life of the towns (Vila, 2000).  

Some methodological limitations should be briefly noted. First, there was a bias towards 

Busia, Uganda; this is partly due to the fact that I was living on that side of the border and had 

easier access to individuals compared to Busia, Kenya. Yet, within the Ugandan sample, each 

sector is more or less equally represented. Second, despite efforts to identify individuals from 

both towns for each sector, it was impossible to get meetings with the equivalent local 

government and health officials in Kenya because of security restrictions. Finally, several 

informants simultaneously occupied multiplied roles across sectors—and even throughout their 
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lives. It would be incorrect and misleading to suggest that each of these interviews focused 

entirely on one dimension of the individual’s work. 

 

1. Borders as physical lines and social constructions: a brief review 

To frame this study as an exploration into the ways by which a ‘border’ is perceived and shaped 

by human activities requires an introduction to the major ways by which the concept has been 

addressed. Put simply, what exactly are borders, and, depending on the response, what elements 

are most relevant to the study of them? In this section, I trace the general ideas that have directed 

and problematised past work on the subject.  

Although border studies as a field has been dominated by European geopolitical conflict 

(Kolossov, 2005), typological and quantitative approaches (Prescott, 1987) and later by high-

profile cases like the US-Mexico border (Alvarez Jr., 1995), in recent decades it has experienced 

an expansion of geographic foci and theoretical orientation. Paasi (2005) and Kolossov (2005) 

usefully trace the intellectual history of the term ‘border’, reviewing its evolution across several 

disciplines and its links to fundamental concepts like the state (Agnew, 1994), territory 

(Anderson and O'Dowd, 1999), and identity (Donnan and Wilson, 2001). Although attempting to 

adequately survey the range of empirical and theoretical work on the subject risks reinforcing the 

compartmentalising and restrictive approaches used in the past, it is possible and helpful to 

establish a continuum of perspectives on borders, ranging from the very physical and literal to 

the constructed and postmodern. Simultaneously, it is important to recognise this as a means of 

widening the conceptualisation of borders beyond traditional maps; I do not suggest that the 

materiality and metaphor of borders are independent of each other. In fact, they often overlap, 
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intersect, and interact. This section explores and synthesises linkages that “straddl[e] boundaries 

between disciplines and between practitioners and theoreticians” (Newman, 2006: 156), 

 

1.1. Borders as physical limits: political geography and international relations 

Borders emerged as explicit objects of study during the First and Second World War periods 

when concerns about territorial control were heightened; therefore, much of the early literature 

sought to delineate, categorise and classify boundaries into various typologies (van Houtum, 

2005). Prescott (1987) illustrated this systematic approach by compiling and analysing a 

multitude of case studies spanning land, maritime, and atmospheric boundaries. 

Identifying the locations and forms of boundaries soon gave way to functional 

approaches. Minghi captured this shift with his argument that “it is the significant similarities 

and differences between the sociopolitical communities the boundaries divides that are reflected 

in its functions” (1963: 407). Such functions can be uncovered by “concern[ing] ourselves with 

the role of the boundary in determining spatial patterns of selected behavioral activity” (Minghi, 

1963: 428). This foreshadowed work in international relations during the 1970s that identified 

how boundaries contributed towards inter-state conflicts; for instance, Starr and Most argue “a 

border creates a certain structure of risks and opportunities in which various interactions appear 

to be more or less likely” (1976: 588) 

These conceptions of borders as distinguishable ‘barriers’, in the case of Prescott, or 

‘bridges’ between states as suggested by Minghi, influenced future researchers. As Paasi 

summarises, “political geographers and political scientists have for a long time perceived 

boundaries as fixed, stable empirical entities which divide the global space into bounded units 
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that change mainly as a consequence of conflicts” (1998: 69). Therefore, they were seen as 

‘natural’ outcomes of landforms and political negotiation (Pavlakovich-Kochi et al., 2004).   

 
1.2. Borders as social constructions: anthropological and historical approaches  

Anthropologists and historians, however, problematise this conclusion by focusing on 

experiences of groups and communities living in borderlands. Widening the scope of border 

studies to include culture, identity, and power relations provides opportunities for examining 

how borders are socially constructed and deconstructed over time. They questioned the ability of 

states to uniformly exercise authority over territory by showing how residents reject and ignore 

imposed borders at the local scale. Constructivist scholars claim that cultural borders, indicating 

differences among belief systems and social backgrounds, are one way by which they do this. 

Alvarez broadens the idea of a ‘borderland’ to include “the multiple conceptual boundaries 

involved” (1995: 448), which are found at “less formal intersections, such as those of gender, 

age, status, and distinctive life experiences” (Rosaldo, 1989: 29). Here, the metaphorical image 

of a ‘border’ illustrates any variety of juxtaposed elements that do not necessarily have spatial 

dimensions (Donnan and Wilson, 2001: 26).  

Recognising the need for further empirical work on international boundaries, 

anthropologists and historians turned their attention to this subject in the 1970s. Cole and Wolf 

(1974) provided important ethnographic evidence regarding the intersection of society and 

geopolitics. Working within two northern Italian villages that were transferred from Austrian 

control, they documented how citizens maintained differing languages and customs despite 

spatial proximity and external change. By “situat[ing] local boundary making within wider 

historical and political processes” (Donnan and Wilson, 2001: 33), they showed how residents 

related to the states in which they lived.  
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Later studies of this relationship revealed how local communities “have themselves a 

considerable impact on the real regime, the formation of identity, and on the character and the 

perception of the boundaries” (Kolossov, 2005: 617). Heyman (1995) describes how residents 

interact with immigration officials along the U.S.-Mexico border; Shanks (1994) also examines 

how Ireland-Northern Ireland border communities express national identities via cultural 

symbols like flags, parades, and holidays. Sahlins’ (1989) account of the Cerdanya region 

featuring a Spanish enclave surrounded by French territory demonstrated how border residents 

are “active in the construction of their nations and states” (Donnan and Wilson, 2001: 53). These 

works problematised linear conceptions of geopolitical borders with symbolic and postmodern 

approaches, while analyses of power relations and identity formation in border regions, as well 

as their evolution over time, showed the changing character and composition of borders (Baud 

and van Schendel, 1997). 

 

1.3. Reviewing and critiquing the continuum 

These perspectives on borders show how different kinds of ‘borders’ can co-exist and interact. 

Depending on the context, one can choose to focus on the very real materiality of borders or, in a 

more metaphorical turn, on the abstract discourses and social boundaries that define and divide 

groups. Sensitivity to this range of dimensions presented by multiple disciplines enables some 

critiques to be made among them. Geographers like Prescott, preoccupied with categorisations 

from above, did not address the local “impact of the boundaries and…modes of response to 

them” (Asiwaju, 1984: 8). International relations scholars often fell into what Agnew called the 

territorial trap, viewing states as fixed, static ‘containers’ of societies and ignoring “political 

movements outside the framework of territorial states” (1994: 53). Postmodern approaches 
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risked diluting the analytical usefulness of borders by divorcing them from any spatial qualities 

whatsoever (Heyman, 1994). Earlier anthropologists also tended to focus too heavily on 

processes of self-identification, ignoring how actors exercise power over each other in 

determining the nature of social boundaries themselves (Jenkins, 1997: 23). Finally, the more 

general claim that borders are meaningless because of economic globalisation and international 

migration do not reflect political reality as demonstrated by tariffs, customs barriers, and the 

proliferation of security checkpoints (Newman and Paasi, 1998). Rather, globalism has in some 

cases elicited greater local resistance, placing “an added set of influences on local economic 

identities and developing capacities” (Amin and Thrift, 1994: 2). ‘Borderless world’ discourse is 

also largely Eurocentric in nature, drawing upon experiences of regional integration and high 

levels of economic activity (Newman, 2006). 

 These limitations highlight several opportunities for improving existing, disciplinary 

approaches to borders. First, there is room for a nuanced understanding of how individuals create 

their social worlds whilst being somewhat constrained by them. Second, fleshing out what 

constitutes ‘places’ in anthropological border studies can link their meanings to spatial locations. 

Clearly, in some contexts the materiality of the border as an assertion of authority is the primary 

concern; yet in others it is far more interesting to enquire into the ascribed identities of residents 

who were artificially partitioned. Finally, tensions between global and local forces, often directed 

at the continued relevance of borders, reveals the need for better understandings of how people 

located at these places deal with change. As I show in the next section, concepts of space and 

place are beginning to emerge as valuable lenses through which scholars of African borders look 

at these phenomena. 
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2. Theoretical orientation: the ‘spatial turn’ in Africa and conceptions of ‘place’ 

As earlier described, study of international borders necessarily intersects with ideas about space 

and place: critically engaging with assumptions about borders as static ‘lines’ reveals how they 

are themselves products of wider processes—part and parcel of space. Escobar asserts that 

“Western philosophy…has enshrined space as the absolute, unlimited and universal, while 

banning place to the realm of the particular, the limited, the local and the bound” (2001: 143). 

Such a treatment takes spatial units like territory as ‘for granted’ objects of study. Constructivist 

geographers like Paasi question this hierarchy, arguing that space is socially-constructed:  

Territories are not frozen frameworks where social life occurs. Rather, 
they are made given meanings, and destroyed in social and individual 
action. Hence, they are typically contested and actively negotiated. 
Spatial organisations, meanings of space, and the territorial use of 
space are historically contingent and their histories are closely 
interrelated (Paasi, 2003: 110). 

 
The ‘spatial turn’ therefore refers to the treatment of space as “the product of social 

practises and conventions which in themselves are the result of symbolic and discursive acts” 

(Engel and Nugent, 2010: 2). This viewpoint has its roots in the work of Lefebvre who defines 

social space as an “outcome of a sequence and set of operations [that] permits fresh actions to 

occur, while suggesting others and prohibiting yet others” (1991: 73). Space, as a social 

construction, is not ‘natural’ but rather created, modified, and undone by human activities 

(Cresswell, 2004: 30). This theoretical reorientation is useful insofar as it directs critical attention 

towards processes that contest and problematise existing configurations of political space, public 

space, and religious space, among others (Engel and Nugent, 2010: 4). 
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2.1. Application of the spatial turn in African border studies 

The spatial turn has been usefully applied in research seeking to challenge traditional 

conceptions of African borders. For instance, due to the largely rural and sparsely populated 

nature of many African borderlands, Kopytoff’s seminal characterisation of African frontiers as 

“politically open areas nestling between organized societies” (1987: 9) incorrectly concluded that 

politics and social activities were absent from these places. Nugent and Asiwaju show that 

actually “the best intentions of decision-makers have tended to come horribly unstuck at the 

border” (1996: 8). Division of pre-existing groups and political organisations contributed to these 

phenomena by enabling Africans to “exploit the ambiguities of their border location to the full” 

(Nugent and Asiwaju, 1996: 9-10) to avoid taxation, access better social services, and assist their 

kin in resettlement efforts.3  

Recent work illustrates the significance of daily life and activity occurring within these 

supposedly ‘peripheral’ and mundane regions (Das and Poole, 2004a). As Le Meur observes in 

Benin, administration and development officials operating in the borderlands tap into different 

discourses of “locality, of autochthony, of state authority…according to the context and the 

stake” (2006: 891). Roitman (2004) also shows how ‘informal’ transboundary economic 

practises in the Chad Basin are actually extensions and reformulations of state power. 

Raeymaekers (2009) echoes this conclusion by arguing that unofficial trade along the Congo-

Uganda border is actually a means by which local people try to make a living despite significant 

hardship and geographic isolation. Nugent’s (2002) work at the Ghana-Togo border also 

illustrates how residents reshape state institutions and community political relations through 

                                                        
3 However, there is debate surrounding the degree to which boundaries were completely imposed by colonisers (see 
Herbst, 1989; Nugent, 1996; Mbembe, 2000). 
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daily decisions involving social ties across the boundary. Taken together, this evidence 

highlights complex relationships among African borderland residents. 

Critical voices have begun analysing everyday perceptions as vehicles for “mov[ing] 

against already established forces and representations,” showing how these practises “bend and 

foil the space instituted by others” (Raeymaekers, 2009: 57). Therefore, they are interesting sites 

for studying how “processes straddle both the formal and the informal which in all practical 

purposes merge together” (Soderbaum and Taylor, 2010). Examination of daily livelihoods and 

interactions with officials within these locations can illustrate how “the clear rules expressed in 

the law are blurred as one moves away from the centre of state power, where its capacity [to] 

rigorously uphold the rules is limited” (Bakewell, 2007: 17). 

However, some scholars warn of going too far with this post-modern, constructivist 

enterprise. Sack argues that “privileging the social in modern geography, and especially in the 

reductionist sense that ‘everything is socially constructed,’ does as much disservice to 

geographical analysis as a whole as has privileging the natural in the days of environmental 

determinism” (1997: 2). Heyman also cautions anthropologists’ usage of the term ‘borderland’ to 

describe any interaction of social difference regardless of a spatial element (1994: 46). Such 

wide usage and discussion means that conceptions of space, as well as borders, have become 

“blurred in popular usage” (Alvarez Jr., 1995: 448).  

Reflecting on these critiques, I argue that, whilst the concept of socially-constructed 

space is useful for understanding processes and activities of which it is constituted, it cannot 

fully deal with questions of ‘being’, or in the words of Cresswell, the “experiential fact of our 

existence” (2004: 32). To claim that the only interesting questions left to scholars of geography 
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involve the explanation of how space is constructed, as Harvey provocatively does (1996: 261), 

ignores important enquiries into what it means to be in a particular place.  

 

2.2. A genealogy of ‘place’ 

Exploring this theoretical problem necessitates a deeper examination of the continuum earlier 

described by Escobar, where space is empty and general, and place is particularistic and full of 

local detail. The development of spatial science during the 1960s and 1970s further emphasised 

the privileged position of space. Yet, human geographers during this time began to challenge this 

hierarchy, aiming to show how a better theorisation of place could contribute greater significance 

to human existence. Treating place as a way of ‘being in the world’ (Cresswell, 2004: 20) was 

their focus, rather than adding further descriptions of particular places like earlier geographers 

(Hartshone, 1939).  

Tuan (1974) provides the first real engagement with place, putting forward the argument 

that places are resting or stopping points within open space. In his view, the possibility of 

involvement or attachment characterises places; therefore, an investigation into place necessarily 

involves “a deep commitment to the understanding of human nature in all its intricacy” (Tuan, 

1974: 246). Building upon this work, Relph (1976) draws attention to the everyday knowledge 

that informs where one carries out or avoids different activities; furthermore, these generate 

emotional responses like nostalgia and the guarding of ‘our’ places (Cresswell, 2004: 21). 

Summarily, “space provides the context for places but derives its meaning from particular 

places” (Relph, 1976: 8). Refining Escobar’s continuum with Tuan and Relph in mind results in 

the linking of experiences grounded in ‘place’ with abstract ‘space’. 
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Later, in the 1980s, other human geographers sought to develop ideas of place—

although, in contrast to Tuan and Relph who emphasised authenticity of experience, these 

theorists focused on practises and processes as defining of place (Cresswell, 2004: 33-39). 

Seamon (1980) uses the image of dance to demonstrate how everyday human activities, when 

repeated in ‘body ballets’ in tandem with other fellow humans, create a sense of belonging. By 

participating in the daily life occurring in places—or, in Seamon’s language, learning the dance 

routine—one can becoming ‘in place’. Pred (1984) problematises this metaphor by pointing to 

constraints placed upon humans in the course of their activities, arguing that any given place is 

the continually changing product of institutional structures and individuals as they interact and 

negotiate with each other. Another critical geographer, de Certeau, demonstrates this link to 

everyday practises via the metaphor of walking: 4 

…[A] spatial order organises an ensemble of possibilities (e.g., a 
place [space] in which one can move) and interdictions (e.g., a wall 
that prevents one from going further), then the walker actualises some 
of these possibilities. In that way, he makes them exist as well as 
emerge. But he also moves them about and he invents others, since 
the crossing, drifting away, or improvisation of walking privilege, 
transform or abandon spatial elements (de Certeau, 1984: 98).  

 
By keeping their attention on the ways by which humans actively create places through 

their everyday activity, these theorists seem to be replicating the concept of socially-constructed 

space earlier described. However, as de Certeau implies, the act of social construction 

necessitates some sort of lens through which people look into their social and physical worlds. 

Place is exactly such a lens, albeit itself the product of struggle and reimagination (Cresswell, 

2004: 39). Therefore, if places do indeed “gather things, thoughts, and memories in particular 

configurations” (Escobar, 2001: 143) within a wider spatial context, then a deeper theoretical 

                                                        
4 Confusingly, de Certeau reverses the usage of ‘space’ and ‘place’ as conventionally understood; ‘space’ in his 
work refers to what is created by activity, whereas ‘place’ is an empty grid upon which activities occur. 
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appreciation of place will view them as temporal events—even performances (Seamon, 1980)—

that are never quite identical or permanent.  

 
2.3. African borders as one kind of ‘place’ 
 
Applying this to the context of African borders requires a brief explanation of the ‘local’ as a 

kind of place. Although the term implies some association with the ‘everyday’ and a grounding 

in practical experience (Hannerz, 1996: 26), and therefore a link with conceptions of place, it is 

important to be sensitive to the fact that it—much like place—cannot be essentialised into either 

a repository of authenticity or a monolithic source of resistance (Kassimir, 2001: 102). Instead, 

the local is more usefully thought of in terms of “the various practises of domination meet[ing] 

with the practises of political resistance and invention” (Magnusson, 1990: 55) in an “arena 

where order and disorder are constructed, and spheres of authority are forged and intersect” 

(Kassimir, 2001: 103).  

Coupled with the supposed ‘failure’ of African states, this theoretical work has directed 

attention towards the “emergence of new theatres where other [non-state led] agendas may 

thrive” (Engel and Nugent, 2010: 3) such as territorial ‘margins’. Appreciation of space and 

place, when accompanied by evidence documenting how well-intentioned policies tend to break 

down in these locations (Nugent and Asiwaju, 1996), helps refute the assertion that African 

frontiers are politically and socially empty (Kopytoff, 1987). Rather, study of and within border 

towns can be a fruitful way of engaging with the concept of socially-constructed space via study 

of local practises and contestations by residents and migrants hoping to extract some benefit 

(Feyissa and Hoehne, 2010). Furthermore, using a nuanced conception of place helps one to 

understand how and to what extent these same individuals forge perceptions, meanings, and 

feelings in relation to a particular border location. 
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3. Going across the border: border trade and consumption 

Even though cross-border trade features heavily in the literature, its contribution to notions of 

‘place’ is less developed. Busia, Uganda and Busia, Kenya, by virtue of their location along the 

busiest land trade corridor in East Africa, provide good illustrations of the types of everyday 

economic activities that occur in border towns. These activities were cited by informants as 

important sources of income and work for border residents and migrants. Long-haul trucking, 

bicycle transport, and small-scale businesses all thrive as means of facilitating exchange and 

access across the border. According to censuses, the Ugandan side has a population of 

approximately 36,630 people while the Kenyan side contains 30,777 people, with both figures 

projected to increase. Furthermore, its location at the conjoining of two East African Community 

member states increases its visibility and developmental importance at the international scale, 

simultaneously drawing attention from past Ugandan and Kenyan presidents (Lorch, 1994), 

international rights organisations, and state ‘revenue protection units’ of border security officers 

charged to crack down on undocumented trade (Whyte and Muyinda, 2007: 291). 

The concept of ‘arbitrage economies’ is a useful way of capturing how residents and 

migrants in Busia are able to make the most of differences that exist between the two towns. 

Arbitrage refers to the differential in prices and availability of goods and services on either side 

that causes buying and selling patterns to align themselves along these axes (Anderson and 

O'Dowd, 1999). In this section, I focus on three kinds of economic activity that depend on 

participants being able to ‘cross’ the border: open trade via market participants and truckers; 

covert smuggling of goods to avoid taxation; and everyday shopping by households. 
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3.1. Trade, smuggling, shopping: everyday economic activities in Busia 

Cross-border trade takes many forms, but the most frequent kind involves participation in 

formal markets. General markets in both towns serve as meeting points for a variety of people 

selling goods. There is a noticeable difference in the types of goods sold, however: food products 

like smoked fish and bananas in Uganda, and manufactured goods including shoes, clothing, 

fabrics, and plastic washing tubs in Kenya. For instance, Martha5 operates a second-hand 

clothing business in Busia, Uganda, one of several clothing shops present in the town. She 

described how she obtains clothing from Busia, Kenya intending to resell it in her store: 

I usually go Monday morning; there are always good things in the 
market. I get a boda; he takes me to Kenya. There’s a market just near 
the border, and I meet a lady who always buys clothes from Nairobi 
and Mombasa…If I have enough money, I choose the best, the first 
class. First class means those ones which are not worn out, those ones 
which are modern (Martha, interview). 
 

Then, in a common sight later in the morning, she joins other women entering Uganda with 

bundles of clothing on their heads or in carried sacks.  

Commodity markets are quite different; here, trucks deliver heaps of maize, beans, and 

soya as women sweep away debris. Then, men pack them into 90 kilogram sacks and mark them 

with different coloured symbols depending on their origin and content. Observation at the 

Ugandan commodity market revealed how middlemen traders, primarily hired by purchasing 

companies in Kenya, negotiated with Ugandan sellers to buy these goods and transport them 

through the border. These middlemen depend upon payment, often commissions, from buyers for 

their incomes. Jonas, recounting a typical day as a middleman, explained how fluctuations in 

price make his work difficult. Sometimes, his buyer agrees to buy maize at a given price, say 11 

                                                        
5  Given that sensitive subjects, such as illicit trade, arose during interviews, names and identifying characteristics 
have been changed throughout this paper to protect the privacy of informants. 
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Kenyan shillings (KSh) per kilogram. Yet, the price increases to 16 KSh later that day—before 

the maize can be shipped. Although he reports this difference to the buyer, it is unlikely to be 

paid because the buyer already agreed to the lower price. “So then I have to discuss with my 

partners,” he explained. “Ok, today we work for free. That money, that 5 shillings, has to come 

from our pay” (Jonas, interview). This kind of trade is so prevalent that Busia’s market is being 

expanded to accommodate higher volumes. 

Trucking is another significant means of trade between Kenya and Uganda, facilitating 

the exchange of largely agricultural goods grown in Uganda for manufactured goods made in 

Kenya. Busia, as a checkpoint along the Mombasa-Kampala route, is where goods are inspected 

and taxes are applied based on their declared value. Generally, data describing the contents being 

transported is transmitted by the sending company via internet to the revenue collection 

authorities at the station. Then, this information is compared to the actual truck in a ‘re-

verification’ process that sometimes includes ‘spiking’ sacks, or the piercing of bags to check 

their contents. Electronic verification is relatively new in Busia, only introduced in 2009; prior to 

this time, paper documents were physically sent to the revenue authorities. Delays in delivery, 

therefore, meant that truckers commonly waited up to five days in Busia before they could be 

‘cleared’ for movement. Whilst some truckers expressed appreciation of the new system—

overall stopping times have fallen to a day or less—there remain problems like frequent power 

outages that disrupt the service. 

 Such a process can work well when dealing with larger companies sending high volumes 

of goods on a regular basis. However, it is more cumbersome for smaller businesses that may 

only need to send a few trucks every month; furthermore, there are economic incentives for 

misrepresenting the actual value of goods being transported. Historically, Busia was a major 
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‘smuggling’ town6; several informants reported that high value products like cigarettes regularly 

crossed without taxation. Smaller businesses employ boda-boda men to transport orders of 

agricultural goods that are stored in the commodity markets to the waiting trucks on the Kenyan 

side. By dividing these orders into smaller batches and moving around the customs checkpoint 

via panyos, or ‘rut’ paths in Kiswahili, they avoid having to use trucks that would be searched 

and taxed at the formal crossing. Whilst recent crackdowns by revenue authorities may aim to 

reduce this smaller scale smuggling, one long-time resident, Peter, lamented how it continues 

and even thrives: 

It [smuggling] is improving in its tactics. They’re using people with 
disabilities who have these tricycles. They know that even the 
enforcement officers will empathise with them…You’ll see they are 
using children for this smuggling (Peter, interview) 

 
 Larger-scale smuggling, mostly via trucks, still occurs and is embedded into trading 

practises and the wider political economy of Busia. Jonas, the middleman with whom I spoke at 

the commodities market, explained how he and other agents modified paperwork to make it 

appear that a lower valued good like maize, taxed at 100 KSh per 90 kilograms, was inside a 

given truck, when in fact it carried a high value good like sugar, taxed at 468 Ksh per 50 

kilograms.7 Pocketing the difference supplemented their income. To avoid discovery via 

randomised spiking, sugar was packed in the back of a truck and covered by legitimate sacks of 

maize. However, Jonas was quick to differentiate between ‘tax dodging’, what he did, and true 

‘smuggling’: “if you leave that job [smuggling] there will still be others who are willing to take 

that risk. Most of the agents are here to just dodge tax” (Jonas, interview). Furthermore, he 

                                                        
6 I put ‘smuggling’ in quotations here to indicate how the term necessarily problematises conceptions of (il)legality: 
for some residents, especially those engaged in small-scale transportation of goods, their actions are not perceived as 
morally wrong. Rather, they generate needed income and fill a role in the immediate border trade economy. 
7 Accurate as of 1 August 2010. 
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reported that bribes of 10,000 Ugandan shillings (USh) were regularly paid by companies to 

police officials, a fact corroborated by other traders:  

The police are weak. If they try to do their job, the tycoons 
[companies] say ‘or else we will eat your badge’. Police have to 
cooperate…The new ones [officers] going now, they are training with 
the older ones who have been doing this. It is a cycle (Jonas, 
interview). 

 
These examples illustrate how cross-border trade proliferates throughout the town via residents’ 

negotiating with differences of availability, price, and tax that exist between the two countries. 

Regardless of the legality of the activities, it is apparent that a whole range of people are 

involved in the movement of commercial goods. 

 Another type of exchange occurs, itself an expression of everyday arbitrage at the 

household level: shopping. Living with several families whilst in Busia, I was able to get a sense 

of the rhythm and patterns of daily life that ran through the home. During the course of the week, 

there were a range of tasks that kept everyone busy: buying food like maize flour for posho and 

chapatti; preparing meals using charcoal for the stove and groundnut oil for cooking; generating 

electricity with kerosene when the main power was cut—and, if the power stayed out, finding 

internet access and mobile phone charging stations in Busia, Kenya. These activities required 

searching out products as they became available at affordable prices.  

Residents and migrants expressed certain preferences for accessing and purchasing 

everyday goods. Cooking oil and kerosene were significantly cheaper in Kenya, even with 

fluctuating exchange rates. Meanwhile, Kenyan women described how they bought maize in 

Uganda because it was of higher quality and priced lower at 20 KSh than what was commercially 

available to them at 45 KSh. Business owners also took advantage of these differentials. Martha, 

the second-hand clothing seller, remarked that specialty products like thread and sewing 
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machines were only available in Kenya. Judith, a hotelier who catered to foreign tourists and 

development organisation representatives, recounted how she regularly bought cheese in Busia, 

Kenya because it was only available there. These kinds of exchanges, as a way of mediating 

between differences in prices and availability, illustrate how residents are able to use the border’s 

presence to make the most of their situation.  

 

4. Being at the border: economic practises happen ‘in places’ 

However, to reduce their agency to that of resource maximisation misses the larger point to 

which I return here: economic practises, as one of many kinds occurring in a variety of spheres, 

are both reflective of, and constitute Busia as a particular ‘place’ in which residents and migrants 

live. If, as Escobar asserts, places are gatherings of memories, objects, and aspirations, border 

towns like Busia can be reconceptualised not just as containers of social constructions like 

identities but rather as holistic products and producers located in space themselves. Instead of 

only examining everyday life at the border, where the scale of analysis is limited to a geographic 

area, researchers including place in their analyses can examine everyday lives of the border.  

  To capture perception and feelings associated with the border, I asked respondents to 

imagine how their lives might change if ‘the border’ were completely removed, purposefully 

leaving it up to them to decide how to define what the border meant. Several chose to view the 

border through economic lenses: as one district official thought about this hypothetical situation, 

he worried that the town would lose its unique character as the edge of Uganda: 

The town will not gain anything from that…The maize is collected here 
because, under this arrangement, this is the end point of Uganda. It has to 
come here finally to be bulked for export. But if there is no revenue 
office…people will be at liberty to pick their maize, go and take it there, 
and other people will be at liberty to come here and pick the maize. It will 
remain like any other town (District official, interview). 
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Furthermore, since the towns aggregated truckers together, women engaged in commercial sex 

activities with these men expressed how removing the border would remove a pool of clients: 

We would die because we need to feed our children. Life would be so 
hard. I would migrate to another town so that I can survive, such as 
Malaba, Nyamanga, Mumias (Dorcas, Kenyan focus group). 
 

Ugandan women similarly concluded that “we will die of hunger because it is the border that 

gives us money for food and rent” (Miriam, Ugandan focus group).  

Formally closing the border and building a wall in the sense of the U.S.-Mexico case was 

even more unfathomable. Truckers complained that it would slow down their business and delay 

their jobs. At the individual level, a Kenyan social worker, Ezra, explained that “it would affect 

us very negatively…We cannot go hungry; we depend on them for maize” (Ezra, interview). 

Gideon, a community organiser who had lived in Busia, Uganda since 1979, recounted a time 

when the border was temporarily closed: 

It happened once, and that was the beginning of the rampant 
smuggling…Ugandans, when they were going to Kenya, they would be 
arrested for being in Kenya illegally. They would be taken to prison, then 
after serving their sentence, repatriated back. So, some of us were lucky: 
as I told you, since we have some family members in Kenya, we would 
get things like soap, medicine. But the ones who are deep interior, they 
would depend on the [goods] which are smuggled. So if I wake up and 
find this border closed, it would be a very terrible thing to Uganda 
(Gideon, interview). 
 

A Ugandan secondary school teacher, Benjamin, also said “we are blessed at the border because 

we can access goods more easily compared to those in the interior” (Benjamin, interview). Two 

Kenyan health officials echoed this sentiment, observing that  

if you compare those clients from the border and those that we are 
serving from the interior, there is that difference in payment. Those ones 
from the interior, they have it so hard compared to those ones in 
town…But these ones in town, because they interact with others, they 
know. People are more aware” (David, interview). 
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Since the economic profile of Busia, oriented towards services like hotels, informal transport, and 

bars, attracts people who may want to enhance or supplement their incomes.   

 However, it was also clear that the border was not unanimously viewed as an asset or a 

better ‘place’ in which to live and work. Boda-boda drivers confided that living at the border 

entailed all sorts of risks including theft and assault because of the perception that residents were 

better off due to the constant transport business. Amir, an HIV-AIDS programme administrator, 

reported that the prevalence of sex work and temporary services following the path of truckers 

weakened the diversity of new businesses, instead giving rise to “Dead Street”, a notorious street 

just past the customs checkpoint where bars like “The Black Mamba” opened even in the 

mornings. Jonas, the Kenyan middleman, perhaps best captured what it was like to live here and 

be involved in trade: 

Life at the border is not easy. If things go wrong in Uganda, we are still 
affected…If you gave these people [traders, middlemen] the chance to 
move elsewhere, I bet 90% would choose to leave because of what they 
have seen…You have to risk to live at the border. I know because I was 
born here; I was raised here. So I wake up every morning, and I say ‘be 
strong. One day you won’t be here’ (Jonas, interview). 
 

Economic practises in Busia like trade, smuggling, and shopping are not simple 

exchanges mapped onto a geographic feature called ‘the border’. In many cases, the border is the 

very reason that exchange can even occur in the first place. Without differences in currency, 

prices, and availability, arbitrage in the economic sense would not occur. Furthermore, 

individuals seeking employment often migrate to Busia knowing that informal opportunities in 

auxiliary services like hotels, bars, and boda-boda transport are readily available.8 These 

exchanges are hardly simple, too: they involve a whole host of secondary players operating a 

                                                        
8 For a further example, see White and Muyinda’s (2007) ethnography of disabled men migrating to Busia, Uganda 
for employment as informal transporters of goods like those described within this paper. 
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variety of scales, including family members, companies in Kampala and Nairobi, and producers 

throughout Kenya and Uganda.  

For this reason, it would be equally incorrect to conclude that economic activities are 

wholly socially constructed and particular to this location. Whilst these individuals do imbue 

meaning into exchanges, for instance, through their motivations for crossing, they cannot 

completely determine the ‘rules of the game’ set out by the states that also have an interest in 

monitoring the border. Instead, in an iterative fashion that occurs on an everyday basis, residents 

negotiate among competing perceptions, needs, and situations. Through these processes, they 

help create and shape the border towns as dynamic, economic places characterised by 

permeability and mixed advantage. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Geographers have contributed in many ways towards a fuller and more nuanced analysis of 

international boundaries. African border studies continue to benefit from critical strands of work 

emerging from the discipline—strands that include the spatial turn and constructivism. To this 

toolkit I have explored the addition of ‘place’, a familiar concept to human geographers but also 

coming into its own in other social science contexts. Using this lens, I have explored how 

economic practises and perceptions existing at the local level help to constitute border towns, 

marking their continued importance to residents and migrants. 

Yet, when place is used in conjunction with socially-constructed space, it also enables 

one to recognise important links among places. Massey eloquently captures this angle, 

explaining  “there is the specificity of place which derives from the fact that each place is the 

focus of a distinct mixture [emphasis original] of wider and more local social relations. There is 
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the fact that this very mixture together in one place may produce effects which would not have 

happened otherwise” (1997: 323). Analysing and presenting places as distinct entities risks 

ignoring their connection and mutual influence. 

By way of one example, entirely unexpected prior to the fieldwork period, I aim to widen 

my discussion of place to include this dimension. On 10 July 2010, as the FIFA World Cup final 

came to a close, two bombs ripped through separate restaurants in Kampala, Uganda that were 

hosting crowds of football fans. Dozens were killed in the attacks; security throughout the 

country was increased. Whilst the Somali extremist group al-Shabbab eventually took 

responsibility, ordinary citizens continued talking about the events long after they occurred. One 

might expect the security effects to radiate outward, placing considerable anxiety upon border 

regions where threats could penetrate the country without notice.  

 

Figure 2: A truck parked in Busia, Uganda, just past the customs checkpoint. 

Indeed, in Busia, where the porosity of the border is already a fact of life, people were 

more aware of security concerns; several informants freely gave opinions about ‘what could be 

done about the border’. However, and interestingly for exploring the concept of ‘place’, these 
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comments were accompanied by assertions that Busia would continue being a ‘safe place’. A 

telling moment occurred at the end of my interview with the Kenyan health worker, David, when 

I continued asking him what it might feel like to be stopped at the border given the potential for 

heavier restrictions on movement. “We just cross!” he exclaimed. “Just yesterday, I was relaxing 

with friends in Uganda!” Further conversation revealed that he could not imagine the border 

being closed due to the bombings. Here was an enduring perception of mobility, informed by his 

practises and sustained through readily available services and products. Such a comment—that 

‘we just cross!’—points to the need for geographers concerned with borders to be sensitive 

towards the fact that residents’ own assumptions and activities connect them upwards to the 

state, across to different places, and, perhaps most fundamentally, down to the local reality of 

what it means to ‘be at the border’. 
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