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Scientific report for ABORNE’s 2012 Annual Conference in Edinburgh, 5th to 8th June  2012 

A. Summary 

ABORNE’s 2012 annual conference was organised as an integrated part of the program of the 50th 

anniversary conference of the Centre of African Studies (CAS) at the University of Edinburgh. The 

ABORNE meeting consisted of 2 parallel streams of altogether 14 conference panels and round 

tables. These were built by network members around specific ABORNE topics, using our own core 

funding from the European Science Foundation (ESF). In this way, the ABORNE meeting became 

part of a larger event and we were able to reach out to the wider Africanist audience present at the 

conference (ca. 280 delegates altogether), while preserving the distinct ABORNE identity the 

network members have collectively created over the past years. The annual management meeting of 

the ABORNE steering committee took place before the start of the conference. During the 

conference, the network Chair and Coordinator as well as three other senior network members 

(Prof. Anthony Asiwaju, Dr. Wafula Okumu from the African Union Border Programme and Dr. 

Mohamadoy Diarrasouba from the Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit) participated in a 

transcontinental video conference to mark African Borders Day on June 7th. Following the 

conference, a group of 27 network members visited the Scottish-English border town Berwick-

upon-Tweed for a day excursion guided by a local historian.  

 

The theme of ABORNE’s 2012 annual conference was “Regional Integration from Above 

and Below”. Ideas to foster cross-continental cooperation as a counter-measure to redress the 

balkanization of Africa during the colonial period have been around for decades. They were among 

the key motivations behind the creation of the Organisation of African Unity. Pan-Africanism and 

other grand ideas of continental unity have arguably made little difference to the lives of ordinary 

Africans over the years, while their leadership settled into, and often became entrenched in the 

relative comfort zones provided by recognized territorial sovereignty. Instead, more modest and 

often hands-on projects by Regional Economic Communitites (RECs) like SADC, ECOWAS and 

EAC have in recent years forged ahead with their own protocols. With the official and highly 

‘marketable’ purpose to foster more liberal movement of people, goods and finances, they have 

brokered significant investments in infrastructure and policy reforms, often with significant input 

from external donors. Also the AU treats regional integration initiatives as an important step on the 

route towards continental unity. It sees itself as playing a bridging role between the RECs, whose 

memberships overlap in many cases. Despite these groundbreaking developments, two critiques of 

the integration agenda have come to the fore:  

The first argues that it is embedded in a neo-liberal project with overwhelming emphasis on 

the promotion of capital investment and global commercial flows. This bias is reflected in the sub-

contracting of substantial border functions to private companies and the creation of ‘frictionless’ 

cross-border ‘transport corridors’ managed by public-private joint ventures. Borderlands are often 

construed as peripheral spaces through which these flows take place, while their inhabitants and 

institutions are not consulted or play an active role in their own right.  
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The second and closely related critique argues that the integration agenda is typically 

conceived of, and acted upon, in a top-down manner by national governments, RECs and the AU 

itself, and with extensive intellectual and financial input from agencies and consultants in aid donor 

countries. Local initiatives and existing, sometimes century old regional socio-political networks 

which transcend national boundaries are seldomly taken into account and may even be frowned 

upon where they are perceived to infringe upon national sovereignty and big business interests. 

 

The overall question the conference sought to address was: What evidence emerges from 

research and policy-making experience in African borderlands, past and present, of regional 

integration in Africa as something other than a top-down and externally driven process? 

Additional questions we sought to address were: 

• How exactly does African integration from below arise from, and play itself 

out in borderlands? 

• What are the specific contexts and arenas where these processes are 

negotiated? 

• What concrete links can we observe between formal integration initiatives 

on the one hand and the ways in which borderlanders themselves build new 

and maintain existing links across Africa’s borders on the other. 

• Are the top-down and bottom-up agendas at all compatible or do they by 

definition pull in different directions? 

• Is there anything that Africa could learn from the European experience of 

bottom-up integration, or indeed the mistakes of its northern neighbour’s 

own top-down approach? 

 

The conference panels and round tables were organized with the explicit agenda to create a platform 

for exchange and dialogue across two (imaginary) lines of separation: 

1. Between conceptual, historical and large-scale investigations of the theme of African 

regional and cross-border integration on the one side, and close-up and empirically more 

detailed studies of specific aspects, instances and policy initiatives of integration from 

above and/or below on the other. 

2. Between those more firmly rooted in the academic investigation of the conference topic on the 

one side, and those working predominantly with a policy- making approach and background on the 

other. 

 

The successful outcome of the conference agenda is well reflected in the content and diversity of 

panel themes and individual contributions. Below follows a full breakdown of all ABORNE panels 

and participants, each supplemented by a brief summary of main results, as reported by the 

convenors. The full final programme of the CAS@50 conference, including the original abstracts of 

all panels and all paper titles is also included. 
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B. Content and Results by Panel 

Roundtable 5 Years ABORNE 

Five years since ABORNE was founded the network has grown to more than 200 members, and 

roughly 300 papers have been given at conferences and workshops organized by it. The panel 

discussed what empirical and theoretical 

themes have emerged from the discussions within the network, if there is a dominating ABORNE 

perspective on African borderlands, and if ABORNE has contributed to a comparative analysis and 

a theory of borderlands in Africa and beyond. The panelists and audience members participating in 

the lively discussion shared the views that, while ABORNE has achieved remarkable progress on 

bringing together the diverse empirical work on African borderlands, the task to formulate and 

express a summary of theoretical achievements will be a very important task to address in the 

remaining period of ESF funding. The plenary agreed that the tentative plan, discussed earlier on 

the same day in the annual management meeting, for the topic of the next annual conference to be 

held in the Netherlands would be likely to support this agenda. 

Prof Gregor Dobler, convenor Germany U of Freiburg 

Dr Thomas Hüsken Germany U of Bayreuth 

Wolfgang Zeller UK U of Edinburgh 

Dr Timothy Raeymaekers Swizerland U of Zurich 

Prof David Coplan South Africa U of Witwatersrand 

Dr Wafula Okumu Ethiopia African Union 

Prof Paul Nugent UK U of Edinburgh 

 

Roundtable Frontafrique 

Four members from the French borderland scholars’ research group Frontafrique presented their 

forthcoming book "Frontières Africaines: Absurdité ou Enracinement". This book will interrogate 

the historicity and uses and African boundaries in the perspective of recent works and introduce the 

actual state of boundary studies in the francophone area. It studies the actors’ logic and conflicts in 

the delimitations processes, the changes from old to new territorialisations and the stakes involved 

at different scales. It then investigates the integration of boundaries into social practices and local 

strategies. The study of boundaries conflicts and the AUO in 1964 brings the authors to the 

representations, practices and political view of boundaries and citizenship by States. 

Dr Simon Imbert-Vier, convenor France U of Paris 

Dr Caroline Roussy France U of Paris 

Dr Isabelle Surun France U of Lille 

Prof Pierre Boilley France U of Paris 

 

Panel West African Border Markets and Regional Integration from Below 

The objective of this panel was to bring historical and geographical approaches together by 

investigating the dynamics of West African border markets and their implications for regional 

integration ‘from below’. The panel examined four interrelated issues: (1) What were the 
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relationships between the circulatory and the productive spatial systems in pre-colonial West Africa? 

(2) How were markets affected by the colonial and post-colonial spatial organisation? (3) How do 

contemporary border markets contribute to regional integration? (4) What are the strategies 

developed by regional and international bodies to accompany the development of functional cross-

border regions and border markets? 

This interdisciplinary panel has contributed to formalize the scientific collaboration between Prof. 

Allen Howard, the key proponent of the ‘spatial factor’ approach in African history at Rutgers 

University (USA) and Dr Olivier Walther in Luxembourg. Dr Walther has recently submitted a 

mobility application to the National Research Fund of Luxembourg, with the aim to spend six 

months at Rutgers University in 2013. By bringing together two scholarly traditions this research 

will contribute to develop a comprehensive theory of African economic networks. 

A co-publication entitled “West African Spatial Patterns of Economic Activities in History and 

Geography” is in progress between Prof. A. Howard (Rutgers), Dr O. Walther (Luxembourg) and 

Prof. D. Retaillé (Bordeaux).  

Dr Olivier Walther, convenor Luxembourg  

Dr Denis Retaillé, convenor France U of Bordeaux 

Prof David Skinner USA U of Santa Clara 

Prof Allen Howard USA Rutgers University 

Dr Marie Trémolières France OECD 

Dr Philipp Heinrigs France OECD 

 

Double Panel Borderland Traders 

This panel was constituted out of six individual paper abstracts with an overlapping focus on the 

subject of trade in borderlands. 

Dr Paolo Gaibazzi, convenor Portugal CEA Lisbon 

Clara Devlieger UK U of Cambridge 

Hussein Abdullahi Mahmoud Kenya Pwani University College 

Namhla Matshanda UK U of Edinburgh 

Dr José-María Muñoz USA Emory University 

 

Roundtable Theoretical Reflections on the African Frontier 

This roundtable was convened by Dr JoAnn McGregor and Dr Mark Leopold. It involved seven 

panelists and attracted a lively audience of around thirty. The contributors were invited to reflect on 

the challenges posed by Scott’s recent provocative book The Art of Not Being Governed to Kopytoffian 

conceptions of African frontiers. The panelists presented a largely critical commentary on Scott, 

highlighting his romantic anarchism, the fact that his thesis was less about borders per se than about 

the reach of the state, and that it remains within a paradigm of domination and resistance. 

Nonetheless, it was argued that his ideas were 'good to think' and particularly relevant to some 

African borders, where there are notable historical continuities in marginal status underpinned by 

geographical features, such as the escarpment of the Ethiopian highlands, where it was possible to 
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discuss such continuities through a 2000 year time depth.  In the discussion, the audience suggested 

that Scott’s thesis was re-activating an old debate, formulated by Hyden in relation to the 

‘uncaptured peasantry’, and debated new modes of bringing state power to peripheries in sub-

contracted form via concessions to commercial companies and transfrontier conservation parks. It 

also highlighted the importance of thinking about the diversity of African frontiers, about the need 

for comparative insight not necessarily constrained within the region. 

Dr JoAnn McGregor, convenor UK U College London 

Prof Gregor Dobler Germany U of Freiburg 

Prof Wendy James UK U of Oxford 

Dr Mark Leopold, convenor UK U of Sussex 

Wolfgang Zeller UK U of Edinburgh 

Prof Paul Nugent UK U of Edinburgh 

Dr Timothy Raeymakers Swizerland U of Zurich 

 

Panel Borderland Bonanzas: Cross-Border Resource Enclaves in Southern Africa   

This panel focused on past and present processes of re-spatialization in border areas in (Southern) 

Africa with significant, commercially viable resources, such as game/tourism in transfrontier parks 

and mineral deposits. The panel considered the historical trajectories of these areas in relation to 

colonial and post-colonial states, as well as the practical and theoretical implications of spatial 

control mechanisms set up to regulate access to them. Special attention was given to cases in which 

these mechanisms replicate key functions usually associated with sovereign state boundaries in 

actual border areas (fencing/demarcating, entry/exit controls for people & commodities along 

major transport routes, pass regimes, patrols & spatial surveillance, mapping techniques, specific 

legal frameworks). A tentative plan was discussed for an ABORNE workshop and publication on 

the same topic, to be organized at the University of Vienna during 2013. 

Sam Spiegel, convenor UK U of Edinburgh 

Wolfgang Zeller, convenor UK U of Edinburgh 

Dr Miles Larmer UK U of Sheffield 

Prof Werner Zips Austria U of Vienna 

Dr Manuela Zips-Mairitsch Austria U of Vienna 

 

Double Panel Smuggling in Africa 

Smuggling plays an important role in the socio-economic landscape of African borderlands. As long 

as territorial boundaries have been enforced, traders have sought and found ways to circumvent 

them and profited from the differences in prices and regulatory regimes they often demarcate. 

Despite its innovative and vibrant nature, not only representatives of state authority but also 

scholars often relegate smuggling to the realms of ‘illegal’, ’unregulated’ or at best ‘informal’ activity. 

This panel went beyond the dominant normative approaches and instead linked smuggling to the 

wider phenomena of innovation and ‘productivity of the margins’ observed widely in African 

borderlands, while also critically investigating this approach as potentially romanticizing “marginal” 
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phenomena that may well be seen as evidence of the increasing dominance of unrestrained and 

deregulated capitalism gone wild, thus suggesting that smuggling in Africa might be better viewed as 

integrated into wider phenomena of transnational trade in and out of the continent (e.g. drug 

trafficking, money laundering and trade in high-value minerals), which routinely by-pass state 

regulation. The convenors and discussant are pursuing plans to publish selected papers from this 

panel and other panels on the dame topic from previous ABORNE meetings in an edited volume or 

special journal issue. 

Dr Kristof Titeca, convenor Belgium U of Antwerp 

Wolfgang Zeller, convenor UK CAS 

Prof Gregor Dobler, discussant Germany U of Freiburg 

Cynthia Howson USA Washington 

Dr Kate Meagher UK LSE 

Hugh Lamarque UK CAS 

Dr Thomas Hüsken Germany U of Bayreuth 

Laia Soto Bermant UK Oxford 

Patricia Gomes Italy U of Cagliari 

 

Panel Musical Borderlands: A Cultural Perspective of Regional Integration in Africa 

This panel explored the emergence and deployment of musical practices across and beyond borders, 

which offer symbolic images and pragmatic illustrations of cultural processes engaged in African 

regions. As the general discussion revealed, there is a great interest and relevance in addressing 

music from the perspective of both its political and economic articulations across African borders. 

Indeed, such cultural products represent a ‘connective glue’ for African societies, capable of drawing 

relationships between past and present. They also reveal distinctive sites of market potential, 

especially in a digital era (one of ‘world music 2.0’ and social media innovations). While musical 

borderlands unfold in a networked fashion throughout the continent, being generally grounded in 

the distinctive spaces of its cities, the panel reminded how it is now an exciting time to engage with 

the productive dynamics of culture and creativity in African urban landscapes. These issues would 

not only allow Africanist scholars to actively participate in current debates that intensely resonate 

with both academic and policy-making circles – those focusing on the creative economy – but also 

to decisively explore and highlight encouraging as well as promising dimensions of contemporary 

African borderlands.  

Jenny F. Mbaye, convenor UK/South Africa LSE/UCT 

Joseph Trapido South Africa U of Pretoria 

Prof. David Coplan South Africa Wits University 

 

Double Panel Peace & War Making in Borderlands 

This panel was convened and chaired by Prof Ian Taylor. It was held in two sessions. Each session 

attracted around 40 people in the audience. Both sessions provoked sustained and stimulating 

discussion as to the issue of insecurity on African frontiers and the need to have a more coherent 
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policy response to such problems. Publisher representatives attended and approached a number of 

the participants afterwards, making initial enquiries regarding publication of the research findings. 

The bringing together of people from various backgrounds to discuss the shared concerns regarding 

conflict and insecurity in African borderlands was a great opportunity to explore common themes 

and plans were made for future similar discussions. 

Prof Ian Taylor, convenor UK U of St Andrews 

Dr Noah Echa Attah  Nigeria Osun State University 

Karen Büscher Belgium U of Ghent 

Dr Osarhieme Benson Osadolor Nigeria U of Benin 

Aidan Russel UK U of Oxford 

Gillian Mathys Belgium U of Ghent 

 

Panel Borderland Visualities: Mediating Border Regimes 

This panel constituted itself around the question of the place of visuality in processes of regional 

integration in African borderlands. It anticipated the hypothesis that borders, both in the past and in 

the present, need to be materialized, mediated, translated and represented in order to become 

effective, visible and meaningful within society. Maps, books and photography but also borderland 

infrastructure/architecture and ID documents were considered as relevant visual representations of 

border regimes. 

Dr Lorena Rizzo, convenor Swizerland/SA Basel/Cape Town 

Dr Giorgio Miescher, convenor Swizerland/SA Basel/Cape Town 

Luregn Lenggenhager Swizerland U of Zürich 

 

Roundtable Uganda’s Borderlands 

This roundtable introduced a new special issue of the Journal of Eastern African Studies on 

Uganda's borderlands. A brief introduction gave insights into how viewing a country from its 

borders delivers different insights and perspectives into internal processes. The roundtable then 

addressed in detail three particular issues: the activities of large-scale smugglers (with a particular 

focus on the regulatory dynamics of this trade), the history of the rebel Allied Democratic Forces 

(which had bases across the border in the Democratic Republic of Congo) and the history of 

military intervention of Uganda's forces in Sudan in pursuit of Uganda's Lord's Resistance Army, 

with a particular emphasis on the experience of Sudanese civilians. 

Mareike Schomerus, convenor UK LSE 

Dr Kristof Titeca Belgium U of Ghent 

 

Panel Chiefs and Colonial Regional Integration 

This panel raised the following points: 

! The appeal of nationalist movements beyond the boundaries of the nation – the notion of a 

de-territorialised nationalism 



! "!

! Comparisons between West African and southern African regional integration 

efforts/movements 

! The importance of diaspora politics, including chiefs who fall beyond colonial borders and 

outside of their original area of influence  

! The wider political contexts and key players which shape regional integration efforts 

The panel was a very valuable networking opportunity, especially for Christine Pörsel who was 

planning doctoral field work to South Africa later in the year. It also allowed Zoe Groves an 

opportunity to discuss with other colleagues working on central/southern Africa. 

Dr Zoë Groves, convenor South Africa U of Witwatersrand 

Dr Michael Kehinde USA Pennsylvania State University 

Christine Pörsel Germany U of Freiburg 

 

Panel Money on Borders  

The three papers and discussion in this panel explored how borders are shaped by their monetary 

dynamics, at different levels from micro to macro. The papers highlighted money's role in the 

definition and transgression of boundaries. As Guyer noted, they also raised questions about the 

knowledge and expertise involved in the use and management of money on borders. Gardner's and 

Bolt's papers are part of an on-going collaborative project at the British Museum. 

Maxim Bolt, convenor UK British Museum 

Karin Pallaver UK British Museum 

Leigh Gardner UK LSE 

Prof Jane Guyer, chair USA Johns Hopkins University 

Dr Djanabou Bakary Cameroon University of Maroua 

 

 

Panel Religion in Senegambia 

This panel focused on religion as a crucial factor that has received scant attention in comparison to 

other socio-cultural patterns such as for example kinship and ethnicity in borderland studies. In 

particular, it examined how borders enable peoples, authorities, and believers in particular, to 

construct new forms of social bonds within large networks that determine their use of the border, 

hence their mobility and resulting connections beyond and across borders. In doing so, it took into 

account multidimensionality and non-conformity as markers of the transformative capacity of 

religion when deployed across borders. Focussing on the African context and the peculiar space of 

Senegambia, the approach of this panel was inter-disciplinary and comparative with a strong 

historical focus though that took into account the way in which the relationship between religion 

and bordering traversed the course of state formation in Senegambia. 

Amy Niang, convenor South Africa U of the Witwatersrand 

Aboubakr Tandia Senegal U Cheikh Anta Diop, Dakar 

Mamadou Seydou Kane Senegal Gaston Berger Uni 
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