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The road to Kenya?: Visions, expectations and anxieties
around new infrastructure development in Northern Kenya
Hassan H. Kochore

Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology, Halle (Saale), Germany

ABSTRACT
A fundamental change is taking place in the physical, economic and
political landscape of Kenya. The northern territory, previously
excluded from national development, has in recent years been
thrust into the centre of national development planning. The
Kenya Vision 2030 blueprint has been a key force in these
changes, as it identifies certain flagship development projects that
are thought to have the power to re-make the Kenyan nation.
This paper takes the case study of the under-construction Isiolo-
Moyale road, a key project of Kenya Vision 2030, as a lens through
which to understand how these projects are being perceived,
received and contested on the ground in Marsabit County. It
argues that there are multiple and sometimes contradictory
interpretations, understandings and expectations both by the
state and by the people of Marsabit of the changes brought
about by the recent infrastructure development in the area.
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Transport infrastructure generally and roads in particular have long been thought of as
mundane technical objects that connect people and places. Recent literature has identified
how infrastructures are much more than this: here roads are seen as having the capacity to
‘enchant’ – ‘to produce a generalised sense of social good’.1 They have been held up as an
‘archetypal technology of post-enlightenment, emancipatory modernity’2 and as objects
which ‘represent the possibility of being modern, of having a future’.3 In these approaches,
roads, which are thought to facilitate free movement and circulation, are seen as encapsu-
lating certain values, promising emancipation, development and progress. They conjure
particular imaginary landscapes of remote places and people who will be brought devel-
opment, and of centres of power that are in a position to bring that development.
Roads are also seen as tools for national integration. In the discourses of planning docu-
ments, roads are the means through which the excluded will be included, and will be able
to enjoy the services and security offered by the state. In academic discourses, roads enable
people and regions to be made ‘legible’ to the state to facilitate the exercise of government,4

and facilitate the ‘broadcasting’ of state power.5 In other words, as technologies that lead
from capital cities to the regions, they are seen to have the power to bring development,
progress, national inclusion and security.
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This approach to roads is relevant to understanding the processes taking place in
Kenya. Kenya’s national development plan, Kenya Vision 2030, gives a prominent role
to infrastructures like roads, railways and pipelines as connecting regions to the centre
and bringing development and transformation. In Kenya Vision 2030, infrastructure is
a way of fundamentally altering not only the development opportunities for its northern
populations but also their identities. The vision is articulated through and premised on the
rhetoric of opening up remote areas and regions previously neglected or closed off from
the nation to new economic opportunities.6 The document forecasts boldly that ‘by
2030, it will become impossible to refer to any region of our country as remote’.7 The
special annex to the blueprint named, Kenya Vision 2030 for Northern Kenya and other
arid lands, also ambitiously envisages ‘turn[ing] history on its head’ by fully integrating
the north into ‘the social, economic and political life of Kenya’.8

The emphasis on building roads, railways and pipelines is part of unprecedented infra-
structure project in post-colonial Kenya known as the Lamu Port-South Sudan-Ethiopia
Transport Corridor (LAPSSET) project which encompasses building an oil pipeline,
railway and highway to South Sudan and Ethiopia. In the same vein the project aims to
open up northern and coastal Kenya to Nairobi and to the wider East Africa and Horn
of Africa region. The ambitions and belief in the transformative power of this project is
captured in its slogan, ‘Building Africa’s Transformative and Game Changer Infrastruc-
ture to Deliver a Just and Prosperous Kenya.’

Through the case study of the Isiolo-Moyale road, this paper explores the road com-
ponent of the (LAPSSET) project. In many ways, the road fits very well this idea of infra-
structure as enchanting and transformatory. The road is part of a broader change of
heart on the part of the Kenyan government towards the northern regions: here it is
rolling out a development project of enormous magnitude in an area that had been, for
all intents and purposes, left out of the post-colonial nation-building process. Therefore,
the road has inherent symbolic and political resonance for the state and its citizens. It is
also important to note that this infrastructure development is connected to the post 2010
restructuring of the Kenyan state, which has devolved power to new county governments.
ClemensGreiner discusses inmore detail the national versus county level dynamics through
the example of Baringo County.9 In this context, the road is an important part of the way in
which power is territorialized and broadcast across the landscape.10 The road – and all its
associated metaphors and practices – becomes a form of ‘state monumentality’11 and a
means through which the new Kenyan state is ‘spatialized’.12 Through the road the
Kenyan state seeks to naturalize and legitimize its power and authority by connecting the
centre to the regions and vice versa. In this sense roads, to borrow Verhoeven’s description,
are seen as the ‘veins of the nation’.13 The belief in infrastructure to deliver development and
national integration is whatHarvey and Knox have described as ‘the enchantments of infra-
structure’.14 Through a case study of Peru, Harvey and Knox demonstrate how roads hold a
central place in the imagination of the state by the people and how the state has used roads as
a modernist vision of improvement and integration. Through the above conceptual frame-
work and drawing on the literature on roads as ethnography,15 this paper explores the
‘enchantment’with the road, on the part of the central state, of the new county government
officials, and of the residents of Marsabit County through which the road runs.

But the paper goes much further than exploring the enchantment that has accompanied
the road; it also draws on historical and anthropological literature that shows that, as well
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as generating desire and promise and acting as conduits of development and state power,
new infrastructures generate anxieties and are the focus of contestation. I argue that a
focus on the enchantment with roads occludes a study of the history that fundamentally
influences the way in which the road is perceived and used. Adeline Masquelier in her
widely quoted paper, ‘road mythographies’, argues that the road is an ‘iconic space that
condenses past histories’16 and therefore becomes a link to the past through the sedimen-
tation of collective and personal histories and serves as ‘a map that supports social
memory’.17 Jan Vansina has also described roads in similar terms: as being ‘history
carved in the landscape’.18 As such, the symbols, distinctions, and stories that are associ-
ated with roads, Vansina argues, ‘provide a useful window into how people use them as
mnemonic devices’19 through which to articulate history, understand changes and
imagine the future. Anchored on this premise, the paper explores the multi-faceted
responses the ‘state-led’modernizing/tarmacking of the Isiolo-Moyale highway is eliciting
on the ground in Marsabit County. Through this historical approach, the paper demon-
strates that the new Isiolo-Marsabit road – as well as bringing development, national
inclusion and security – can also engender new exclusions hence potentially undermining
the state’s plans and visions. By showing that there were pre-existing experiences and nar-
ratives superimposed on the same road, I generally show that roads do not just broadcast
power in a unidirectional manner but can also be avenues for contesting state power; they
not only enchant but also bring anxieties, and do not just bring about a sense of nation-
alism but can generate much more complex reactions based on pre-existing relations with
the state.

The paper is organized as follows: in the first half, I introduce the road in more detail by
talking about its current state juxtaposed against its past (dilapidated state). I then go on to
explore how the new road is viewed by members of the new Marsabit County government
as a (re-)connection to the Kenyan state in a post-decentralization context and relate this
to how the residents themselves are enthusiastic about the road’s inclusionary prospects.
In the second half of the paper, I explore more closely the long history of the road and
show that this history is largely ignored by government documents like Kenya Vision
2030 and its associated discourses. This section also reveals how the road has been appro-
priated for political capital by both the national and local elites by drawing on the language
of exclusion and integration. Lastly, I analyse the narratives of the residents along the road
to show their ambivalence to the road through the example of how they emphasise their
‘non-Kenyan’ forms of identity and belonging.

The paper is based on life histories and semi-structured interviews with residents and
Marsabit County government officials conducted between March and May 2014, analysis
of government reports, media articles and archival material. Other materials are also
drawn upon, notably songs which I collected as part of this research, particularly political
campaign songs that praised different politicians for their roles in lobbying the govern-
ment for the tarmacking of the road. The interviews were carried out in Marsabit town,
and also in two settlements on the Isiolo-Moyale road. The first is Manyatta Jillo, a
small settlement located on Marsabit mountain, not far along the tarmac from Marsabit
town. The second is the small town of Bubisa, some 50 km North of Marsabit, and the
first trading centre on the new Marsabit –Moyale road. Manyatta Jillo is near to Marsabit
town, and its higher altitude allows households to practise agriculture as well as keeping
livestock. Bubisa is in the lowlands and is a dry and dusty place. Although many
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households have connections to Marsabit town for work and trade, they mostly rely on
camel pastoralism.

The Isiolo-Moyale road then and now

Out here, trips are measured by time, not by distance.20

The 526 km road from Isiolo to Moyale is part of the Great North Road that leads from
Cairo to Cape Town and runs through the North of Kenya, connecting Kenya and Ethio-
pia. Colonial administrators, locals, visitors and motorists to the region have long high-
lighted the dilapidated state of this road and infrastructure more generally. In 1963,
Alys Reece, the wife of Gerald Reece, a long time administrator in Northern Kenya, in
her memoir, To MyWife: Fifty Camels, wrote this about her husband’s travel in the North:

His mileage was astronomical, and his transport seems to have been feeling it, for there are
references in his diary about breakdowns of all sorts, from the usual burst tyres or cracked
wheels and petrol tanks, fan belt trouble, lorries turning over and so on, as well as the inevi-
table stuck in the mud. There are numerous references to digging out of mud other people
whom he had encountered on his travels.21

This has been more or less the situation on the Marsabit-Isiolo road until recently
(Figure 1). Travelling along the road called for a lot of patience, energy and money.
The road used to be mainly plied by huge trucks as they are the only ones suited to the
otherwise unmotorable terrain. From Marsabit southwards, the lorries carried cattle or
goats and sheep. People travelled perched on top of these trucks enduring the blistering
sun and dodging thorny branches of trees jutting out onto the road.

Figure 1. Anthropologist Paul Baxter’s Car stuck in the mud somewhere between Marsabit and Moyale.
Circa. 1952. Copyright Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford. Accession no.: 2008.2.2.565.
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Its current state makes it hard to believe that it is the same road (Figure 2). Since 2007,
the tarmacking of the road has transformed it into a wide ‘international standards’
highway cutting into the previously sandy, loose and dusty landscape. The ubiquity of
Nissan matatus and small saloon cars along this highway evokes a feeling of out-of-place-
ness of these smaller vehicles for those who experienced the vagaries of travelling along
this road on the gigantic ‘gallant warriors of the north’22 (the lorries). Some of the
centres, like Merille, that used to be stopping places for food and drinks and ‘news of
the road’ look deserted; their lonely structures painted with Coca-Cola adverts are the
only reminder of their indispensability once upon a time.

For most of the journey, it is these memories and the new experience on the tarmac
road that animate discussions of development, change and future possibilities: ‘Kenya’
is now only a few hours away and so is Ethiopia on the other side. As one Marsabit
County official put it to me, ‘it is liberation of sorts’.23 These narratives feed into the
larger image of the north being the new frontier for development24 and ‘ushering new
beginnings’.25 The inauguration of the different road sections has been a highly publicized
event by the national and local leaders. In 7 December 2015, a ‘cross-border’ peace initiat-
ive was launched in the border town of Moyale that was attended by the president of
Kenya and the prime minister of Ethiopia.26 The speeches of the two leaders revolved
around the development of infrastructure between the two countries and self-congratula-
tory rhetoric of having opened up Southern Ethiopia and Northern Kenya through infra-
structure development. The Marsabit County governor is also upbeat about the benefits of
the new road; he suggests that, ‘This road is a major game changer in this county’27 As at
mid-November 2016, the road is fully tarmacked and a grand nationalistic opening

Figure 2. Current image of the tarmacked Marsabit-Isiolo Highway. Photo: Author 2014.

498 H. H. KOCHORE



ceremony is expected in the run up to next year’s elections. More local events celebrating
the road have already begun with the Marsabit County governor recently presiding over an
event to celebrate the completion of the road.28

According to Kenya National Highway Authority’s website,29 there have been several
‘immediate benefits’ of the road. Travel time between Moyale (Kenya/Ethiopia border
town) and Nairobi has been reduced from about three days to 10 hours. Previously, bus
travellers made two, night-long stopovers during the journey from Moyale to Nairobi,
the first at Marsabit and the second at Isiolo, arriving in Nairobi on the evening of the
third day. Government institutions have increased their response in the delivery of
public services including security. Stabilization of security among communities residing
along the road has significantly increased. Inter-community conflicts have since
reduced to almost nil. Commodity supply and economic trade into the region has
increased, as has market access to goods and livestock produced from the region.

The North: never quite Kenyan

During the colonial period, the Northern Frontier District was regarded mainly as a con-
venient buffer between Abyssinia and the settled areas and the native reserves of Kenya.
The region was considered unprofitable, and it was thought that the population was too
small to merit attention while there was so much to be done in the more densely inhabited
areas of the colony.30 Moreover, it was believed that the desert nature of the territory and
the nomadic habits of the people rendered impracticable any close form of native admin-
istration. The north has therefore been historically relegated to the periphery of the
Kenyan Nation and was treated as a thing apart. The post-colonial Kenyan state has con-
tinued to think about the north in the same terms, classifying it as ‘a low potential area’ in
its first development plan known as Sessional Paper No. 10 of 1965. Since then an unde-
clared War has been fought in Northern Kenya, and state violence unleashed in the area
made the relationships between the communities and state deeply problematic.31

Hassan Wario Arero has discussed how the residents of Northern Kenya, and Marsabit
and Moyale in particular, position themselves in regard to the Kenyan nation.32 He argues
that the people do not imagine themselves as being part of the nation owing to their social
and political marginalization from the post-colonial Kenyan state. One fundamental part
of this marginalization is that of the underdevelopment of infrastructure, particularly
roads. Hence Arero points out that when they reach the tarmac road in Isiolo after endur-
ing the long and bumpy ride on the roof of trucks, the people of Marsabit and Moyale say
they had now ‘reached Kenya’.

Taking Arero’s paper (written when the tarmac road was a distant dream for the north) as
a point of departure, the next section explores how the officials in the county government of
Marsabit perceive and articulate the impact(s) the arrival of the tarmac road is having on a
part hitherto cut off from the nation. Will the arrival of the tarmac in these parts mean that
since Kenya is now closer and accessible people will feel more ‘Kenyan’?

Becoming ‘Kenyan’?

No doubt Marsabit will be part of Kenya.33
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Interviewing the Marsabit County officials, one finds the term ‘Vision 2030’ ubiquitous in
their narrative on the County Development Plans. This position is very well captured by
the county development officer who explained to me:

All our county development plans will be linked to the Kenya Vision 2030. We have medium
plans that will take into account the implementation of the vision at the county level which
reflects the key priority areas of the vision (2030).34

He then went on to explain how Energy and Infrastructure had been allocated the prin-
cipal share of the Marsabit County government budget for the financial year 2013–2014
which was justified as a reflection of the priority position of transport infrastructure devel-
opment in the Kenya Vision 2030 itself. The Kenya Vision 2030 in this case serves as a
master copy from which to read ‘development’ and therefore demonstrates how the
national government’s enchantment with infrastructure is reproduced at the county level.

The officials of the county government of Marsabit are therefore upbeat about the
‘development’ that the tarmacked section of the Isiolo-Moyale has brought to the area
and ‘will bring in the near future’.35 These benefits were very well articulated by Ali
Boru, a senior official of the Marsabit County government who put it to me that,
‘People are excited; those who know the value of roads.’36 He pointed out that the popu-
lation of Marsabit town has increased tremendously as the journey from Isiolo to Marsabit
has been significantly shortened by the tarmacking of the road; a change which has
attracted many businessmen ‘from Kenya’. There is a lot of optimism that the economy
of the region will grow robustly following an inflow of capital from other parts of the
country. Boru added that the road is also expected to bring people more into the cash
economy as

[p]eople are now ready to part with money as there are ‘matatus’.37 [Before the tarmac] They
used to beg for lifts from truck drivers; pastoralists never want to part with money but since
they are enjoying the benefits of comfortable transport offered by the matatus, the attitude is
changing drastically.38

The county government also recognizes that the roads have helped in supporting mobile
schools in the area39 as well as making life easier for those going to schools down country –
the southern part towards Nairobi. From these discussions, therefore, the real or perceived
benefits that the road has already brought to the area and the expectations of more ‘devel-
opment’ are quite evident. In addition, the improvement of the road network is perceived
as beneficial not only to the region but also to other parts of the country that will be con-
nected through this network. For example, as a member of the Marsabit County Assembly
put it to me:

There will be quality meat in Nairobi due to the ease in transportation. Previously, the
animals used to lose weight and some become sick on the lorries on route to Nairobi.
Now, Nairobi people will get value for money for the meat they purchase and the pastoralists
[will also] for their livestock.40

These optimistic perspectives of the road in many ways mimic and reproduce the ‘Vision
2030’ discourse in that they portray the arrival of the road as a crucial turning point in the
history of the region. The national government indexes the existence of a paved road to a
region’s degree of social and economic progress41; a position effectively presented and
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reproduced at the local level by the Marsabit County government. The residents to some
level also engage and feed off this optimistic narrative as I explore in the next section.

‘Dubai was like this’: imagining the future

Guyo Abbane, a former politician and currently a business operator in the desert town of
Bubisa is an optimistic man to say the least. Owing to the new tarmac road coming down
from Marsabit to the border town of Moyale, he feels that the small town of Bubisa in
which he has lived for decades is facing imminent positive transformation. Glancing at
the landscape behind his tin and timber restaurant and sipping his tea, he pensively
points out: ‘Dubai was like this [a desert], or even worse. Why would Chalbi not be a
big city like that?’42 Abudho Tuye, a young man sitting next to Guyo, adds matter of
factly, ‘we will have power coming from Ethiopia; transport will be cheaper; business
will boom’.43 The subsequent discussion with the two paints a fantastical image of the
boom days to come: skyscrapers, sophisticated cars and a generally transformed skyline.
These images feed very well into the residents’ optimism surrounding the prospects the
new road is expected to bring to the region. It is in a way an iteration of the positive digi-
tally mastered images contained in Kenya Vision 2030, which portray the ‘modernity’ to
come. The perception held by the people that road construction brings development and
progress demonstrates how they actively engage with infrastructural development to (re-)
construct relations with the state and the landscape. As one informant put to me, despite
neglecting the area and its people for a long time, the government has now ‘remembered’44

them with development and is therefore now more visible and present.
However, while the Kenyan government is more appreciated, a different narrative is

often deployed that runs counter to the government’s nationalistic narrative of bringing
development and bringing the people ‘closer to the nation’.45 The next section of the
paper explores some of this local ambivalence to the development of the road premised
on a historical reflection on the road itself.

The road, insecurity and the state: a historical perspective

Northern Kenya has had a fraught relationship with the Kenyan state. In 1962, a year
before Kenya’s independence, in a referendum organized by the British government, a
majority of the people of Northern Kenya (then known as the Northern Frontier Dis-
trict46) ‘almost unanimously’47 preferred secession from the Kenyan state to Somalia.
The following year, however, incoming President Jomo Kenyatta’s declaration that not
an inch of the Kenya territory would be ceded to Somalia was followed by insurgency
across Northern Kenya. The insurgents called themselves the Northern Frontier District
Liberation Front (NFDLF),48 although in the state’s propaganda language they came to
be known as shifta – ‘bandits’. This section will highlight how this insurgency played
out on the Marsabit-Isiolo road and how the shifta used the road to their advantage. I
argue that while it has often been advanced, as discussed in the earlier part of this
paper, that roads are a tool through which states ensure control and make landscapes
and population more legible and controllable, the history of this particular event shows
that a reliance on the road by the state military made them more vulnerable to attacks
from the insurgents.
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At the time of the conflict, the shifta launched their attacks on the road during the rainy
season when the entire region was flooded. This made it easier for the guerillas to cover the
area on camels as opposed to the army trucks which often got stuck in the mud. The shifta
lined the road with land mines ‘inscribed with UAR (United Arab Republic) in Arabic
letters’.49 The landmines blew up some of the army trucks and greatly curtailed the
Kenyan military’s movement along this and other roads in the region. The state’s response
to these road attacks was draconian: whenever landmines blew up army tankers, the com-
munities were rounded up and punished wholesale and their livestock confiscated. For
example, a provincial Police officer reported in 1967 after an attack on the road a few kilo-
metres from Isiolo town:

I wish to record that I was grateful to know that the security forces seized another 1000 head
of cattle as a result of this incident and in future such acts by shifta should be met with similar
action.50

This background is important for this paper in the sense that the road encapsulates the
history of ‘road bandits’ at the onset of independence with the violence and insecurity
that is associated with this particular road in contemporary Northern Kenya. In the
present-day, the bandits that terrorize travellers through armed robbery along this road
are also known as shifta. According to an old informant, after the Shifta War ended,
the remnants of the shifta ‘took the arms they had to the road and started robbing
people and hence ever since the road became synonymous with the shifta’.51 Residents,
visitors and even local prominent politicians have succumbed to the activities of shifta
on this road.

For example, on 24 January 1982, Alex Isako Umuro, the then Marsabit North Member
of Parliament was killed on the road by this modern day ‘shifta’.52 More recently, on 10
January 2013, the Member of Parliament for Saku, Hussein Tarry Sasura was attacked
on the road but escaped unhurt.53 Four days later, a British Metropolitan Police officer
on holiday, a British Somali destined for Marsabit, was killed on the road. This is how
the British newspaper The Telegraph reported the incident:

A Metropolitan Police officer on holiday in Kenya died when the vehicle he was in was
attacked and sprayed with bullets by bandits in the country’s lawless north. Jamal Moghe,
26, from Wembley, was sitting next to the driver in a lorry that was carrying passengers,
and was killed in the first moments of the ambush… . Lorries are used as public transport
between Archer’s Post and Marsabit because of the poor state of the roads. Most passengers
travel on top of goods in the back, but Mr Moghe had either paid for, or been offered the
comfort of a seat in the cabin.54

As demonstrated by this incident and the subsequent reporting, the shifta have come to be
a major hazard of the road and the road itself has become a microcosm of the general inse-
curity and ‘state absence’ from the north of the country. In January 2016, BBC Radio Four
ran a documentary featured under ‘Road Stories’ describing the Isiolo-Moyale road as ‘The
road of Death and Terror’.55 A story in which of course the shifta road bandits feature pro-
minently albeit in a sensational manner at times.

Here, it is important to see how the insecurity of both the ‘ShiftaWar days’ where army
vehicles were blown up by landmines, and contemporary insecurity of robbery, speak to
the way this particular road in some ways has undermined the authority of the govern-
ment by effectively exposing its inability to curb insecurity on the road. More importantly
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it challenges the argument that roads are a common means for channelling state power,56

or for generating effects of ‘state monumentality’,57 as these road attacks, by the shifta of
the secessionist war era and the modern day shifta, have underscored how a ‘frontier’
highway has been the focal point for undermining the state.

On the other hand, the dilapidated state of the road has not only worked against the
state but also against the residents of Marsabit and Moyale. The insecurity and unpleasant
travel experiences of the road formed part of the daily struggle for the people. It is impor-
tant therefore to understand this history in order to understand how the history of this
particular road informs local contemporary reactions to plans like Kenya Vision 2030.
In the next section, I will therefore explore how the residents have engaged the state
through direct lobbying for the improvement of the road before, and how at present
they contest the idea that the government brought the road by actively foregrounding
their efforts and agency in the tarmacking of the road. The ‘Great Trek’ campaign that
lobbied the government to tarmac the road particularly demonstrates how the road nar-
rative is not a new development as the government presents in Vision 2030, but instead
shows that the politics of infrastructure development has long been salient in the political
and social life of the region.

The Great Trek

In search of the tarmac, we walked on foot.58

On 7 November 2004, a historic campaign to lobby the Kenyan government to tarmac the
510 km road was launched in the border town of Moyale. The event was organized by
members of Moyale and Marsabit communities and was mainly supported by the Catholic
Church and other non-governmental organizations.59 A group of fifty trekkers set off from
Moyale’s football stadium amid a lot of fanfare and speeches from the region’s Members of
Parliament. The volunteers would trek from Moyale to Isiolo as part of the activism to
lobby the government to tarmac the road. While the local Members of Parliament did
not participate in the organization of the event, they exploited it to score some easy pol-
itical points. In their address to the residents of Moyale, the MPs launched a catalogue of
criticism on the government for ‘neglecting the region’. It was telling that the MPs had
been for a long period part of the government (elected on the ticket of the ruling party,
KANU) and had failed to bring the same development (like tarmacking the road) for
which they were criticizing the government of the day. The fact that KANU was
trumped at the 2002 elections meant that at the time of the ‘Great Trek’ most of the
MPs in the area had found themselves in the opposition, and hence could now con-
veniently point fingers ‘at the government’ for ‘neglecting Northern Kenya’. A quote
from one of the area MPs at the launch of the campaign sums up their desperate position
at the time, ‘I am making a special appeal to the European Union and the World Bank, to
come and help us because we have been ignored by successive governments for the past 41
years.’60

This particular campaign is important for two reasons: one, which is quite straightfor-
ward, is that it captures how local politicians used this movement to generate publicity.
The second is that in future it would become a reference point for some locals for
when things started to get better for the region: it has come to be memorialized in the
local folklore. For example, the event is invoked in local election campaigns songs
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composed and sung during elections but also widely listened to afterwards. For example,
in this verse from a song from 2013 election campaigns, a candidate for the position of
governor of Marsabit County is praised for the support he provided to the activists in
The Great Trek, by coming to meet them en route to Isiolo to give food and water:

Barbath lami, nu milan yaane (in search of the tarmac, we trekked)
Moyale banne, Isiolo bannnee (We left Moyale for Isiolo)
Archer’s in banan Abshiro garre (On reaching Archer’s; we met Abshiro61)
Yo bela d’ebu, nu isan banne (He quenched our thirst and satisfied our hunger)

I interviewed the composer and singer of this particular song and why it was important
to draw on the Great Trek. He explained:

The songs appeal to the memory of the voters by reminding them about what the candidate
has done in the absence of the government in helping the people regarding the road problem
and also in lobbying the government on their behalf.62

He also pointed out that this was not the first time he had used the road in campaign
songs; he had composed for different candidates. For a parliamentary candidate in the
1997 general elections praising his efforts in lobbying the government to airlift students
studying ‘down country’ who were stuck at home after the school holidays due to heavy
El-Nino rains that had rendered the road impassable. A verse from this song goes:

Nulen inqbanna Bokai el nino wan gutha; (We all remember that the el-nino rains were huge)
Badasson nurobbe kara nura kuta; (They [the rains] came and cut our roads)
Abdin Sirkalat nuiyye, Tuyurat ijolle ten nuguraa. (Abdi [the then MP] appealed to the government and the government

provided helicopters that took our children to school)

These songs not only commemorate important and emotive aspects of the history of the
region and present an epic dimension to the local politics of memory, but also have
inherent political potency both at the local and national level, hence underlining the
enchanting force of the road. It has become a key campaign agenda not only for local
but also national politics, with presidential candidates promising to tarmac the road if sup-
ported in the general elections. The opposition presidential candidate Raila Odinga on two
occasions claimed credit for the start of the work of reconstructing the road – in the 200763

and 201364 election campaigns. In 2013, President Mwai Kibaki was seen inaugurating
different road building projects, including the Marsabit-Moyale road,65 in the area in
the run up to elections.66

It is a matter of contention whether it was actually Odinga or Kibaki who initiated the
construction of the road. At the local level however this seems to be mainly insignificant
as, unlike plans and reports produced by the government, the residents do not necessarily
perceive the road as an example of a ‘development’ that was delivered to the region from
elsewhere – the ‘powerful’ centre. Instead, they narrate how they had to lobby a govern-
ment that was distant and had neglected the region for it. An informant in Marsabit men-
tioned in an interview referring to the Great Trek: That is how we ‘Isiolo, Marsabit and
Moyale brought the tarmac to this region’.67 In the new excitement of the transformation
of this region therefore, the stories associated with the events leading to the tarmacking of
the road significantly differ from and sometimes (in)advertently undermine the state’s
nationalist view that the state ‘brought the road’ through the Kenya Vision 2030 and
LAPSSET development plan. Using the road narrative in this way therefore helps to
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reveal these multi-layered and sometimes contradictory narratives in how people make
sense of themselves and their landscape in the context of development and change. The
next section of this paper explores further this multi-faceted response to the road by
looking at how the Marsabit Borana, based on their historical relationship with their ‘home-
land’ in Southern Ethiopia, invoke a ‘return home’ metaphor which serves as a form of
refuge from the fears and anxieties that have emerged in the rapidly changing frontier.

Returning ‘home’? Of the black road prophecy

Even though the future is always uncertain, the conflicts of the past are known and under-
stood and can be recalled to make statements about the present. The prophet might be
long dead but the power of the prophecy lives on.68

Many respondents in Marsabit expressed the sentiments about the benefits the road
will bring as discussed in the first section of this paper. On top of the development
discourse however, there is an important narrative about how the road will (re-)configure
the identity and loyalty of the residents. One of the ways in which this is being articulated
is through the invocation of prophecies. Prophecies, sooth saying and entrails reading have
been no strangers to the region. For example, between 1940 and 1942 at the height of the
Second World War as the region was caught between the Anglo-Italian war and attacks
from tribes in Southern Ethiopia, there were several reports of prophets operating in
the area. For example, in 1940, one District Commissioner reported that:

a local Gabra prophet has announced that the whole tribe are about to fall to the ravages of a
disease unless they congregate in a high cool atmosphere (i.e. Marsabit, Kulal or the Hurri
hills).69

Also in 1941 it was noted that:

A Boran soothsayer recently read the entrails of a goat. He saw peace on both sides of the
frontier, but foresaw that the Marsabit Boran would be moved back to Dirre [in current
day Ethiopia] and that the Rendille and Samburu would come to live on the mountain.70

It is important to note in particular the point about the Borana ‘being moved back to Dirre’
as going back to the homeland seems to be a commonly-evoked sentiment whenever the
Borana are faced with anxieties of some kind, social or political. The analysis of prophecies
in response to this particular road is therefore meant to demonstrate how ‘the power of the
unforeseen and of the unfolding … [and] people’s relentless determination to negotiate
conditions of turbulence to introduce order and predictability into their lives’.71 Today,
a common prophecy related to the road recounted in the area both among the Borana
and Gabra is one by ‘prophet’ Arero Bosaro. The tale has it that about two centuries
ago Arero Bosaro prophesied that:

a ‘black road’ [tarmac] would come from the South [in the direction of what is now southern
Kenya]. There will be brown roads connecting each and every household to this black road.
And when that is complete, there will be problems in the area; there will be a war and the
people will be decimated. The only people who will escape are those who will avoid these
roads by descending into the lowlands.72

The warning offered in the prophecy was, ‘kara irra fagad’a woni nam bassa bulle’73 – that is,
avoid the roads; the only place that will be safe will be the vast desert (beyond the reach of
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the roads). Such cataclysmic prophecies about roads have been reported elsewhere in Africa
for example in Tanzania where, in reference to The Great North road, they figure that:

South Africa, which is the continent’s industrial and technological powerhouse, will be sup-
plying the weaponry that have to be shipped by this road, to the Northern frontline where the
prophesied ‘World War III’ should be taking place during ‘end’ days.74

An old informant, Guyo Malicha, in underlining the potency of and the belief in prophecy
said to me: ‘We have seen a lot of prophecies come to pass before.’75 In this prophecy by
Arero Bosaro, the road is predicted to carry all the Borana in Southern Kenya (Nairobi,
Mombasa and other parts of Kenya) and take them back to their homeland of Dirre
and Liban in Southern Ethiopia. These ‘homelands’, as Hassan Arero points out, have a
powerful symbolism for the Borana. As he documented among the Borana in Nairobi:

Although Ethiopia in the late 1960s and in the 1970s was a country dogged by internal diffi-
culties particularly the drought and the political turbulence that followed the toppling of the
imperial regime of Haile Selassie, the idea of one day ‘going home’ had, particularly to the
elderly urban Boran, a powerful attraction.76

In contemporary Marsabit this ‘return home’ metaphor is espoused in this particular pro-
phecy that the tarmac road connecting Northern Kenya to Southern Ethiopia will aid the
return of the Borana to their homeland. With the impending opening up of Northern
Kenya to Southern Ethiopia through the construction of the Isiolo-Moyale road, it seems
likely that the Ethiopian connection and roots will be invoked and reinforced more at
least if only to articulate the marginalization of the Kenyan Borana in the post-colonial
Kenyan state and their ambivalence towards the current state, the government’s integration-
ist rhetoric notwithstanding. Therefore, juxtaposed against the project of opening up North-
ern Kenya and hence bringing it closer to the nation, the narrative about the road contained
in the prophecy is obviously counterproductive for the Kenyan state’s ‘nationalist project’ of
opening up the North to Kenya through infrastructural development. The likelihood of
people’s hearts and minds drifting elsewhere seems very likely at least for the time being.

Conclusion

Through the lens of the Isiolo-Moyale road, this paper has attempted to provide a histori-
cal and anthropological understanding of the response to the new developments happen-
ing across Northern Kenya. The historical dimension of over half a century demonstrates
how the reaction to the road by the residents is embedded in the longue durée of the poli-
tics of the region. During the secessionist war of the 1960s, for example, the road was used
by insurgents to undermine state presence and penetration through the deployment of
mine warfare. This demonstrated how roads are not only technologies of power or
avenues of channelling state power as argued by Herbst77 but could also be used by differ-
ent groups to challenge the presence and legitimacy of the state.

The links between roads, development and the state as discussed in this paper high-
lights the paradigm of infrastructure as enchanting due its imagined properties of deliver-
ing development and national integration. For contemporary Kenyan politicians, the road
has therefore become a source of political capital and as the paper has shown, the govern-
ment and politicians at different levels engage narratives about the construction of the
road in order to solicit votes and engage in discourses of national integration. This
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road, then, can be viewed as a deeply political project which is a key strategy to reinvigor-
ate nation building in Kenya. This ambition is clearly described as ‘integration’ as infra-
structure development is presented as mending fault lines between the central state and
the marginalized peripheral areas like Northern Kenya.

On a micro-level, the residents, through their daily road-related practices and dis-
courses (particularly prophecies), reconstruct the road as a common subject of their
diverse identities. Particularly, through the symbol of the road, the Borana of Marsabit
bring important aspects of their connection to Ethiopia, hence challenging some of the
state’s assumptions that the road will literally bring them closer to the nation and make
them feel more Kenyan. The multiple narratives associated with the road therefore in
many ways capture the sense of social and political anxiety associated with the imminent
development and modernization of Northern Kenya.

Finally, the story of the Isiolo-Marsabit highway demonstrates that despite all the new
enchantment with infrastructure in (Northern) Kenya, much of what is happening are
only additional layers on past, quite diverse and complex issues, which inform the way
the projects are perceived on the ground.
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