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Boundaries, Communities and State-Making in West Africa: The Centrality of the Margins, by Paul 
Nugent, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2019, xx + 610 pp. 
 
This impressive monograph synthesizes research conducted over nearly two decades. Nugent is a 
long-standing advocate of comparative history, applied across space or between time periods, and 
this book does both. It takes two West African border regions as case studies: the western end of 
The Gambia’s border with Casamance, Senegal’s largely exclaved southern limb; and the southern 
end of the Ghana/Togo border (the ‘trans-Volta’), particularly the territory of the Agotime people. 
Various logics inform this choice: both regions straddle what ultimately became a 
British/Anglophone–French/Francophone border; and both concern larger territories (Senegal and 
Ghana) alongside smaller ones that became entrepôt states (Gambia/Togo) with important coastal 
ports (Bathurst/Banjul and Lomé). Nugent offers a detailed historical account of the political, 
economic (particularly fiscal) and social processes of bordering in these cases as a lens on larger 
histories of state formation mostly from the eighteenth century (with some earlier excursions) up to 
formal partition in the late nineteenth century, then onwards to independence and the near-
present. Comparing the states concerned, within the case studies and within the British and French 
pairings respectively, “it is the differences between them that are more striking” (25) – not only local 
differences but the diversity of the colonial project across space and time as it unfolded through 
disagreement, conflict and negotiation with and between different constituencies, and sheer 
bricolage. 
 The study uses primary sources ranging from archival records and maps to contemporary 
interviews and field observations. Nugent admits the inevitable asymmetries in evidence across 
borders arising from record-keeping in different jurisdictions, and discontinuities or varying levels of 
resolution over time in the data available. Such issues partly reflect different political cultures, 
administrative capacities and changing foci under colonialism and since. Given the author’s rigor in 
seeking out and cross-referencing whatever information is available, however, there is little sense of 
any gaps or lopsidedness in evidence bases proving problematic. Indeed, in chapter 12 Nugent mines 
one rich, previously unused seam of data to advantage, scrutinizing the Volta Region (Ghana) Public 
Tribunal records to examine smuggling and border policing in the 1980s and 1990s, thereby 
(typically for the book) exploring local processes as a means of understanding national dynamics. 

The book’s primary theme, as the title suggests, is that far from being politically peripheral, 
border regions have been central in shaping states and their different social contracts. This notion of 
borderland “centrality” feels somewhat counter-intuitive: we are subtly imbued with a way of 
thinking about colonialism, post-independence states and their development that is viewed from the 
center (a coastal port/capital city) looking out, not from the borders looking in. Still, Nugent provides 
a compelling case for his thesis, showing how “states have sought to regulate border spaces and, in 
turn, how the dynamics unfolding there have helped to shape institutions and governmental 
practices alike” (4). Another strength of his approach is the locally grounded nature of the data and 
analysis: the book explores the nuances of how borderland communities have creatively navigated 
politics, policy, settlement, territory and livelihoods (particularly smuggling). These intertwined 
processes of bordering and the formation of states and indeed societies are understood in the 
longue durée, eschewing views of the Berlin Conference and even independence as critical, singular 
moments but rather as parts of longer processes. This means that instead of starting from a priori 
claims about borders having divided natural communities, grassroots dynamics are interpreted in 
their own historic terms. In chapter 13, Nugent ends by engaging with a question that many 
researchers have probably asked: “whether borders were internalized in such a manner that they 
became part of the building blocks of community, or conversely community was defined in 
opposition to the existence of the borders” (484). Exploring elements of ethnicity, religion, language 
and associational life in their historical and national contexts, his answers are not straightforward. 
Identity of various kinds often sits quite unevenly across borders and he concludes that “it would be 
difficult to claim that ethnicity trumps other modes of thinking about social relations” (496). 



The book takes other interesting analytical turns. Particularly intriguing is Nugent’s brief 
foray into “the paths not taken” (316) in more radical respacing of colonial borders around 
independence. These concern what could have been different fates for British and French Togoland, 
or some form of Senegambian integration; only for decolonization to end “with the net result that 
four independent states emerged within the same boundaries that had existed since 1919” (330). 
There is mileage in the careful way he approaches this counter-factual exercise to help understand 
why those paths were not taken and borders were fixed as they were. The apparent paradox of why, 
in the post-independence setting, “public goods themselves should grind to a halt at the border” 
(480) in poor and disjointed cross-border infrastructure and services is also explored here. 

While this is a history book, then, it has a careful eye to geography and a fine-grained 
understanding of how “border flows served to reconfigure space itself” (34). One conceptual 
contribution that Nugent makes concerns the areas outside of coastal ports and their immediate, 
relatively secure zones of control. Beyond these he distinguishes between the “proximate frontier” 
and “further frontier” (103). The proximate frontier saw sustained dealings between African polities 
and European administrators and merchants even if control of trade and taxes was contested; while 
the further frontier was where fewer merchants ventured in search of resources and spaces were 
often ungoverned beyond village level. This hinterland is somewhat neglected and aggregated in 
accounts of European engagement but Nugent argues for “a different way of thinking about the 
construction of colonial space that accords the further frontier regions their rightful place in history” 
(103). In this study he does so to effect, particularly in explaining the run-up to partition. 

Another geographical claim concerns urbanism and how borders were intimately bound up 
with it. Nugent notes that trade as a driver of “peripheral urbanism” (473) in border towns was not 
necessarily inevitable; much depended on existing patterns of settlement and land tenure (including 
firstcomer claims and landlord-stranger relations) and who was already in significant control of the 
trade in question. The “centrality of the margins” meanwhile emerges in relation to primary cities 
where these are more distant from the border; in the case studies Lomé is the exception in this 
respect. Nugent repeatedly reminds us that frontier/border trade, for all its localized dynamics, is 
driven significantly (though not exclusively) by larger urban populations and their economic interests 
as consumers, suppliers or traders. 
 In its presentation, this is an engagingly written book in which Nugent manages, through 
clear argument and signposting, to draw out key claims and incisive comparisons from dense 
historical material in the complex geographical, genealogical, administrative and individual accounts 
provided. The production quality is high but one niggle is that the map (6) of independent Senegal 
could more logically show the country’s regions at the study’s end in the 2010s; instead it predates 
the establishment of three regions in 2008, notably Sédhiou (effectively Middle Casamance). 
Ironically, this illustrates continuity with the process that Nugent describes particularly for 
Casamance under French colonial rule: the constant redrawing of internal boundaries to govern 
populations or appease particular constituencies; clearly, “maps are not innocent things” (1).  
 In sum, this study is more than the “first cut” (527) that Nugent claims but a model that 
hopefully more historians may emulate since he shows how it can enhance understandings of state 
formation from the ground up. From the perspective of ‘development’, too, it is timely to be reading 
this story of borders, infrastructure and smuggling amid nascent (and troubled) economic respacing 
in this first operational year of the African Continental Free Trade Area. The book should be a 
sobering tale for technocrats trying to abstract the hoped-for financial benefits of trade flows from 
the complex histories and daily realities of the many people living along African borders. 
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