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Abstract
Kisoro, a rural district in Uganda, is undergoing various transformations which could be
summarized under the term neoliberal development. This qualitative study, which is based on
six weeks of anthropological fieldwork, is focused on how a few individuals working as
motorcycle-taxi drivers in the area experience these transformations, and how they deal with
them. The results indicate that while they tend to describe them as “development”, they see
them as constituting an uneven form of development - not beneficial to all, something which,
in their view, makes this development less genuine. It is commonly associated with various
“others”; carried out by and for others, while the informants have to live off the leftovers from
it, were the motorcycle-taxi job is seen as such a leftover; neither enabling much upward - nor
geographical - mobility. In some cases, they feel included in transformations which makes
things worse, so it all constitutes not only a limited, but a somehow distorted development,
and there is nostalgia around better pasts. But simultaneously, many also feel free, and as their
hopes for inclusion in a genuine development erodes while they wait for it, inspiration from
an external world makes them strive for a more individualized prosperity.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Background and research question
Informal jobs are characterized by not being registered by any state, and by a lack of basic
protections and benefits often found in formal jobs. In much of what is called the global
south, the third world or, alternatively, the developing world, informal jobs have become
evermore common since the 1980’s. Parallel to this transformation, economic liberalization
has affected most societies, not least many societies in the part of the world just mentioned.
Studies have indicated that there is a link between the two transformations (Williams 2014,
Kus 2014). While some people freely choose to get involved in the informal economy, it
seems more common that people are more or less forced into it when they cannot find
alternatives (ibid.), and liberalization has eradicated many formal state-dependent jobs.

The economies of Sub-Saharan Africa are among the ones most liberalized and informalized
(Meagher 2016, ILO 2013:3-4). A clear example is the transport sector. In various countries
of the region, state-owned or state-subsidized public transport systems have been liquidated
(Olvera et. al 2012, Rizzo 2017). In Uganda, public transport used to be taken care of by two
monopoly bus companies. From 1972 they were state-owned, then privatized but subsidized,
until the companies totally disappeared in the 1990s (Kumar 2011:9). The Ugandan state also
tried to privatize the national airline, which had both domestic and international flights, and it
did not finance the country's railway network with adequate resources to continue its
expansion or even maintenance. The airline went bankrupt, and the railway deteriorated.

Private alternatives were not profitable on such a large scale, and instead, various types of
informal transport services have taken on the role. These services have as a result been
described by scholars as “gap-fillers” (Goodfellow 2015, Cervero & Golub 2007, see also
Howe 2003). Uganda’s motorcycle-taxis, operated by individuals who are not employed in
any formal sense, are locally referred to as “Boda Boda”. Some scholars report that the name
derives from the phrase “border to border”, since their bicycle predecessors started their
operations transporting goods across the border between Uganda and Kenya in the 1960s
(Goodfellow 2015:9, Howe 2003). The name followed the business when it spread to other
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areas of Uganda as well as Kenya and transformed into a service which also enabled people
to pay for rides on the racks of bicycles. Today, the name Boda Boda refers to both
bicycle-taxis and motorcycle-taxis. The latter category appeared in the 1990s and have since
taken market share from bicycles, as transporters of both people and goods in urban and rural
areas across Uganda (Howe 2003).

Despite sometimes being regarded as a predecessor to formal employment, being replaced by
formal jobs (Williams 2014:145) informality seem to be a central and growing feature of the
global economy. Today, after three decades of economic liberalization and a parallel growth
of informal transportation, no one knows for sure how many Boda Boda motorcycle-taxis
there exists in Uganda. Already back in 2010, it was estimated that 40 000 of them operated
on the streets of the capital Kampala alone (Goodfellow 2015), and together with informal
minibus taxis, a service which has also grown rapidly, they dominate the Ugandan market.
The growing fleets of these types of vehicles in Uganda and other African countries are
sometimes seen as symbols of development and increased mobility, but this growth is also
often described as problematic. When referring to positive sides of the transformation from
formal to informal transportation, increased economic freedom is often uplifted, while critics
point towards increased traffic congestion and pollution as well as the lack of safety
regulations and abundant accidents. Informal transportation is, in short, surrounded by
ambivalent attitudes. Rather than explicitly arguing that the transformation is either positive
or negative, in this study I will highlight even more nuances to it, and explore its relationships
with neoliberalism and conceptions of development.

Qualitative studies exploring such relationships in Sub-Saharan Africa are not very common,
and many of those which exist are focused on large cities (see, for example, Rizzo 2017).
But, as indicated, both economic liberalization and informalization of transportation have
also occurred in rural areas, and even though many countries in the region are experiencing
rapid urbanization, the majority of the Sub-Saharan population lives in rural areas (World
Bank 2018a), and I therefore intend to qualitatively explore the relationship between these
two phenomena in a specific rural place; the Ugandan district of Kisoro.

Kisoro occupies about 700 square kilometers, and had an estimated population of 281 705
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people in 2014 (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2017). Located in the southwestern corner of
Uganda, it is perhaps best known for its mountain gorillas and for the three extinct volcanoes
which separate the district - and the country - from neighbouring Rwanda and the Democratic
Republic of the Congo.

The district, which was formed in 1991 when a larger district was divided, is mostly rural, but
has a small central town, also with the name Kisoro. The area is undergoing transformations.
Between the years 2007 and 2012, a small network of asphalt roads was built, connecting the
district to the rest of Uganda in the east, to Rwanda in the south, and to DR Congo in the
west. One asphalt road enters the district and the central town from each direction. Together
with free trade policies it has enabled the arrival of many imported motorcycles, and during
the last few years, these motorcycles have started to function as a main type of transportation
for the local population.

New tourist-oriented investments also attract a growing number of foreign visitors curious to
see the districts nature and animals. Three large forest areas encircle the district; Bwindi
Impenetrable National Park in the north, in which half of the worlds mountain gorillas live,
Echuya forest reserve in the east, and Mgahinga Gorilla national park in the south, which has
a smaller population of gorillas, and this is also the site of the three extinct volcanoes, with
peaks reaching 3400-4100 meters above sea level and increasingly popular among tourists to
ascend. For the clear majority of the districts population, however, it is subsistence farming,
rather than tourism, which constitutes the most important economic activity, as it has been
estimated that 86 percent of all households depend on it as a main source of livelihood, which
is a high rate even by Ugandan standards (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2017:4-5, 27,
Economic Outlook 2016:10).

Many people, most informants featured in this study included, tend to term transformations
like those affecting Kisoro district “development”. This study is focused around a group
directly affected by this development in several ways - a group which regularly moves around
in the district, experiencing many aspects of it as a consequence. My research question is as
follows: How do motorcycle-taxi drivers in the rural district of Kisoro, Uganda, experience
the development which takes place in their district, and how are they dealing with it?
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Kisoro district during fieldwork, 2017. Map painted by the author, based on Google Maps.

Outline of the thesis
The remaining part of this introductory chapter highlights theoretical discussions around the
concept of development, and reviews some previous research regarding informal
transportation, while the second chapter is a methodological chapter which also includes
some ethical considerations and a motivation why I have chosen to use painted illustrations.

In the third chapter, which works as a bit of a background chapter, I describe the various
transformations which affect Kisoro district and its people in more detail. I also highlight a
common perception among my informants that this “development” is not primarily theirs. It
is carried out by someone else, mainly for someone else, while they only get the leftovers subsistence farming complemented by motorcycle-taxi jobs and other service jobs livelihoods portrayed as last resorts. In the fourth chapter, it is described how
motorcycle-taxis to some extent have enabled new mobility, but how both drivers and
customers nonetheless experience that their space for movement, stuck among these
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leftovers, is highly limited.

One factor behind limitations to movement is economic inequality, and in the fifth chapter I
pay attention to how experiences of inequality have led informants to describe the
development taking place as uneven, and beneficial mostly for the rich. After describing
various nostalgic ideas of more egalitarian pasts, I move on to how inequality affect Kisoro’s
motorcycle-taxi sector in particular. Also related to this is the topic of chapter six; my
informants’ perceptions that the state is largely absent from their livelihoods - it seldom helps
them, but it also seldom hinders them - something which results in interrelated feelings of
vulnerability and freedom for the motorcycle drivers. Here, I also highlight how drivers
contrast their situation to ideas of state-presence in a neighbouring country.

Even if the state does not restrict the livelihoods of my informants, market forces do, as many
workers - motorcyclists and others - experience an increased competition, which is practically
forcing them to spend lots of their time waiting. This is the focus of chapter seven. I describe
how my informants are waiting for customers, money, and an imagined development which
will be more beneficial even for them. But since their experiences indicate that such a
development might not come, many informants instead dream of using the freedom which
they nonetheless have to achieve a more personal, self-controlled form of development,
which is the focus of the last chapter. I highlight how business-oriented ideas are linked to
information flows and inspiration from a surrounding world perceived to prosper, and how
people strive for goals which to them seem almost impossible to achieve, something which
adds to their feelings of being excluded or included but in a distorted type of development.

Theoretical discussion
The term neoliberal development is central in this thesis, but before providing a review of this
term and some other related concepts, I will focus on the term’s second word - development alone. This is a word widely used by many actors in various contexts, often without being
defined. But possible definitions of it have been discussed extensively by anthropologists and
other scholars (see, for example, Leys 2005, Cooper & Packard 2005, Ferguson 2005).

Development of societies is not synonymous with changes in societies. It is a change to a
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form which is generally perceived as better. Societies are thought to improve over time. Sure,
we might say that there can be a lack of change in a society, or a presence of changes which
we do not want to categorize as development, and when speaking of those, one might say that
development temporarily slows down, stops, or goes backward. Commonly, such patterns are
seen as exceptions - while development is the univerzal underlying trend.

So what types of changes are thought of as development? Basically, one could say that
changes leading to improved well-being to the population of a specific place qualify as
development (Edelman & Haugerud 2005:1). Economic GDP growth could be seen as a
necessary but not sufficient way to achieve that, and it has been argued that even GDP per
capita is a too simplistic way to measure development (see, for example, Lewis 2005).
Eradication of poverty, increased life-expectancy, improved infrastructure, better access to
healthcare and education, literacy, access to resources, an increased presence of more
advanced technology, democracy and political participation could all be included (Edelman
& Haugerud 2005:1).

And development is not just a step, but a process, sometimes described as a movement along
an imagined timeline. And it is often considered, more or less explicitly, that such a process,
or movement, should include a transformation from an economy mainly based on agriculture
to an economy based on industrial production, something which should also imply
urbanization (Edelman & Haugerud 2005:1, Leys 2005:111, Escobar 2005:343).

We tend to imagine that development primarily takes place in so called developing countries,
while other countries are already developed, and since, somehow closer to perfection. A
related term is modernity, which is sometimes described as a state which emerges as societies
become more developed (see, for example, Moberg 2013:293-295). The theory of
development came up after WW2, and some scholars (Ferguson 2005) have pointed out the
inconvenient similarities between it and older (1800s) anthropological theories of
evolutionism, especially unilineal evolutionism, which stated that all societies evolve along
one and the same predetermined path from being hunter-gatherers, to become pastoralists,
then farmers and finally ending up as an industrial society. Industrialised Europe represented,
according to this view, the final state in this evolution, and by some anthropologists of the
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early 1900s, the theory was perceived as outdated, ethnocentric, or even racist (Eriksen
1999:15-17). In their view, such an evolution did not occur independently of the surrounding
world, it did not take place everywhere (there were examples of societies which remained
hunter-gatherers, or societies which went from a more advanced state into something which
according to the theory was considered more primitive), and on top of it all such an evolution
might not even be desirable.

Based on such similarities, on the fact that all definitions seem to imply subjective and
disputable measurements, and on the notion that imagined improvement is hard to combine
with cultural relativism, some contemporary anthropologists have outright rejected the whole
concept of development (Escobar 2005, see also Gardner & Lewis 2005:353). Others have
pointed out that the implicit comparison with allegedly more successful Western examples which usage of the concept is linked to - tend to mean that African settings in various
descriptions are reduced to failed counterparts, which is an incomplete portrayal (Trovalla &
Trovalla 2015). Focusing more on underlying policies than on the term itself, some have
argued that most development projects fail (Edelman & Haugerud 2005:2, Cooper & Packard
2005:127) or that efforts to achieve modernity tend to bring with it mass violence and other
problems (Hinton 2002), but it has also been pointed out that failed projects tend to get more
attention, wile successful ones might actually be more common (Edelman & Haugerud
2005:2,53). Others have argued that there are problems with development, but that
development is nonetheless something worth striving for (Gardner & Lewis 2005).

No matter what, when development theory was founded, around the 1950s, it was mostly
taken for granted that it was states that pursued development (Leys 2005). This was also
strongly linked to the fact that states had power and authority to control the market at that
time. States relocated resources from rich to poor, and they protected domestic industries
from outside competition with trade barriers. Development theory was all about how the state
should do it in the most efficient way (ibid.). By the 1980s, however, things changed. States
were encouraged to step back, letting the market do the job more freely. In developing
countries this often happened through so-called Structural Adjustment Programs. The World
Bank, The International Monetary Fund, and subsequently, the World Trade Organization
were influential. And since a similar tendency had occurred prior to WW1, before most
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countries became more protectionist and state-controlled for a number of decades, this did not
constitute the first wave of liberalism, but a new wave - which is why it is called
neoliberalism (Edelman & Haugerud 2005:157, Friedman 2005:160-161, Leys
2005:114-115).

It has been pointed out that neoliberalism is a broad concept that can mean many different
things (Lockrem & Lugo 2012). In this thesis, I am referring to neoliberalism specifically as a
development model - neoliberal development - which promotes free trade, minimal state
subsidies, minimal state-provided welfare and a buildout of infrastructure as long as it is
assumed to generate profit (see, for example, Leys 2005:110-124, Cooper & Packard
2005:127-137, Moberg 2013:306-313). And if development is related to the concept of
modernity, then neoliberal development would arguably, at least in some contexts, be related
to post-modernity, which refers to a new epoch in which most of the assumptions of
modernity are questioned (Moberg 2013:295-305). But the word modernity is still often used
in relation to neoliberal times as well (Fotopoulos 2009:33). To some, neoliberalism and
development are two words which do not match; it has been argued that development policies
were virtually exterminated by neoliberalism (Leys 2005:116), and in fact, one could contend
that market-led transformations are seldom aiming for improved well-being - that the real aim
is profit, while improvements might come as a byproduct (for a related discussion, see
Cooper & Packard 2005:127-128). In any case, for the last 30 years or so, economic
liberalization have been dominant in almost all corners of the globe, but in poor places, like
in most of Sub-Saharan Africa, states have arguably lost more power than anywhere else.

Neoliberalism also has strong ties to another concept which became more widely used during
the last decades - globalization. It has even been suggested that the two words are synonyms
(Edelman & Haugerud 2005:157). Something which is strongly associated with the era of
neoliberalism and globalization is movements - larger and faster movements - of people,
material objects and information. In anthropology, these phenomena belong to the concept of
mobility - a term also relevant in this thesis. Anthropological theories of mobility focuses on
what is moving, where and how, at what speed, at what scale, and how often. But it is also
about factors driving and limiting movements, about purposes and meanings related to it, and
about who has access to a certain type of movement (see Söderström et al. 2012).

8

It is often taken for granted that movement has increased extensively during recent times of
neoliberalism and globalization. In certain ways, this is undoubtedly true, and the speed of
many movements have definitely increased. But one should perhaps not take this all too far,
and assume that globalization has increased mobility in all circumstances, connecting
previously isolated communities. The anthropologist Eric Wolf portrayed the world as
interconnected not only before the latest wave of globalization, but even before European
colonization, and he has written that any isolated communities in historic times have just
been temporary (Wolf 1997:71). It is also clear that some people feel more disconnected now
than before (Ferguson 1999:238). David Graeber (2005), argues that “the neoliberal vision of
‘globalization’ is pretty much limited to the flow of commodities, and actually increases
barriers against the flow of people, information and ideas” (2001:170). Sharam Khosravi has
written that “freedom of mobility for some is only possible through the organized exclusion
of others” (Khosravi 2010:66), and that “an imobile, global underclass has emerged”
(ibid:66).

It has been argued that a development driven by market forces tend to become an uneven
development with increased economic inequality, since economic growth is prioritized over
redistribution (Friedman 2005, Edelman & Haugerud 2005:19, 25, Moberg 2013:306-309).
The global economy has grown rapidly since the dawn of neoliberalism, but most of the
growing economy ends up in the hands of very few people. Some of it is spread of course;
globally, less people are living in extreme poverty now than they did a couple of decades
back (World Bank 2018b) something often lifted and celebrated by advocates of free trade
policies. But people have not climbed far above the poverty line. In 2004 it was pointed out
that if one defines poor people as people who survives on less than 2 dollars per day, rather
than less than 1 dollars per day, the number of poor people in the world had increased
between 1981 and 2001 (Edelman & Haugerud 2005:9).

Inequality exists within societies, in the very same areas, but also between various parts of a
country. By African standards, Uganda is often regarded as a successful example of
neoliberal development, and the country has experienced a relatively strong economic
growth, but it has been highlighted that the wealth varies a lot between Ugandan districts, and
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that it is just a handful of districts around the capital which has experienced most of the
growth (Moyer et al. 2017). Economic inequality also exists between countries and regions.
Even if poverty has been reduced globally - mainly because of reductions in Asia - the
number of poor people in Sub-Saharan Africa has in fact increased, measured by the current
standard definition (World Bank 2018b). Scholars have not been hesitant when it comes to
highlighting negative consequences of state withdrawal for African countries, sometimes
leading to what could be described as the opposite of development (see Leys 2005:115,
Cooper & Packard 2005:137, Meagher 2016), and anthropologists have described how people
in various parts of the neoliberal world feel abjected from positions they used to have before
(Ferguson 1999:237-238) or excluded from positions which they can see that others are
having now (Bourgois & Schonberg 2009:40).

Moreover, it has been argued that the rich are even dependent on others being kept poor.
Some countries of East Asia, such as the so-called Four Asian Tigers as well as China, and to
some extent, India, has experienced economic booms and rapid industrialization in the era of
globalization. This was initially attributed to pure neoliberalism, but it has later been widely
acknowledged that strong states nonetheless continued to play a large role in this region,
directing market forces through protectionism and subsidies (Edelman & Haugerud 2005:7,
Leys 2005:115, 119,120). And relative to many countries in Africa, they had time and
prerequisites to build up their industries to a certain extent before the world economy opened
up (Johnson 2006:263). When it did, a combination of factors, such as relatively low salaries
but nonetheless sufficient infrastructure and connections, attracted industries from all over the
world, and China took market shares globally. Resource-rich areas of Africa became sources
of cheap unprocessed raw materials for more industrialized countries in East Asia and in the
West, while richer stratums on the African continent constituted markets were processed and
value-added products could be sold back.

According to so-called dependency theory and world systems theory, all improvement comes
at a cost. Low-income (periphery), middle-income (semi-periphery) and high-income (core)
countries do not develop independently, but are strongly linked through trade, and some
countries get rich precisely because others remain much poorer (Leys 2005:112-113,
Ferguson 2005:146, Franke & Chasin 2005:370). Development can, as a consequence,
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perhaps only be open for a small minority of the population in most developing countries much like the development which occurs today under neoliberalism.

Indeed, scholars such as Alf Hornborg (2013) argues that it is irrelevant to speak of
development as something which occurs over time - that we should instead look at it as
something which is unevenly spread out in space (Hornborg 2013: 12-13, 246-247). In his
view, the West’s high living standards is a result of low salaries and cheap resources in other
areas of the world (Hornborg 2013:56, 247). Human ecology-approaches, promoted by
Hornborg and others, has provided even more dimensions to such theories, highlighting
measurements of ecological footprints and unequal exchange, and demonstrating that rich
countries depend upon land situated outside their borders while many poor countries have to
manage with their domestic land scarcity (Hornborg 2013:56), which often results in local
deforestation, for example (Alix-Garcia et. al. 2013). The concept of ecological footprints in
fact show that unless rich countries accepts a lower standard of living, there might not be
enough land in the world for poor countries to get much richer (Hornborg 2013:161-180).
Although many scholars acknowledge that these types of theories are partly valid, such
theories are also very large-scale, abstract, generalizing, long-term, and do not offer
immediate solutions for individual countries and people and therefore do often not seem very
attractive to people affected (Leys 2005:113, Edelman & Haugerud 2005:13-14).

And since everything is interdependent, for a country to totally and permanently isolate itself
from the world system is definitely not the solution, although it has been interpreted that that
is what these theories are proposing (see, for example, Leys 2005:112-113, 120, 123). Mark
Moberg (2013) has noted that even if a state in today's world would like to become just a
little bit more protectionist, its ability is seriously limited because of the power of the World
Trade Organization (Moberg 2013:309). A similar argument is made by Leys (2005:116).

For people living in so-called peripheral or even semi-peripheral areas of the world system,
the informal economy might be what one has to cope with. As mentioned in the beginning of
this thesis, something which really seem to have increased in so called developing countries
as a result of neoliberalism is economic informality (Williams 2014, Kus 2014, Meagher
2016).
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Some scholars have defined the informal economy simply as activities which in some way
avoids, or are excluded from, regulation by a state (Goodfellow 2015:9). The International
Labour Organization (ILO) defines the informal economy as consisting of two subcategories;
the informal sector and informal employment - categories which overlap, but which are not
synonymous. The informal sector is made up of private enterprises which are small and/or
unregistered on a national level, and which are producing services or goods for sale or barter.
Motorcycle-taxis in Kisoro are locally registered, on district level, but local registration does
not qualify as formal, according to the ILO definition. Informal employment, on the other
hand, refers to specific types of jobs. These are jobs which are lacking basic social and legal
protections or employment benefits. They are often found in the informal sector, but can also
exist in the formal sector or in households. Similarly, there might exist formal jobs in the
informal sector too. (For more details regarding these definitions, see ILO 2012:12). The
most important conclusion here is that Kisoro’s motorcycle-taxi jobs fits into both categories
- informal sector and informal employment. They could therefore clearly be described as a
form of informal transportation.

Colin C. Williams (2014) points out that the ILO-definitions, described above, are
problematic when making international comparisons. What qualifies as national registration,
which employment benefits one is expected to have in a formal job, how small a small
enterprise is, and so on, varies between countries (Williams 2014:148). Williams also
mention a growing recognition that informal workers are not always exploited and low-paid,
and that some informal jobs - in exceptional cases - are actually more well-paid than some
formal jobs, even if “the median informal wage is lower than the median formal wage”
(Williams 2014:14). The ILO themselves have also discussed their definitions (ILO
2013:13-18). Perhaps in lack of something better, Williams still applies these definitions
when he is analyzing 36 developing countries (Williams 2014). He found a pattern: that
privatization and downsizing of the state seem to lead to a growing informal economy, and
that people in most cases end up in it when economic liberalization eradicates most formal
and state-supported employment opportunities (Williams 2014, see also Kus 2014, Wilson
2010:341, Escobar 2005:345).
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Williams therefore concludes that there exists little evidence for the assumption that the
informal economy grows when people wants to avoid the control of a powerful, intrusive and
repressive state, since it is rather the opposite - state withdrawal - which makes the informal
economy grow in most cases, and rather than being a slowly dying remnant of earlier times,
the informal economy seem to be of critical importance for modern capitalism (Williams
2014:145, ILO 2013:3).

In the vacuum of a state withdrawing, it also seem to be the case that churches and more
“traditional” actors such as family-based organizations have taken over many responsibilities,
especially in rural areas (Jones 2009). But there are often many connections between all these
various informal actors and the formal economy; so many that some have argued that it might
be a false dichotomy to separate them from each other (Wilson 2010), or perhaps more
appropriate to speak of a continuum between informal and formal work (Meagher 2016). The
informal economy supplies large formal corporations with income as well as cheap
raw-material, and it provides goods and services cheaply to the underclass, as a result keeping
their salaries down, as pressures for higher salaries are weakened (Wilson 2010:342).

Previous research on informal transportation
From now on, when I write about the motorcycle-taxi service, I refer to them as a service
used by customers, while usage of the word sector, refer to them as a job for drivers. With the
word system, I refer to them as both the categories together.
A wide range of both qualitative and quantitative research has been carried out on informal
transportation in various developing countries. The focus of several studies have been to
analyze why informal transportation exists and grows (Olvera et. al 2012, Chepchieng 2012),
to highlight costs and benefits with it (Cervero & Golub 2007), or how to regulate it (Cervero
& Golub 2007, Chepchieng 2012, Ntishinga et al. 2012). Others have analyzed relationships
between formal and informal transportation (Ferro 2015:5).

Some have also focused specifically on the topic of neoliberalism in relation to informal
transportation in Sub-Saharan Africa. With a focus on the operators themselves, one study
describes how young people in Cameroon respond to the joblessness which economic
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liberalization has created by becoming motorcycle-taxi drivers (Konings 2011:233). And
Matteo Rizzo (2011), focusing on the informal Dala Dala buses in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania,
highlights how inequality and power relations characterizes the sector. He has also
problematized the common distinction between wage employment and self-employment,
since it is blurred in this sector (Rizzo 2011a, 2017) Rizzo additionally emphasizes effects of
both absent regulation and an over-supply of labour, while also highlighting how the workers
are criminalized and portrayed as a problem by the state (Rizzo 2011a). Criminalization has
also been the focus of Ference (2016), who highlights discrimination against workers in the
so-called Matatu-minibuses of Kenya and how the workers have responded to it through a
worker-run union (Ference 2016). Speaking about Kenya, the struggle of bicycle-taxi
operators in the presence of evermore motorcycle-taxis has also been in the spotlight (Mutiso
& Behrens 2011).

When it comes to scholars writing specifically about the Ugandan motorcycle-taxis, the topic
of neoliberalism is not as common, at least it is not often mentioned explicitly. But some
studies nonetheless touches upon it indirectly. John Howe (2003) has focused on the history
and factors behind the growth of the Boda Boda system, highlighting, among other things, the
role of government policies, while specifically noting the impact the motorcycle-taxi system
have on poor people, arguing that the service is too expensive to utilize for the poorest, but
that the sector on the other hand provides jobs to the poor (Howe 2003). Howe’s study seem
to be one of few, or perhaps even the only one, analyzing the development of the Ugandan
Boda Boda system from such an overarching, general and quantitative perspective. But since
his study was published in 2003, the nature of the system has changed significantly.

Ajay Kumar (2011) argues that the growth of motorcycle-taxi systems in Kampala and other
African cities was not the result of conscious political decisions from above. “Rather, it was
an indigenous response to a growing demand and the commercial opportunity provided by
the failure of state-owned or subsidized monopoly public transport enterprises” (Kumar
2011:7). Irrespective of the role of governments in creating these systems, other scholars
have focused on the role of governments when these systems are already in place.
Highlighting various state interventions, Tom Goodfellow has compared the motorcycle-taxi
sector in the Ugandan capital Kampala with the more regulated motorcycle-taxi sector in
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Kigali, the capital of neighbouring Rwanda, as a way to highlight the difference in state
effectiveness in these two countries (Goodfellow 2015). Together with Kristof Titeca, he has
also focused on engagements between the Boda Boda sector in Kampala and the Ugandan
president, were both parties through negotiations have been able to benefit by keeping the
sector highly unregulated, while at the same time impairing formal institutions and services
even further (Goodfellow & Titeca 2012).

A study by Nyanzi et. al (2004), focused around HIV prevention, has studied the sexual
networks of Boda Boda drivers, concluding that they often have a wide network of various
sexual relationships, which in the study is linked to the mobility of the drivers as well as to
their regular access to cash, in difference to many other groups in Ugandan society (ibid.). In
a related study (Nyanzi et. al. 2005), it is described how Boda Boda drivers are involved in
abortions, for example as transporters who know places were abortions can be carried out although illegal in the country, it nonetheless takes place in secret, often with high risks
involved (ibid.). The Boda Boda system has been analyzed from the perspective of the
customers, and to some extent also from the perspective of drivers, in urban and rural areas
(Kakembo 2010, Gamberini 2014, Ch Ng 2016). The central role which the motorcycle-taxis
play when it comes to economic activities, income and welfare for large groups of people
have been highlighted, although it is often argued that the system suffers as a result of
under-regulation and accidents (Ch Ng 2016, Kakembo 2010).

In the context of Ugandan motorcycle-taxis, more qualitative approaches which makes
drivers and their situations clearly visible are relatively rare, especially when it comes to rural
areas, which is why I decided to go to a rural area in order to conduct fieldwork, and the
details regarding this fieldwork will be a main focus of the next chapter.
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Chapter 2: Methods
Settling into the field, finding informants
This thesis is based on six weeks of anthropological fieldwork, conducted between late
August and early October, 2017. Most of it was carried out in Kisoro District in Uganda, but
in total I spent about two of these six weeks in neighbouring Ugandan districts and in the
neighbouring country Rwanda. The reason for spending time outside Kisoro was to get
contextual understanding, by also exploring the geographical limits of the field and its nearest
surroundings. I spent most of the the nights in the district’s central town, traveling out of it to
the countryside and back again almost every day.

I stayed in various cheap hotels. Since different types of hotels have relevance in the coming
ethnographic chapters, I could clarify one thing already here. In contrast to more luxurious
hotels, many of which are situated in proximity to the district’s national parks, the
establishments in town have simple standards and would probably be called hostels or
guesthouses in an international context. But many of my informants referred to them as
hotels, which is why I will do so too.

Informants were not hard to find; motorcyclists were everywhere around, but it nonetheless
took a while for me to initiate contact, as I felt I had to think a lot first, regarding how to
approach them. Although I was used to interview situations, I had never before conducted an
anthropological fieldwork.

After staying in the area, making observations and having random informal conversations for
a few days, as a way to get a feeling for the field and settle in (Bernard 2006:211), I just
decided to start approaching various Boda Boda “stages”, which is what places were
motorcycle drivers stay parked together while waiting for customers are called. The drivers
often initially thought I just wanted a ride somewhere, but I immediately introduced myself
and told them what I was doing. For a start, I asked random drivers in the stages general
questions. Often, I had several drivers around me, answering together. I felt that relatively
spontaneous group interviews were the appropriate way to start it all. As Russel Bernard
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points out, such group interviews are common for researchers doing long-term fieldwork in
small communities, where many people you encounter know each other. “If you insist on
privacy, you might find yourself with no interview at all” (Bernard 2006:232).

I then choose a few stages to return to in order to spend some more time. Choosing
informants on purpose, rather than using a random sample, is something Bernard calls
“nonprobability sampling”, and it can easily be criticized for being biased and
unrepresentative, but, as Bernard points out, when the aim is to get in-depth information of a
few cases, nonprobability sampling is the way to go (Bernard 2006:186). This is especially
true when it comes to sensitive topics. The topic of this thesis might not seem like a very
sensitive one, but as Bernard also points out, most things can be sensitive if one digs deep
enough, not least information about people’s private economy (Bernard 2006:186) which will
be very much in focus in this study. My choice of stages and informants was based both on
how I had been received during my first encounter, how willing they seemed to talk, as well
as on the fact that I wanted diversity. I also found informants by talking to drivers who I paid
to drive me between various parts of the district, and through people working in hotels and
shops, for example, when they knew a driver who they recommended me to talk to,
something which reminds of the so-called snowball technique (Bernard 2006:193). I realized
it was not that hard to find people who were willing to share their experiences.

Even though my main focus is the perspectives of motorcycle drivers, these are of course part
of larger society - other groups of people have many experiences similar to theirs - and as
some of these groups constitute customers for the drivers, they also directly depend on each
other. Many of my informants are therefore not motorcyclists but people having other jobs
which are relatively common in the area. These informants are mainly shop workers, hotels
workers and market vendors. Some individuals also move between all these occupations,
since they are associated with a similar socioeconomic status. When I refer to informants,
without any further specification, these other workers are included. Some informants are also
teachers, who I mostly started talking to in pubs or restaurants. Since teachers are an educated
group who are in a different position and who are not, in most cases, competing about the
same jobs as my other informants, I always express whenever an informant I refer to is a
teacher.

17

Semistructured interviews and participant observations
After some initial informal conversations, I conducted semistructured interviews with nine
motorcycle-taxi drivers in privacy - I had a list of questions, but I stopped following it strictly
whenever I felt it would benefit the interview (Bernard 2006:212). I took a ride with them,
asked them if they would like to be interviewed, and if so, to drive to any place were they
would feel comfortable being interviewed, and most informants then drove to a pub or
restaurant near their stage. I bought them something to drink, sometimes something to eat,
depending on time of day, and I also paid them for their lost working time.

During the interviews, I came up with topics and questions, while the answers of the
informants were allowed to direct the conversation. Overall, the informants were allowed to
lead in the interview situations, in order to make them more comfortable to bring up whatever
they felt was important to say in relation to the topic (Bernard 2006:216-217). These
interviews used to take between one and two hours. Contrary to Bernards recommendation
(2006:227), I did not use any recording device. Instead, I wrote down my questions and the
answers I got in a small notebook which I carried with me. Not using a tape recorder, you run
the risk of forgetting or misunderstanding certain parts, afterwords, and it is of course hard to
keep up with the talking; you cannot write everything down (Bernard 2006:227-232). But
with my background involvement in journalism and as an interviewer for other projects, I had
experience of using notebooks as well as using recording devices, and I prefer using only the
former. My experience tells me that as soon as you turn a recorder on, it tend to affect the
way people talk, as people often become tense, sticking to official or normative accounts
rather than to their own thoughts. This can sometimes be helpful too, in order to get
contextual information, but I wanted the views of the individuals.

Other anthropologists have reasoned similarly. Mats Utas, who conducted research on young
ex-combatants in Liberia, concluded that most of his taped semistructured interviews were “a
wasted effort” (Utas 2003:81), because of how the informants gave standardized stories and
normatively portrayed themselves as passive victims without agency, while sensitive
information was left out in some taped interviews (Utas 2003:21-22, 49-50, 78-81, 170, see
also Beuving 2010). While this might be most relevant in very sensitive situations, such as in
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conflict or post conflict settings (Utas 2003:22), I noticed similar patterns in my field too.
Even without recording, several of my informants gave one type of answer during
semistructured interviews, and another type during everyday informal situations. I could
notice a tendency among them to stick mostly to normative stories and explanations during
formal interviews. As I kept contact with them after these interviews I soon came to conclude
that informal conversation tended to give me richer information, which led me to prioritize
such conversation rather than additional interviews.

I found informal conversation especially helpful in combination with participant observation,
which was done in several ways. I spent many hours in various motorcycle-taxi stages, I went
on the back of motorcycles throughout most parts of the district and beyond, talking with
drivers while on the move, and I walked alongside potential Boda Boda customers when they
instead of being driven choose to walk, something which happens regularly for reasons I will
describe in chapter 4. I talked to people on the street, on the markets, and in shops. Lots of
conversations were also held in pubs. In Kisoro, pubs act as places were many people especially men - hang out when they are free, not always for the sake of drinking alcohol, but
in order to watch television, since many people do not have TV:s at home, or just in order to
socialize. Quite a lot of people show up in these pubs late in the evenings just to drink tea and
get the latest news - from the screen or from other people.

On certain days, I borrowed motorcycles from drivers in order to drive myself. By the time I
did so, I had gotten a clearer idea of how much money they usually made during a days work,
and I paid them accordingly for handing their motorcycles to me. I am really thankful that
drivers were willing to do this. This way, I got a feeling of what it is like to drive these
motorcycles, in this area, even with a passenger on the back. It also gave me the opportunity
to freely explore the district, and, to some extent, to follow my informants as they were
driving customers, even if this was just done rarely, since there was not always time to ask
the customers if they felt ok with me following them, or to explain for what reasons I would
do so. One thing led to another, however, and by the end of the fieldwork, I was invited to the
homes of several drivers and other people. This way I got the chance to meet their families
and see how they lived. Participant observation reduces reactivity - it makes people more
comfortable with your presence, and it makes them less likely to change their behaviour or
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their words because of your presence (Bernard 2006:354, Beuving 2010). Some information
is probably not even possible to get in any other way than through participant observation, as
Bernard has pointed out (Bernard 2006:350). After borrowing a motorcycle, I also tried
staying parked with it alongside other drivers in stages, but found that this was not
particularly useful - perhaps it would have been if I had more time to melt in; I got quite a lot
of attention from people passing by as well as from other drivers, affecting the situation way
too much, because of my appearance.

Reflexivity and ethics
As both Davies (1999) and Bernard (2006:373-375) have pointed out, the identity and
appearance of the researcher affects the research more than what is often acknowledged.
Gender, age, background, skin-color and even length might affect what you get to see and
hear. It is therefore essential for me to describe myself and my relations to the field so that
the reader will have an idea about possible biases. I am a white man in my late twenties, born
and raised in Sweden, and prior to my fieldwork, I had never been to the particular area
which is featured in this study (Kisoro district) and I knew no one there. In this regard, I was
definitely getting into the field as an outsider, studying another society and culture, in a
stereotypically anthropological way. To the people in Kisoro, my looks are commonly
associated with tourists, and many people I met took for granted that I was a tourist who
came to Kisoro to see the gorillas, even if many people later started recognize me after I had
stayed in the area for longer than most tourists.

There are obvious negative sides of coming in as an outsider when trying to understand
something in a society. On the other hand, I wanted to get into a field which I had no prior
connections to. Even if it is impossible to be fully objective, I nonetheless wanted to remain
as objective as possible, unaffected by any prior connections. With such an ambition in mind,
I even arrived to the area without first acquiring any local contacts from others who knew the
area. But as Bernard mentions, “in ethnographic research, you learn in the field, as you go
along, to select the units of analysis, (people, court records, whatever), that will provide the
information you need” (Bernard 2006:195). Indeed, I got lots of help, advice and ideas from
people who I met in the field, after arriving, not least staff from hotels which I stayed in or
considered staying in, and staff in shops which I visited during my first days in the area.
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And perhaps I was not a complete outsider anyway, because there are things in my
background which, although not making me an insider, nonetheless affected my interactions
with people and made me a bit more acquainted to the field. I had visited other parts of
Uganda as well as Rwanda several times prior to the fieldwork, mostly staying with locals.
The main language spoken in Kisoro is Rufumbira, which is a variant of Kinyarwanda,
spoken in Rwanda. My wife, who at the time of fieldwork was my fiancée, is a
Kiniyarwanda-speaking Congolese woman, who grew up in Rwanda before moving to
Sweden in 2007. I do not speak Kinyarwanda, but I know some basic phrases and can make
myself understood in simple communication. Being able to greet people and say a few words
in the local language not only surprised people in Kisoro, who seemed happy that a foreigner
tried to learn their language - I also think it helped me gain better contact with informants.
Luckily for me, English skills are also relatively common among people in the area, even
among people without higher education, and as soon as I had got the initial contact,
conversations and interviews could be held in english. I did however encounter
motorcycle-taxi drivers and other people whose English skills were too limited for us to
communicate well enough, and I therefore had to give up in these cases.

The fact that I was still unmarried and childless at the time of fieldwork might also have
affected my interactions with the informants, who in most cases were married and had
children. In fact, they often asked me quite early in the fieldwork whether I was married and
had any children myself. Bernard has also had similar experiences while doing fieldwork,
although it was about grandchildren in his case (Bernard 2006:350-351).

It is essential to uplift possible weaknesses with the methods on which one relies. There are
many obvious weaknesses with mine. This is a qualitative study, and I can not really make
conclusions about the group which constitute Kisoro’s motorcycle-taxi drivers as a whole,
since there are thousands of drivers in the area. The focus here is in-depth information about
a few cases. But, as Bernard has pointed out, fieldwork in most cases need to be much longer
than six weeks in order for people to get completely used to the researcher's presence - and in
order for the researcher to achieve real in-depth information (Bernard 2006:349-353). My
informants probably never got completely used to my presence, something which can also be
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attributed to the fact that I spent most nights in hotels, not being present among the
informants at these times. On the other hand, these frequent pauses gave me time to reflect
upon what I had heard and seen, making it easier to know how to engage with the field again
the next day (Finnström 2008:19-20). This enabled me to try figuring out the most efficient
way to make the most out of my limited time.

Also, I spent time in Kisoro during rain season, and I was told by people that there might be
more tourists at other times of year, and that shifting agricultural seasons also affects
Kisoro’s economy to a large extent. I paid for the fieldwork myself, and the fact that there
was no time and money to stay longer, or return to Kisoro at another time of year is of course
a weakness, as I can only base my conclusions on the relatively short period during which I
stayed in the area. I have kept occasional contact with informants via telephone and social
media after the fieldwork in cases were this have been possible, in order to stay updated, but
it can not compensate for more fieldwork.

While observations can be helpful as a tool to check information derived from interviews and
conversations, some information was not possible to check this way. Information related to
people’s incomes, for example. Here, I can only rely on what people told me. It is not,
however, that difficult to imagine possible reasons why people would say they have higher
income than they actually have (there is some shame related to poverty, and one might not
want to expose oneself as poor) - or - lower incomes than they have (in hope this will
increase their chances of getting helped in some way, economically). I have checked other
available sources on income to see if what I have been told is reasonable, and the visits in
informants’ homes also added to this. Also, the fact that most informants often told me about
their economy in informal conversations later in the fieldwork, when we had started to know
each other a bit more, might make the information a bit more reliable.

It soon became pretty obvious to me that, because of how critical many informants were
towards various actors in society, and because of some other things they did and told me, I
need to keep them anonymous, for precautions, even though one could argue that people in
Uganda are relatively free to openly say what they think. While I often refer to “informants”,
“shop workers”, etc. I have chosen to put names (pseudonyms) on six motorcycle-taxi drivers
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who I had especially close contact with during my fieldwork. These six key informants, as we
might call them, are in this thesis called the following names (their age at the time of
fieldwork in parenthesis): David (27), John (27), William (28), Robert (29), Samuel (30), and
Joseph (32).

In order to make it more difficult to identify them, I have had to avoid extensive
presentations, but relevant information about them - information which will not compromise
their anonymity - will be presented successively throughout the thesis. For all the people in
the field who took time to help me, provide me with information, or even invited me to their
homes, it is unfortunate that I cannot give them the attention they deserve, but I want to be on
the safe side, making it impossible for any actor to use my material in harmful ways.

To the furthest extent possible, I also tried to behave in accordance with these principles
while still in the field, by never using real names in my notebooks, for example. I always had
a small notebook with me out in the field. A larger one, containing more information, was
kept locked into my hotel room. Every night I wrote down the messy notes of my small
notebook more clearly in the bigger one. Doing this as soon as possible after interviews,
conversations and observations, when memory is clear, is essential in order not to obscure
information, or at least obscuring it to the smallest extent possible, paying respect to what
people have told you or shown you (Bernard 2006:387-388).

It is also worth pointing out that although many of my hotel, shop and market worker
informants are women, the Boda Boda sector is dominated by men. In fact, I met no women
working as motorcycle drivers in Kisoro, which means my named key informants are all men.
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Me (left) interviewing a nonexistent man in a fictive yet representative place.

Visual anthropology
As a complement to my written material, I have also used acrylic colors to paint illustrations,
based on my field notes, my photographies, and my memory from observations. Painting was
done after the fieldwork, and most of these pictures are found in the ethnographic chapters.
Visual anthropology is perhaps mostly associated with photography and film (see El Guindi
2004). And anthropologists’ relationships to paintings are perhaps more focused on paintings
made by informants, such as in the anthropology of art, a subfield within anthropology. But
paintings can also be tools made and used by researchers themselves. Anthropologists
painting fast sketches, while still in the field, as well as more detailed illustrations afterwards
also has a long tradition in anthropology (see for example Geismar 2014, Joseph 2014),
although such practices seem rare since cameras became more common.

Painted pictures can of course never be accurate reflections of reality. They are the painters
subjective version of it, probably even more biased by the contaminated cognition of the
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person holding the pencil than a set of photographs are by the selectory trigger finger of the
photographer. But, on the other hand, sketches and paintings have some obvious advantages
compared to photografies. The individuals which I have depicted do not represent any real
individuals, and places which would reveal identities are not depicted. The exact setting seen
on the front page of this thesis is, for example, made up in my mind, even if I was strongly
inspired by real places in Kisoro. Painting fictive people makes it possible to have
informative pictures without compromising the anonymity of informants. It also enables
visual representations of settings and situations where it would be considered inappropriate to
take a photo, or were the presence of a camera would affect people’s behaviour. Additionally,
it makes it possible to only show relevant information, and to do it in a way which fits the
larger context, which is the reason why I decided to paint my own map (page 6) - a map
simultaneously meant to resemble signs in the area, which are often informally hand-painted.

As an anthropologist, to let one's own personally created paintings occupy a significant
amount of space in one’s work, can perhaps be seen as egocentric, but instead of seeing these
pictures as substitutes for pictures made by informants, I would like the reader to see them as
substitutes for, and complements to, my own text. Instead of writing about various
observations, sometimes it can be more suitable and space-effective to describe them
visually.

Despite some advantages compared to photographies when it comes to the issue of
anonymity, one definitely needs to consider ethics even when it comes to painted
illustrations. One possible risk is that one unintentionally reproduces stereotypes about
various groups of people, or that people misunderstand, or get offended by your paintings,
even if the painter has meant no harm and done everything to paint fairly.
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Chapter 3: The leftovers from others’ development

Lost livelihoods
When Kisoro’s major forest areas became officially protected in colonial times, the practice
of forcing people away from them had started (Martin 2017:4, Twinamatsiko at al. 2014:22).
Primarily, it was people of the ethnic minority Batwa who had lived as hunter-gatherers in the
forests for centuries who were evicted. The main motive was that they constituted a threat to
the animals.

Many decades later, by the early 1990s, two of the areas, Mgahinga and Bwindi, were
declared national parks, and Bwindi was additionally declared a World Heritage Site by
UNESCO. By this time, evictions culminated and all the people who remained in these areas
had to leave (Martin 2017:4, Mukasa 2012, Twinamatsiko at al. 2014:22, Frankland
2001:242). There were at least 1 700 people still living inside Mgahinga at the time (Adams
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& Infield 2003:180). Numbers are less clear when it comes to Bwindi (Martin 2017:4). The
protected areas are nowadays reserved for animals, a few guides and people who can afford
guided tours in them, which tend to mean foreign tourists, rather than the Batwa.

Forced relocation was not limited to this group though. Farmers who lived in proximity to the
forests also had to move (Adams & Infield 2003). Their agricultural land was abandoned, and
became a protection zone of younger trees around the old-growth forests. An even larger
number of people were indirectly affected. By 1991, when Mgahinga national park was
created, around 4 000 people apparently used resources from the area which became this park
(Adams & Infield 2003:180). Probably, even more people used resources from the larger
Bwindi forest.

As Edelman and Haugerud (2005) have pointed out, economic neoliberalism has in many
countries brought “struggles over environmental protections and access to land and other
resources” (2005:25). People have been forced to move from - or to stop certain practices in various nature sites in many different places, not least in Sub-Saharan Africa (Fairhead &
Leach 2005, Homewood & Rodgers 1984). Even if ecosystems have been marginalised and
made vulnerable by the encroaching globalized market society surrounding them,
representatives of the global society regularly tell various marginalized groups living in these
ecosystems that they are the ones who need to move and/or change their behaviour, as their
ways are considered outdated and unsustainable.

Informants who remember told me that trade, barter, and theft between hunter-gatherers and
farmers used to be common practice on the forest edges before the final evictions. Firewood,
bamboo, timber, materials for handicrafts, drinking water, medicinal plants, fruit, seeds,
grass, honey and bushmeat found their ways out of the rainforests in the area (Adams &
Infield 2003:180, Twinamatsiko at al. 2014). Since then, these flows have been outlawed.
Even if this has not stopped such resource flows completely - poverty and local feelings of
injustice have been identified as factors behind continued illegal use of forest resources - it
has ruled it out as a livelihood for many (Twinamatsiko at al. 2014).
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Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, in the north of the district.

Lack of new opportunities in protected forests
Since the evictions, those who used to live of forest resources have tried to find alternative
incomes. One of the main purposes of conservation was to enable and attract increased
tourism. Many inhabitants in Kisoro are indeed proud of their tourist destinations and of the
fact that an increasing number of foreigners come to visit their district in order to experience
its nature and its animals. Moreover, some locals see the tourism sector as the district’s future
and chance to achieve development.

But feelings are mixed. Simultaneously, many locals find the tourism sector very
exclusionary. Tourists whom I talked to in Kisoro told me they prefer to see as little human
presence and impact as possible in the national parks. The search for natural and genuine
places, which contrasts to tourists’ everyday modern lives, is arguably what drives much of
global tourism (Wall-Reinius & Heldt Cassel 2019:10). In Kisoro, tourism seem to be based
on an idea of undisturbed wilderness, without humans. And humans are indeed rare in these
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forests; tourism as well as conservation employ relatively few people in the protected areas.
Local people negatively affected by conservation have also reported that those few who have
found employment are often not locals (Twinamatsiko at al. 2014:50-52). Although so-called
Integrated Conservation and Development (ICD), which seeks to conserve in combination
with local “development priorities”, has been a dominant official approach, many locals
nonetheless feel they are not included or fairly compensated (Twinamatsiko at al. 2014:5). A
small number of Batwa have been employed in their old living areas; they hold guided tours
in the woods, demonstrating to tourists their former ways of living, and some of these guides
told me they were happy with their new livelihoods.

But these tours employ very few of all those evicted. Other Batwa have found informal jobs,
and some are begging and playing music on the streets of the small town in order to get some
coins. Some of them are landless, while others have managed to get small plots of farmland.
As Wall-Reinius and Heldt Cassel (2019) points out, tourism demands a lot from many
tourist destinations, and the boundary is not always clear between tourism which benefits
destinations and tourism which exploits them (2019:10). In Kisoro, local hopes that tourism
will bring modernity stand in contrast to tourists’ search for authentic and natural places
perceived as the opposite of modernity.

And feelings of exclusion are not limited to those who once lived in or near the forests.
Robert, a motorcycle-taxi driver from Kisoro, who had previous experience of tourist work in
other areas, tried to find tourist-oriented work in or around these protected forests - formal
employment or at least a job as an informal escort. When I first met him, he offered to escort
me to various places for payment, and later he told me he tries with most foreigners he meets.
So far, he had not been very successful though.

Robert was not the only one who found the protected areas inaccessible, whether as a worker
or as a visitor. In fact, most of my informants had never put their feet in the national parks.
"I've lived in Kisoro for basically my whole life, but I've never been to Mgahinga", one of
them, John, told me. For most locals, the Mgahinga forest is only represented by the distant
outlines of the volcanoes pointing up from it, as these are visible throughout the district above
the horizon as long as the weather is relatively clear - but their presence nonetheless

29

symbolize something which is is out of reach. “I can not afford to go there”, another driver,
David, told me as we watched Mount Muhavura, one of these volcanoes.

Muhavura can be translated to “the guide”. From Kisoro it indicates which way is south.

Spread of farming, and decreased fishing
Me and my informant John climbed to the top of a hill not far from his home at one occasion.
“This hill had forest on top when I was a kid”, he told me. By now, the hill was completely
shaved, making the climb worth the effort, since the view was quite spectacular. John
explained to me that people struggle to find land were they can farm, something which he
described as a reason why the hill was now covered with agricultural land. By rural
standards, Kisoro is densely populated, and already in the early 2000s, each household in
Kisoro district had on average less than a hectare of farmland to live off (Kisoro District
Local Government 2008:12). As population density and the number of farmers have
increased in a situation where certain areas are protected and unavailable, people have created
new farmland where there was still room, and by now, basically the entire land area, outside
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of the three protected forests, consists of farmland.

This expansion has possibly contributed to eradicate yet other alternative income sources.
Farmland not just reaches all the way to the top of steep hills, but also down to the shores of
the lakes. Studies have found that human activities affect the natural reproduction of fish in
these lakes negatively (Tibihika et al. 2016: 60-61, 69,71). The commercial fishing which
once existed in the district has now transformed into small-scale subsistence fishing,
occupying very few people (Kamanyi et al. 2000). As restocking of the lake which used to
occupy the most fishermen was abandoned in recent decades, lots of people want the
government to resume it (Muhereza 2018).

While the heyday of fishing occured many decades back, some people told me it had gotten
even worse during the course of the last few years. It was highlighted to me that one of the
lakes had recently turned green, with dead fish floating, something many thought was due to
contamination from agriculture. This had also gotten some attention in Ugandan media (see
also Manishimwe 2017, Muhereza 2017). William, one of my informants, was previously a
fisherman in one of Kisoros lakes. He told me it recently became harder to find fish, and
harder to earn enough from it. As a result, William stopped fishing and started driving a
motorcycle-taxi instead. For sure, even with a larger fish stock, the fishing in Kisoro would
nevertheless have a hard time to compete with the fishing industries of the larger lakes in East
Africa, in this era of improved trade connections.

The new roads, and what they are used for
Between the years 2007 and 2012, asphalt roads entering the district was built by the
infrastructure company SBI International Holdings, and financed mainly by a loan provided
to the Ugandan government by the African Development Bank (Barnes 2014). Many
informants told me they appreciate these new roads; some said they look nice and “modern”,
others emphasized improvements in travel time between Kisoro and its surroundings. The
new roads were mostly built on old dirt roads, and even before the roads got asphalt, it was
definitely not impossible to travel between the districts; people used to sit on the back of
pick-up trucks, I was told. What has changed, however, is that it is faster, easier, and more
comfortable to do it nowadays. The traveling time between Kabale town (the nearest
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Ugandan town along the new road) and Kisoro town (about 75 km) has been reduced from
around 5 hours to 2 hours. "At least this is a huge improvement since before," said one hotel
worker in Kisoro who had his home and family in Kabale.

But something which nonetheless struck me during my repeated observations was how empty
these roads were. A telling example is that I could at one occasion take video footage of a
baboon which was relaxedly seated in the middle of the road were it passes through the forest
reserve in the east of the district. In fact, I could often wait several minutes for a single
vehicle to pass by at various locations along the new roads; bear in mind that these are the
only asphalt roads connecting almost 300,000 inhabitants with the surrounding world.

The curvy new asphalt road connecting Kisoro to the rest of Uganda in the east.

But instead of being frequently used by locals, in the practical reality these roads mostly have
other functions. When it comes to the limited traffic which nonetheless moves on them, a
significant part is constituted of trucks. Compared to their gravel predecessors, these roads
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are more well-suited for heavy truckloads. As people observed how goods arrive on them, the
roads also symbolized a growing presence of imported products in the area, and new
livelihoods. One shop owner said to me that his shop depends totally on the new road, since
most of what he sold had come to him on it.

The new roads imply that the whole stretch between Kisoro and the Ugandan capital
Kampala now has asphalt, so this distant southwestern area is now relatively accessible. It
takes about 8-10 hours to drive between Kampala and Kisoro. They also imply that the
connections to the East African ports of Mombasa, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania,
have improved. These roads have enabled multinational corporations to increase their sales in
this remote part of East Africa.

Indian motorcycles
Not only physical infrastructure has enabled large-scale import of manufactured products.
Free-trade policies are also essential. By 1991, the Ugandan government eased restrictions on
imports of used vehicles, which enabled a motorcycle-taxi system with old second-hand
motorcycles to appear in the country (Howe 2003), and when manufacturing of budget
motorcycles intensified in China and India, the fleet grew with brand new vehicles.

At the time of my fieldwork, the clear majority of all motorcycles which had arrived to
Kisoro were 100cc two-wheelers of the type Bajaj Boxer. On a backstreet in the middle of
Kisoro town, there is a dealer for Bajaj Motorcycles, one of the largest motorcycle
manufacturers in the world. While not being very common in the West - this Indian
manufacturer is instead strongly focused on so called emerging markets.

The Bajaj Boxer were by far the most common type of motorcycle among motorcycle-taxi
drivers in Uganda as a whole already in 2013 (IANS 2013). It has a small 100cc single
cylinder four stroke engine, described by many informants as fuel-efficient. These vehicles
are simply constructed, and relatively easy to maintain, I was assured, and their long seats can
easily fit not just one but two or even more passengers behind the driver, which is perfect for
the loosely regulated Ugandan motorcycle-taxi system. Most drivers I talked to did not
describe these Bajaj motorcycles as cheap Asian low-quality products, something people
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often do when it comes to Chinese-made and branded mobile phones, but rather as the best
type of motorcycle one can buy. My driver informants regularly talked about the Bajajs as
robust, reliable, fuel saving and powerful compared to the rare alternatives. Scholars have
pointed out that some of the world's leading formal corporations depend on the informal
economy to get their revenue (Wilson 2010:342), which this could be seen as a good example
of.

Another factor contributing to the sales of these particular motorcycles is that imported spare
parts for them are available in large parts of the country, something which also provides
informal jobs to Ugandans who can specialize as mechanics and repairers of these particular
motorcycles (IANS 2013). Several drivers pointed out to me that there are many mechanics
who are “experts” on the Bajaj Boxer, which makes it advantageous as a driver to use such a
motorcycle, rather than any other type.

People can observe how Asian motorcycles arrive with European trucks.
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Disappointment with lack of industry
Kisoro's population now has access to advanced products such as mobile phones and
motorcycles, which, of course, bring new opportunities, and many people say such products
have improved their lives - “what would I do without my phone?” one informant asked
herself. But by promoting imports of manufactured products, this development might
simultaneously have worked against the existence of local manufacturing jobs. “I don’t know
what we should build. Everything has been built for us”, one informant said. The presence of
imported vehicles means Ugandan manufacturers have a hard time to compete. It has been
highlighted that vehicles are invented in the country, but it rarely becomes more than
concepts, since money and investments are rare (see BBC 2016, for an example), and when it
occasionally becomes something more, it has stopped at the state of small-scale production.

There are Ugandan motorcycle manufacturers, but they can not afford the quality and price
level of the Indian competitor, which benefits from economies of scale; since 2007, Bajaj is
connected to prestigious western brands. The company has bought half of Austrian
motorcycle manufacturer KTM, and more recently, an alliance with British Triumph was
announced. Together, they have what it takes to dominate the Ugandan market and many
other markets in the world. Ugandan manufacturing constitutes a relatively small percentage
of the country's GDP, and provides few job opportunities (Calabrese 2017, Trading
Economics 2019a). While Bajaj has around 10 000 people working in their factories in India,
one manufacturer in the Ugandan capital, Simba Automotives, has only managed to employ
around 20 workers, for contrast (Calabrese 2017, Statista 2017).

Many of my informants thought that large parts of the outside world had based their
economies on industries creating jobs and material products for export, while Uganda, in
contrast, does not export much which people can be proud of. One hotel worker said he
thought that my country, Sweden, must be rich because of our industries, factories and
exports, contrasting it to Uganda, which he thought lacked those features. And my informant
Robert said that “everything we use here is made in India, made in China or made in Britain”.
I found lots of disappointment about the fact that advanced imported products can be found in
Kisoro, while nothing comparable is exported from the area. And many people pointed out
that Uganda does barely not even export more simple types of products. “Uganda is behind”,
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an hotel worker told me, shaking his head while looking at a shelf with beers as we were
sitting in a bar. “I don’t even think we have managed to export our beer”, he added. On the
shelf, Ugandan beers could be seen alongside Kenyan, Rwandan and European ones,
something he saw as a sign those other areas had managed to do something Uganda probably
had not.

Some informants portrayed Kisoro in particular as an area which is lagging behind other parts
of Uganda, as even any larger-scale export of crops from the district is missing, in contrast to
what is the case for some other districts, were tea plantations are more common, for example.

Globalization has in many ways united the world, but the removal of international trade
barriers has also made the world's nations and regions into competitors with one another,
something many scholars have problematized in various ways, portraying it as a major
obstacle to true broad-based African development, since Africa, for historical reasons, had
some of the worst prerequisites when the world economy opened up (see, for example,
Moberg 2013:309-310, Leys 2005:116, Friedman 2005, Sassen 2005). Even if it is common
that everyone is portrayed a winner in this system, it has been argued that the clearest winners
are the strongest actors, who can easily take the lead, while the rest have no means to protect
themselves anymore.

The situation in Kisoro could arguably fit into the concept of dependency theory and world
systems theory, according to which certain areas of the world get wealthy at the expense of
others (Leys 2005, Ferguson 2005:146-147). Kisoro and Uganda do perhaps experience a
transformation which could be labeled development, but maybe the speed and rate of it is
held back by the very logic of the global economic system, since stronger actors in the world
system depends on a Uganda which does not manufacture its own vehicles. Hornborg (2013)
has criticized what he sees as a common perception among economists that all trade is by its
very definition fair and balanced (Hornborg 2013:11-12). Perhaps the case in Kisoro is an
example of “underdevelopment”, rather than a system of balanced economic exchange (Leys
2005:112). When having a conversation with my informant John about his views of
development, he told me that “you can search through the whole district, and you will not
find any real industry, so what kind of development is this?”.
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Informants’ definitions of development
The word “development” was widely used among my informants. Several people explained
to me what they think development should be when I asked them direct questions about it. In
informal conversations, many also, at their own initiative, expressed their opinions regarding
what is “modern” and what is not. There were of course individual differences, but based on
all this, I can still summarize and provide a general informant-based definition of
development and modernity. It included not only industrialization and export, but also
upgrading of dirt roads to asphalt roads, increased presence of advanced and technological
commodities such as mobile phones and vehicles, access to electricity, new jobs, new private
enterprises, schools, tourism, travel opportunities and urbanization or at least city life; people
often portray life in the villages as outdated, for example by saying that villagers stick to
irrational traditional practices, while some say villagers give birth to too many children,
resulting in more mouths to feed, something which allegedly constitutes an obstacle for
development.

Moreover, universal or near-universal access to the various features just mentioned was also
among many seen as a necessity for it to be considered development in the true sense of the
word. One informant clarified to me that “real development” should eradicate poverty,
highlighting that this does not seem to be happening in Kisoro (see also Ferguson 2005:146).
And many people complained that asphalt roads are so few in the area. Although my
informants did not use the term “neoliberalism”, some talked about “privatization”, while a
few mentioned “liberalism” and other things which would be included in the scholarly
definition of neoliberalism, and said that such policies and practices limits development something which will be clarified in more detail in chapter five. Regarding my informant’s
definitions of development - not just total access over space, but also through time, is often
implied in them. When speaking about Kisoro’s frequent power failures, one informant told
me that the capital Kampala is “more developed” and that power failures are rare there,
implying more permanent access to electricity.

Overall, interviews and conversations indicated to me a perception among most informants
that development does occur to some extent in Kisoro, but not to a satisfying extent. Some
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ingredients of it exists - some new asphalt roads, some new jobs, telephones etc. - but it exists
far from everywhere and not for everyone.

By and for others
Related to the perception that development is limited is another clear pattern in the views of
many informants; the limited development which nonetheless takes place is associated with
others. And it is so in two ways. For one thing, my informants do not portray themselves as
the drivers of it. Instead, development is run by someone else. For example, when I was
riding behind Robert on his motorcycle, he pointed at a hill which had been dug out and
explained to me that “they” took materials to the asphalt road from that hill. When I asked
him who “they” are, he just said “those people who constructed the road”. Passing another
spot, he told me that “here they want to build a new private school”. Some of my informants
also asked me if I had noticed that many shops and hotels are run by Indians and Europeans.

Various “others” are responsible, shortly said. And despite the extensive local use of the word
development, modernity is to some extent seen as something which arrives to the area because of the imports - rather than something which develops in it; for example, one
informant said that he is very happy that the new roads have been built, since all these
“modern things” - he referred to mobile phones, motorcycles etc. - came to Kisoro on these
roads. Some informants even portrayed their use of Bajaj Boxer motorcycles as the choice of
others; “agencies from Kampala arrive and dump them here”, one driver said to me when I
asked him why he drove this type of motorcycle, rather than any other type, and it is the same
case with mobile phones and tourists - other people, often not more specified, but sometimes
described as businessmen, politicians or foreigners - are responsible for their arrival in
Kisoro, not ordinary people like themselves.
Informants did not just describe Kisoro’s development as something carried out by others,
they also portrayed it as something carried out primarily for others. During my fieldwork,
preparations were made for two additional asphalt roads, connecting Kisoro town to the
national parks in the north and in the south. Although some locals thought these roads would
benefit them, at least indirectly, many also said they have a feeling these roads are not
primarily built for them. My informant Robert told me as we were watching people working
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with preparations for one of these new roads; "They are building a new road to Mgahinga for
people like you, for the bazungu". With the word “bazungu”, he referred to white people, or
westerners. He explained to me that he thought the purpose of the roads was to make travel to
and from these areas faster and more comfortable for the tourists, since they are the ones who
have lots of money to spend, and that the roads were not constructed for the locals, even if
some locals, who just happened to live and work in the right places, could use them. This
perception is strengthened by the fact that large and clearly visible signs along various roads
indicate directions to national parks, hotels and resorts which few but foreign tourists can
afford to visit, while places more relevant for locals are seldom represented on signs.

Ambivalent attitudes toward new infrastructure seem to be common also in other African
settings (Trovalla & Trovalla 2015). Anthropologists have highlighted that infrastructure,
such as new roads, are actually not just static physical objects, used and perceived in
predictable ways. Some roads might not be used, and they might symbolize something which
those responsible for their construction never intended (Lockrem & Lugo 2012, see also
Trovalla & Trovalla 2015).

The last resort among the side effects
Many informants indicate that they feel they are left only with the side effects of the
development which is taking place, and that they have no alternative but to make a living
from the leftovers, after more fortunate people have had their share of modernity. For
example, many informants say they have to take whatever job opportunity they can find, even
if it is uncomfortable, part-time, or low-paid. My informant David said development has
created many jobs, but that most good jobs are taken by the rich, while people like him have
to take the jobs which “nobody wants”. John told me that poor people must look for any
opportunity opening up in this new situation, no matter how insignificant it might seem - one
might earn some coins by carrying bags for tourists who arrive, for example.

Development helped ordinary people achieve the basics, in many cases - getting food and
clothes is not a problem, many pointed out to me. And their experiences correspond to the
official statistics in this sense; the majority of the district’s population can apparently eat two
meals per day, 96 percent of households have a mosquito net and 99,9 percent of them have
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roofs of metal or other more permanent materials on their houses (Uganda Bureau of
Statistics 2017:25). But development do not seem to ever take people beyond this level, and
that is the problem, they say. Some informants asked the rhetorical question whether the
basics needed for survival is the only thing they deserve even if they struggle with hard work
year after year. “I am healthy, but I have many other problems”, one hotel worker said. One
informant highlighted that the focus of NGO:s stays on hunger and malaria prevention, while
he thought they should shift their focus, slightly at least, to help people climb to the the next
step. Many of my informants wish for more than food and permanent roofs over their heads.

Boda Boda - one of few alternatives
One of few opportunities available to locals stuck among the leftovers is to make use of the
motorcycles which are offloaded in Kisoro - by becoming a Boda Boda driver. When I
indicated to a teacher who I met during my first days in Kisoro that it must be positive that so
many people have found jobs as Boda Boda drivers, he told me that the situation is more
complicated, and that I should pay attention to the fact that there are so few alternatives to
becoming a Boda Boda driver.

Samuel, one of my Boda Boda informants, initially told me he liked being a driver. Later, he
explained to me that he said so because it is the only job he has found, and that he do not see
any realistic alternative to it. Therefore, he just tries to think positively, making the best out
of the situation. And among the rest of my informants the pattern was very clear. None of
them said they were happy or satisfied being Boda Boda drivers, all of them said they took
this job mainly because they saw no alternatives - perhaps except a few other informal service
jobs, which some considered even worse. Most of these jobs help you survive, but they
hardly enable any upward mobility. Instead, you are stuck just above the bottom. “My salary,
I would not even call it a salary”, one shop worker said, adding that it did not last for
anything else but food - or not even that, since one still has to complement these jobs with
other livelihoods.

Persistence of subsistence farming
Although it has been reported in Ugandan media that the new road network contributes to
increased economic growth and activity in Kisoro district (Muhereza 2013), the new
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service-oriented jobs created are relatively few and pay too little to act as a replacement for
subsistence farming. Instead, they act as complements to it. The share of the population who
depend on subsistence farming as their main source of livelihood was roughly the same
before and after the construction of the new roads. And in real numbers, there were more
subsistence farmers in 2014, when the latest population census was conducted, than in 2002,
before the road constructions, since population has increased (Kisoro District Local
Government 2008:7, Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2017:4-5,27). This echoes the view of some
scholars, such as Jörg Wiegratz, who has pointed out that a narrow focus on building new
infrastructure, promoting macroeconomic stability and a good investment climate will not
bring any significant increases in well-being to the Ugandan people as a whole (Wiegratz
2009).

In Kisoro, subsistence farming is so essential to other economic activities that many of my
driver informants told me their income from driving vary with growing seasons. “July to
September is a bad season in the gardens. People have less money so they walk instead”,
John told me. For the district’s motorcycle-taxi drivers, farmers constitute the bulk of
customers, and many drivers themselves belong to farming households. All drivers I talked to
about it said they live of subsistence farming besides driving, and most of those I visited had
small plots of farmland around their houses.

Leftovers
To sum up what has been highlighted in this chapter, my informants, who often identified as
representatives of the large majority, did not experience a lack of development, but they
experienced a development driven by others and aimed for others. Roads are build for others,
and they mainly benefit others. To make room for the natural wildlife areas which Western
tourists want in the area, locals who want modernity are forced to crowd near the lakes,
resulting in deteriorated fishing. And while Indians profit when their motorcycles are brought
to the district, locals must use them instead of building their own ones.

And locals can also see how people with Western or Indian origin together with a few rich
and powerful local people are running new service-oriented companies in which members of
the local majority at the very best might find low-paid employment. With other words, many
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feel that they are required to constantly adjust in accordance with the needs of others.

Despite the persistence of subsistence farming, and besides the fact that subsistence farming
is so interrelated with the market economy in Kisoro, the former is considered by many
informants to be a thing of the past - a traditional, outdated practice, while the latter - the
market economy - is seen as part of the future, or modernity. And to get engaged in this
mixed livelihood of farming tradition and market modernity were by most of my informants
experienced as one of few remaining alternatives for the large majority, as new jobs are
insufficient while many people also experience that it is becoming harder to live of farming
only, because of growing competition for land, and diminished opportunities to complement
with resources from forests and lakes. This type of mixed livelihood also enables and requires
certain types of movements, while it hinders other types of movements associated with
modernity and development, something which is the focus of next chapter.
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Chapter 4: Limited new mobility

Chanceless bicycles
My informant John showed me a photograph. I immediately recognized the location where
the picture had been taken, as well as some of the people portrayed on it. It was from 2008, I
was told, and it pictured John’s stage, where I spent lots of time during my fieldwork. The
stage looked almost the same as it still did, nine years later, but there was one significant
difference. There were no motorcycles on the photo. Instead, the men were sitting on, or
standing beside, bicycles.

Although motorcycle-taxis were introduced in the country in the 1990s, it took many years
for them to get common, especially in remote parts of the country. In 2003, before the spread
of new Asian budget motorcycles, bicycle-taxis were much more common in Uganda (Howe
2003). Even several years after that, they dominated Kisoro, I was told by informants. These
bicycles were often imported from India but locally modified with more comfortable
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passenger seats on the racks. At the time when the picture was taken, all workers in the stage
apparently used such bicycles, but by now, the situation was almost reversed, as only two of
around 20 drivers who were active in this stage still used bicycles.

Bicycles can to some extent still compete with lower prices in certain areas, but they are
practically restricted to relatively flat terrain (see also Howe 2003:165-167), and most of
Kisoro district is far from flat. Hills dominate, especially in the northern part of the district,
and motorcycles are of course more well-suited for such an environment. Going with a
motorcycle is by many customers described as faster and more comfortable, and it is also a
matter of status - compared to bicycle-taxis, motorcycle-taxis are seen as more modern and
many people do not want to be seen riding on old bicycle-taxis as it could give them a
reputation as poor. One woman explained to me that she could not resort to riding a bicycle,
and that she rather takes a motorcycle or walks. Such attitudes could help explain why
motorcycles have largely outcompeted bicycles even on flatter terrain despite being about
twice as expensive to go with.

Chanceless cars
And in Kisoro, it is not only bicycles which do not stand a chance against the motorcycles. In
many parts of contemporary Uganda, especially in urban areas, informal minibuses (locally
referred to as taxis) make up the basic transport service, while motorcycle-taxis play the role
as a slightly more comfortable alternative to squeezing into these crowded buses (see
Goodfellow 2015). Buses need to be crowded to be profitable - and profitability is essential
when state-substitution is history. But in Kisoro, these taxis would have a hard time to fill up
with enough people. People do move around, but few move along the very same routes - for
reasons which will soon be described - and as a result, minibuses are rare.

Needless to say, relatively few people in Kisoro can afford their own vehicles for private use,
so the Boda Boda service constitutes the most basic - and most common - motor-driven way
of moving around. And while the foremost speciality of the Boda Boda in places like
Kampala is to be able to zigzag through traffic jams, rural places like Kisoro reveal another
potential which these vehicles have.
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Moving on an alternative road network
Besides problems of getting filled, minibuses would have it difficult to handle the roads were
most locals live, since many of these roads are in bad condition, full of steep hills, and not
seldom so narrow that they could more properly be described as trails. As previously
mentioned, asphalt roads have been - or are about to be - constructed along stretches
important for large businesses. But many other roads which have direct importance for locals
are left without asphalt. In various regions of contemporary Africa, people can observe, and
find their own explanations to, why “new roads are being built in certain areas while others
are left to deteriorate” (Trovalla & Trovalla 2015). When I was sitting behind John on his
motorcycle as we were traveling on a dirt road which he used on a daily basis, he told me
over his shoulder; “Our government is bad. Many people use this road, but look at it”.

John said he thought the government did not do enough, or that it at least had skewed
priorities. The clear majority of people live in houses scattered around the countryside,
because of their dependence upon small-scale farming around their houses, and in addition to
the new road network, there exists a much larger network of dirt roads and trails, which binds
all these settlements together, and this unpaved network is what most locals have to comply
with. “I am sorry, but we have to take feeder roads”, one woman told me as we were seated
on the same motorcycle behind the driver, when we left the asphalt road and continued on a
dirt road towards her home area. When we later reached a spot were even a Boda Boda could
not continue, we started walking along a narrow and steep trail. “This is life here”, she said.
Many of my informants were apparently not very satisfied with these types of roads and
trails, and even ashamed to show me them, especially if they constituted their way home.
When I at one occasion showed a man a photo of a dirt road in Sweden, he seemed surprised;
“is that really in Sweden?”. For some people, dirt roads do clearly not fit into the definition of
developed and modern societies, and one shop worker said she think motorcycles constituted
a form of emergency solution instead of constructing a better road network.

The Boda Bodas meet a clear demand in Kisoro. The rugged and hilly road network in
combination with common livelihoods - subsistence farming complemented by various
informal service jobs - provides the foundation for the motorcycle-taxi system. These
motorcycles are light, narrow, consume small amounts of fuel, and do not need that many
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passengers to be cost-effective. And although they undoubtedly have enabled new mobility,
this new mobility mostly takes place within a highly limited area, and for limited purposes.

The typical movement: between home and town
More than anything, people move with the motorcycles between their homes spread out over
the district’s countryside and Kisoro town, which is geographically located at a relatively
central position in the district. Various people therefore make similar movements, but not
identical ones, as most families live in their own separate houses at a certain distance from
their neighbors. Most of my Boda Boda driver informants left their homes in the countryside
at about 6AM every day. On the back of the motorcycle, they used to have a family member
or someone from their home area, while driving to town. If a passenger could not be found
immediately, the informants used to drive slowly in hope of finding someone along the way.
“It feels like I am wasting fuel when I drive alone”, Samuel told me.

Many farming households have at least one family member who is also integrated in the
world market, and most drivers and other workers whom I talked to indicated that they shared
their income with the other members of their households. A relatively common way for
households to gain extra income is to have someone selling various products at Kisoro’s
marketplaces. The large marketplaces are concentrated to town. Every Monday and Thursday
is a market day. Farmers often sell their crops if they have a surplus, sometimes through
middlemen. Imported commodities such as clothes, shoes, and other relatively cheap and
simple products are also for sale. Motorcycle-taxis play a crucial role here, for transport of
both goods and people. Samuel and John told me they might get up to twice as many
customers on a market day as they get on any other day.
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A market scene resembling a larger marketplace in Kisoro town.

Others find jobs in new shops which have popped up in town. These shops are largely filled
with products that have also found their way to Kisoro via the new asphalt roads, and those
who take these jobs also depend on Boda Boda transportation to a large extent. “Boda Boda
is the only way for me to get to work”, one woman working in a shop told me.

Driving a motorcycle-taxi is of course also a way to contribute to the economy of one's
household. Howe concluded back in 2003 that each Ugandan Boda Boda driver on average
supports five dependants (Howe 2003). In Kisoro district, motorcyclists who want to drive
commercially have to sign up at Kisoro’s Boda Boda association, which has a small office in
town. On a rainy day I visited this office to acquire some unpublished statistics. Apparently,
there were about 3 000 Boda Boda drivers registered in the district at the time of my
fieldwork. How common it is to operate illegally, without being locally registered, is of
course hard to know. My informants all said they were registered, and some of them showed
me their registration cards. Some of the informants told me that unregistered drivers might
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exist but that they cannot be common. In any case, drivers are assigned to a specific stage by
the association when they are registered. In Kisoro district, there are a total of 59 stages were
motorcycle-taxis stay parked, according to the association, and 41 of them are situated
outside the urban area, something which can highlight that many people travel from and to
rural areas.

The drivers mostly stayed parked in their stages during the course of the day, with occasional
trips, often within town or between the town and some rural area. On their way back to the
stage, drivers always tried finding another passenger. Even if they had to lower the price a
bit, it was better than driving back alone. The time of the end of the workday also depended
on when a passenger could be found, but most drivers aimed for finishing it around 6PM,
when it is getting dark and when most people are going home from their jobs again. As most
drives took place in mornings and evenings, when people are about to arrive to - or return
from - their jobs, Kisoro town is dense with moving motorcycles during these hours. And I
counted that about 9 out of 10 vehicles passing by on various streets were motorcycles.

Trips rarely taken
While motorcycles have enabled efficient commuting to jobs and to schools, this is virtually
the only type of movement I found most people make with these motorcycles. Some of the
routes drivers used to take coincided with the new asphalt roads for some distance. For most
people, however, there were few reasons to follow these new asphalt roads all the way out of
the district, at least on a regular basis. One woman explained to me that she had to work,
every day, and that there were no time, money nor reason for her to travel beyond the district
boundary, located about 13 km east of the town. Some Boda Boda drivers told me that they
have driven people out of the district, eastwards, but that it is very rare. Those who try
leaving the district in any other direction will face even more limitations; the northern exit
lacks asphalt and is blocked by the Bwindi forest, while the western and southern ones lead to
other countries. Large sections of the district’s international boundaries are unguarded, but in
order to circumvent border controls one has to take very narrow trails, many of which are
barely even drivable with a motorcycle, and if Boda Boda drivers try crossing at the border
controls, they are stopped. After William had driven me along the western asphalt road to the
Congo border checkpoint so that I could do observations there, he parked his motorcycle
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some hundred meters from the border and told me he would not be allowed to go any further,
even if he would have liked to take me around on the other side. We could however see some
trucks and cars crossing in both directions. So while motorcycle-traffic fills the streets of the
town and the dirt roads connecting it to the countryside, the new asphalt roads leading out
from from the town and the district in various directions were relatively empty of
motorcycles.

Many informants said they wished to be able to travel out of the district - at least just for fun,
in the absence of other reasons - but, if nothing else hindered it, their economy did. After
such a trip they would have no money left for their families. While it has been contended that
the Boda Boda service improves and extends social relations in rural areas (Gamberini 2014)
most of my informants said they rarely visit relatives or friends living in other villages, since
they need to prioritate income-generating activities. Being able to travel on a regular basis
just to socialize was considered a luxury that few can afford, even if the travel takes place
within the district. “When I am free, I need to take care of the kids at home”, one young
woman told me, referring to her younger siblings.

Limited urbanization
Kisoro’s urban area is barely more than a kilometer from side to side, and the small town
consists almost entirely of hotels, shops, restaurants, pubs, marketplaces, petrol stations and
banks - while largely lacking residential areas. Within Kisoro district, virtually no
urbanization occurs between the countryside and the central town. According to statistics
assembled in 2002, five percent of the districts inhabitants lived in the urban area back then
(Kisoro District Local Government 2008:6), but to any observer it is apparent that the
so-called urban residents are not living in urban neighborhoods but in the rural areas which
are located in proximity to the town, within the area which constitutes the town council, and
who depend as much on subsistence agriculture as the people who live further out in the
district.

Informants often pointed out to me that they think the future exists in cities, or at least that it
should exist there. When people saw pictures of Kampala or the Rwandan capital Kigali which is much closer to Kisoro - on smartphones or televisions, they often gave comments
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that those cities look nice and that it would be good to live there or at least to visit them
sometime. One man said his goal was to find a way to move to a larger city, since he thought
areas like Kisoro will soon be left far behind.

Still, there is a paradox here. The Ugandan capital is indeed growing rapidly, so urbanization
does occur in the country, but nonetheless, few people I met in Kisoro saw it as a realistic
alternative to move to Kampala in search of opportunities. Many people I talked to in Kisoro
felt that it was hopeless. Some indicated that the main thing one will find in these large cities,
at least at the moment, is expensive living costs, even though the future might be brighter one informant said factories will probably move from Asia to places like Kampala in the
future, for example. But for now, a few had tried to make a living in these cities, found that it
was not easy, and returned. One driver I met in a stage in Kisoro said he had previously
moved to Kampala to drive a Boda Boda there. It was indeed possible to make more money,
mainly because Boda Boda rides are more expensive in Kampala, but as even his expenses
were larger he found it unreasonable to stay, and moved back to Kisoro. A woman who heard
our conversation agreed, and pointed out that “everything” is expensive in Kampala, and that
it cannot be easy to live there. Many of my informants were, with other words, not very
involved in the African urbanization trend.

The few industrial jobs that nonetheless exist in and around various larger towns of the
country were often not very popular. John had tried working in a small steel and cement
factory in a larger town between Kisoro and Kampala a few years ago. But after some months
he returned to Kisoro because he thought the salary was too low. Instead, he started working
as a Boda Boda driver back home, supported by the small-scale farming of his relatives.

50

A central street in the small town of Kisoro.

Too poor for Boda Boda
A young woman, mentioned earlier, who initially told me that Boda Bodas constituted the
only way for her to get to work, later told me something else. I realized her initial statement
was not entirely true. In Kisoro, a 5 km Boda Boda ride might cost around 5000 Ugandan
shillings (equal to 1,3 USD). For many of the district’s inhabitants, this is quite a lot, and it
has consequences. It makes simpler types of mobility - mainly walking - at least as common
as motorcycle rides. For anyone who is used to the pedestrian-sparse country roads of most
Western settings, Kisoro’s roads often seem crowded with pedestrians. And many people
carry heavy loads on their backs, on their heads, or on bicycles which they walk beside.

The young woman mentioned above often walked home. It was not a particularly pleasant
walk, I realized when I walked along with her - it took her more than an hour, it took place in
complete darkness on her way home in the evening, and additionally, on a road often full of
mud and water filled holes. It was a walk she did out of necessity. Some people have so small
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salaries that if they would take Boda Boda every workday, they would spend all of it on
commuting. Back in 2003, Howe pointed out that riding a Boda Boda was not an alternative
for the poorest of the poor (Howe 2003), and that fact is apparently equally valid today. But
this woman and many other informants seemed hesitant to admit that they sometimes walked
and walking seemed to be a type of movement which does not belong to the local definition
of modernity, even though many people seemed to prefer it to bicycle taxis, as indicated
earlier.

Too rich for Boda Boda
Besides trucks, the otherwise relatively empty asphalt roads are additionally trafficked by
another type of vehicle. Small tourist buses and SUVs with foreign travelers regularly arrive
to Kisoro on the new roads. Much like richer locals, who do not often use the Boda Bodas,
but instead pay for private transportation in cars (if they do not own their own cars) tourists
also rarely travel by Boda Boda. Gorilla tourism in Kisoro is by no means new - it started
already in colonial times, but by then, it was research-oriented and small-scale (Frankland
2001, Adams & Infield 2003).

During the most recent decades, alongside national park-declarations and new road
constructions, tourism has grown significantly in the district - reportedly from 1300
individuals visiting Bwindi in 1993, when purely commercial gorilla tourism started there, to
about 20 000 individuals visiting the same park annually in the most recent years (IIED 2019,
Adams & Infield 2003). Air traffic within Uganda is scarce nowadays, but for those who can
afford it, it nonetheless still exist on a small scale. Occasionally, tourists arrive from the
capital by plane, and since the district’s small airstrip crosses the new asphalt road between
Kisoro and the rest of Uganda, the road is closed temporarily when an airplane is about to
land or take off, something which would probably be impossible if the road or the airstrip
was more heavily trafficked. There are however a backup road, leading around the airstrip,
which has also been covered with asphalt.

Some locals whom I talked to complained about movement-related segregation. As one
person said: "Tourists don’t get a picture of our society. They stay one day in town, then they
travel in their vehicles to the national parks, and then they are gone”. He continued saying
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that he thought tourists only experience the nicest places - new hotels, asphalt roads, and
exotic forests, while they just pass through the countryside were local people experience
hardships. As a result of increased tourism, new hotels have been built in the district. As
mentioned in chapter 2, budget alternatives exist in town, while more luxurious hotels can be
found near the national parks. A large proportion of the guests in both categories are foreign
tourists (it is often younger backpacker tourists who stay in the cheap ones) and even those
living in cheap hotels rarely use motorcycle-taxis.

The Sabyinyo volcano and a fictive higher standard hotel outside town.

Too distanced from home for Boda Boda
The new hotels also need a workforce. A relatively large proportion of the workforce in
Kisoro’s growing number of hotels are residents of Rwanda, DR Congo, or, more commonly
- the Ugandan districts of Rubanda and Kabale, located to the east of Kisoro. Despite
improved road connections between Kisoro and these surrounding areas, it is still too far and
too expensive to commute on a daily basis.
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Instead, the employer usually paid for simple accommodation in Kisoro town, often at the
hotel itself and in the same room with several other employees, eliminating any need for
Boda Boda transportation. Even if this for practical and economic reasons is appreciated
among many hotel workers, they also complained about limited mobility. Almost around the
clock, they are required to stay at the hotels, in order to be ready to receive customers if they
show up spontaneously. Some employees clarified to me that they feel almost imprisoned,
and they might handle the situation by sneaking out from their workplaces for an hour now
and then, hoping not to get caught by their superiors. In many places, the boss or the manager
is not always present, but he or she might show up at any time, and by then, the worker better
be in place. The fact that the hotels often provide accomodation and cheap food to its workers
nonetheless makes many people stay.

A third category of people present in Kisoro also use other means of transportation:
Congolese refugees. While Uganda has been praised for integrating refugees in their society,
even providing them with farmland in less densely populated districts (UNDP 2017), the
refugees in Kisoro district do not have that much direct contact with the local society, as they
stay in tents assembled in a so-called transit centre next to the asphalt road east of Kisoro
town. For sure, some former refugees who have stayed in Kisoro have integrated in the
surrounding community, but many others only stay in this area temporarily before they move
on to other districts further from the Congo border in order to settle down more permanently
(McCormick n.d.). When they move, they usually do so in big UNHCR-trucks.

Limitations of drivers’ movements
In spite of how important the Boda Bodas are for the local economy, the fact that several
groups of people rarely use the service constitutes a challenge for drivers. Many drivers who
have been working in the sector for a few years have experienced that it has become harder to
find customers, something which will be further highlighted in chapter 7.

But drivers cannot afford to lower prices to a level allowing even the poorest people to travel
by motorcycle on a daily basis. John told me he could sometimes lower the price extensively
back in the days when he used a bicycle, but now, that could result in an economic loss,
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because of the fuel cost. On one occasion, as I had asked a driver to take me somewhere, he
first drew immediately to the nearest petrol station and asked me for 5000 of the 9000
shillings (2,3 USD) we had agreed upon, in order to buy a small amount of fuel, basically just
to make our trip. He told me he had no money and that he had just saved a little fuel in the
tank to make the drive from the stage to the station whenever he would get his next customer.

Groups which can afford more comfortable alternatives are also hard to attract, I was assured
in conversations and through observations. Drivers often tried getting the attention of foreign
tourists on the few occasions when they walked passed the stages, but the drivers were mostly
ignored by these tourists. The growing number of cheaper restaurants and hotels can at least
benefit the drivers indirectly, since much of the food they prepare and serve is local and
transported via the marketplaces. But drivers experience how the more expensive hotels seem
to rely mostly on food brought in from outside in trucks.

Leftover mobility and disconnection
A clear pattern can be seen when it comes to the mobility of my informants; the
short-distance back and forth-daily traveling which is common in Kisoro is directly related to
the position were many informants find themselves - among the leftovers of others’
development, something which makes even this commuting part of a last resort livelihood,
rather than a chosen movement. Most drivers and customers whom I talked to about it said
that although the motorcycles have enabled faster movements between various places in the
district, they have not enabled access to new areas, beyond those they had visited before. The
fact that motorcycles have outcompeted bicycles here does not necessarily reflect that the
motorization of the service is seen as a tremendous improvement. After all, even walking
seem to outcompete bicycle-taxis - these bicycles are by many seen as the worst type of
transport, since they constitute such an obvious poor man's version of motorcycles nowadays.
Even if walking is also associated with poverty, it is less obviously so, according to some
informats, and it is free, on top of that. "Why would I pay too look poor?", one woman said,
referring to bicycle-taxis.

At the same time, many types of movements which people dream about have not been
enabled by motorcycles, or by any other type of mobility. Many informants feel that pleasure
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trips, work migration and urbanization is something they can not access.

Segregation characterizes the movements in Kisoro, as rich people, foreign tourists,
immigrant workers, refugees and local farmers (informal workers) move around in distinct
ways, and to some extent on separate roads. This is not unique for Kisoro; similar
movement-related segregation can be recognized in other African settings, and separated
groups find their own ways of interpreting and responding to it (Trovalla & Trovalla 2015).

While alternative types of mobility, connected to longer distance traveling - cars, planes, etc.
is available to rich people, poor people cannot even afford regular Boda Boda traveling.
Motorcycle-taxis and globalization has not changed the fact that large groups of people are
still walking for long distances. Also, if walking is an alternative to going with a Boda Boda,
as people rarely travel for longer distances than what is possible to walk, it casts doubts on
the relatively popular assumption that the motorcycle-taxi service has connected people
previously not connected, as Gamberini (2014), for example, contends in a study about this
service. Focusing on what he describes as “isolated rural communities”, in another part of
southwestern Uganda, Gamberini concludes that the Boda Boda service breaks this isolation,
which, in turn, could help fostering development (2014).

Since more fortunate groups of people in today’s Kisoro mostly move by other motorized
means than Boda Bodas, one could hardly say that the area’s population as a whole would be
isolated without them. And Kisoro district was definitely not isolated before the time of the
motorcycle-taxi service. Even on some of Kisoros larger dirt roads, on which most locals
move, small trucks occasionally transport goods that are too heavy for Boda Bodas, often
with people on top of the goods, something which is not a new phenomenon; small trucks
were apparently around long before the new asphalt roads and used, for example, to transport
potatoes grown in Rwanda and in Kisoro to the Ugandan capital along the gravel roads
(Ferris et al. 2001:19-20, 23-25). Some informants told me they used to travel on the back of
pickup trucks to various locations prior to the road constructions.

Kisoro was not even isolated before colonization. That the area had strong ties to Rwanda
prior to its incorporation into the colonial construct of Uganda, is today reflected in Kisoro's
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local language which has very much in common with the Rwandan language. Several
informants were convinced the area was even a part of Rwanda prior to colonialism.

In fact, some of Kisoro’s inhabitants rather experience the opposite of being ever-more
connected. As some people in other parts of Africa, they experience increased disconnection
in the age of globalization (see also Fergusson 1999:238, Trovalla & Trovalla 2015). After
living internationally mobile lives - the forests spreads over international boundaries - many
of the former hunter-gatherers have now lost much of the mobility which once characterized
their lives, as they find themselves more isolated than before in one of the three countries
around the forests. And many locals - both former forest residents and others - are practically
restricted from moving within these forests nowadays.

It is also obvious that Ugandans experienced better railway connections before the era of
globalization (the railway network stopped expanding further towards Kisoro when it had
reached Kasese - some 170 km further north). One teacher asked me if I had seen how
miserable the country’s railway looked nowadays, framing it as if other countries builds new
railways while Uganda does not even bother to take care of the ones they have. Various ideas
of better pasts circulate in Kisoro - something which will be highlighted further in the next
chapter.
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Chapter 5: Nostalgia and increasing inequality

Ideas about long-gone glory days
A Ugandan teacher I met in Kisoro clarified his view that, even if it was not easy to say, the
country was better off during colonialism, and one could almost consider it a mistake to
become independent. I also met a Boda Boda driver who glorified another epoch in Ugandan
history - that during which Idi Amin ruled the country - in his view the only time when
ordinary Ugandans were truly favoured. None of them had themselves experienced the times
which they talked about, but similar controversial views were in fact not that rare among my
informants. Such views can highlight that there exists a dissatisfaction in contemporary
society, and a perception that something positive which existed in the past is lost.

Glorifications of previous decades of course exist among many people in different parts of
Africa and beyond, and although exaggerations are common, nostalgic feelings are often
rooted in experiences by the people who bear them or in experiences by their older
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countrymen. In the era of neoliberalism, downsizing of public sectors, globalized
competition, and economic crisis have in various places resulted in layoffs and
deindustrialization from once prosperous but now deteriorated fishing, textile and mining
industries, leaving large groups of people unemployed (Ferguson 1999, Jeffrey 2010,
Meagher 2014a, 2014b). New jobs in or near these areas, related, for example, to information
technology, banking or entertainment have been filled by better equipped groups of people,
and if there are jobs left for the rest, those jobs often exist in the informal economy. In
Kisoro, such experiences and feelings exist in relation to lost livelihoods of hunting,
gathering and fishing. One man living near one of the forests told me that his family used to
get various resources from this forest in the past, directly or indirectly by buying it from the
hunter or resource extractor, and that this constituted a relatively cheap and easy way of
getting what you needed. Today, however, it had gotten tougher, he said, as he and many
others had to rely on other income sources. Although both former hunter-gatherers and
farmers told me these two groups also used to plunder each other back then, this did not deter
members of both categories from saying that life was easier at that time.

In many African settings, perceptions of better pasts also exist when it comes to services,
such as reliable electricity and water supplies, roads and public transport - services which lots
of people find worsened (see, for example, Trovalla & Trovalla 2015, Rizzo 2017). Kisoro
town has a few paved streets. Besides those which converge with the new road network some
streets are covered with an older layer of potholed and deteriorating asphalt, something my
informants at times pointed at to illustrate that infrastructural decay is perhaps just as
common as infrastructural improvement. After he had made a manoeuvre with the
motorcycle to avoid the deepest potholes on one of these old asphalt streets, John said to me,
as I was sitting behind him, that he used to wonder why “they” could not just fill those holes
with something before an accident happens. As in the rest of Uganda, you can also hear
stories about how public transport in the past was a reliable and well-organized phenomenon,
with fixed ticket prices and safety requirements, in contrast to the transport systems of today,
which are portrayed as chaotic by many. “This Boda Boda traffic is crazy”, one woman said
when she tried to walk across a street in Kisoro town during rush hour (see also Rwomushana
2014, Radoli 2013, Kumar 2011:9, 14-15).
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Unwanted inequality
But most nostalgia which I encountered in Kisoro was related to economic inequality. The
neoliberal world economy has arguably “contributed to the sharpest economic inequalities the
world has ever seen” (Edelman & Haugerud 2005:25), and both of the informants mentioned
in the beginning of this chapter, who presented their nostalgic ideas regarding times prior to
or early after independence, did so in the context of complaints about the ever-growing gap
between rich and poor which they could observe in their society. The teacher who glorified
the colonial days, who I met in Kisoro town, asked me if I had seen the current state of the
villages, where people, according to his description, have to drink water from the very water
holes were cows poop, which in his view is a worse humiliation than any discrimination
Ugandans had to face during colonialism. His perception was that while parts of Kisoro town
might look quite modern, the development is practically limited to town, and the politicians
and others responsible for development do not seem to care about people in the villages.

He also said that everything is about liberalisation, privatization and effectivisation
nowadays, which means that even people without money have to pay “for everything”. Many
of my other informants complained about the lack of jobs, the erosion of a state-provided
social safety net, and the fact that they have to pay a lot for most basic services such as
healthcare. Government schools lack funds, which is reflected in their quality, and in people's
attitude towards them; so parents struggle to let their children study in more expensive private
schools instead. “Government schools are terrible. Sometimes they don’t even have
teachers”, Robert said. And another driver, Joseph, told me the cost of private schools are a
constant struggle for him; “my biggest challenge is to be able to pay the school fees for my
children”. This is of course also not unique for Kisoro, or for Uganda. As Edelman and
Haugerud have pointed out: “Economic neoliberalism has – almost everywhere – brought
declining corporate taxes and shortages of funds in the public sector for schools, health care,
and other services” (Edelman & Haugerud 2005:25).

Exclusion and abjection
The anthropologist James Ferguson (1999), focusing on Zambia, describes a general belief
among Zambians in the 1960s and 1970s that their country was becoming a modern nation
among other modern nations (1999:236-238). Like Uganda, Zambia established its own
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national airline in the early days of independence. Ferguson describes how Zambia Airways
acted as a symbol that the country was becoming a force to count with (ibid.). But both
Zambia’s and Uganda’s airlines were liquidated in the neoliberal era, and even if the
Ugandan airline or its railway never had any direct connection with Kisoro in particular,
when some of my informants in Kisoro talked about themselves as Ugandans, they referred to
these vanishing symbols as signs that development in certain ways had almost stopped and
that things were getting worse in the country. One woman said she could not understand how
Uganda could destroy their national airline when even neighbouring Rwanda still had a
functioning one.

Many scholars have written about people in various countries on different continents who
feel somehow excluded from modernity (see, for example, McGovern 2011:2, Utas
2003:150-151, Mains 2007, Shoshan 2016, Finnström 2008, Bourgois & Schonberg 2009:40,
Mishra 2015). But Ferguson has made a distinction between feelings of exclusion and
feelings of abjection. “The experience of abjection here was not a matter of being merely
excluded from a status to which one had never had a claim but of being expelled, cast
out-and-down from that status” (Ferguson 1999:237-238 [emphasis in original]).

If sticking to Fergusons definitions, in Kisoro, I encountered a mix of these experiences.
Many people do have feelings that things have been lost along the way, “I feel that life is just
getting harder”, one hotel worker said, but since Kisoro is a rural area far from the capital, it
of course never had many of the services once found in Kampala. People to some extent feel
that something is missing in their society in relation to the local past but perhaps primarily in
relation to what they think can be found in other parts of the world today, and this is also
often related to income inequality.

Local presence of global inequality
As foreign tourists occasionally spend time in Kisoro, locals do not only experience the
economic inequality existing within their society. The inequality between societies also
makes itself visible from moment to moment. As previously mentioned, tourists often use
their own means of transport and the more expensive hotels which some of them stay in,
located in proximity to the national parks, are luxurious establishments largely sealed off
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from their surroundings. But sometimes this system of segregation is violated, when foreign
tourists breaks the norm in order to interact directly with the economy of Kisoro’s local
population - for example by visiting the same restaurants or pubs, or occasionally sitting on
the same Boda Bodas. Such occasions have made many of Kisoro’s inhabitants aware of how
huge the income disparities are. My informants told me they often see thick bundles of cash
which tourists bring out of their pockets. And when the cash is finished, they just go to the
ATM-machine to get more. In restaurants and pubs, foreigners seem to have an infinite
amount of money to spend. Aside from the Swahili words for white people - muzungu
(singular) and bazungu (plural), one of the most common phrases I heard from kids and from
some adults when I moved around in rural areas was “give me money”. As John explained to
me; “when people here see someone like you, they think money”. In many hotels, the staff
often talked about how many bazungu guests they had, or about how many potential bazungu
guests they had lost to other hotels. Ugandan guests did not receive as much attention, as they
generally had less money to spend. My informants explained to me that it does not really
matter whether a muzungu is a student or a businessman, the skin color means money in
either case, and if a white tourist goes to a restaurant or a bar together with a local, the local
will automatically assume that the foreigner will pay for both.

The conviction that bazungus are rich were in many cases so strong that it did not matter if
they wore clothes representing poverty. Many informants had clear ideas about the
appropriate way to dress for any man spending time outside his home; he should wear shoes,
long trousers and a long-sleeved shirt - a suit would be the very best way to dress. While
locals dressed in sandals, shorts and short-sleeved or sleeveless shirts were seen as poor and
somehow miserable, white tourists, who are not seldom dressed this way, were not. One man,
for example, said that the “bazungu” already have good jobs and so much money they can
dress however they want, and that “they don’t care” if they are badly dressed.

Even if the descriptions of foreigners’ wealth is sometimes exaggerated, it is undeniable that
the inequality is profound. Most shop and hotel workers who I had contact with during my
fieldwork in Kisoro stated that they had salaries of between 80,000 - 400,000 shillings
(21-103 USD) per month. Market vendors claimed to bring in similar amounts, even though it
depended on what they sold, and how much of it. The income of motorcycle-taxi drivers is
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also highly variable, and depends largely on the number of customers and the distance
traveled. My driver informants said they usually earn between 200,000 and 400,000 shillings
(52-103 USD) per month. Even if many people said Boda Boda drivers never get salaries as
low as the lowest paid workers in shops and hotels, many of my informants in all these
various sectors with other words had salaries on roughly the same level - often slightly more
than the median monthly salary for paid employees in Uganda, which was 168 000 shillings
(43 USD) around the time of my fieldwork (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2018:55). People
from my own country, Sweden, are not that rare among the tourists. In 2017, the median
monthly salary in Sweden was 30 000 SEK (3 488 USD) or 13 500 000 shillings (SCB 2018).
Even after paid income tax, a Swedish tourist might, with other words, earn more than 50
times as much as a local.

Finding explanations
Small salaries and how these small salaries are reflected in lack of what is considered to be
modern features, provides a feeling among many people in Kisoro that they are excluded
from the modern world and that the development which takes place is unevenly distributed
and only available to various groups of rich people. Many informants who worked full time
or more lacked electricity in their homes, for example. According to the most recent
population and housing census, with statistics from 2014, only 7,6 percent of Kisoro’s
households had access to any source of electricity - from the grid, from solar panels,
generators etc. (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2017:27).

My informant Joseph pointed at a power line crossing a rural area and started talking about
how new wires just pass over people’s rooftops while they still have to live with the dim
lights of unhealthy paraffin lamps (see also Schwebel & Swart 2009). People I visited seemed
ashamed if they used such lamps; they are commonly regarded as having no place in modern
society, despite the fact that they are so common. 65,7 percent of Kisoro’s households
apparently used paraffin lamps for lighting in 2014 (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2017:27). In
fact, to have more reliable power it is not enough to just afford grid connection, but one needs
to buy a solar panel or a generator, something many people find hopeless. Such things are
only for more fortunate people, and something which rich hotels and households can afford,
which means they never suffer from power failures. In similar vein, Trovalla and Trovalla
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(2015) has described a perception among people in the Nigerian city of Jos, which has lots of
power failures, that investments to improve the collective electricity supply will not be made
as long as the rich can just use their generators (ibid.).

During a discussion in a pub, one teacher contended that corruption was the cause of low
salaries and the lack of opportunities in Uganda, saying that Ugandans are so corrupt nothing
can function properly in the country. Another man agreed about corruption’s bad influence,
but partly argued against his portrayal of it as something old and endemic, framing it instead
as something which had to do with more recent inspiration from outside. To portray
corruption as a root cause of problems in the global south is common in many circles, often
with assumptions that the corruption has something to do with culture and tradition in these
countries. In Kisoro, blames on corruption are rooted in experience. In the rare cases when
the state is economically involved nowadays, money often just seem to end up in a few
pockets. Although both tea and Irish potato processing factories have recently been built in
the district - with state support - in attempts to boost the income of local farmers, corruption
has destroyed both of them, resulting in lost incomes for many farmers instead (Tugume
2018, Kaketo 2016).

But some scholars have argued that many blames on corruption fails to recognize that
corruption is a problem of modernity, and that it occurs even in developed countries, not least
among large private corporations (Bedirhanoglu 2007, Wiegratz & Whyte 2016). In fact,
some scholars argue that there is even a link between neoliberalism and corruption (Khair et
al. 2015), although others would not go that far (Gerring & Thacker 2005). Gledhill (2005)
has problematized common tendencies of blaming global inequalities on local actors and
behaviours and highlighted how corruption often can play the role as an easily identifiable
scapegoat overshadowing more complex global relationships and explanations (Gledhill
2005:383, see also Wilk & Cliggett 2007:142). But many people around the world have
nonetheless lost confidence in their own local and national governments in the era of
neoliberalism (Escobar 2005:345).

Recent loss
In Kisoro, nostalgia also exist in relation to a more recent past, of which many of my
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informants had direct experience. One example is related to mobile phones. When my
informants saw that I had a Nokia 1100 from the early 2000s, many of them seemed
impressed, saying that this exact type of phone was common in the area a few years ago - a
few said they had had one themselves - but that these Nokias are impossible to find
nowadays. “That is a real phone”, one hotel worker said to me. Another informant told me I
could throw it to the ground without breaking it.

Today, budget brands aimed specifically towards low-income markets dominate among
mobile phones present in the area. These new Chinese products, costing between 50 000 100 000 shillings (13-26 USD) for an ordinary piece with buttons, or 150,000-350,000
shillings (38-90 USD) for a smartphone, are cheap enough to have found their way into many
households of the district. But people regularly complain that these phones keep low quality
compared to the old ones, and they are often referred to as “fake”. One hotel worker
complained; “this phone is fake, it started to have problems the moment I bought it”, he said,
holding the phone, which was prevented from falling into pieces with a rubber band, in front
of him. Similar attitudes to these type of phones have been identified in other African
settings. Trovalla and Trovalla (2015) have highlighted that among some people in Jos,
Nigeria, even brand-name phones are suspected to keep a lower quality if they are sold in
Nigeria compared to if they were first sold somewhere else (ibid.), and such beliefs can be
found in Kisoro as well, were some people told me they would rather buy a second hand
Samsung which were bought new in Europe than buying a new Samsung in Uganda. People
did not have the same suspicion towards older phone generations though. The feeling of
being excluded - or abjected - from a genuine modernity of quality technology and put into a
“fake” modernity of low-quality products was apparently a relatively new one.

A bad side of modernity
Inclusion in modernity is not necessarily seen as a good thing only, as highlighted by the
attitudes surrounding telephones. And attitudes toward various types of beverages can also
put light on the tension between nostalgia and modernity. Beers and sodas in glass bottles are
by many seen as something modern - when people have guests, it is customary to offer the
guest whatever type of food or drink you can afford, and those who could afford bottled
beverages rarely served me anything else to drink when I was invited to their homes. In
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poorer homes, however, I was often served traditional home-made beverages such as
alcoholic ikigage and non-alcoholic ubushera sorghum drinks. Such beverages, as well as
banana beer (urwagwa) to many represent poverty and history, but simultaneously, they
represent a sense of community which is about to get lost. People often have these type of
beverages sitting together, all drinking from the same mug - not seldom together with
strangers. It is a symbolic way of creating bonds and friendship, I was told. A group seemed
very happy and welcoming towards me when I came to join them, drinking urwagwa, in a
small “traditional” pub instead of going to a modern one. One person sitting there shared with
me his perception that everyone is equal around these types of gatherings around banana
beer, something which represented a positive contrast to the increasingly common
self-serving and egoistic behaviours which he thought characterized his society. Some other
people were later surprised to hear that I had joined such a gathering though, describing both
the drinks and the common ways of drinking them as old-fashioned and unsanitary, with the
potential to spread infections.

But modern types of drinks are sometimes also portrayed as unhealthy. To some, the
truckloads of beers and sodas represented an unhealthy side of modernity arriving. Even if
they are more expensive than traditional beverages, they are nonetheless relatively cheap - a
50 cl beer in a pub costs around 3000 shillings (0,8 USD), and sodas are even cheaper, and
some people thought these drinks had made too many locals dependent upon alcohol and
sugar - while more beneficial sides of modernity and development had not arrived or were
very expensive. While traditional drinks are associated with local production which people
themselves can control - informants often pointed out that they had made the drink they
offered me from their own crops - new inflows of bottled drinks seem uncontrollable. “Look
at how much we are drinking”, an hotel worker said as we watched people offload crates with
bottles from a truck on the opposite side of the street.

Many of my driver informants criticised the fact that alcohol was served almost everywhere
by now, and many of them were quick to point out that they never drink alcoholic beverages,
especially those which are served in “all these new pubs”. While some small companies have
tried to modernize local banana beer by selling it under new names in labeled bottles - some
people think such modernization is a bad type of modernization, which erases the traditional
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social aspect of the drink while keeping the bad ones of individualist alcohol consumption.
As one man clarified to me, he did not drink urwagwa because he thought the drink was
good, but because he could share it with his friends. I asked him if he couldn’t just as well
share a bottle, but doing that was apparently not the same thing.

The good old bicycle times
When it comes to Boda Boda drivers in particular, they were even more affected by yet
another type of inclusion in the modern world which some thought were mostly
disadvantageous. Even though the budget motorcycles which most drivers utilize are not
really described as low-quality products, some drivers had other complaints about them; they
told me that the time when bicycles dominated was - although physically more demanding easier economically. The benefits of bicycles outweighed the drawbacks, according to some
drivers. By the time of bicycles, one of course did not need to buy fuel. Even if the
motorcycles consume very small amounts of fuel compared to most cars, for example, the
price of fuel in relation to salaries nonetheless means that most drivers consider it to be a
huge cost. At the time of my fieldwork, the petrol price was around 4 192 shillings (1,1 USD)
per liter. Another increased cost is related to repairs. Even reliable Bajaj motorcycles can
break down, resulting in unforeseen expenses. And minor problems, resulting in many small
expenditures, pops up relatively often. When I was sitting behind John on his motorcycle, the
motorcycle temporarily lost power, and John explained that it had a “disease”. He said he
needed to find a mechanic, and that the problem could probably be fixed for 5 000 shillings
(1,3 USD), perhaps less, if he found a desperate mechanic. Bicycles had less problems, some
informants argued, and they were even cheaper to fix when they had them.

But the most essential change, related to this, which has made the economic situation worse
according to some driver informants, is that most people, after saving money for some
months, could afford their own bicycle, while they, in contrast, cannot afford their own
motorcycle. This was the case for John, for example. A new Bajaj Boxer 100 costs about 4
million shillings (1 033 USD), and a used one can be found for approximately 2 million (517
USD) - lots of money for most people in Kisoro. "But now we are into modernity. If you use
a bicycle now you will not get any customers”, John said, something which can highlight that
it is mainly customers who want motorcycles while drivers - some drivers at least - view
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them as an expensive part of modernity more or less forced upon them, rather than something
which is chosen.

Dependending on those with money
The increased sales of commodities are largely focused on the richer inhabitants of Kisoro, or
on rich people who do not actually live in Kisoro but who want their bought products there.
This is especially true when it comes to relatively advanced and expensive products such as
motorcycles. As many drivers can not afford their own, they rely on what could be described
as an emergency solution. The poorer majority do not have many options but to rely on the
rich. Even though drivers do not have bosses in the true sense of the word, it is very common
for drivers to rent the motorcycle which they drive. Through surveys conducted back in 2003,
when most motorcycles utilized by Boda Boda drivers were second-hand, Howe found that
71 percent of bicycle operators owned their bicycles, while only 44 percent of motorcycle
operators owned their motorcycles in the urban and rural areas in/near Kampala where he
based his research (Howe 2003:165). In a more recent media article, from 2015, a
representative of Kampala’s Boda Boda association assert that 85 percent of Boda Boda
motorcyclists in the city rented their motorcycle (Nasasira 2015). However, the researcher
Tom Goodfellow in the same year wrote that many drivers had become owners of the
motorcycle they used after having rented it for some time under hire-purchase agreements
with the initial owners (Goodfellow 2015:12).

Irrespective of exact numbers, what is clear is that a significant number of drivers use
motorcycles which belong to someone else. Among my group of six key informants, John
and David rented their motorcycles, while Robert, Samuel, William and Joseph owned theirs,
but in order to be able to buy their vehicles, the four owners describe how they had to make
sacrifices. “I sold my cow, and I sold the cow’s calf”, Robert told me. He also had parents
who contributed with money, and on top of that, he got a job in a neighbouring country for a
few months, which helped him.

Taxing the poor
Except for the VAT-tax which all consumers in Uganda pay on certain types of goods and
services, and a one-time registration fee paid specifically by Boda Boda drivers, all drivers
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whom I asked said they do not pay any other taxes. Goodfellow (2015) points out that Boda
Boda drivers in Kampala had to pay a tax amounting to just 3 percent of their monthly
earnings in 2006-2007, but that this tax, in populist efforts to win the sympathy of drivers,
was abolished by politicians, leaving drivers without obligations to pay any type of monthly
tax whatsoever (Goodfellow 2015:14).

The lack of taxes means that more wealthy Boda Boda drivers, who can afford their own
motorcycle, can keep all of their salary, while poorer ones nevertheless must give much of it
away in the form of rent to motorcycle owners. An advantage which all Boda Boda drivers
have, nonetheless, is that unlike many other job categories, the drivers do not have to wait to
get their salary from above. Instead, money flows in another direction, from customer to
driver to owner. The price to go with a Boda Boda is negotiated and agreed upon between the
customer and the driver right before the drive starts, and the driver most often gets paid in
cash immediately when the drive is over. It is common that the owner of the motorcycle, in
turn, demands a fixed fee from the driver, regardless of how much the driver has managed to
bring in. This charge caused a lot of anxiety among some drivers, who had to work for very
long days to be able to pay it. David said he is constantly worried he will not have any money
left after paying his “boss”, as he called the owner, or that he will not even have enough to
pay the fee. “Those who rent their motorcycle, they really don’t have any freedom”, Robert,
who owned his motorcycle, said.

The fee to the owner usually amounts to between 160,000 to 240,000 shillings (41-62 USD)
per month, but is often paid on a weekly basis. Even if this is not an official tax, some
drivers, such as my informant David, called it one, and irrespective of what it is called,
money flows regularly from the poor to the rich in this way. David portrayed himself as the
one who works hard, while someone else collects the money from his hard work. The fact
that poorer drivers need to pay these sums, which in some cases apparently amounts to more
than half of their income, makes it hard to climb from their economic positions. And it might
be an even harder economical struggle in combination with other rents. Many people also
rent their houses, for example, if they cannot afford their own home.

Owner-renter relationships
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Segregation is not only a fact when it comes to transportation, but in many cases a
characteristic of life as a whole in Kisoro. It is common for rich people to seal themselves off
from their surroundings by constructing walls around their houses. Some young women and
men are informally employed as maids or assistants in the households of richer people. But
otherwise, the fact that society is highly stratified is reflected in the ways many people talk.
Drivers often describe the owners of the motorcycles as wealthy and greedy businessmen
who owns a lot of motorcycles which they rent out to different drivers so that others can work
for them while they are just sitting down somewhere - sometimes behind their walls,
sometimes not even in Kisoro district - relaxing while having a constant inflow of cash.

David said the owner of his motorcycle owned at least ten motorcycles, but that he never
drove Boda Boda himself. It has been described that some businessmen in Uganda and in
other parts of Africa owns more than that too. Konings (2011) found that 63 percent of
motorcycle-taxi drivers in his research area in Cameroon were “employed” by large
entrepreneurs who sometimes owned hundreds of motorcycles which they rented out to
young job-seekers (Konings 2011:241). Rizzo, focusing on informal buses in Dar es Salaam,
has problematized the relatively common portrayal of informal transport workers as free and
self-employed people, precisely because of similar situations with renters and owners,
implying that many worker situations do not fit into the categories employed and
self-employed neatly. He has also pointed out that drivers and other operators generally have
very small amounts of capital, and as a result, limited agency and freedom (Rizzo 2011a,
2017). In Kisoro, it seems that many drivers who rented their bikes from large entrepreneurs
did not have much direct contact with these, and as a result, I did not have it either.

Owners which I met were mostly small-scale entrepreneurs who interacted with their
surroundings. John, for example, had a friendly relationship with the man he hired the
motorcycle from. This particular owner also owned a small hairdressing salon where he
worked, personally cutting people’s hair. If John did not manage to earn enough money, he
could talk to the owner and they would then agree that he paid his fee two weeks later or so.
"He is my boss but he is also my friend," John explained after we had made a visit to the
salon. Rizzo has described the fees which Dar es Salaam’s informal bus workers have to pay
to their owners as “non-negotiable” (Rizzo 2011b). Even if John could not negotiate the sum
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with his friendly boss, he was apparently able to negotiate the time of payment; a small
privilege at least. Other drivers were even more privileged; William did not only own the
motorcycle he was driving, but another one too, which he rented out to yet another driver.
With other words, there seem to be all kinds of various relationships between owners and
renters in this sector.

Threshold
While many people previously employed in other sectors might, for different reasons, start
working in the Boda Boda sector instead, it is sometimes also assumed that the Boda Boda
sector provides jobs to lots of unemployed people. But there are barriers one has to get past to
become a driver. Besides the local rule that a driver must be at least 18 years old and have a
national identification card, as hinted previously, a consequence of the lack of monthly taxes
is that drivers instead have to pay quite a substantial one-time registration fee to the local
Boda Boda association before being able to drive commercially in a legal way. This fee
amounts to 500,000 shillings (129 USD). According to the association, they need this fee to
be paid for several reasons, besides that it pays for the salary of a representative and the
electricity bill for the associations office. I will describe what more this fee is meant for, later.

But one effect of the fee for people who want to become drivers, is that, in combination with
the fact that one has to obtain a motorcycle and - on top of that - learn how to to drive it, it
constitutes a serious threshold to get over. Some informants thought that this fee was
ridiculously large, while others saw it as a reasonable and better alternative than monthly
taxes. One man, who had another informal service job, saw the motorcycle-taxi job as
attractive, but did not know how to drive a motorcycle. He said he could probably balance it,
since he knew how to ride a bicycle, but using the clutch, shifting gears and so on, would take
to much time to learn. That would imply an interruption of income. He also said that the
registration fee was too much to be worth it. And for unemployed people it all constitutes an
even larger step. The Boda Boda drivers are at times described as belonging to the lowest
stratums of society. All drivers I talked to indeed lacked higher education, but they were not
the poorest of the poor, and they were probably not so before they started the job either. The
truth is that the poorest people, such as most of those who are unemployed, can not even
afford to pay the registration fee. As previously mentioned, I cannot however, rule out that
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there are unregistered Boda Boda drivers, who operate illegally.

Inequality reflected in various Boda Boda homes
The income levels of my driver informants were of course limited by the income levels of
their customers. And, as previously mentioned, most customers are relatively poor farmers
and informal workers. In order to get larger incomes, the households of my informants
supplemented with other income sources. Drivers were occasionally themselves engaged in
farming, but in most cases it was a wife, parents, children or siblings which were responsible
for the majority of farmwork.

Even though many of them said they were not happy to rely on subsistence farming,
portraying it as an old and poor way of life, many were quick to point out that they were
proud to have more land or more animals than a certain neighbour, for example, so there is
nonetheless some status connected to it. Many of my informants showed me around their
properties when I visited them, telling me about various type of crops they cultivated. And
Samuel seemed proud of his cow, while Robert showed me the four sheep he had left after
selling his cows to buy his motorcycle. In some of the informants’ households another family
member also had another job. Additionally, several drivers told me they personally could also
at times do other temporary informal jobs such as loading things onto trucks, digging,
building or vending.

As drivers’ households often have several other small sources of income, it is difficult to
draw any conclusions regarding how and to what extent the inequality of the Boda Boda
sector affect household economies. Nonetheless, among my informants it seemed quite clear
that motorcycle owners were better off, economically, than renters, something which was
reflected in their homes.
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A home resembling Johns, who rented his motorcycle.

I was invited to the homes of several drivers, and John, who rented his motorcycle, lived in a
small rectangular house made of mud-bricks, with an earthen floor, windows without glass
but with wooden shutters, a tin roof without inner ceiling, and no electricity - quite a common
type of house and material living standard in Kisoro district. He explained to me he would
like to renovate the place, but so far, he had not been able to afford it. Even though John’s
wife was educated and worked as a teacher, they claim they had trouble getting the household
economy around, especially since the wife was staying home with the couple’s relatively
newborn children at the time of my fieldwork.

In contrast, the houses of William and Robert, two of my informants who owned their
motorcycles, had concrete floors, inner-ceilings, glass windows, and small solar-panels on the
roofs for electricity. Soon after I had entered Roberts house, he pointed at a cable hanging
down from a wall and told me he had a small digital screen of some sort, which he used to
connect to it, something that could enable him to watch TV on sunny days, when electricity
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was abundant. TV:s were clear symbols of modernity for many informants, and if one had a
private TV, it was definitely something worth demonstrating to others.

William had the income from the other motorcycle which he rented out, while in Robert’s
case, besides his own income, other family members were only engaged in farming and
market vending. But the income from Boda Boda driving in itself contributed with a sum of
money which Robert was relatively satisfied with; "Economically, there is no problem," he
told me, and said that it had been a good investment in the long run to buy the motorcycle,
despite initial struggles.

A home resembling Roberts, who owned the motorcycle which he used.

David said he had nothing which he could sell in order to afford a motorcycle though. It was
an investment which to him seemed out of reach, and John was an orphan who had no parents
who could sponsor him economically. An hotel worker who described the Boda Boda job as
“lucrative” said he had tried to get a loan in order to buy a motorcycle, without getting it.
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“Only rich people get loans here in Uganda, and poor people like us, we get nothing”, he
said.

Lost egalitarian times
I will now summarize my informants experiences related to inequality and nostalgia. John
and Joseph - both former cyclists - talked about the time of bicycles as an egalitarian time
which had been lost. Boda Boda cyclists were all on more or less the same economical level,
they told me, and the sectors internal inequality was a recent phenomena which mirrored the
growing inequality in the rest of society. As I have tried to highlight in this chapter, I
encountered lots of dissatisfaction with contemporary inequality, and how this inequality is
reflected in material and social issues. Informants describe unfair access to electricity,
increased greed, segregation and lost communities. People in Kisoro experience growing
inequality within their society, and between societies because of tourists’ presence, and they
imagine better distant pasts while remembering more recent ones. Among informants,
growing inequality is seen as problematic for the development concept, and many feel poor
people are forced into a less genuine modernity of “fake” phones and cheap alcohol, since
real modernity is expensive. Some drivers preferred bicycles to motorcycles, but as customers
have gotten used to the speed and status of motorcycles, too few of them want to resort to
bicycles once again.

In the view of some motorcyclists, the introduction of motorcycles had put people in two
different economic categories, based on individual struggles and individual luck. While
Joseph had managed to get into the more beneficial category, John had not. Joseph said he
worked hard to buy his motorcycle, but he also said he was very lucky, as he had been
sponsored by a foreign friend which had enabled him and his wife to establish a small bar
which in turn brought enough income for him to buy a motorcycle. The new uneven
development, which is characterized by a state staying only in the background, provides no
guarantees, but it does provide some other things, as we shall see next.
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Chapter 6: A system of vulnerability and freedom

Replacing the state
As I was visiting the Boda Boda driver Samuel in his home, I met his 102-year old father as
well as his 80-year old mother, as they were both living with their son, the son’s wife, and
their five grandchildren in a small house. The old man did not speak english, but Samuel told
me he gets 25 000 shillings (6,5 USD) per month from the government, which is not enough
for the old couple to be able to take care of themselves. Samuel pointed towards his young
kids, who were playing on the floor of the house, and said that one of them will take care of
him when he gets old too.

While some informants talked about lost communities, as highlighted in the previous chapter,
I also encountered people who, on the contrary, said that people in Kisoro nowadays have to
stick together, taking care of each other, to manage. Most drivers I talked to in Kisoro told me
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they were family fathers in their late twenties. Of my six key informants, only one of them
had less than two children - 27 year-old David who was still living with his parents and
siblings and who had no kids himself. Despite the heavy burden of school fees, some
informants portrayed it as economically beneficial in the long run to have many children.
Anthropologists have highlighted how children often help their parents with farming just a
few years after they are born in other farming societies (see, for example, Moberg
2013:254-255). Indeed, several of my informants’ children assisted their parents with
farming, and as in the case with Samuel, children can also constitute a health or old-age
insurance. He argued that it is not enough to have just one or two children, since it means that
if they get sick, die, or break the relation, one has no backup.

This was all related to state absence; many of my informants had the opinion that the state
escaped its responsibilities. At the same time, many also thought this gave them space to do
many things themselves instead. Joseph told me that individuals, or rather individual families,
have to figure out their own strategies to cope, as no one else will do it for them in this
society. As Ben Jones (2009) has argued, the state, as well as western development agencies,
play a very marginal role in contemporary rural Uganda, while churches, village courts, and
organizations based on family and kinship have taken over much of the responsibility. He
also argues that these actors are the ones responsible for many transformations which takes
place (Jones 2009). Even though it has been argued that Jones goes too far in his portrayal of
rural Uganda as a place abandoned by the state, and that he is idealizing the stateless system
(Beuving 2010), many experiences of state absence can be found in Kisoro.

A society of freedom
Although locals often, as I will soon highlight, described state absence as something largely
negative, and something which implied more responsibility for them, by some it was also
portrayed as equal to freedom. When I asked informants about good things which the
Ugandan government had accomplished, many people said they appreciate the freedom
which characterizes Ugandan society (there are of course serious exceptions, for example the
laws concerning homosexuality). But many of my informants say they feel they have freedom
of speech, which means they are not afraid to criticize the state for being irresponsible, and
they also said they can act very freely, not least economically. Even though people thought
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the situation sometimes tipped over into “chaos”, many said they simultaneously appreciate
the lack of enforced laws and bureaucracy. One informant said it is harder to do business in
neighbouring Rwanda, and I met some Rwandans who had arrived to Kisoro in order to start
small businesses of various sorts, since the lack of various requirements makes it easier in
Uganda. On the other hand, several informants also thought that freedom had little worth in
their situations. One hotel worker said that “freedom is nothing without money”. He said that
he appreciate that he could say whatever he want, but that was also virtually the only thing he
could do without money. Starting a business or making use of other freedoms required
capital. A Boda Boda driver pointed out that providing freedom must be the easiest thing a
government could do, as the only thing needed is to give up all other responsibilities, and
freedom could, according to him, work as an excuse to do so.

An attractive sector
Perhaps, a sector representing freedom more than any other is the Boda Boda sector,
something reflected in the fact that many workers in other sectors seem attracted by it. Many
people working in shops and hotels are employed without contracts. Although many of the
companies could be categorized as formal enterprizes, the workforce which they employ is
often employed informally. Many hotel and shop workers told me they could be fired without
an explanation, and that they would have to leave right away if they were. The limited
mobility of hotel workers, the dependence upon paying for commuting or to spend time
walking long distances for shop workers, and the dependence upon superiors for both
categories - makes many of them attracted by the motorcycle-taxi job, which at least on the
surface seems to enable more freedom, mobility and control. “I think they have no
problems”, one hotel worker said, referring to these drivers. My driver informant Robert said
he appreciate the control he has over his own economy, and the fact that he have regular
access to cash. Some market vendors also seemed attracted by the Boda Boda job. Many
market vendors feel economically insecure; one vendor told me his income vary a lot, and
that he was constantly worried he would not be able to pay rent to the owner of the house in
which he lived. Much anthropological work has been written about the relationship between
economic insecurity and informality in various parts of the world (see for example Goldstein
2016). In Kisoro, many of these various service jobs are characterized by a lack of
permanence and stability, something which makes many people willing to leave them. Many
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drivers I talked to during my fieldwork had previously been working in shops or markets.

A stateless motorcycle system
As the state largely left the transport sector in Uganda, motorcycle-taxi drivers filled parts of
the vacuum (see Kumar 2011:7). Even if some renters feel controlled by motorcycle owners,
drivers who I talked to at least portrayed themselves as largely independent from the state.
There are national laws and regulations affecting the Boda Boda system to some extent, but
most laws are not enforced or followed in practice (Goodfellow 2015). Several of my
informants - drivers and others - saw the motorcycle-taxi system as an ingredient of
development, but some also portrayed it as primitive or chaotic, and as something which
should be put under control (Goodfellow 2015, Ch Ng 2016, Kakembo 2010, Rizzo 2017). In
certain other places, this view also exist among authorities which have enforced regulations
in practice. There are examples of African settings were two-wheeled motorcycle-taxis have
been banned altogether (Trovalla & Trovalla 2015).

The Rwandan contrast
The motorcycle-taxi system in neighbouring Rwanda has not been banned, but highly
regulated, as laws are enforced by various branches of the state (see Goodfellow 2015:15-16).
Many informants contrasted their situations to the situations of motorcycle-taxi drivers on the
other side of the southern international boundary. Even though they were not allowed to cross
this line with their motorcycles, some had done it privately. They generally had ambivalent
attitudes toward the Rwandan system. Both more accurate portrayals of it and possible
exaggerations can highlight what the Ugandan system of relative state absence means to my
informants, and I will soon give space to my informants’ perceptions regarding this.

According to Goodfellow (2015), the Ugandan government has tried to regulate the Boda
Boda sector, at least in Kampala, but most drivers have then protested, signaling that they to
some extent want underregulation to persist. While my informant John sometimes
complained about the Ugandan government, which he saw as irresponsible, he also to some
extent defended its inaction when contrasting it to his perception of Rwanda. In his view, it
must be much easier to make people follow the law in Rwanda, because it is a small country,
with only one main language which most inhabitants understand, while Uganda has many
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different languages, hindering effective communication and law enforcement, in his view.

When speaking of freedom, many Boda Boda drivers used the Rwandan motorcycle-taxi
system as a deterring example. On the other hand, they often referred to it as a role model
when complaining about issues related to various types of vulnerability. In fact, feelings of
freedom and vulnerability are very interrelated among my informants - perhaps impossible to
separate, as many practices common are portrayed by my informants as double-edged.

Lack of safety requirements
Worth clarifying is that some differences are visible as soon as you cross the border.
Basically all Rwandan motorcycle-taxi drivers wear reflective coats with identification
numbers. In Uganda, for contrast, drivers have no signs on their motorcycles or on their
clothes indicating that they are registered. The only symbol of registration is a small plastic
card, funded by the previously mentioned one-time registration fee, which many of them
keep in their pockets. Only rarely have I spotted Rwandan drivers or passengers without
helmets - drivers are required to carry an additional one for passengers. Both David and John
said that one could not become a driver in Rwanda without lots of money, as one had to pay
for helmets, a reflective coat and so on.

In Uganda, the fact that drivers rarely wear helmets might seem irrational, considering that
many of them often talk about risks of deadly accidents. But a helmet is not that easy to find
in Kisoro, at least not a cheap one. Robert was the only one of my informants who drove with
a helmet, and he said he could afford a helmet because he owned his motorcycle. “People
don’t follow laws because they can not afford to follow them”, he said, referring to most
Boda Boda drivers. Motorcycles in Uganda are often in bad condition, with poor brakes, and
there is no formal inspection of them. John’s perception was that the police in Rwanda might
stop a driver if something as trivial as an indicator is not working, something which he says
rarely happens in Uganda “The police in Rwanda is not easy”, he added. One Ugandan driver
told me he does not bother to spend money on his motorcycles as long as it can go forward.

According to Goodfellow (2015), drivers in the Rwandan capital Kigali who lacked driving
licenses were, in the words of a representative of their association, “chased out of the city”,
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starting in 2007 (Goodfellow 2015:15). In Uganda, since it is possible to become a
motorcycle driver without having a driver’s license, many drivers had none (ibid:12-13). “It
is the law to have a helmet, a reflective coat and driver’s licence, but the police won’t say
anything”, Samuel told me. Many drivers said the police do not care, although other drivers
who actually had a license, such as Samuel, sometimes complained about drivers who had
not, saying they cause chaos in the traffic. Samuel did not, however, see drunk-driving as a
problem. In difference to several other informants, who claimed to be permanent
non-drinkers, he sometimes drove his motorcycle after drinking alcohol. “Here in Uganda
many people drink and drive”, Samuel said, adding that this is yet another thing the police
will not check.

Unlimited numbers
In Rwanda, I can not recall that I ever saw a motorcycle with more than one passenger behind
the driver, during my fieldwork or during my previous stays in the country, while in Uganda,
since there in practice is nothing preventing it, several passengers can sit squeezed onto the
same vehicle. It is worth clarifying that lack of enforced laws is not a characteristic unique for
the motorcycle-taxi sector, but something affecting other forms of transportation as well. One
stretch were other means of transport is more common than motorcycles even for locals is on
the otherwise relatively empty asphalt roads. On a few occasions per day, privately owned
passenger cars drive between Kisoro and the neighbouring town of Kabale, two hours away.
As with motorcycle-taxis, in order to maximize economic efficiency, the cars are overfilled
with people who pay to get driven. 10 passengers or more is not a rare sight in these
5-seaters. Children and adults sit tightly squeezed together without seatbelts in old Toyotas
traveling along the curvy mountain road. “It is because our country is trash”, one hotel
worker told me when I asked him why he thought these cars have so many passengers,
highlighting that many people see such practices as unwanted, despite the fact that car
transportation is simultaneously seen as a phenomenon of the modern world.

One might think that a minibus would be a better alternative, and a few minibuses do also
operate on this stretch, but a minibus requires more fuel, which means they have to be
(over)filled with even more people to be economically feasible, as one car driver pointed out
to me. “I cannot drive if I don’t find enough people”, he said (see also Rizzo 2011b). The
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same pattern is true for large long-distance buses. A small number of them are operated by
private companies on the asphalt roads too.

Unlike Ugandan drivers, most drivers in Rwanda do not drive Bajajs, but TVS-motorcycles.
Samuels explanation was that drivers over there are forced to drive TVS, since those
motorcycles have shorter seats which makes it harder to take several passengers. Samuel
thought that Rwandan drivers would drive Bajajs if they were allowed to choose. Having
several passengers on one motorcycle of course makes the ride even more unstable and
potentially harmful to even more people, but it can also make even poorer people into
potential customers for the drivers, since the price becomes cheaper per person. David said he
was lucky that he was a driver in Uganda, and not in Rwanda were only one passenger is
allowed. Some have argued that the deregulation of transportation in Uganda was positive in
the sense that it made more people find jobs (Radoli 2013). The number of drivers are also
not limited by anything but the market in Uganda. In Rwanda, for contrast, there are official
policies limiting the number of drivers, at least in the capital (Goodfellow 2015:10-11,16).
Some of my informants had ambivalent attitudes here, describing it as wrong to prevent
someone from doing their job, while also acknowledging hardships related to the growing
number of drivers in Uganda and Kisoro, something which will be highlighted in the next
chapter.

Unregulated speed
Many motorcyclists had the perception that one of the few ways to increase income, besides
taking several passengers, was to make more trips, something Rizzo (2011b) has described as
being the case also for the Dala Dala minibus workers of Dar es Salaam, were buses are
“invariably speeding” (Rizzo 2011b). To drive fast in order to finish a drive earlier was
among most of my informants seen as a necessary but not sufficient method in order to be
able to make more trips. Since drivers also struggle to find customers, as I will highlight in
the next chapter, having time for more trips is definitely no guarantee that one will make
more trips, but at least it makes it possible.

Even though the 100cc Bajaj Boxers have no more than 8 horsepower and top speeds of only
80-90 km/h, just half of that is arguably way too fast for many of the trails in Kisoro district.
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But drivers explained to me that they have learnt not just to find the fastest roads to different
places, but also the fastest tracks on these roads, between stones, cracks and holes, which
allows them to drive faster. But it requires that the driver is also paying full attention in order
not to lose the track, something which could easily result in an accident. Worth mentioning is
that most motorcycles I borrowed had broken speedometers, and their drivers more often than
not claimed that they did not care. Some drivers said they do not have time to look at it while
driving anyway, since they need their attention on the road. Some say they also trust their
own feeling of the speed more than they trust those speedometers. Official speed limits was
yet another thing which drivers claimed they did not need to take into consideration. Robert
seemed to be one of few drivers who were often not speeding, as he, contrary to most others I
talked to, was convinced he saved money by driving slowly. He said his motorcycle will last
longer, since he takes good care of it, and that he saves fuel by not speeding. But many other
informants talked about Rwanda as a place where it would be hard to make money because of
enforced speed limits. One driver also talked negatively about new devices which had
recently been installed in buses in Rwanda, limiting their maximum speed to 60 km/h (see
The New Times 2016).

Untouched income
Many Boda Boda drivers also discussed the fact that Rwandan motorcycle-taxi drivers are
required to pay taxes regularly (see Goodfellow 2015:11,16), something which they thought
must make life hard for drivers there. “I like the Rwandan system, but the problem is taxes”,
Samuel said. In Uganda, many drivers appreciate that they can keep the cash in their own
pockets, at least if they own their motorcycle. Some also appreciate that prices are negotiable;
as they occasionally get the opportunity to earn some extra income from a trip, many say it
would be bad to have fixed prices. “Nothing is negotiable in Rwanda”, one informant said,
even if this is an exaggeration, it reflects how Boda Boda drivers to some extent feel that they
have control over their income, while they think that transport workers in state-regulated
Rwanda have less control. There, alternative modes of transport, such as medium-sized buses
operating with fixed ticket prices and on a time-schedule are becoming increasingly common
at the expense of unregulated transportation.

Some drivers say that even if occasions when one gets the opportunity to drive very far - out
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of the district - are rare, such occasions constitute the most profitable opportunities. As a
deterring example regarding this, William said that drivers in Rwanda are not just prevented
from crossing international boundaries, but probably even boundaries within the country. “I
think drivers have to stay in areas which they cannot leave”.

Lack of infrastructural maintenance
After John had clarified his view that it must be expensive to be a Rwandan motorcycle-taxi
driver, he said that “the problem we have in Uganda is accidents”. Studies have highlighted
relationships between informal, unregulated transport services and traffic accidents (see, for
example, Cervero & Golub 2007). My informants only rarely related traffic accidents, and
deadly outcomes of them, to their own driving. Sometimes they related them to the
unregulated nature of the Ugandan motorcycle-taxi system. But most commonly, they put the
blame on the setting in which they operate, and on the government which they thought did
not improve this setting. Aside from the new asphalt roads, most roads are in bad condition,
and often full of sharp and edgy stones, especially in proximity to the volcanoes. These are
roads were no actor have bothered much to invest in traffic barriers, street lights or digged
ditches.

Complaints about road conditions was a common topic as I took rides with drivers around the
district. The roads are formed by the traffic and by the power of nature, and individuals have
to handle them as best as they can. After rain there can often be a layer of slippery mud on
top of those sharp stones. And heavy rain sometimes result in landslides, bringing new layers
of mud onto the roads. Actually, even the new asphalt road leading out from the district
eastward had stretches covered with mud from the surrounding hills during my fieldwork,
especially on one of its most curvy and hilly parts. There were lots of talking among my
informants about various landslides and about drivers who had slipped on muddy roads after
rain and died. Drivers often wanted extra money for drives during or just after rain, and they
often discussed specific road stretches were one needed to be extra careful during and after
rainfall. But in densely populated hilly areas were the inhabitants depend on farming, people
are of course practically forced to live, cultivate and move in sites where landslides are
common (Okiror 2016).
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I became aware of how slippery the mud can be even after it has dried, as I was about to slip
and fall over when driving a motorcycle over a mud-covered road. At another occasion, when
I was a passenger, we actually fell over. Besides the driver, we were two people on the
motorcycle on that occasion, and all of a sudden the front wheel ended up in a big crack.
Luckily, the speed was low, and none of us got hurt. According to unpublished statistics
which I acquired from the local Boda Boda association, 154 motorcycle-taxi related accidents
had been so serious they had been registered at hospitals during the last three years. A
representative of the association told me he had pleaded with the government for help to
somehow increase traffic safety, but that not much had happened. The mentioned number
refers specifically to Kisoro, but this is only one of 127 Ugandan districts, and accidents are
tormenting the whole country. According to WHO statistics (WHO 2018), In 2013, more than
10 000 people died in traffic-related accidents in Uganda, which represented over 27 deaths
per 100 000 inhabitants. This high frequency stands out even more if one considers how few
Ugandans can afford their own motor vehicles (Trading Economics 2019b), and Boda Bodas
are often blamed.

Arguably, many official policies to tackle the situation are reactionary, rather than
preventative. One thing the registration fee is supposed to fund is apparently a small
compensation of 150 000 shillings (39 USD) to families of motorcycle drivers who die in
traffic-related accidents. As a way to handle the dangers, many drivers stopped driving
temporarily if there was too much rain and mud, with lost income as a result, and even if
drivers did not stop, it also becomes harder to find customers willing to travel during rainfall.
And two of my informants said that the many accidents are bothering them so much they
considered quitting the job completely, despite the income it provided to their families,
because they did not want to leave their families behind after a deadly road accident. Some
drivers regularly park their motorcycles to do other tasks, such as hawking, as soon as they
had something to sell, even if it does not bring more income than motorcycle-driving. When
speaking of accidents, many informants brought up Rwanda as an example were deadly
accidents must be few, partly because of regulation and mostly because of an abundance of
better roads.

Fear of thieves
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Robert, who had been to Rwanda at a number of occasions, said he think there are many bad
sides of the Rwandan motorcycle-taxi system, but he also said, with admiration, that he
thought there are virtually no thieves there, since the police must have caught them all. Many
informants had the perception that the state and the police is “everywhere” in Rwanda, as
John said, and indeed, it has apparently even been incorporated into the country's
motorcycle-taxi system. In Kigali, motorcycle-taxis have sometimes been told by the police
to track a criminal and “effectively used as an extension of the policing system” (Goodfellow
2015:18).

In Kisoro, thieves are a common topic in conversations among drivers and others. Even if
Boda Boda drivers experience little state hostility, they do experience hostility from the
public. Drivers are often criminalized by attitudes among the general public, and described as
thieves or gangsters even by people who often use the service. One man who had been
exposed to theft in his home during night told me it was probably “these Boda Boda drivers.
They are not serious. They are thieves”. When I told another man I was studying the Boda
Boda system he told me to be careful, since drivers, in his view, only wants to fool people,
for example by making people pay too much; “they cannot be trusted”. A young woman said
she think most Boda Boda drivers are bad people. This pattern can be recognized in other
African settings were informal transportation is common (Ference 2016). The fact that many
people see the Boda Bodas as entities which are moving around everywhere in a chaotic way
might also result in feelings among people that they have no control over these motorcyclists,
creating uncertainty and fear as a consequence. “I don’t know what happened. There are so
many of them now”, one woman said to me as we watched motorcyclists driving back and
forth in town. She contrasted it to the situation a few years ago, when Boda Boda
motorcyclists were few. Some scholars have described that Boda Boda drivers are portrayed
by the public as HIV-spreaders who buy sex, spoil young girls, and involve themselves in
illegal abortions, and that such suspicion toward them is related to their mobility and their
access to cash which they can use to buy sexual services (Nyanzi et. al. 2004, 2005). These
scholars, who interviewed drivers in another Ugandan district about their sexual networks,
concluded that they indeed had wide such networks (Ibid.). In Kisoro, I did not encounter
many similar descriptions, although a few drivers, such as John, complained about the
occurrence of prostitution. He said that he sometimes drive women who offer sexual services
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after the drive has been initiated, trying to get a free ride and payment instead of being the
one paying for the ride. This was apparently something which annoyed him.

The hostility and fear directed from the public toward Boda Boda drivers also bounces back;
drivers often portray various other people as criminals. During night, when the motorcycle is
parked, many drivers fear someone will steal it, something which would cut indispensable
shares of the household’s income. By september of 2017, statistics which I acquired from
Kisoro’s Boda Boda office indicated that 17 motorcycles had been stolen in the district since
the beginning of that year. As almost all motorcycles are of the same type, and also easy to
sell in the whole country, it is not an easy mission to find your motorcycle if it is stolen, and
few people think that the police will even bother to search for them. Many people blame
greed, jealousy or economic inequality when trying to explain why so many motorcycles are
stolen and sold. It is, however, oversimplified to portray motorcyclists and non-motorcyclists
as two groups who stand against each other. For example; one evening when his mobile
phone had vanished, one hotel worker blamed another hotel worker who had come by for a
short visit.

Despite all talk about criminality and stolen goods, insurances are not often seen as worth
having, whether for motorcycles or other products, since they are so expensive. Drivers
instead rely on their own “insurances”. While rich people can afford to construct walls
around their properties, many drivers rely on bringing their motorcycles into their houses at
night.

Fear of violence on the road
Drivers do not just fear thieves when the motorcycle is parked. The fear is perhaps even more
present during drives. One thing some of my informants feared were police officers. Informal
transport workers often seem to experience various forms of harassment from the police (see,
for example, Rizzo 2011b). According to many of my driver informants, the police seldom
check the motorcycle or anything related to safety when they stop someone. Instad, they just
want bribes. “The police here, they are corrupt”, John said. This might not only be related to
the police. I was myself stopped by two men dressed as security guards, who just asked for
money without checking my driver’s license or the motorcycle I had borrowed. In this case,
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the fact that the guards could see I was a foreigner might have influenced the situation, but
when I told a few informants about it they said they were not surprised.

By far the most talked about fear among my driver informants, however, was the fear of
customers. There were various stories circulating. A particular one concerned customers who
want to be driven far into rural areas after it gets dark. Out there, when the speed is not too
high, they kill the driver from behind, with a machete or a similar tool which has been kept
hidden, after which they steal the motorcycle in order to sell it. So the story goes. On certain
rural roads, the road surface is in fact so rough that you have no choice but to drive at
walking speed, especially when it is dark. In such places, the risk of criminality or even
murder is by many perceived to be relatively high. Outside town, it gets totally dark in most
places after 6pm. Those who have to walk in the darkness often use flashlights or the display
of a mobile phone to orient themselves. People have various explanations to why few or no
women are working as Boda Boda drivers, but the most common explanation I encountered
among men and women was related to fear and vulnerability - perceived risks of being
robbed, beaten, raped or murdered.

Some drivers told me they try to avoid drives far out in rural areas after it gets dark, but that
they can not always afford to. In fact, such drives are common, when people need to go home
from town in the evenings, and in the clear majority of cases, nothing bad happens. The few
occasions when they do, though, results in a spread of lots of stories. A representative of the
local Boda Boda association picked up his smartphone and showed me photographs of a dead
body with cut marks laying down on the ground. Allegedly, it was a Boda Boda driver who
had been killed in the district. People also told me stories of other similar cases, stories which
I was not able to verify, but irrespective of how true they are, such stories can highlight that
this group feel vulnerable and targeted. And this fear leads drivers to suggest various
solutions to handle the situation. John thought that “those who kill drivers deserve to be killed
too”, and added that since the police do not kill murderers, he and other drivers should do it
themselves, highlighting yet another dimension of the common perception that the state
escapes its responsibilities.
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At night, mobile phones sometimes connect customers to familiar drivers.

Handling fear
Drivers also at times employ preventative strategies to handle perceived dangers. One way to
deal with the fear of dangerous customers as a driver is to build a social network by trying to
get to know a large enough share of customers and then try to mostly drive familiar people.
And a commodity which is becoming ever more common in Kisoro can be a helpful tool to
achieve this strategy: the mobile phone. In 2014, it was concluded that 32,7 percent of the
districts inhabitants at an age above 10 owned a mobile phone (Uganda Bureau of Statistics
2017:24). Most of my informants (drivers and other informal workers) were between 18 and
30 years old, and among this age group, 51,6 percent owned a mobile phone in that year
(Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2017:24). Most of my informants had mobile phones, although
only a few drivers had smartphones. Even if they are often described negatively, as
previously highlighted, new relatively widely spread budget phones at least help an
increasing number of people communicate on a distance, something many informants
appreciated; “now I can even call my old mother back home” one hotel worker said.
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Market-led regulations of the Boda Boda system have been proposed by various actors; for
example an idea that customers start using special applications in their mobile phones to
request Boda Boda services (Ntishinga et al. 2012). Cashless payments, a tracking system,
and a function which would allow customers to rate Boda Boda drivers have been suggested
(ibid.), resembling similar initiatives already taken in Kampala, which have led to market
regulation in a limited form (Senthilingam 2015).

Even if such organized regulation is missing in Kisoro, phones are in use in its Boda Boda
system. When both parties have access to a mobile phone, it is relatively common that a
customer calls a particular driver instead of finding a random one on the road or in a stage,
something I could observe in both Kisoro and neighbouring areas. This is often seen as an
advantage by both parties, and a way to cope with an otherwise unsafe situation. No special
applications are needed, and people who cannot afford smartphones are not excluded, even if
a phone of some sort is a requirement. Many people I talked to in Kisoro had a few favorite
Boda Boda drivers who they tried to call before going to random ones. As I was joining a
woman working in Kisoro town on her journey to her house in the countryside, I initially
approached a stage to find a random driver before she stopped me and said she was going to
call a particular one, who lived in the same village. “Let me call our own driver”, she said. As
some informants pointed out, this system also works as an incentive for drivers to act nicely
so that customers wants to ride with them again. Mobile phone contacts can, for drivers, also
function as a way to become less dependent upon just staying parked to wait for customers.
As I was spending time in stages, it happened every now and then that some driver standing
there got a phone call from someone who wanted a ride, and some drivers told me this
sometimes happen when they are at home too.

None of my Boda Boda informants could totally rely on their phones though, and they still
had to wait in stages, and drive lots of unfamiliar people to get enough income. One
significant obstacle is the phone reception. Outside town, reception can only be found in
certain areas. In one village, for example, people regularly walked to a specific elevated point
near a small church if they needed to make a call, since that was the only spot in the village
were reliable reception could be found.
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Vulnerable freedom
Lots of the dissatisfaction with Kisoro’s development described in previous chapters were
related to feelings that the state has escaped its responsibilities, allowing development to
become uneven and unfair. But, as shown in this chapter, people nonetheless also see positive
sides of state withdrawal. They feel they have to take responsibility themselves instead, and
as they do, they have discovered that this also provides feelings of freedom. And while
society as a whole - Uganda and Kisoro - is perceived as relatively free, the Boda Boda
system is in many cases perceived as one of the freest elements of it.

It offers freedom from safety requirements, freedom to take as many passengers as can be
fitted on a motorcycle, freedom from many expenses, freedom to drive fast - for those who
think that is more economical - and freedom to keep your cash. On the other hand, the
situation is double edged; all these freedoms have their drawbacks, and the dark side of
freedom is vulnerability. Both drivers and others feel that no one controls, protects, restricts
or improves the motorcycle-taxi system nor the setting in which this system exists. There is
lots of ambivalence related to the Boda Boda system. While many regard it as a sign of
modernity, it is paradoxically also regarded as something primitive, chaotic and uncivilized.
Motorcyclists can be seen almost everywhere in the district, and they are the fastest moving
entities in it, something which creates various types of potential dangers, and fear of potential
dangers. The freedom of the Boda Boda system is a vulnerable freedom, which can easily get
lost as a result of accidents or criminality, and it is also a freedom restricted in other ways; as
we shall see in the next chapter, even if people feel free from the state, they do not feel very
free from market forces.
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Chapter 7: Competition and waiting

A wait for customers and money
Between sudden moments of abundant activity, many of Kisoro’s workers are just waiting for customers, money and a better future - without knowing for sure when or if those things
will come. People usually work for much more than 8 hours per day, and for 6 or even 7 days
per week. In many places, customers show up relatively rarely in relation to all the time spent
waiting. The majority of working hours is about being physically present if customers appear,
because you never know when they do.

The waiting is filled with economic anxiety. Several hotel and shop workers told me they had
worked for for 2-4 months without being paid. Apparently, the workers in question had asked
their managers why the money was missing, which often just resulted in promises that the
salary will come, eventually, and that the employee need to be patient. “I thought he would
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say something about my salary, but he didn’t”, one hotel worker who had been waiting for his
salary told me after his boss had come by at the workplace, adding that his family were in
urgent need of money. Several employees also told me they did not dare to ask their bosses
and managers about the salary too often, because they were afraid to be fired. Delayed
salaries are not unusual in Uganda, even if most media attention has been on the situation of
teachers in public schools and other government employees (see, for example, Wandera
2018, Nakabugu 2014). Something which have resulted in teachers driving Boda Bodas
instead of going to the classroom (Among 2013). Workers in Kisoro struggled to find some
alternative income while waiting. In hotels, staff often ask guests whether the guest have dirty
clothes which they want hand washed, a task which might provide something like 10 000
shillings (2,6 USD) to the worker, a sum which workers can get directly from customers and
keep for themselves.

While those who are not employed do not wait for a salary to be paid from a superior, they
nonetheless wait for customers. Even vendors working in bustling marketplaces described
that they often just waited, while potential customers most of the time just walked by, only
looking at things. One market vendor told me she use to sit on her blanket on the ground for
hours without selling anything. “We have no customers today”, another vendor complained
after I had declined an offer to buy something from her.

Waiting among the motorcyclists
Even though many people have the perception that the motorcycle-taxi job offers more
freedom than several other jobs, motorcyclists are also waiting. For Boda Boda drivers, as for
market vendors, no manager is forcing you to be present in the stage or in the marketplace.
But in their case, market forces restrict their freedom. If you are not present, you will have a
hard time to get any income. As with the other jobs mentioned, certain times of the day or the
week might be very busy for the motorcycle drivers, but overall, the time spent on the move
is short, compared to the time spent in the stage.

During my participant observations in stages, drivers often complained about the lack of both
customers and comfort. They often have nowhere to sit but on their motorcycles, they are
exposed to the weather, as well as to dust and exhaust gases, something which often trouble
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them. The money coming in from the registration fee that every driver have to pay before
driving commercially is in part meant for arranging and maintaining stages, even though most
of the stages I saw consisted of not much more than a small piece of sand- or mud-covered
land by the roadside, perhaps with some wooden foundations, but without roofs protecting
them from rain or sun. If someone needs a toilet visit, a group of trees or another curtained
area will often have to do. In the middle of the day, drivers usually take their only break, as
they drive to some take away food bar in order to buy a simple lunch for something like 2000
shillings (0,5 USD).

Drivers can not be away from the stage for too long, or make themselves too comfortable in
the stage, since they constantly need to be ready to drive before another driver gets the
customer. The drivers most often sit on their motorcycles, watching the street, sometimes
talking to each other, sometimes sitting in silence, perhaps making hissing noises with their
mouths to receive attention from people passing by - a sound which penetrates possible traffic
noise or music from loudspeakers in nearby shops or bars. It is common that they try to get
eye contact with people, looking for small signs that someone wants a ride.

In one of the stages were I used to spend time during my fieldwork, there were often between
10-20 drivers standing parked at the same time. One Tuesday afternoon which I would say
was rather typical, the whole stage had just one customer during two hours. Someone who
worked in a nearby store wanted a driver to go a few hundred meters away to buy a drink for
him. For this, the driver first received money to buy the drink and then 2000 shillings (0,5
USD) as payment after the drink was delivered. The remaining time was just a constant wait
for everyone. David told me he sometimes stay parked in the stage the whole day without
getting any customers. He was often walking around in his stage, looking frustrated. He had a
constant anxiety not to be able to pay the motorcycle-owner, consequently losing his
motorcycle. With the exception of a few drivers, such as William, who at times drove back
and forth along a particular road where he knew so many people that it was usually not very
hard for him to find a customer there, drivers said they could hardly constantly drive around,
wasting fuel, while on the search for customers. Even if one could think that all the waiting
constitutes a waste of time, to wait is probably the most rational thing an individual driver
could do in this situation, because of the fuel cost.
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Waiting for customers and a better future.

Timepass a central feature of neoliberalism
The situation for the Boda Boda drivers could be compared to the situations of young
educated men in northern India portrayed in Craig Jeffrey’s ethnography (Jeffrey 2010).
According to Jeffrey, these men are suffering from unemployment as a result of neoliberal
transformations, and a central feature of their lives is to just engage in what they often refer to
as “timepass”. (Jeffrey 2010, Fuller 2011). People are spending time together on the street,
waiting, because they do not find much else to do. Others are waiting to. Daniel Mains (2007)
has described how young unemployed men in an Ethiopian city hang out in large groups, also
mostly waiting while trying to make time pass faster in various ways. According to Mains,
these young men use to joke that the only change which occurs in their lives is the movement
of the shades; they said they used to follow them with their eyes, as they passed over the
street with the sunlight, during the course of the day (ibid:659). While the Indian men
described by Jeffrey suffered from a lack of work opportunities, Boda Boda drivers have
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jobs, of course, but since they nonetheless have few customers they are also engaged in a
form of timepass.

Trying to maintain hope
Drivers often try to motivate themselves, saying that the next day will probably offer more
customers. When Robert said this one day, I returned to the stage the next day, asking about
the situation, and he then told me that “today it’s even worse”. But people continue to wait
not only because of short-term hope from day to day, but also - despite all nostalgia and
feelings of exclusion - because many still have a tiny bit of hope that the development carried
out by those responsible could maybe lead to improvement even for commoners in in the
long run. Among my informants, I noticed some indications that people try to persuade
themselves that all those politicians and entrepreneurs despite their strange priorities
nonetheless know what they are doing. “Maybe tourism will make us rich one day, I hope
so”, John said, after talking about how people have suffered from being expelled from the
forests. “In ten or twenty years, this road might have asphalt too”, Joseph, said, referring to
the road leading to his house, and adding that perhaps he just need to be patient.

But many informants really struggled to continue believing in a bright future, since so many
things indicate a somehow steady state, a feeling which informants at times expressed
spontaneously in more or less unexpected ways. Kisoro district is an elevated area, and for a
place located just about 100 kilometers from the equator, the temperature can be surprisingly
cold, especially when you are not physically active, so drivers commonly wear thick jackets.
Some drivers are at times stretching, walking or jumping around the stage, trying to get
warm. The forest areas are often colder than their surroundings, something many Boda Boda
drivers have experienced when they drive through Echuya forest reserve in the east of the
district - the only protected forest which many of them have visited, since the new road
passes through it. Some informants thought Kisoro district as a whole had such a low
temperature because of these forests, and while staying parked in his stage, waiting, Robert
looked at the volcanoes of the Mgahinga forest and said that he hope the forest will bring
revenue even to people like him some day, but that so far, “We only get coldness from it”.
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Growing competition
Sometimes, informants’ experiences even indicate that things seem to get worse. Many say
they are facing ever-increasing competition, and that this is what has led to all the waiting.
Competition from more and more drivers, and more and more shops and hotels, has led to a
situation were all these are very many in relation to potential customers. The barely regulated
transport sector is one of the clearest examples - scholars have indeed highlighted that
informal transportation in many settings of Sub-Saharan Africa is characterized by “extreme
competition” (Goodfellow 2015:9, Rizzo 2017).

As mentioned earlier, growing groups of people, such as staff in hotels, rarely use Boda
Bodas as they are in no need of daily transportation, while other groups are either too poor or
too rich to find it reasonable to use the service on a regular basis. There is a high output in
relation to demand, and people on the output side do get at least as much money as they need
to continue, but only if they are prepared to wait. And many of them are, because they have
few alternatives.

Many people I talked to also had the perception that people are losing patience when waiting,
and that this has led them to offer customers ever-lower prices, something which has resulted
in diminishing income for everyone, or at least a lowering of real wages. Drivers who are
tired of waiting or desperate for money might offer lower prices than the others in order to
get the customers. The first time I met my informant William, I had approached a stage with
several drivers, looked at a random one and said were I wanted to go. When the driver in
front of me said 10 000 shillings (2,6 USD), William, who I did not yet know, said 5 000 and
drove up right between me and the other driver. Solidarity between drivers in the stages at
times seem very limited.

At another occasion, I stood on a balcony with a hotel worker. We had a clear view of the
town and two new hotels which were being built. I commented that Kisoro seem to be
making progress, but my companion then said that: "It's not like that. I used to have a lot of
money, but not any more ". As previously indicated, most so called hotels in Kisoro town
would probably be categorized as hostels or guesthouses in an international context. They
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commonly lack luxurious features, and target groups is mainly young foreign backpacker
tourists seeking relatively cheap accommodation as well as Ugandans from other districts.

Still, some of these cheap hotels have more to offer than others. The hotel worker on the
balcony worked for a hotel which had started losing customers to another newer hotel. The
latter was sponsored by Western money and could therefore offer - for the same price or
sometimes even a lower price - not only nicer rooms, but wifi-network and a diesel generator
to produce electricity even during Kisoro’s daily power failures. These features attracted the
foreign tourists, and, as mentioned earlier, it was the foreign tourists who were most sought
after, as they generally had more money to spend. Workers in poorer hotels, such as the man
on the balcony, usually spoke about these technical features with a mix of admiration and
bitterness. “I suppose wifi is the future, but we cannot afford it”, he said, adding that “my
boss don’t even understand what wifi is”, and yet, the boss allegedly thought he had a chance
in the competition. In the hotel worker’s view, development in Kisoro was an unfair process,
which some people were more or less forced into despite lacking prerequisites to be able to
handle it all.

Boda Boda drivers, in particular, are arguably among the least fortunate when competition
increases. While hotels can compete by offering the best service, for the Boda Bodas it is, as
some of them pointed out to me, much harder to compete with anything else than prices.
They can of course try to act nicely, but still, few customers care much about this, since most
trips just lasts for 15 minutes or so anyway. Even after most bicycles were replaced by
motorcycles, both John and Joseph, who had been driving for many years, said it was easier
to make money a few years ago, but as more and more drivers fill the stages, drivers need to
offer cheaper prices to get the customers, a tendency which, according to an account in
Ugandan media, could also be seen in Kampala (Klosterboer 2013). “A few years ago it was
okay, but now you cannot make much money”, Joseph told me. “There are too many of us”,
he added. The fact that no taxes are paid after the payment of the one-time registration fee
seems to attract people to the Boda Boda job, but the representative of the local Boda Boda
association pointed out to me that this also means the association is dependent upon a
constant registration of new drivers, in order to keep the system going, something which also
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adds to the competition.

Ways to cope with the competition
Despite the situation of tough competition and at times limited solidarity, drivers in other
cases actually show solidarity, trying to save each other economically. John said they usually
borrow money from each other in his stage, or even share the money which they earn if a few
drivers are in trouble. "Some do not have heart, but most of us share," he said and added that
drivers might get money from others at one occasion, while reciprocally paying back at
another occasion. Jeffrey (2010) has also concluded that the practice of passing time, despite
the difficulty, has created solidarity between various groups of people in northern India who
in other contexts would probably not engage with each other (Jeffrey 2010:465,477, Fuller
2011). As drivers in some ways build internal solidarity in the stages, they are simultaneously
also distancing themselves from their surroundings. It is during these situations of waiting
that many stories are spread; stories about such things mentioned in previous chapters; how
those responsible for development do a bad job, how customers have become dangerous
thieves, etc. Despite various strategies that people use in order to think positively and find
hope, economic struggles creates resentment among many, and feelings that their wait is
hopeless (see also Jeffrey 2010:477).

Waiting to wed
Many informants also experienced that competition and business-thinking had even entered
private life, which has resulted in situations were people are not only waiting for society to
develop, they are also waiting for private development into adulthood. Many talked about the
importance of weddings, but they also complained that weddings nowadays are so expensive
- and that they are even supposed to be expensive, as a way to show other’s how much
money you can spend. I have attended several weddings in or around Kisoro, before, during
and after my fieldwork.

Traditionally, weddings had many small ceremonies, which were not very costly, people told
me. But modernity had resulted in a norm that weddings should consist of not just one big
expensive ceremony, but two. Even if weddings vary a lot depending on individual budgets,
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all weddings I have attended in Uganda and Rwanda have consisted of two large ceremonies;
one considered traditional and one considered modern. Both should be held in order for the
wedding to be seen as fully implemented. As indicated earlier, not only modernity, but also
tradition, inspires people. And sometimes it is precisely a mix of the two that people want.
Strivings for ideals which are considered modern and ideals considered traditional - were one
does not rule out the other - have been identified in other parts of Africa too (Utas
2003:102-114). It is also common that brides’ families wants to be paid bridewealth, and
previously, cows were often given. Nowadays, most people give a sum of money instead, and
although it is often adjusted depending on the wealth and income of the bridegroom, many
people say the expected sum grows constantly, and that most men have to struggle hard to
pay. If a man cannot pay, he will either not be allowed to marry the bride, or perhaps he will,
but then he will not be met with respect, my informants told me. In order to be regarded as a
mature man, who has resources to take care of a family, the man should be able to give a lot
of resources away, something which some men thought was a bit of an irony. One teacher
even portrayed it as a main reason people remain poor - they spend all of their money on the
wedding, and then they have nothing left.

Many men also complained that bridewealth, in their view, had become a way of earning lots
of money for families who have daughters, instead of remaining a symbolic gift of gratitude,
which it allegedly used to be. For the wedding ceremonies, one should have food and drinks
for every guest, a big wedding cake, preferably several rented cars decorated with flowers, a
film-crew, and so on. Even though families, relatives and friends typically helps arranging
and sponsoring weddings, many people can not afford to marry, and if they can, they must
often wait for a long time to afford it. Some men cannot afford it until they are middle age, if
they ever can. John, who lived with his wife and their two kids, told me that, prior to his
recent wedding, he had to construct the house which they now staid in. This basic house
costed him 1 400 000 shillings (362 USD). Moreover, he had to pay bridewealth of 1 200 000
shillings (310 USD). For someone with a salary of around 400 000 shillings (103 USD) per
month and who, besides all other monthly costs, also had to pay rent for his motorcycle, these
sums constituted lots of money.
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The result was that he, first and foremost, had to wait for years just for the sake of assembling
enough money. He portrayed it as extra hard for him, since he was an orphan, without parents
who could sponsor him. When the wedding finally took place, he could only afford to
perform the traditional ceremony, something which, he explained, had resulted in a low
self-confidence, and which he described as acceptable only because he had a good wife, with
a good family, who could understand his situation. When I visited John in his house, he often
redirected my questions to his wife, who was also present; “she is educated, you should ask
her”, he said, sometimes portraying himself as unworthy of both my questions and his wife.
“I am so happy she wants to be with a simple man like me”, he said at another occasion.
Besides a big glamorous party, the modern ceremony, which John had not performed, is
connected to a religious ceremony. “I used to be a good christian. I loved to sing and dance in
the church, but now I cannot do that, because I couldn’t afford to marry”, he said in a tone
indicating that he was disappointed, or perhaps shameful. Being able to marry, or being able
to achieve personal development into adulthood in other normative ways, is considered
important in many parts of the world, and yet, people both wait and struggle hard to be able
to hopefully achieve it one day, especially in so-called developing countries, were people
often feel partly or wholly excluded from various paths toward adulthood (Utas 2003:72,
112-113, 230, Jeffrey 2010:467, 472).

Distorted development
Briefly said, many informants portrayed competition - in working life and in private life - as
an ingredient of modernity, and they did often portray themselves as included in this part of
modernity - but like the shifts from bicycles to motorcycles, from “real” phones to “fake”
phones, and from traditional drinks to bottled sodas and beers - to many it constituted a bad
and unfortunate type of inclusion, in this case leading to waiting and economic hardship. It
constituted development, but a type of development which could be described as somehow
distorted. Competition had resulted in limited geographical mobility, and limited upward
mobility - in fact even downward mobility; some drivers and other workers feel they are
stuck in a spiral leading to diminishing income. While being stuck in that downward spiral,
many say they lose hope that things will eventually turn around.
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Chapter 8: Unreachable external prosperity

Business ideas
“One day, I want to be a businessman”, my informant David told me. Many people, whether
they were motorcycle-taxi drivers, market vendors or employees in stores or hotels, told me
their dream was to have their own business. Overall, it seems to be quite a common
perception that, as an employee, you will not get far in Kisoro. Motorcycle drivers are indeed
not employed in the true sense of the word, but many of those who rent their motorcycle feel
employed, and even drivers owning their vehicles find it hard to expand their business. "In
Boda Boda there is no money my friend", Joseph told me.

Few want to stay at the bottom, just waiting for a development which really brings along
ordinary people to be initiated from above - whether from the government, the market, or
others - because nothing seem to indicate that this will happen anytime soon. Many
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informants instead talk about how to achieve some kind of personal improvement, for oneself
and one's family, and for that, one definitely needs to be self-employed.

William dreamt of returning to the lake in order to catch fish once again and sell it at the
market, perhaps initially part time, besides driving, while slowly building his business.
Despite the setbacks that Kisoro’s fish industry has seen during the last decades, Williams
brother was still into fishing, and William nonetheless believed it could bring a larger income
than motorcycle-taxi driving. He just needed to find out how. “There is money there”, he
said. Samuel wanted to somehow get his hands on a pickup truck, in order to run his own
business by driving larger loads to the market, something which was also seen as a more
profitable and respectable job, and Robert wanted to start some kind of tourist company.
People are clearly inspired by the transformations which they can observe in Kisoro, as they
dream of starting their own guiding companies, pubs, restaurants or transport services. They
also often spoke about their business dreams in relation to their perceptions that they live in a
society were people are free to make money however they want. That is something one must
take advantage of.

Hard climb from the bottom
But the surrounding context of tough competition makes it hard for someone with few
resources to “be a businessman” and run small-scale companies, let alone making them grow
into something bigger. Many people do not even get to the point where they can try to start
something. Dreams seldom becomes more than dreams. Some people try to save parts of their
small incomes to get enough capital, but then, suddenly, an unexpected expense comes, when
a family member gets sick, for example, and then you have to start from the beginning again.

In a society were no other actor takes responsibility, one must ensure that the family is
healthy and safe before one can afford to invest in a business. An informant explained that
his wife was sick and that he had recently spent all his savings on medical care. Several of
my informants were in the process of building better houses for their families, projects that
would in some cases last for years, because of their small incomes. Even if it is positive that
it is possible for some people to build new houses, these projects often prevent investment in
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income-generating projects for as long as they are ongoing. After I had told one informant
about my own life in Sweden, when he had asked me about it, he said that I should be very
lucky that I got a head start. He thought that while society helps individuals to a certain level
from which they can start climbing in countries like Sweden, society does little or nothing in
a country like Uganda. Individuals must climb all the way from the very bottom themselves.

Prosperous externalities
People have observed that many of those who make lots of money have some kind of
relationship with the outside world. Hotel owners and owners of tourists companies who have
managed to attract foreign tourists often seem very rich. When Robert told me about his
tourist-oriented business dreams, he also said that it would be hard for him to compete with
all those successful businessmen who had a relative living abroad, sponsoring them, or all
those businessmen who were foreigners themselves.

Also, when informants had actually managed to run some kind of business, it was often
foreigners who had sponsored them initially. As mentioned earlier, Joseph had, together with
his wife, with the help of some sponsored money, started a small pub next to their home. The
pub, in which his wife worked, was possible to establish thanks to 1 500 000 shillings (387
USD) which Joseph got from a tourist he befriended. According to this couple, their pub
brought much more income to the household than what motorcycle-taxi driving did.

John told me he had managed to become temporarily employed by a foreigner he had
befriended in Kisoro in order to work in another part of the country as an escort a couple of
years ago, something which gave him a significant additional income for just a few days
work. He still looked for similar opportunities. And Robert told me he had previously been
employed by an american as a car driver for a tourist company. As such a driver, he drove not
just around Kisoro district but also in other parts of Uganda as well as in Rwanda and DR
Congo. But, according to what he told me, he was abruptly fired, without explanation.

A few informants told me they sometimes receive money from people living abroad. 10,2
percent of Kisoro’s household had allegedly received remittances during the last twelve
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months when statistics for the population census was gathered in 2014 (Uganda Bureau of
Statistics 2017:27).

Windows to the outside world
Informants were often also reached by inspiration which they associate with the surrounding
world. TV and telephone screens constitute windows through which people can see this
world. Those who do not have smartphones themselves sometimes borrow them from others
to try various types of social media, watch pictures, listen to music, or read news. As some
informants explained that videos require quite a lot of airtime - money - they said they watch
videos on the phone only rarely, prioritizing to surf the web for hours instead and otherwise
watch TV. Most households I visited during my fieldwork had no televisions, and according
to statistics from 2014, only 3 percent of Kisoro’s households owned a television back then,
while even fewer had a computer (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2017:26). But as televisions
are available in many pubs, some people nonetheless get lots of information and inspiration
through them. It reaches people as they are waiting. “When I’m bored, they are my best
friends”, one hotel worker said, pointing at the hotel’s TV and his own smartphone, while we
were sitting by a table in the otherwise empty small hotel lobby.

Late in the evenings, when people do not work, some of them assemble around TV:s in pubs
or similar places, watching news, commercials and sports. Football games are especially
popular. Whenever a match is sent on TV, pubs are full of people - mostly men - who try to
get a glimpse of the screen. Some people might not find space inside, staying on the street
instead, trying to see the TV through a window. The importance of watching football can be
highlighted by the fact that some pubs which have generators they can not afford to run too
often puts them on only if there is a football game and a power failure at the same time.
Workers in pubs know evenings when a game is sent means busy and profitable evenings.

Battery radios are more common in people’s homes - 63,7 percent of households had a radio
in 2014, and according to statistics, radios constitute the main source of information for most
people (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2017:26,27). Radio broadcasts can also be heard
outdoors in many public places, from loudspeakers. Some Boda Boda drivers said they
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listened to the radio for hours every day while waiting in the stage.

Even in remote rural villages, one can find various sources of information and inspiration,
associated with an external world; posters portraying everything from pop stars to Jesus
Christ, clothes with prints of famous brands, election posters (mainly from the sitting
government), budget mobile phones which people have to charge in local shops which
(sometimes) have electricity, Coca Cola-bottles, and of course, motorcycles imported from
outside.

Fashion also spreads between countries. One man said people get their ideas regarding how
to dress from the TV, and nodded towards a music video playing on the screen in a pub. Most
relatively poor people do not want to look poor, and many of them spend significant amounts
of their small incomes on fancy clothing. Some people told me they hoped it could possibly
help them gain a better reputation, social contacts, and hopefully increased prospects for a
better job, sometime in the future.

While many people feel inspired and promised a lot, they also feel that jobs, services and
opportunities are missing. Information flows are not backed up by any concrete substance.
Information seem to be reaching most places, in one way or another. But most people have
no other type of access to the world which they see in screens or hear about in radio
broadcasts. As one hotel worker told me he had never been to Kampala, I asked him whether
he had been to Mbarara, one of the country’s largest cities beside Kampala, located closer to
Kisoro. “Here we only know those places through the TV-screen”, he replied.

One young woman seemed so aware of trends and events in the surrounding world, and as
her english skills were so extensive, I just took for granted that she had attended higher
education, and asked her if she had studied abroad. However, she said she had never left
Kisoro district in her entire life and that she had learned most of what she knew about the
world through her smartphone. She told me it was her dream to attend university, but she did
not think it would ever happen, since the money needed was missing. Another informant said
he used to get bad feelings from social media, as many people display lifestyles he could not
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afford. Yet another one said he found inspiration for a business on social media, but that he
had not managed to save any money to start it.

To a large extent, this resembles a situation described by Louisa Schein (2005). When she
conducted fieldwork in a village in rural China in 1999, satellite dishes had been built in
various locations with cables connected to practically every household in the area, and
televisions could be found in 60 percent of all homes at the time. But while information and
inspiration reached this rural place, many other things did not. “In tandem with the removal
of so many other state guarantees, of social welfare, employment, and development funding what the state has guaranteed in the late 1990s is satellite television reception for every
village” (Schein 2005:218). In this case, many of the products shown in commercials on the
television screens were not even available for sale in these areas, and what was shown on the
screens remained utopian dreams.

Local lack of global prosperity
The picture my informants had of the outside world, especially of the Western world, was in
many cases one of total prosperity. One informant asked me if my country had any rural
areas, and he later told me many people in Kisoro think countries like mine are just large
modern cities, or that they are covered with contiguous urban areas, were every person have
their own villa and probably several cars.

As people do not want to stay behind the surrounding world, their expectations and dreams
are in many cases far from the reality in which they live. Being able to move around in a
“special” - a privately hired car which is not crowded with other people, is seen as a clear
symbol of status. But owning and driving your private car is by many seen as an even clearer
symbol of individual success. A young woman working in a hotel told me her ultimate dream
was to buy her own car. Since one could find a Toyota from the 1990s for a few million
shillings she considered her dream expensive but still somehow within reach, sometime in the
future. Being able to drive it was a completely different matter though, she realized, since the
fuel price meant it would cost her and most other Ugandans more than a full monthly salary
to fill the tank. One man who arrived to a pub in an old pickup truck was met with admiration
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from the staff and some other customers. “Wow”, one man in the pub said, and added that he
would do anything to have his own car. Even if old cars might impress people, more
expensive cars is what people really dream about, something not seldom reflected in people’s
homes, were posters of shiny new SUV:s can decorate walls of cracked mud.

Mains (2007) describes how young unemployed men in Ethiopia spends lots of their
overabundant time watching Hollywood and Bollywood videos, while the economic reality
does not allow them to reach their new aspirations (Mains 2007). In Kisoro, large mansions,
Ferraris, swimming pools and other symbols of material abundance are present on screens
and prints, but physically rare. Geographically distant areas inspire, but so does areas not
situated very far away but which nonetheless seem out of reach for many informants, such as
urban Ugandan areas. For many men, popular African musicians and business men seem to
constitute the utopian role models. People are inspired to become successful, and to display
their success to their surroundings. Like the movie and music stars on screens and posters,
many of my informants said they would love to have expensive looking clocks, golden
necklaces, shiny shoes and sunglasses. One could argue that many people define their lives as
a matter of lacks; what is missing in their lives in relation to what they can see and imagine
that people in other parts of the world, outside Kisoro, have.

A range of anthropologists and other scholars have highlighted that in many parts of the
contemporary world, growing rifts between aspirations and opportunities creates lots of
disappointment and resentment (McGovern 2011:2, Utas 2003:150-151, Mains 2007,
Shoshan 2016, Bourgois & Schonberg 2009:40, Mishra 2015). Many people feel that they are
promised a lot, or that a lot is expected from them, but they achieve few means to achieve it
all. While there are local variations, these experiences are nonetheless often portrayed as a
general feature of the neoliberal transformation of world society.
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Global inspiration and local limitation.

Lack of knowledge not the problem
Education, of some sort, is sometimes described as a possible solution to poverty and various
other problems in the global south (Wiegratz 2009), but among my informants, education
was not seen as something one needed to start a business. While some of my informants said
they would like to attend higher education, many of them did not believe it would improve
their positions. Several people told me they had friends or relatives who were educated but
either jobless or employed without having any higher salary than uneducated people. John
referred to the fact that his wife was an educated teacher, and still, they lived in a small house
without electricity.

“There are many teachers who drive Boda Boda on saturdays”, Samuel told me. In Ugandan
media, it has been reported that the Boda Boda job even attracts people with higher
education, such as teachers. Primary school teachers in public schools have apparently
stopped teaching, at least part time, in order to drive motorcycle-taxis instead, often because
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of low salaries in the teaching profession (Among 2013, Kabuya & Wambede 2016). Even if
Samuel and other drivers said there are teachers among the Boda Bodas, I did not meet any
driver myself who claimed to have been a teacher. The Boda Boda job has quite a bad
reputation, and an educated person who starts driving commercially would probably not be
proud of it. I met educated people who had motorcycles. When I asked if they also drove
them commercially, many of them were quick to say no, before clarifying that they only use
their motorcycle privately. My interpretation was that a few of them signaled with their facial
expression that it was even an inappropriate question.

Some scholars have shown that while education might often have resulted in better jobs in
the past, today, many educated people in various areas do not find the jobs they are qualified
for, something which has forced people to alternative livelihoods which they are not very
satisfied with (see, for example, Meagher 2014a, 2014b, Jeffrey 2010). Many of my
informants said they already had business ideas and relevant knowledge regarding how to run
a business. What was missing was money. While one woman said to me she thought
education could perhaps provide her with a higher income, she also said it would take too
much time anyway, and she needed money now.

Profitable immorality and lack of control
At the same time, informants often referred to successful local businessman who were not
educated. Many of my informants said they struggle to understand how certain rich people
became rich. “My boss do not know a single word in english”, one worker told me, and
added that he could not grasp how he became a boss in the first place.

Beside the connection between wealth and the external world in many informants’
experiences, wealth was also linked to various types of immorality, especially when no
connection to the external world could be observed. While I encountered a couple of stories
in the field of how people make use of witchcraft to become successful, more common
explanations was related to various forms of corruption. Corruption was, as previously
mentioned, seen as a cause of poverty for most people, but for those who could make use of it
for their benefit, it was often portrayed as a way to get rich. John thought that wealthy people,
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at least wealthy people in Uganda, had become wealthy through various immoral practices by “stealing money indirectly”, and that such strategies might be the only way to achieve a
better life. Another man said making a career in his society is all about avoiding to pay one’s
taxes. Boda Boda drivers also tell stories and speculate about various illegal or immoral
practices which they themselves can employ to make more money. Some drivers try to make
use of the economic inequality for their benefit; when foreign tourists occasionally get
curious to leave their SUV:s in order to try the Boda Boda service, these tourists often do not
have a particularly good idea of the price level. For example, when I had recently arrived to
Kisoro, I paid 20 000 shillings (5,1 USD) for a distance that usually costs less than half of
this. But similar practices are not practiced by all drivers, my informants told me, since it can
give them a bad reputation.

There are however stories about other strategies one can employ to get way more money than
that too. The asphalt road to the west leads to the mineral rich and conflict-ridden North Kivu
province of eastern DR Congo. John told me that on two different occasions, somebody paid
him around 300,000 shillings (77,6 USD) - comparable to a full monthly salary - to be driven
as quickly as possible one-way directly from the Congo border, past Kisoro all the way to the
neighbouring town of Kabale. According to the informant, the customer was carrying gold
which he or she wanted to transport without being detected and stopped at Kisoro’s police
station. It has been reported that much of the gold mined in eastern Congo is smuggled
through Uganda (see, for example, Dupuy & Van Dijken 2019). But besides Johns story, gold
or minerals was nothing I heard many people talk about. “Conflict minerals is not a big thing
here, if you are going to research that you are in the wrong place”, one man told me when I
asked about it. If it would be a big thing, however, it is of course just logical that such
practices would be kept as invisible as possible.

William told me that driving dead bodies to funeral ceremonies can give lots of money. Even
in Ugandan media it has been written about situations were dead bodies are piled up on the
back of motorcycle-taxis in order to make it appear as if they were living passengers, also in
order not to be detected by the police. For the customer, transporting a dead body like this
would be relatively cheap compared to legal or normative ways of transporting the dead
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(Mulondo 2014). But for a Boda Boda driver, such uncomfortable missions would
nevertheless result in quite a lot of income. William had never done this himself, but
irrespective of how true or common such missions are, they can say something about how
drivers and others perceive their surroundings. Drivers at times distanced themselves from
the practices featured in stories they told. In other cases, they talked about them with some
admiration. One driver said it is essential to think creatively to be able to make money, and
that those who are not ready to be a little bit corrupt will be left behind.

There are some clear links here with what Comaroff and Comaroff (2005) have described as
“millennial capitalism”, a term which refer to “both capitalism at the millenium and
capitalism in its messianic, salvific, even magical manifestations” (2005:177). They claim,
although it is hard to prove an absolute increase in what they call “occult economies”, that
“their reported incidence, written about by the mainstream press in more prosaic, less
excoticizing terms than ever before [...] has forced itself upon the public sphere, rupturing the
flow of mediated ‘news’”. The authors refer to stories about economic practices which seem
to generate disproportionally large profits for reasons impossible or at least very hard to
explain. It is stories about money making in almost magical ways, related to everything from
“casino capitalism” and finance capital speculation to accusations of witchcraft, ritual killing,
and organ export. The authors speculate that the increased spread of these stories is a result of
peoples’ feelings of vulnerability, lack of understanding and control in an increasingly
abstract world of money flows, inequality and individualism (Comaroff & Comaroff
2005:182-184), and it can also be related to arguments that “neoliberalism’s moral order
feeds fraud and corruption” (Wiegratz & Whyte 2016).

Richness out of reach
To sum up, one could say that, as my informants dreamt about a more personal development
as an alternative to development of society, they experienced a lack of control even here. To
my informants, everything seemed to indicate that the surrounding world is much better off
than their local society, and most inspiration seemed to come from the surrounding world.
They can see and hear how things prosper out there, through TV:s, smartphones, radios, and
through the presence of foreigners and foreign influence in their society. The neoliberal
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economy seem to spread certain things, but not others; while information and inspiration is
spread, opportunities to back it up are not spread to an equal extent. Since it is so hard, those
who have managed to climb in their careers must have been helped from the outside, or
alternatively, they have cheated somehow, and behaved in immoral ways. So once again,
many informants felt excluded from the development of others, or included but mostly just in
the bad sides of a distorted development, which feeds corruption as one of few viable
alternatives.
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Concluding discussion
Although my informants in Kisoro district experience some kind of development, it is a
development which they mainly associate with other people. New roads are built by others,
motorcycles are imported by others on these roads, and others made tourism grow. So
development is carried out by someone else, not by the informants, and it is also primarily
carried out for others; forest evictions, tourism and imports mainly made other people
wealthy, and the new roads are taken by few but tourists and importers. This implies that the
metaphorical roads toward genuine development are also taken by few, and that the
informants - who often identify as representatives of the large majority - feel they have to
make a living from the leftovers.

Since Kisoro’s transformations are described by many informants as development, and since
the informants also recognize impacts of free trade policies, privatization, profit-oriented
infrastructural projects and limited state presence, these transformations could arguably be
termed neoliberal development. And precisely because such a development is focused on
growth and profits without much redistribution, it is arguably not that strange that a group
with highly limited purchasing power experience it as someone else's development, and that
limited improvement for them arrives only as a byproduct, something which resonates with
how scholars have portrayed the effects neoliberalism has had on various developments
(Edelman & Haugerud 2005, Leys 2005, Cooper & Packard 2005, Ferguson 2005). Even if
the byproduct has been helpful for my informants in certain ways, most of them were far
from satisfied. Statistical measurements of GDP per capita had little relevance for them when
they could clearly see that industrial production had not replaced farming (see also Edelman
& Haugerud 2005:1, Leys 2005:111, Escobar 2005:343).

On the contrary, people had had to settle down as subsistence farmers on the little unused
land which remained, possibly also contributing to impaired fishing, and dependent upon
using a poor road network to find complementary income through one of few leftover jobs
available; a member of the household might work in markets, shops or hotels. Alternatively,
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one can use a motorcycle brought to the area and become a Boda Boda driver - jobs enabling
survival, but hardly improvement (see also Leys 2005:117). The Boda Boda, as a job and as a
service, is clearly related to the neoliberal development which arguably helped creating the
prerequisites for this transport system.

As the motorcycle-taxis could be categorized as part of the informal economy (Goodfellow &
Titeca 2012, ILO 2012:12), it can also highlight how the informal economy is related to the
formal, global one (Wilson 2010), as one of the world’s largest motorcycle manufacturers
depend on it for their sales, and how the “development” of various areas in the world depend
on trade linkages, acquirement of abroad markets and inequality between countries (Leys
2005, Hornborg 2013, Ferguson 2005:146-147), something which was visible for my
informants through the arrival of imported motorcycles, and reflected in their experiences as
they talked about their disappointment with a lack of local industry and export from their
area.

Even if my informants did not express themselves in terms of dependency theory or
world-systems theory, their experiences can be related to such terms (compare, for example,
Leys 2005:112-114, 119-120). Kisoro and Uganda might not constitute a worst-off periphery
in the simplified categorization of these theories; even if cheap raw materials might be
extracted beyond Kisoro’s western international boundary, Kisoro could in such a world
system possibly constitute a transport stretch for minerals on their way into the global
economy, rather than a source of raw materials. But Kisoro could fit into the periphery
category in other ways; value-added manufactured products are regularly sold to the more
wealthy share of Kisoro’s population, making this more wealthy share profit together with
abroad exporters, without much exploitation of global environmental resources which a more
broad-based development could arguably require (Hornborg 2013:161-180). While the large
majority of Kisoro’s population, as a consequence, instead have to live with local
environmental burdens (Alix-Garcia et. al. 2013, Cooper & Packard 2005:135) - and live off
a highly limited local land area, they experience how other people seem to be better off.
Asian and Western industrialization and independence from subsistence farming is
represented through information channels and by a presence of foreign products, travelers
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and business people in their district.

Such extensive mobility is out of reach for most of Kisoro’s population, who arguably belong
to an “imobile, global underclass” (Khosravi 2010:66) who are tied to the small plots of land
right beneath their feet, something which adds to their relative immobility. Inequality and
power relations surrounds and penetrates both society as a whole and informal transportation
(see also Edelman & Haugerud 2005:2,9). Since the informants imagine that a genuine
development would bring along all or most people and cut their dependence on the farmland,
replacing it with something else, this inequality also make many informants see Kisoro’s
development as an unfair version of development, which, to some extent is also connected to
greed and individualism (Edelman & Haugerud 2005:30), even if there exists ambivalent
attitudes and perceptions which differ between informants related to whether society had
become individualistic or not. The uneven nature of the development was an experience most
of my informants shared though, and, as a result, I encountered many nostalgic ideas about
more egalitarian pasts (see also Ferguson 1999), and in some cases more social and less
individualistic pasts. As recognized by the informants, this uneven development might
largely be a result of state withdrawal, something which also make people feel vulnerability
in relation to accidents and in relation to suspicion toward various groups surrounding the
Boda Boda system - something possibly also related to the fact that the Boda Bodas
nonetheless are seen as constituents of a mobile, chaotic and uncontrolled system in this
society were mobility is otherwise so limited (Goodfellow 2015, Ch Ng 2016, Kakembo
2010, Nyanzi et al. 2004). This is also related to the fact that the Boda Boda system is seen as
a symbol of modernity and development but as people nonetheless do not want to regard a
system which is so chaotic as modern, they simultaneously describe it as the very opposite of
modernity - a system which is somehow uncivilized.

In fact, ambivalent attitudes were overall common among my informants. Pessimism is not
the only feeling which exists in relation to Kisoro’s development. Many informants do indeed
see new asphalt roads, tourism and the common type of motorcycles as good in some senses,
and one of the most positive sides is something also created by state withdrawal; freedom.
Informants, and motorcycle-taxi driver informants in particular, feel free - free to criticise the
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ongoing development and free to make money without being limited by a state, while lack of
tax payment might impair social services. As Goodfellow and Titeca (2012) have highlighted
in the case of Kampala, drivers as well as leadership representatives might benefit by keeping
the sector unregulated, if it leads to more support and less responsibilities for the leadership,
something in a way also highlighted by a few of my informants, as one, for example, talked
about how the leadership provides freedom as an easy way out - something which is
nonetheless regarded as positive in a way. There is also some other optimism. Many
informants have a little bit of hope that they will experience a more genuine development in
the future, which helps them feel motivated as they wait for it.

But as they wait for it and for their daily income, they also experience themselves as limited
by market forces, and stuck in a situation of ever-increasing competition, which just seem to
result in more waiting and less money. That informal transport systems are often
characterized by an “oversupply” of labour have been highlighted in other contexts too
(Rizzo 2011a, 2011b). Competition is, together with budget “fake” phones and some other
features, indeed seen as elements of development and modernity, but to be included in it is, in
such contexts, experienced as mostly negative. Even if it is a development, it is a distorted
type of development, which does not improve life, but rather the opposite (see also Ferguson
2005:146).

Since much hope for a genuine development of society erodes in such downward spirals,
many people dream of using their freedom to try and achieve a more personal form of
development instead - they want to start their own businesses and become as successful as
those external people seen on TV or heard about in the radio, or as those wealthy people
locally represented in person or through imported manufactured products. But as it is so
difficult to reach those positions of clearly visible wealth, and as it is so hard to grasp what is
going on and to feel that one has any control over the transformations taking place, many
conclude that aside from contacts with a prosperous outside world, it is virtually only some
kind of hidden, immoral cheating which can bring personal development (Comaroff &
Comaroff 2005, Wiegratz & Whyte 2016).
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As a result of all this, informants to some extent portrayed their society as perhaps not a
failed, but a distorted counterpart of many other areas in the world, not least in contexts when
they referred to what they could see and hear through various information channels. The
experiences of my informants definitely seemed to resonate more with Louisa Scheins (2005)
descriptions of a neoliberal world economy of significant information flows, rather than with
David Graeber’s (2005) view that neoliberalism is connected to limited flows of information
and ideas - my informants received and had lots of both. What was missing was opportunities
to make use of the information and realize the ideas.

According to the experiences of my informants, development was apparently not an
irrelevant concept, and the development which they experienced had not stopped or gone
backwards, so it did not really resemble the arguments of the most critical scholars (see, for
example, Escobar 2005). But it was also far from a perfect development. It was a
development which had taken a limited form which made informants feel excluded.
Exclusion and limitation were not the only problems, though. The fact that informants at
times felt somehow abjected (Ferguson 1999:237-238) and nostalgic, partly included in
modernity and development but sceptic of its supreme status, portraying it as somehow
distorted, implies that it is questionable whether more of the same would be a solution. Their
experiences therefore seem to resonate mostly with the ideas of such scholars who state that
there are many serious problems with development which needs to be solved, but that
development is still worth striving for (Gardner & Lewis 2005).
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