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Abstract 
 
According to the ‘new rangeland paradigm’, which developed in the early 1990s, pastoral mobi-
lity is a flexible strategy that balances the variability in natural resources. Today this view is 
widely acknowledged. However, in order to understand future dynamics of the pastoral way of 
life, the pastoralists’ own perceptions of mobility need to be understood. Furthermore, pastoral 
mobility should be studied in the broader context of livelihood strategies. The purpose of this 
paper is to provide a more comprehensive understanding of pastoral mobility than the one 
offered by the ‘new rangeland paradigm’. The empirical point of departure is a case study of 
Fulani pastoralists of northern Senegal. On the basis of this study, analytical entry points for 
discussing mobility in a broader context are outlined. These seven points are: types of mobility, 
labour input and mobility, perceptions of mobility, mobility and the cultural construction of 
identity, the shaping of space into place, the influence of commercialisation on mobility, and 
quantitative and spatial assessments of mobility. In combination with aspects of the ‘new 
rangeland paradigm’ these form the ‘mobility complex’, which is suggested as an analytical tool 
for studying pastoral mobility. 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Recently, pastoral mobility in Africa has been discussed as part of the ‘new rangeland paradigm’ 
for dryland ecosystems and pastoral production systems1. Within this paradigm, mobility is 
perceived as ecologically rational in an environment characterised by high variability of natural 
resources (Niamir-Fuller 1998; Thébaud & Batterbury 2001). While the positive perception of 
mobility is new among researchers of drylands, this is not a new line of thought among 
anthropologists studying pastoralists (e.g. Dyson-Hudson & Dyson-Hudson 1980; Stenning 
1957). Today, the positive view of pastoral mobility has become a hegemonic discourse. This 
paper is an attempt to deconstruct this discourse and provide a critical approach to the study of 
pastoral mobility.  
 
The theoretical point of departure for the paper is the ‘new rangeland paradigm’ and especially its 
view on pastoral mobility called the ‘mobility paradigm’. Within the ‘new rangeland paradigm’, 
the point of departure is the environment. In this paper, however, the perspective is changed and 
pastoralists’ ‘construction of reality’ is the point of departure. Aspects such as motives, values 
and preferences are included in order to understand how and why pastoralists use mobility today. 
Based on the pastoralists’ perception and use of mobility, dynamics of pastoral mobility are 
analysed and it is discussed how this may change in the future. As explained by Milton (1997), 
the focus on people’s own views and understanding began in the 1960s, when researchers, mainly 

                                                 
1 The ‘new rangeland paradigm’ first emerged in the late 1980s. It has been discussed in a number of papers; some 
concern dryland ecosystem functioning only, but most include aspects of pastoral management (e.g. Ellis & Swift 
1988, Warren 1995, Westoby et al. 1989). 
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anthropologists, ‘became increasingly interested in understanding people’s own perceptions and 
interpretations of the world… because they form the appropriate context in which to analyse 
people’s actions and decision-making process’ (1997: 484). The pastoralists’ perspectives should 
be included in research and development processes in order to understand (future) dynamics of 
the pastoral way of life and their natural resource management. Consequently, with this paper I 
want to go beyond the somewhat rigid understanding of pastoral mobility that occurs in the 
literature, and provide a more complex view: ‘the pastoral mobility complex’.  
 
The empirical basis of the paper is a case study from the Ferlo, which is the pastoral region of 
Senegal. Ferlo can be said to house an ‘extreme’ version of the Sahelian pastoral way of life. By 
extreme I mean a pastoral way of life that is not subsistence-oriented, where the choice of 
livestock is influenced by market opportunities, and where pastoralists become increasingly more 
commercial. The increased commercialisation has lead to a marked improvement in pastoral 
incomes (Touré 1988). Further, the pastoralists of Ferlo have been exposed to a number of 
development projects and they have adopted new technology, e.g. the tube (Juul 1999).  
  
The paper is divided into three main sections. First, mobility is analysed within the context of the 
‘new rangeland paradigm’ and shortcomings of the so-called ‘mobility paradigm’ are pointed out. 
The second section concerns the case study of the use of mobility based on a more complex 
approach. After an introduction to the study area and fieldwork, the use of mobility among the 
pastoralists of Ferlo is analysed. In the third section, the ‘mobility complex’ is outlined. Based on 
the ‘new rangeland paradigm’ and the case study from Senegal, aspects of importance for 
understanding pastoral mobility are identified and these constitute the ‘mobility complex’.  
 
 
2. Pastoral mobility within the new rangeland paradigm 
 
The ‘new rangeland paradigm’ has been thoroughly analysed in the three books Range ecology at 
disequilibrium2, Living with uncertainty3, and Managing mobility in African rangelands4. While 
the first book mainly concerns the ecological aspects of dryland ecosystems, the second one 
elaborates on management implications for pastoral production systems, and the last one 
emphasises one aspect of pastoral systems, namely mobility. The first two of these books have 
been, and probably still are, of major significance for research and development in (African) 
drylands.  
 
The third book on pastoral mobility (Managing mobility in African rangelands) is quite new and 
its implications are still to be seen. In this book, the so-called ‘mobility paradigm’ is developed. It 

                                                 
2 Behnke, R.H.; Scoones, I. & Kerven, C. (eds.) 1993 Range ecology at disequilibrium: new models of natural 
variability and pastoral adaptation in African savannas. 
3 Scoones, I. (ed.) 1995a Living with uncertainty: new directions in pastoral developments in Africa. 
4 Niamir-Fuller, M. (ed.) 1999a Managing mobility in African rangelands: the legitimization of transhumance. 
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is an attempt to provide a framework for understanding pastoral mobility based on the findings of 
the ‘new rangeland paradigm’ and to examine the various aspects of mobility. However, I find 
there are shortcomings of the ‘mobility paradigm’. This section is devoted to a discussion of these 
shortcomings and how they can be dealt with. The point of departure is the ‘new rangeland 
paradigm’, with which the reader is expected to be familiar. It should be noted that some of the 
issues raised here are valid for the ‘new rangeland paradigm’ in general.  

2.1 Main arguments of the ‘mobility paradigm’ 

The ‘mobility paradigm’ is discussed in the book by Niamir-Fuller (1999a). In the second chapter 
of the book, Niamir-Fuller and Turner (1999) develop an integrated analytical framework that 
should act as a checklist for understanding pastoral mobility. The authors have the sympathetic 
aim to ensure appropriate measures that can ‘allow self-evolution of pastoralism towards an 
economically, socially and environmentally sustainable livelihood system’ (1999: 31). They find 
the following four aspects salient for understanding mobility: the resource base, the resource 
users, their adaptive strategies, and their common property regimes (Niamir-Fuller & Turner 
1999: 32-45). For each aspect, key words are mentioned. These will be discussed briefly in the 
following. 
 
The key words for the resource base are high variability and uncertainty, non-equilibrium 
theory, ecological resilience, and socio-ecological pasture units. Hence, these are the elements of 
the ‘new rangeland paradigm’. I acknowledge this understanding of dryland environments and 
will not discuss rangeland ecology per se. 
 
The key words for the resource users are heterogeneity, indigenous technical knowledge system, 
social capital, reciprocity, interdependence, and political alliance. Of these words, social capital 
is the most interesting one. The contemporary usage of and debate on social capital is inspired by 
Bourdieu (1993), Coleman (1988), and Putnam (1993). These social science researchers have all 
used the concept within a western context. Although their conceptualisations vary, the term is 
used to denote the aspects of social structure and relations that provide actors with resources they 
can use to achieve their interests. Further, social capital can usually be converted into economic 
capital through certain mechanisms (Winter 2000). However, Niamir-Fuller and Turner use social 
capital similarly to the term ‘culture’ to denote ‘shared norms…cultural and religious mores and 
values… knowledge systems… conflict-management mechanisms’ (1999: 35). It is left to the 
reader to imagine how social capital is ‘built’ and ‘lost’, and how it functions in the interaction 
between people and relates to individual behaviour. Consequently, it suffers from the same flaws 
as the term ‘culture’ as pointed out by Barth (1995). This means that behaviour is removed from 
its context and is no longer interpreted as interaction between persons. Further, the usage of the 
term social capital suffers from the problem of generalisation, which the authors explain very 
well: ‘Normal science has a propensity for aggregation, which then washes over important 
differences that determine the socio-political dynamics of any society’ (Niamir-Fuller & Turner 
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1999: 34). Unfortunately, the authors point this out without pursuing the consequences of their 
argument, neither in relation to social capital nor in the wider debate on resource users. 
 
Adaptive strategies of the resource users concern the types of mobility as well as the decision-
making and management aspects of mobility. The key words include: opportunistic mobility, 
tracking, micro-mobility, macro-mobility, negotiation, indigenous communication, and safety 
nets. Besides the increasingly trivial rejection of carrying capacity and sedentary ranching, the 
authors point to the importance of micro-mobility; an aspect that is often overlooked. In continu-
ation of this, it is important to distinguish between mobility of humans and livestock. This aspect 
is pointed at in the first chapter of the book, where the editor mentions that ‘livestock movements 
can be considered separately from movements by humans’ (Niamir-Fuller 1999b: 1) and elabor-
ated in the conclusion. Concerning the key words, I want to question the emphasis on safety nets 
and risk spreading. Several papers have shown that with increased commercialisation, there is a 
tendency for these mechanisms to disappear (Batterbury & Warren 2001; Sutter 1987; Swallow 
1994). Further, the notion of pastoral strategies as risk spreading has been questioned and ‘high 
reliability’ suggested as an alternative framework for understanding pastoral strategies (Roe et al. 
1998). 
 
Finally, common property regimes have these key words: common-pool resources, nested 
property, fluid boundaries, inclusive rights, transboundary resources, informal institutions, co-
management, conflict management, and popular enforcement. This is the most extensive section, 
where each key word is discussed at length. When reading the individual papers in the volume, 
this makes sense as most of the papers concern tenure regimes and management in some way. 
The section relates to the ‘classic’ discussion of ‘the tragedy of the commons’ (Hardin 1968) as 
well as to the concern for institutional issues seen in environmental research in the mid-1990s 
(Rhoades 1989). Although it is important to create tenure regimes and institutions that accom-
modate a sustainable development, this discussion would benefit from including the perspective 
of the pastoralists themselves, which will be elaborated later.  
 
The idea of making a ‘checklist’ is inspiring and I will return to the concept after discussing my 
empirical findings. It is evident, however, that I do not agree with this checklist. Especially the 
aspects ‘the resource users’ and ‘their adaptive strategies’ seem rudimentary or at least incom-
plete. The accounts leave out the dynamics of the pastoral livelihood strategies. For instance, 
there is not much room for discussing the influence of commercialisation. This word does not 
occur in the text, neither under the heading of the resource users or under the adaptive strategies. 
Still, as pointed out by Swift (2000), commercialisation may well be of outmost importance for 
future pastoralists. 
 
To sum up, the ‘mobility paradigm’ is useful as it provides us with an understanding of pastoral 
mobility from the perspective of range ecology. Further, it attempts a more complex under-
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standing of mobility than usually seen, although not complex enough. It highlights aspects of 
importance for ensuring mobility in dryland environments.  

2.2 A critique of the ‘mobility paradigm’ 

The ‘mobility paradigm’ is part of the ‘new rangeland paradigm’, which has provided a new 
understanding of the dynamics of dryland environments. The debate and research following the 
first papers on disequilibrium environments point out how to achieve resource management that 
takes the highly variable and unpredictable character of drylands into account. Consequently, 
concepts such as degradation and desertification have been reinterpreted and it has been shown 
that ‘sustainable resource management’ is far from equivocal. The ‘new rangeland paradigm’ has 
also instigated a reinterpretation of pastoralists’ resource use and management, institutions and 
tenure regimes. When analysed in the light of disequilibrium ecology, management practice, 
institutions, etc. that previously have been characterised as destructive, are now seen as eco-
logically rational.  
 
While I appreciate the new understanding of ecological dynamics in drylands, I find the reinter-
pretation of pastoralist practice inadequate and argue that pastoralist behaviour should be 
understood outside the context of the ‘new rangeland paradigm’. Hence, the point of departure for 
studying pastoralists should be their ‘construction of reality’ and include aspects such as motives, 
values and preferences for understanding e.g. management practice. Consequently, I have some 
reservations concerning the ‘mobility paradigm’. These reservations also apply to other studies 
that use the framework of dryland dynamics for understanding pastoralists’ behaviour. 
 
The objections to the ‘mobility paradigm’ are twofold; they concern the ‘ethno-centric’ and the 
‘eco-centric’ or environmentalist5 perspectives on which it is based.  
 
The ethno-centric approach can be illustrated by the definition of ‘a pastoralist’ used by Niamir-
Fuller: ‘The term ‘pastoralist’ is defined as a mode of production where livestock make up 50 per 
cent or more of the economic portfolio of a small holder’ (1999b: 1). Not only does it seem 
strange to define ‘a person’ as ‘a mode of production’, but I have not found this definition opera-
tional for my own fieldwork. Furthermore, it is doubtful that it would make sense to most pastor-
alists as it is based on Western concepts and ‘construction of reality’. This ethno-centric perspect-
ive means that we run the risk of misinterpreting (using chaotic conceptualisations (Sayer 1998)) 
when we try to understand the pastoralists’ actions, practice, motives, values, and culture without 
taking their ‘construction of reality’ as the point of departure.  
 
In this paper, a constructionist approach has been used for defining concepts. A ‘pastoralist’ is 
understood as someone who defines himself (or herself) as being a pastoralist. According to the 

                                                 
5 The perception of environmentalism is based on Milton (1996). 
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local perceptions in Ferlo, a pastoralist is somebody who owns and breeds animals. Hence, a 
pastoralist cannot be measured by the amount of time spent on livestock breading, or the percent-
age of the income or nutrition coming from animals. Further, the pastoralists in Ferlo explain that 
for the ethnic group Fulani, to which they belong, cattle are the most important animals6. 
 
Further, the term ‘the pastoral way of life’ is preferred to ‘pastoralism’ because ‘isms’ can have 
essentialist connotations not giving way to a perception of pastoral societies as dynamic and in 
constant interchange with the surrounding societies. Subsequently, ‘the pastoral way of life’ is 
understood as a way of living that includes animal breading, and where animals usually constitute 
an important part of the pastoral identity.  
 
My second major objection is of a similar nature. It concerns the eco-centric or environmentalist 
approach. A thorough understanding of dryland functioning forms the basis of the ‘new rangeland 
paradigm’; unfortunately, the environment remains the point of departure when the analysis con-
cerns the pastoralists and their use of mobility. In some ways this could be considered an ethno-
centric approach. After all, concepts such as ‘environment’ and ‘ecosystem’ are social construct-
ions from a western (ecology) discourse. However, the emphasis on ‘environment’ can be seen as 
part of the wider discussion of ‘environmentalism’. According to Milton (1996), there is a belief 
of ‘primitive ecological wisdom’ within the environmentalist discourse. This means that non-
industrial people, including pastoralists, supposedly have an environmental understanding that 
renders them capable of living in a fine adaptation to the environment. Milton explains that this 
notion of ‘primitive ecological wisdom’ is not true: ‘Some of them may live their lives in ways 
that are environmentally sound, but ecological balance, where it exists, is an incidental con-
sequence of human activities and other factors, rather than being an ideal or a goal that is actively 
pursued’ (Milton 1996: 113)7. Still, it is important to acknowledge the local knowledge, which 
pastoralists have accumulated over generations. This knowledge is built on a conceptualisation 
that is unlikely to correspond with ours, e.g. how is ‘nature’ perceived? Can humans affect 
‘nature’ by employing a certain practice? Hence, the key to understanding the local knowledge is 
to deconstruct the pastoralists’ worldview. When discussing resource management, the cultural 
construction of ‘nature’ is very important. 
An example is pastoralist behaviour in case of drought. In an arid, highly variable and unpredict-
able environment, a large number of animals cannot be sustained on a permanent basis. In case of 
drought, livestock can be moved out of the drought prone area either through mobility (people 
move with their herd) or through destocking (sale of stock); or livestock can be maintained in the 
area by fodder. According to the ‘new rangeland paradigm’, the best response is mobility. This 
has been the response of pastoralists. They are attributed a ‘primitive ecological wisdom’ because 
they behave in a way that is ecologically rational according to the contemporary understanding of 

                                                 
6 Eickelman (1989) has also employed an understanding of ethnicity as people’s own characteristics of themselves on 
the basis of language, race, place of origin, shared culture, values, etc. Further, Zaal (1999) has pointed to the 
relevance of using pastoralists’ self-definition as a way of defining pastoral communities (1999: 23).  
7 This quote does not relate to pastoralists in particular, but to ‘non-industrial people’ in general. 
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dryland functioning. However, this behaviour may not be the preference of all pastoralists. With 
increased commercialisation, import of fodder becomes an attractive possibility while mobility is 
considered a burden – at least among the pastoralists of Ferlo, as will be illustrated later. 
 
It is important to distinguish between the practice of pastoralists and the underlying motives and 
ideas. Previously, pastoralists have been accused of having a ‘cattle complex8’, i.e. an irrational 
attachment to cattle demonstrated by their desire for acquiring large herds. Within the ‘new  
rangeland paradigm’, this desire for high stocking number is explained as opportunistic manage-
ment and considered an adaptive strategy in dryland environments. The large number of livestock 
means that pastoralists can make the most of natural resources in good years (Niamir-Fuller 
1998) or create high reliability systems (Roe et al. 1998). In disequilibrium environments, a high 
stocking density will not cause overgrazing because droughts and diseases occur frequently, thus 
ensuring that the system is regulated in a density independent manner (Scoones 1993). Even 
though pastoralists have developed opportunistic management, this may not imply that they 
acknowledge opportunistic management as optimal. The death of livestock caused by drought 
and diseases is a fact built into the life experience of the pastoralists. However, this does not 
mean that they will not try to avoid these deaths. In relation to people’s experience of famine and 
life-threatening challenges, Davis explains that these are ‘things which may be part of life but 
which they wish did not occur (Davis 1992: 150). Hence, pastoralists have developed 
opportunistic management to survive in drought prone areas, not to accommodate the pasture. 
 
To sum up, with the ‘new rangeland paradigm’ a comprehensive understanding of drylands has 
been provided, but this cannot be used to understand pastoralist behaviour. The ‘mobility 
paradigm’ argues that pastoral mobility should be ensured. However, the arguments are not based 
on the voices of African pastoralists, but on the ‘needs of nature’. Further pastoralists’ actions 
and mobility practice are explained using our understanding of drylands and not their own 
explanations or conceptualisations of ‘nature’. In this way the ethno- and eco-centric approaches 
intermingle. Finally, the absence of pastoralist perspectives means that the importance of mobility 
for the wider social and cultural life is left unsolved. For instance, how does the importance of 
mobility manifest itself in the cultural construction of identity? This and similar issues are 
discussed in the following.  
 
 
3. Introduction to the study area and fieldwork 
 
The empirical basis of this paper is a study of Fulani pastoralists in the Ferlo region of Senegal. 
Before the establishment of boreholes in the 1950s, the rangelands of Ferlo were utilised as a 
pastoral area due to the low and variable precipitation and lack of permanent water supplies, 

                                                 
8 Herskovits (1926) originally described the ‘cattle complex’. This denotes the ‘cultural area’ of East Africa where 
the importance of cattle shapes the everyday life of people. However, the concept has been abused and has come to 
represent an ‘irrational attachment’ to cattle (e.g. Barfield 1993). 
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which made cultivation and permanent settlement difficult. In the rainy season, when pasture in 
the area was abundant, Ferlo served as a grazing reserve for mobile pastoralists pursuing large-
scale migrations. As temporary water holes (ponds) dried out during the dry season, pastoralists 
moved north to the Senegalese River valley or south and west to the so-called peanut basin 
(Weicker 1993). In the 1950s, the French colonial administration made the first boreholes in 
Ferlo, which meant that the area could be used on a permanent basis. The possibility of staying in 
the area during the dry season meant that pastoralists became semi-sedentary (Ba 1986). Rainfed 
agriculture was taken up, especially in the southern part of the area, and more boreholes were 
established (Touré 1990). Villages have grown around the boreholes. However, the pastoralists 
live in the bush where they have permanent rainy season camps. During the dry season, they may 
go on transhumance in search of pasture and water. Recently, parts of Ferlo have been divided 
into resource management units following the boreholes; these are called pastoral units (unité 
pastorales). While the use of water from ponds is free, a payment is charged for water from 
boreholes (Alissoutin 1997). The price is decided at meetings in the pastoral units. 
 
Before the drought in 1973, the majority of the pastoralists were subsistence-oriented relying on a 
combination of herding and rainfed agriculture. The herd mainly consisted of milking cattle, and 
a few sheep and goats (Sutter 1987). The drought years in the mid-1970s and mid-1980s 
profoundly influenced the livelihood strategies of the pastoralists. Moreover, since the 1970s, the 
desiccation of the climate, which is a problem all over the Sahel (Agnew & Chappel 1999; Hulme 
2001), has also stricken Ferlo (Equipe ECOSSEN 1997) and many pastoralists do not find 
cultivation worthwhile anymore. This has also redirected the strategies towards more livestock 
rearing, especially with a greater reliance on sheep and an increased commercialisation. 
Evidently, this also changed the use of mobility.  
 
Fieldwork was carried out in five pastoral units with the main emphasis on Tessekre in the middle 
of Ferlo, which has been characterised as the ‘zone pastorale par exellence’. Tessekre was visited 
on several occasions from October 1997 to April 2000. The village of Tessekre is located around 
a borehole established in 1954. In 1997, two secondary water outlets, called antennas, were made. 
In the pastoral unit of Tessekre, the majority of the inhabitants are Fulani (92 per cent); the rest 
are Wolof (5 per cent) and Moor (3 per cent). The people living in the village itself are Moor and 
Wolof; they are merchants and some have animals as well. Some of the Fulani have shops and 
houses in the village even though they live in the bush. The fieldwork was based on the Fulani 
pastoralists living in the bush.  
 
Besides interviews with key persons of the area and questionnaire interviews with all Fulani 
households present at the time9, nine pastoralists were selected to participate in a GPS study for 
the purpose of studying mobility in practice. The local administrator chose the nine pastoralists 
based on two criteria. First, they should be living in different parts of the pastoral unit, with 

                                                 
9 A total of 62 Fulani heads (jomoro) of households (galle) were interviewed using a structured questionnaire with a 
combination of qualitative and quantitative, open-ended questions. 
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varying distance to the borehole. Second, the pastoralists should be interested in and capable of 
learning how to use a GPS. Besides the GPS measurements, which went on for a year, I made 
participatory herding and spent time at the camps. Further, qualitative, in-depth interviews were 
made based upon the construction of a life history10. The interviews were quite different, but they 
all evolved around issues related to livelihood strategies in general and mobility in particular.  
  
Further, participatory observations were made in the village of Tessekre; I was often at the bore-
hole or sitting outside the shops chatting. The participatory observations provided insight into the 
socio-cultural fabric of daily life in the village and the camps. 
 
 
4. The use of mobility in Ferlo 
 
The purpose of the fieldwork in Ferlo was not only to study mobility, but also to understand the 
use of mobility in the wider context of livelihood strategies. For this purpose, a number of other 
data collection methods were used. This has been described in Adriansen 2002, in which four 
‘ideal types’ of livelihood strategies are developed. The strategies are called ideal types because 
they are ‘pure’ types and cannot be transferred directly from the interviews or questionnaires; i.e. 
the types are constructions and not empirical categories. Further, it should be noted that the ideal 
types are described as ‘individuals’, but all pastoralists are members of a household and their 
actions should be interpreted within this context. The four ideal types form the basis for under-
standing the use of mobility under increased commercialisation, because the differences in mobil-
ity practice appear to be related to the livelihood strategy. Therefore, the strategies are briefly 
introduced in the following. The four types are ‘the subsistence pastoralist’, ‘the Tabaski 
pastoralist’, ‘the commercial pastoralist’, and finally ‘the non-herding pastoralist’: 
 
The subsistence pastoralist has a mixed herd and cultivates. The production is mainly for sub-
sistence and based on risk spreading. A subsistence pastoralist is not involved in livestock trade 
unless it becomes necessary for buying e.g. millet or clothes. The older generation herds the 
cattle all year, while the younger lets the cattle roam freely and rest instead. The children herd the 
small ruminants and this is not a labour-intensive activity. Finally, the use of mobility is limited 
and transhumance is caused by push effects i.e. lack of water or pasture. 
 
The Tabaski pastoralist does not cultivate. He has specialised in sheep production for the 
Tabaski11. The most important thing is to find the right pasture for the Tabaski sheep. Therefore, 

                                                 
10 Please refer to Mikkelsen 1995 for further discussion of the use of life histories. 
11 Tabaski is the Senegalese word for the Muslim feast called id-al-adha in Arabic. It is the tenth day of the Muslim 
pilgrimage month, dju-l-hijja. Id-al-adha is a sacrificial feast in remembrance of Ibrahim, who was told by God to 
sacrifice his son (Qur’ân, sura 37, 103-108). This day Muslims bring an offering, usually a sheep. Both pilgrims in 
Mecca and Muslims ‘at home’ celebrate id-al-adha. This means that the demand for rams all over Muslim Africa and 
the Middle East is high at this time of the year. Consequently, Tabaski sheep are raised for commercial purposes and 
sold just before the Tabaski. They are fed well so they can earn a good price at the right time. In this respect, the 
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he is willing to walk as far as to Gambia with them or pay a herder to do the job. Herding of the 
sheep is the job of adults even when they stay within the pastoral unit. Cattle are part of the 
strategy, but they are not herded and only taken on transhumance when forced thereto. The 
Tabaski strategy is the most specialised and risk-prone of the four as most of the work is directed 
towards the sale of sheep during very few weeks of each year.  
 
The commercial pastoralist has specialised in buying and selling livestock. He goes to the 
market several times each week in the neighbouring pastoral units. While the commercial pastor-
alist cannot herd the cattle full time, all year himself due to labour constraints, he may be able to 
cultivate, because this only demands labour input for three to four months. Children herd the 
small ruminants. This strategy is different from the Tabaski strategy, as it is short term and more 
labour extensive. The commercial pastoralist does not keep the animals for months nor does he 
go out of his way to find the right pastures for them. Transhumance to Gambia, for instance, is a 
phenomenon only seen among Tabaski pastoralists. 
 
The non-herding pastoralist has found other ways, i.e. ways different from livestock tending, of 
generating an income mainly through non-animal commerce. He may have a shop in the village, 
have found ‘a job’ as president for the pastoral unit or the rural community, or have found some 
other way of generating an income outside the pastoral economy per se. Still, he owns a mixed 
herd; the cattle roam freely and his children may herd the small ruminants. The income-
generating activities mean that paid herders can be used for the livestock both within the pastoral 
unit and for transhumance.  
 
It should be kept in mind that most of the pastoralists live in large families where a combination 
of strategies is employed. The applicability of the different strategies depends upon the avail-
ability of labour, the number of animals, and the preferences of the household. As household and 
herd sizes can change from year to year, so can the combination of strategies. In the following 
analysis of issues of importance for understanding mobility, the four ideal types have been used 
whenever these provide the best way of explaining differences in the answers or practice. 
 
On basis of the fieldwork, different issues were found to be of relevance for understanding 
mobility. Although the use of mobility varies, the pastoralists usually agree on the perception of 
mobility. This means the answers concerning the types of mobility, the reasons for going, etc. are 
more or less the same. Among the pastoralists there is a common understanding of the changes in 
the use of mobility and importance of mobility in the area, despite the different practice. General-
ly, the ideal types represent different ways of using mobility. Hence, the differences in practice 
can often be ascribed to differences in strategy. However, ‘preference’ is another reason for 
difference in practice. Some pastoralists simply prefer a certain practice. Sometimes, this is 

                                                                                                                                                         
Tabaski sheep are quite different from the rest of the livestock, which are considered part of the reproductive herd 
and usually not cared for in the same way. 
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reflected in the whole livelihood strategy, yet sometimes preference just shows up in one or two 
aspects. 

4.1 Types of mobility  

The pastoralists in Tessekre distinguish between the following seasons12 that are related to dif-
ferent types of mobility: 
 

• Rainy season ~ Ndungu13 (June-August) 
• Dry season (September-May) 

• Cold dry season ~ Dabudé (September-January) 
• Hot dry season ~ Thiédu (February-April) 
• Near rainy season ~ Cen sedlé / Deminaré (May) 

 
Among the Fulani of Tessekre, there is a clear distinction between going on transhumance and 
moving around within the territory of the pastoral unit. Transhumance is a matter of leaving the 
pastoral unit. Hence, it does not entail making a new (temporary) camp. The reasons for this are 
discussed later. The different types of mobility can be divided into two main types based on the 
local perception of mobility: mobility outside the pastoral unit (transhumance) and mobility 
within the pastoral unit.  
 
Transhumance 
Concerning mobility outside the pastoral unit (hereafter called transhumance), the pastoralists 
identified on the following types: 
 

                                                 
12 The seasons are similar to the findings from other studies from Ferlo (e.g. Ba 1986, Barral 1982) and from other 
Fulani communities (e.g. de Bruijn & van Dijk 1995). 
13 The spelling is the work of my translator as most of the pastoralists are illiterate. 
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Table 1 

TYPE SEASON DIRECTION DURATION 

Meeting-the-rain Near rainy season, cen 
seldé 

South, where the first 
rain falls  Until the rain begins 

Better-pasture-
elsewhere 

Usually dry season, 
dabaude + thiédu Anywhere Anytime 

Lack-of-pasture Any season, but usual-
ly dry season, thiédu Anywhere Until the rainy season 

Bush fire  
lack of pasture 

November-December, 
mainly dabaudé  Anywhere Until the rainy season 

Disease Any season Anywhere Anytime 

Lack-of-water Any season To nearest borehole in 
function 

Until the borehole 
functions  

 
 
Depending on the reason for going on transhumance, it can include all or some of the animals. If 
there is a lack of water or pasture, it is necessary to bring along all the livestock. In case of 
‘better-pasture-elsewhere’ or ‘meeting-the-rain’, it is common only to take the cattle or the small 
ruminants or even only the sheep. Which type is taken depends on the need of the livestock and 
the strategy of the household. 
 
For the ideal type ‘Tabaski pastoralist’, sheep are the real capital, hence most work concern 
making this capital grow. Tabaski pastoralists will make sure that the sheep are well fed before 
sale and therefore want them to benefit from the best pastures either by going on transhumance 
themselves or by paying a herder to take the sheep with him. An interesting point concerning 
Tabaski sheep mobility is the changing of the time of the id-al-adha. The Muslim calendar is a 
lunar calendar and does not follow the solar calendar. This means that the timing of the id-al-
adha changes by 10-11 days every year. In the late 1990s, when the fieldwork was conducted, 
Tabaski was in the hot dry season where the pasture availability was limited and the quality had 
declined. Therefore, quite a few Tabaski pastoralists went on transhumance (or used a paid 
herder) in this season and explained that they were in search of better pastures for their Tabaski 
sheep. However, id-al-adha is approaching the cold dry season and eventually it will take place 
in the rainy season. Consequently, the Tabaski pastoralists’ willingness to go on transhumance 
with the sheep is likely to change. In this way, market opportunities provided by religious events 
may influence mobility. 
 
Mobility within the pastoral unit 
Concerning mobility within the pastoral unit, this can be quite complex. In Ferlo, the pastoralists 
have a rainy season camp called rumaano in Pulaar. During the dry season, they may move 
around, but they return to the rumaano in the rainy season. Often, the rumaano is located near a 
pond, which means that water is available to the livestock until the pond dries out. As there is 
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usually plenty of pasture during the rainy season, the livestock can stay close by the camp (Barral 
1982).  
 
Generally, the cattle are watered every second day. This pattern was quite clear for some of the 
GPS pastoralists; one day they walk from the camp to the borehole, next day in the opposite 
direction. The small ruminants are watered every day. Depending on the livelihood strategy and 
how far away from the borehole the pastoralists live, they fetch water at the borehole in a tube on 
a cart and bring it back to the camp where the small ruminants are watered. This is to spare the 
small ruminants the walk to the borehole where there is less pasture. By bringing the water to the 
camp, the small ruminants can graze where the pasture is most abundant. It is more labour in-
tensive to water the small ruminants at the camp, but it seems to be a worthwhile investment, at 
least for the Tabaski pastoralists. At the borehole in the village of Tessekre, these patterns are 
evident. There are always a lot of cattle being watered, and there are many donkey carts with 
tubes being filled with water and only a small number of small ruminants. At the antennas, how-
ever, there are more small ruminants.  
 
During the dry season, some pastoralists stay in the camp, while others are more inclined to move 
around in the pastoral unit. Also, this depends on the season. When pasture is abundant it is not 
necessary to move around much. In the hot dry season, it may be necessary to move more. Some 
prefer to walk longer distances with their animals every day while others prefer to move the camp 
to an area that has not been utilised. These differences were seen in the GPS data and explained 
during the participatory herding. One example is the household of Ali, one of the GPS 
pastoralists and the decision-maker of the household. In the cold dry season of 1999-2000, his 
second and third wives left the rainy season camp with the small ruminants. They stayed in a 
temporary camp a few kilometres away from the rumaano. Then, in the hot dry season, Ali’s 1st 
wife left the rumaano with the cattle and set up a temporary camp between the rumaano and the 
camp of the other wives. Ali found it necessary to split up the herd – and family – because of the 
number of animals and their different needs. The cattle do not want to eat where the small 
ruminants are and vice versa. 

4.2 Herding 

Today, the semi-sedentary lifestyle and the lack of predators mean that the cattle can be left to 
roam freely (Sutter 1987; Touré 1990). When they are in the pastoral unit, which the cattle know, 
many pastoralists choose not to herd their cattle; instead they spend the time on other activities. 
Herding of cattle depends on the preferences of the household. It is mainly a question of 
generation whether the cattle are herded or not; the elders prefer to herd, while the younger 
generation finds it unnecessary. Further, it depends on the strategy. Subsistence pastoralists are 
more inclined to herd and for commercial pastoralists it may be well worth the investment of time 
if the cattle are to be sold. Some herd part time, i.e. at certain times of the year, while other guide 
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their cattle in a certain direction in the morning and make sure that they are all watered at the 
borehole later that day. Herding affects the mobility patterns and resource use of the cattle; there-
fore, absence of herding is important.  
 
For those who do not herd all year, herding is mainly related to transhumance, because it is 
necessary to herd while on transhumance. Also, many go on transhumance just before the rainy 
season in order to meet the rain in the southern regions, where the rain starts. Those staying at 
home have to herd anyway, because the cattle can smell that it has been raining and therefore 
start to walk south if they are not herded.  
 
Small ruminants, on the other hand, are still herded all year, because these can get lost, stolen or 
eaten by jackals. Depending upon the strategy of the household, the small ruminants are herded 
by the children, young men, or a paid herder. For Tabaski pastoralists and commercial 
pastoralists, herding is an investment in the ‘capital stock’ and they are not likely to involve their 
young children as herders. 

4.3 Relations and conflicts 

With changing livelihood strategies, conflict over resources can arise between different groups of 
pastoralists; for example when pastoralists on transhumance pass through a pastoral unit where 
there is shortage of pasture. Furthermore these issues influence the use of mobility, for instance, 
social relations with people in a certain area can cause pastoralists go there on transhumance or 
conflicts can a restraining effect on mobility. Relations14 and conflicts occur in two spheres: with-
in the pastoral unit and outside the pastoral unit, i.e. during transhumance. 
 
Concerning the relations and conflicts within the pastoral unit, the answers were very homo-
geneous. There are no conflicts within the pastoral unit of Tessekre. The pastoralists explain that 
they all want the same. Concerning cultivation, there are only a small number of fields and these 
are fenced, which means that conflicts are unlikely to arise. The picture was somewhat different 
with conflicts and relations outside the pastoral unit. Concerning relations with agriculturalists, 
the well-known exchange of manure for crop residuals was mentioned. However, conflicts with 
agriculturalists seemed to be more common; animals trespassing fields caused the highest number 
of conflicts. Some had relations with other pastoralists, usually relatives, which meant that they 
accompanied each other during the transhumance. However, it turned out that the number of 
conflicts revealed in the questionnaire interviews did not fully account for all the problems. 
During the focus group interview, some of the pastoralists explained that they had partly given up 
transhumance or changed the direction due to conflicts with agriculturalists.  
 

                                                 
14 Here ‘relations’ are understood as positive interactions or connections, the opposite of conflicts. Usually, relations 
are actively pursued. 
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In order for relations between agriculturalists and pastoralists to be beneficial, these have to occur 
at the right time of the year15. Evidently, livestock cannot graze on stubble fields in any season. 
Also, the timing of the manuring can be more or less optimal. The terms of trade between animal 
products, e.g. milk and grain varies throughout the year. The potential of crop-livestock inter-
action depends upon the degree of crop-livestock integration of the pastoralist and the 
agriculturalist, i.e. if one or both of the parties involved are agro-pastoralists to some extent. This 
means that subsistence pastoralists, who are most likely to have agricultural activities, are the 
types less likely to be interested in interactions with agriculturalists. 

4.4 Perceptions of mobility 

In order to understand the pastoralists’ use of mobility, their perception of mobility and their 
reasons for going on transhumance were analysed and related to their practices.  
 
The pastoralists all gave the same reasons for going on transhumance, namely to search for past-
ure and water. There were some variations in the answers when it came to pasture, some go 
because they want to find better quality (pull effect) and others because the quantity is lacking 
(push effect). This difference is mainly related to the type of livelihood strategy. Tabaski pastor-
alists are willing to go in order to find better quality, while subsistence pastoralists and especially 
non-herding pastoralists only go in case of need. For the commercial pastoralist and especially 
the non-herding pastoralist, the use of a paid herder is common for livestock on transhumance.  
 
The answers could all be interpreted as illustrating the pastoralists’ attempt to find a balance 
despite the variability of the resources. However, there are no indications that the pastoralists 
have the environment as the point of departure for their considerations on mobility. On the con-
trary, mobility is discussed from the point of view of livestock needs. I find there is a difference 
between these two perspectives. The pastoralists of Ferlo are not using mobility because it is 
ecologically rational. To them, mobility is a means to ensure the survival of the livestock.  
 
The question is: how do the pastoralists perceive the environment? First of all, there is no word in 
Pulaar that translates into environment, which is a rather abstract concept. Instead my interpreter 
used the word ladde, which in Pulaar means bush or everything outside the camp. The local 
perception of ‘the environment’ can be illustrated by the response to two questions concerning 
herding. The first was: 'Do you think it is better for the cattle not to herd?' This question was 
understood and the pastoralists did not find it to be a strange question. Although the answers 
varied, it was not difficult for the pastoralists to answer. For example: ‘it is best to herd the cattle 
so they eat well and breed every year’. The other question was: 'Do you think it is better for the 
environment not to herd?' It was very difficult for them to comprehend and thus to answer. While 

                                                 
15 In the literature, it is often pointed out how agriculturalists and pastoralists have interactions and conflicts (e.g. 
Bayer & Waters-Bayer 1995, McIntire et al 1992). 
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the pastoralists acknowledged the relationship between herding and animals’ performance, it did 
not seem straightforward for them that their herding practice might affect the environment. For 
example: ‘I have no idea. For me the best thing for the environment is rain’ or ‘I know rain is 
good for the environment and bush fire is bad for me’. Consequently, I do not believe that the use 
of transhumance or mobility within the pastoral unit is related directly to concerns for the en-
vironment. 

4.5 Mobility and cultural construction of identity 

In the literature, the image of the ‘freedom loving’, independent, and mobile pastoralist is so well 
established that the importance of mobility for the cultural construction of identity is rarely 
questioned. My preconceived idea of the ethnic identity of the Fulani included this image of 
mobility as a key aspect. Further, one of the lessons of the ‘new rangeland paradigm’ is the 
ecological rationale of mobility. Subsequently, I did not question the importance of mobility for 
the cultural construction of identity. 
 
However, among the pastoralists of Tessekre, mobility does not seem to relate to their (ethnic) 
identity. Nothing in the answers could be interpreted in this way. Further, the practice indicated 
the same. This can be illustrated by the widespread use of hired herders for going on trans-
humance. Instead, the identity is strongly linked to the livestock, especially the cattle. While the 
majority of the pastoralists explained that cattle were necessary for the Fulani identity, nobody 
expressed mobility as a necessity for their identity.  
 
The pastoralists were asked why they had decided to stay where they stayed at the moment (this 
being the rumaano or a temporary camp). If they did not stay in the rumaano this was because 
the needs of the livestock had forced them to move. They explained that they had to be where the 
pasture was right for their livestock: ‘to look after the livestock is the work of the Fulani’. The 
women expressed a dislike for transhumance, because this gave them extra work making huts, 
etc. Also, herding is necessary during transhumance, and because many of the pastoralists have 
decreased the amount of time they spend on herding, this means that transhumance also increases 
the workload of men. 
 
There was no difference between the four ideal types in terms of their attitude towards the 
relationship between mobility and pastoral identity or the Fulani ethnicity. This is not to say that 
mobility has never had importance, as explained by Eickelman and Piscatori: ‘Ethnicity is an 
enduring social and political force, constructed and reconstructed as circumstances and contexts 
change’ (1996: 100). In contemporary Ferlo, I did not find evidence that mobility affects the 
cultural construction of (ethnic) identity. 
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Concerning the Fulani identity, the concept of pulaaku16 has been mentioned as central in Mali 
and Burkina Faso (Bolwig & Paarup-Laursen forthcoming, Dupire 1970). However, this term did 
not come up in any of the conversations. With regards to the pastoralists of Ferlo, Touré has 
pointed out that the Fulani ‘do not so much choose mobility as submit to it’ (1988: 36).  

4.6 The shaping of space into place 

Concepts such as ‘sense of belonging’ or ‘shaping of space into place17’ (Taylor 1999; Tuan 
1977) can be used for understanding the pastoralists’ use of mobility as well as for their con-
ceptualisation of mobility.  
 
When asked about migration, the pastoralists only said that they have been on transhumance 
when they have left the pastoral unit altogether. There is a sense of belonging not only to the 
rumaano, but also to the whole pastoral unit. Within this the family can set up the camp any-
where, it is still considered home. In other words, the whole ‘space’ is considered ‘place’. 
Interesting to note that the pastoralists relate to an administrative unit such as the pastoral unit of 
Tessekre, which is quite new. However, the shape and size of the pastoral units depend on the 
distance to the neighbouring boreholes. The area belonging to a pastoral unit is thus the area 
closest to a certain borehole. Therefore, when the pastoralists relate to their pastoral unit, they 
simply relate to the closest borehole and move around in its ‘catchment area’. 
 
The GPS experiment revealed an interesting fact. Seven out of the nine GPS pastoralists use 
pasture outside the pastoral unit while using the borehole of Tessekre. This means that the ‘place’ 
and the pastoral unit are not entirely overlapping. Further, the nine pastoralists were all 
considered part of the pastoral community of Tessekre. But the data revealed that two of them 
had their rumaano in other pastoral units and to a large extent used the pasture in these units 
while benefiting from the borehole in Tessekre. 
 
There may be a number of reasons why the pastoralists prefer to stay within the pastoral unit, and 
why they consider the whole area of the unit for their place. First of all, within the pastoral unit, 
the cattle know the area and herding can therefore be omitted. Also, the pastoralists know the 
landscape and consequently the resource availability. This feeling of intimate knowledge of an 
area may be one of the mechanisms shaping space into place. Another reason for staying may be 
that the price of the water is cheaper compared to other boreholes. Even though the administrator 
of the borehole stated that the price for watering animals was the same for locals (belonging the 

                                                 
16 Pulaaku has been used to denote the Fulani identity, it includes the social and moral code that Fulani consider 
central to their ethnic identity (please refer to de Bruijn & van Djik 1995: 199-201 for an overview of the usage of the 
concept in the literature).  
17 A general discussion of ‘space’ and ‘place’ is beyond the scope of this paper. Suffice it to say that ‘space is more 
abstract than place’ (Tuan 1977: 6), which means that while space is general, place is particular: ‘space is every-
where, place is somewhere... place is a space with attitude’ (Taylor 1999: 10).  
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pastoral unit) and strangers (passing through during migration), this may not be entirely correct. 
Further, the GPS data showed that the pastoralists used the borehole in Tessekre even when this 
was not the closest watering point. This may indicate the ‘sense of belonging’ to the borehole of 
Tessekre or that the price is lower.  
 
Hence, the shaping of space into place affects the use of mobility. It means that leaving the ru-
maano it not considered a ‘barrier’ as long as the temporary camp is made within the pastoral 
unit. For the women, however, the workload increases as soon as they leave the rumaano and 
have to make a temporary camp, but they still seem to distinguish between the pastoral unit and 
‘outside’. This may be due to the fact that fetching water usually is the women’s chore. Going to 
the usual borehole gives them an opportunity to talk with the friends and family and a few days a 
week there are schooling opportunities for the women in Tessekre. During transhumance, on the 
other hand, these social networks are interrupted. Finally, the absence of conflicts and presence of 
relations within the pastoral unit may be a reason why this is considered a place. 
 
Also, I identified how the shaping of space into place related to different scales. This was done by 
looking at the actual camp, and if there was a difference between the semi-permanent rumaano 
and the temporary camps. In the rumaano, the huts are of a permanent character. They can be 
made of clay/clay bricks, but straw huts are still the most common. Usually the huts are circular 
with a cone-shaped roof. The roofs consist of a wooden frame covered with straw. A professional 
artisan is paid to make this wooden frame. Hence, the pastoralists choose to invest money in the 
construction of the rumaano. In the temporary camps, the huts are of a less permanent character, 
they are dome-shaped made out of material found on location. The women are responsible for 
making these huts. The first attempt to change space into place is to clear a circular spot where 
the hut is to be made. The living place must not have grass on it. In the same manner, the area of 
the rumaano is cleared and often fenced. 
 
Finally, the issue of burial ground was addressed to see if this had an influence on the choice of 
living area and if the shaping of place related to the family history. But there did not seem to be a 
relationship. As mentioned, Ferlo was only a wet season area for the pastoralists until the con-
struction of the first boreholes in 1950s. Concurrently with the construction of boreholes (and 
later antennas), people have found new areas to stay. It is common for the pastoralists to change 
the location of their rumaano, even to a new borehole. Consequently, the shaping of place does 
not seem to relate to a long established relationship to a certain place. 

4.7 Sum up of the case study 

The case study from Ferlo shows how different livelihood strategies cause different use of 
mobility. The Tabaski pastoralists, who are the most mobile of the four types, are involved in 
commercial sheep production. For them mobility is a means to ensure fat sheep at the right time 
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of the year. If they find other ways of fattening their sheep, e.g. by import of fodder, they are 
likely to diminish their use of mobility. For none of the pastoralists was mobility related to the 
cultural construction of (ethnic) identity. They did not attribute any value to mobility per se. 
Especially the women considered mobility a burden. Nevertheless, the shaping of space into 
place showed that it is not the actual number of kilometres, which define mobility. As long as 
mobility takes place within the pastoral unit, the place, the perception is positive.  
 
The above mentioned issues can be used for understanding mobility in the wider context of 
livelihood strategies and thereby in the context of increased commercialisation. In the existing 
literature, the framework for understanding or discussing pastoral mobility does not fully take 
into account the view of the pastoralists. Therefore, I decided to make my own approach for 
studying pastoral mobility. This is discussed in the next section.  
 
 
5. The ‘mobility complex’ 
 
Inspired by the ‘check-list concept’ by Niamir-Fuller and Turner (1999), a list of issues of im-
portance for understanding pastoral mobility is made here. Nine aspects together form the 
checklist called the ‘mobility complex’. I have chosen to call it the ‘mobility complex’ well 
knowing this has strong associations to the ‘cattle complex’, a renowned and scolded concept 
within the study of pastoralism (Herskovits 1926). However, I find ‘complex’ the best way to 
characterise the composite nature of mobility. Here ‘complex’ should be understood in the 
meaning ‘multifaceted’ and not as a neurosis or obsession (similarly to Herskovits’ note in his 
paper from 1926). Nevertheless, if the first association that springs to mind when reading 
‘mobility complex’ is a strong preference for mobility, this is intended. I certainly believe this 
exists. Although the pastoralists of Tessekre did not demonstrate a strong preference for mobility, 
there is no doubt that a number of researchers have a mobility complex, myself included. 
However, with this paper I want to question it. 
 
Hence, two out of the nine aspects are taken from the checklist (including four aspects) made by 
Niamir-Fuller and Turner (1999). The rest are inspired by the case study from Ferlo. In the fol-
lowing, each issue is outlined beginning with a general introduction to the idea providing a few 
references, and ending with the implications for understanding pastoral mobility (in boxes).  
 
The mobility complex may serve as an analytical tool for studying pastoral mobility. All issues 
may not be of importance for all studies and there are likely to be issues I have overlooked or 
which do not manifest themselves in the Ferlo case. Hence, I do not believe that the ‘mobility 
complex’ is an exhaustive list. It is meant to be extended and refined by others.  
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5.1 Mobility and the dryland environment 

The ‘mobility complex’ builds upon the notion of disequilibrium ecology. I have discussed else-
where (Adriansen 1999) how pastoral mobility functions as a response to climate variability and 
how indigenous management has proven superior to a conventional management project in Ferlo. 
These points are also illustrated in Niamir-Fuller 1999a. While I find it imperative to understand 
the ecological processes, this is only one element of the ‘mobility complex’ and the ecological 
way of reasoning cannot be transferred to pastoralists’ perception of mobility. The fact that it is 
ecologically rational to use mobility in drylands does not explain the pastoralists’ reasons for 
using mobility. Further, it should be noted that disequilibrium ecology only applies to some of the 
areas inhabited by pastoralists. Generally, arid and semi-arid areas in Africa, the Middle East, and 
Australia are governed by disequilibrium. Please refer to Ellis 1995 and Ellis et al. 1993 for a 
further discussion of this. 
 

The ‘new rangeland paradigm’ represents contemporary understanding of dryland functioning 
and therefore this should be used for understanding and discussing possible environmental 
consequences of pastoralist behaviour in these areas. Furthermore, it is imperative to include 
this understanding when planning development projects in drylands. 

5.2 The influence of tenure on mobility 

In the book by Niamir-Fuller (1999a), emphasis is on tenure systems and institutions. Besides the 
issues of conflicts and relations mentioned above, tenure and institutions in Ferlo have been ana-
lysed in a number of studies (e.g. Diop et al. 1998; Juul 1999; Touré 1997). It has been shown 
that in policy making, it is important to keep in mind that all stakeholders should be included 
(Swift 1995; Thébaud 1995). Further, appropriate tenure regimes and institutions should account 
for increased commercialisation and should ensure flexibility for the variety of livelihood 
strategies employed by pastoralists. Although, the issue pertinent, it seems necessary to 
understand the needs and wishes of pastoralists before appropriate tenure regimes and institutions 
can be fully discussed. In case of pasture shortage, for instance, pastoralists may be more 
interested in being able to buy fodder for their livestock than going on transhumance with them. 
 

If we want to accommodate the pastoralists, establishment of efficient marketing may be more 
important for them than institutions ensuring mobility corridors. However, from the range 
ecology point-of-view, mobility out of the shortage area may be better than import of fodder to 
the shortage area. In this case, the interests of the pastoralists and the pasture are conflicting and 
we need to find out which interests to accommodate before suitable measures can be taken.  
 

Tenure regimes and institutions may be a key to understanding pastoralists’ use of mobility as 
these factors may have constraining or enabling effects on the movements. 
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5.3 Types of mobility 

The ‘classic’ study of types and patterns of mobility is made by Douglas L. Johnson (1969). 
Johnson discussed the various types of mobility and made a classification. Johnson’s study is 
characteristic of many mobility studies in that small-scale migrations are overlooked or just 
classified as small-scale without proper investigation into the types and implications for livestock 
management and livelihood of the family. As noted by Cribb, a classification of mobility types or 
patterns ‘is likely to be more of geographical than anthropological interest’ (Cribb 1984: 11). 
However, the spatial distribution of grazing pressure is of interest for people involved in range 
management. Further, by making pastoralists discuss their classification of mobility types, we can 
gain insight into the decision-making process related to mobility and obtain knowledge of 
livelihood strategies.  
 
It is often argued that in the process of sedentarisation of pastoralists, mobility is hampered (e.g. 
Ayantunde et al. 2000; Swallow 1994). However, it is important to distinguish between the 
mobility of people and livestock. The study from Tessekre shows that different types of animals 
may have different mobility; for instance, cattle are left to roam freely and small ruminants are 
herded. Further, mobility may be used differently even for the same type of livestock depending 
on the livelihood strategy, e.g. Tabaski sheep versus sheep owned by subsistence pastoralists. 
 

Mobility types are interesting both with respect to the spatial distribution of grazing pressure 
and with respect to understanding pastoralists’ own perception of mobility. Further, mobility 
types can be used to distinguish between mobility of humans and animals and between 
different types of livestock, and the different types form an integrated part of livelihood 
strategies. 

5.4 Labour input and mobility 

It is common to perceive labour availability as an important component for understanding utilis-
ation of the natural resources and the choice of livelihood strategies (e.g. Bolwig 1999; Raynaut 
1997; Toulmin 1992). However, labour availability cannot be understood on its own or as a mere 
calculation of family resources. In another study from the area (Adriansen 2002), I have shown 
that considerations concerning labour availability have to be based upon the perception of the 
pastoralist and his household. 
 
The study from Ferlo shows that herding influences on the mobility patterns and that the use of 
herding may be a question of labour availability. Other researchers of pastoralists in Ferlo have 
pointed to the decreased labour input in pastoral activities. Touré (1988) mentions that the estab-
lishment of boreholes reduces the time spent on transhumance and on digging wells. Sutter also 
notes that the decrease in transhumance and absence of herding have changed the labour input 
and quotes an elder herder ‘all our young people know how to do today is hang around the teapot’ 
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(Sutter 1987: 212). The pastoralists in Tessekre also mentioned this generation difference in 
attitude towards working.  
 

Based on pastoralists’ own perception of labour and labour constraints, this aspect can be used 
to interpret the use of various types of mobility and the choice of livelihood strategy. 

5.5 Perceptions of mobility 

In the literature, the most common explanation for the pastoralists’ use of mobility is the lack of 
pasture or water (e.g. Daget & Godron 1995; Niang 1996; Scoones 1995b; Swallow 1994). It is 
evident that livestock-owning people will make sure that their animals survive. As many pastoral-
ists live in areas with scarce and variable natural resources, mobility has become a means to 
balance this variability. However, this does not reveal how people perceive the environment or 
their and the animals’ interaction with it. Furthermore, most pastoralists have ties with settled 
agriculturalists or with towns for exchange of products (Chatty 1986; Eickelman 1989). How 
does this influence mobility patterns? For Tuareg pursuing caravan trade through the Sahara, 
mobility has been more than mere searching for pasture and water (Spencer 1998).  
 
In Tessekre, the explicit reason given for going on transhumance was also to search for pasture 
and sometimes water. However, when it came to the underlying understanding of the relationship 
between livestock and pasture and the local perception of ‘the environment’ this was quite 
complex.  
 

It important to distinguish between the needs of livestock and the ‘needs’ of pasture. Some 
pastoralists may leave an area because they want to spare the resources or they may not use an 
area until all other resources are exploited. These reasons have to be properly understood and 
the local knowledge and conceptualisation of ‘nature’ deconstructed. 

5.6 Mobility and the cultural construction of identity 

The nomadic facet of pastoralism has been considered very important for the pastoral identity or 
even as defining this identity (Cole 1975;Dyson-Hudson & Dyson-Hudson 1980; Salzman 1995). 
Therefore, sedentarisation of pastoralists has often been associated with changes in the (ethnic) 
identity either intentionally from the official, government side or as a side effect from changing 
the nomadic aspect of pastoralism (e.g. Eickelman 1989). It may well be our, the western con-
struction, of pastoral identity that has created the direct link between mobility and pastoral identi-
ty. Nevertheless, this view of mobility can be found among some pastoralists groups in the recog-
nition of the most mobile pastoralists as the most noble (Chatty 1986). In this case, however, the 
admiration for very mobile pastoralists may be due to their endurance and not an admiration for 
mobility per se. Among the Rwala Bedouins, the ideology emphasises equality and autonomy 
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(Lancaster 1981). If mobility is seen in this light, a high degree of mobility is honourable because 
it is a display of a high degree of autonomy.  
 
In the case study from Ferlo, there was no indication that mobility was important for the cultural 
construction of identity. The Fulani identity in Ferlo relies on the importance of cattle, as has 
been shown by Müller (1993), and this was an important element for understanding the livelihood 
strategies in Tessekre. Hence, mobility is central qua the importance of cattle for the Fulani 
identity. 
 

Mobility may be an important element of the cultural construction of identity. As this con-
struction is of importance for understanding livelihood strategies, and hence the use of mobil-
ity, it should be included in the study. 

5.7 The shaping of space into place 

Among human geographers, there is an increasing interest in the idea that space is culturally con-
structed, especially (Unwin 2000). This interest has led to studies of the tension between space 
and place (e.g. Taylor 1999). Further, some studies look at the relation between the construction 
of identity and the image of home/place versus outside/space (e.g. Buttimer 1998; McHugh 
2000). These issues are of importance for understanding people with shifting homes, e.g. 
migrants and nomadic pastoralists (e.g. Powell 1998).  
 
Researchers studying Fulani pastoralists have found that wuro, the camp, and ladde, the bush or 
non-human space, appear to be central concepts in the shaping of space into place – although they 
do not use these terms (Bovin 1991; de Bruijn & van Dijk 1995). Wuro and ladde can be said to 
constitute culturally constructed categories among the Fulani to distinguish between localities. 
 

There is a potential for including issues of the perceptions of space and place in studies of 
pastoral mobility, especially on the use of micro-mobility. In combination with the mobility 
types, the shaping of space into place can be used to understand use of resources. 

5.8 The influence of commercialisation on mobility 

Most studies of pastoral commercialisation have focused on herd composition, while effects on 
mobility are hardly mentioned or only considered in very crude terms of mobility versus sedent-
arisation (e.g. Amanor 1995; Sikana et al. 1993; Zaal 1999). Kerven (1992) has analysed the 
Fulani’s involvement in cattle marketing in an historical perspective. This involved both pre-
commercial and commercial exchange of milk and other animal products for cereals. In order for 
this exchange to take place, pastoralists had to meet agriculturalists. Certain times of the year 
would offer better terms of trade and therefore be more profitable for either the one or the other 
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of the groups. Influence of commercialisation or exchange on mobility patterns is therefore far 
from new. 
 
In Ferlo, the Tabaski sheep are raised in order to be sold at a specific time of the year. Trans-
humance can cause weight loss of the livestock and therefore the pasture quality and quantity of 
the pastoral unit has to be considered carefully before deciding on transhumance. Here, increased 
commercialisation has influenced the cost-benefit of going on transhumance, which means that 
the most commercial are the most mobile – or at least their herds are. 
 

Commercialisation influences mobility in a number of ways. Access to the market does not 
automatically cause a decrease in mobility. If the purpose of the herd is sale it may be 
worthwhile to find good pasture for the livestock in which case mobility can increase.  

5.9 Quantitative and spatial assessments of mobility 

Few quantitative assessments of pastoral mobility have been made, but many studies mention that 
pastoralists have become less mobile. Mobility is often perceived from the family-unit point of 
view. If the family unit becomes (semi-) settled, nomadism is said to be in decline. For instance, 
Eickelman notes: ‘In Libya, 25 per cent of the population was nomadic in 1962 as compared with 
3.5 per cent in 1970’ (1989: 78). However, this is a rather simplistic statement; it does not say 
anything about the movement of the herd. The question is how is the degree of mobility meas-
ured? Is it the number of kilometres walked within a day? Or is it the distance from a certain 
point? Is mobility related to man or livestock? 
 
GPS data can provide information on the number of kilometres walked per day, i.e. a quantific-
ation of the mobility. Another study from Ferlo shows the potential of using GPS data for 
studying pastoral mobility (Adriansen & Nielsen 2002). Depending on how the data collection 
protocol is made, GPS measurements can be used to illustrate the usage of an area and the mobil-
ity types as well as to provide quantitative information on the distance covered. 
 

From the range-ecology point-of-view, the spatial distribution of stock is interesting because 
this can balance the variability in natural resources. From a social science point-of-view, 
quantification per se may not be interesting, but the information can be used to obtain a 
thorough understanding of the use of mobility and as an inspiration for approaching the under-
lying values.  
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5.10 Sum up of the mobility complex 

The nine aspects listed above constitute the mobility complex. They are all interrelated although 
the emphasis is on pastoralists’ perspectives. Here, the nine aspects are discussed in relation to 
each other.  
 
The mobility complex builds upon the ecological understanding of drylands provided by ‘new 
rangeland paradigm’. This means that from an ecological perspective, pastoral mobility is 
rational. However, in order to understand pastoralists’ use of mobility, a more complex view is 
necessary. First of all, pastoral mobility should be studied in the broader context of livelihood 
strategies and not seen as an isolated phenomenon. Issues of importance for the analysis of 
livelihood strategies relate to values as well as to practice, i.e. the cultural construction of 
identity, labour input, and mobility types.  
 
Although pastoral mobility not should be studied per se, a more comprehensive understanding of 
mobility is beneficial, both for understanding mobility in the context of livelihood strategies and 
in relation to dryland ecology. It is important to distinguish between mobility of humans and of 
animals, and between different types of livestock. In line with this, quantification and the spatial 
distribution of mobility become interesting. 
 
When interpreting the use of mobility, the pastoralists’ perspectives should be included, other-
wise we may not understand why they move the way they do. This means the shaping of space 
into place as well as the local understanding of concepts such as nature and the relations between 
man, animals and environment become interesting. The interpretation of the use of mobility 
should also account for the constraints imposed on mobility by tenure regimes as well as the 
push-pull effects of commercialisation.  
 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
The ‘mobility paradigm’, which was launched by Niamir-Fuller and Turner (1999), provided the 
answer to the question: Is mobility necessary or rational for pastoralists or for arid lands? It was 
shown that mobility is necessary for arid lands and hence that pastoral mobility is a rational 
management strategy. But how do the pastoralists themselves perceive mobility and how does the 
importance of mobility manifest itself for pastoralists? These issues are omitted in the ‘mobility 
paradigm’ and in the wider discussion of the ‘new rangeland paradigm’. In this literature, it suf-
fices to say that pastoral mobility is rational. 
 
The positive perception of pastoral mobility is a hegemonic discourse within the range manage-
ment cum pastoralism research community. In this paper, this discourse has been deconstructed 
in order to provide a more complex approach to the study of pastoral mobility. The approach 
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takes its point of departure in pastoralists’ perceptions and motives for using mobility and 
combines this with observed practice. 
 
The case study from Ferlo was used as inspiration for developing the ‘mobility complex’. The 
study did not include considerations of the possible environmental consequences of changes in 
mobility patterns or recommendations for establishment of institutions. Nevertheless, these 
aspects are important for a comprehensive understanding of pastoral mobility and therefore they 
are included in the ‘mobility complex’. 
 
The mobility complex is considered an analytical tool for studying pastoral mobility. It highlights 
aspects of importance of analysing pastoralists’ use and perception of mobility in the context of 
livelihood strategies and point to the importance of issues such as rangeland ecology and tenure 
regimes for understanding future dynamics of pastoral mobility. 
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