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Introduction
to the Ecology of African Pastoralists

Background

The defining characteristic of pastoralist peoples is their association with
domestic grazing animals. Popular conceptions of pastoralism have often
focused on ‘pure’ pastoralists living a nomadic or transhumant existence and
subsisting entirely on the produce of their herds. It has become increasingly
clear that these are the exception rather than the rule. Even where such ‘pure’
pastoralist people can be found, they often intergrade seamlessly with other
economic occupations, either as individuals or as groups. Some definitions of
pastoralism focus on the economic occupation, others on the cultural
importance of livestock, but, however defined, pastoralist groups, households
and individuals are continuously shifting into and out of livestock-based
livelihoods according to the vagaries of climate, disease, political and economic
opportunity and constraint. They include people who rely on livestock for their
subsistence, stockowners, hired herders and livestock traders; agropastoralists for
whom livestock are a vital component of livelihoods, resource use, production
system and long-term investment strategy; and people who have few if any
animals, but for whom livestock represent a cultural identity and a medium of
social exchange, of defining and maintaining relations, a currency and language.
This underlies a further definition of a pastoralist as one for whom pastoralism
is an ideal, even if not a reality (Hodgson, 2001). While defining pastoralism and
pastoralists, it is important to bear in mind the wide range of livestock-related
activities these embrace, and the strong continuities they maintain with other
rural and urban livelihoods, and with wider trajectories of development and
change throughout rural Africa. This discussion of the complexities of defining
pastoral societies leaves concepts and categories deliberately somewhat fluid.
The fluidity makes it possible to stress the strong continuities with other
societies and production systems, while setting clear boundaries for the scope of
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