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Nomadism and mobility in the Sahara-Sahel: introduction

Elisabeth Boesen®, Laurence Marfaing®* and Mirjam de Bruijn®

“Institut d’Histoire, Université du Luxembourg, Luxembourg, *German Institute of Global and Area
Studies, Hamburg, Germany; “Institute for History, Leiden University, Leiden, The Netherlands

The articles compiled in this issue are based on contributions to the workshop “Nomades et
migrants dans I'espace Sahara-Sahel: Mobilité, ressources et développement”, held in
Bamako, January 2011." The aim of the workshop was to foster an interdisciplinary debate
about systems of mobility and resource utilisation, and about their recent transformations
in the Sahara-Sahel region. This region seems particularly well suited for considering these
issues and the related questions of local development and regional integration. The present
compilation of articles is informed by the question of what empirical studies of different
types of “movement” in this particular geographical area can contribute to the on-going
and lively discussion on “mobility” in various academic fields.?

Mobility issues

The “mobility turn” and a “new mobilities paradigm” are much discussed topics in the
social sciences today (see, in particular, Sheller and Urry 2006; Urry 2007, 44 et seq.).
Researchers are producing ever newer — and not necessarily compatible — definitions of
“mobility”, and seeking in different ways to make productive theoretical use of the
concept. For some, mobility is understood as a “general principle of modermity ... similar
to those of equality, globality, rationality and individuality” (Canzler, Kaufmann, and
Kesselring 2008, 3). Elsewhere plural “mobilities” are seen as a key notion in a “broad
project of establishing movement driven social science” (Biischer and Urry 2009, 100).
Some define mobility as “spatial displacement” (see, for example, Adey 2010, 13), while
others criticise the equation of “mobility” with “displacement”, and seek to establish a new
term — “motility” — in order to counteract the confusion (Kaufmann 2005; see also
Canzler, Kaufmann, and Kesselring 2008, 2 et seq.). The variety of what are defined as
“mobility issues” seems to be almost unlimited: “From SARS to train crashes, from airport
expansion controversies to SMS (short message service) texting on the move, from
congestion charging to global terrorism, from obesity caused by ‘fast food’ to oil wars in
the Middle East” (Sheller and Urry 2006, 208).3

The notion of mobility has thus experienced something of an over-extension and now
covers issues wherein mobility represents no more than a marginal feature.* Therefore it
seems justified to continue research on those phenomena and facts from which the
conceptual extension originated, because mobility is their essential characteristic.

The Sahara-Sahel region which this special issue addresses offers a broad variety of
these phenomena. They consist not only of the seasonal migrations of the main livestock

*Corresponding author. Email: marfaing @giga-hamburg.de
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2 E. Boesen et al.

herding groups — Tuareg, Wodaabe, Toubou and others —~ but also in the behaviour of the
nominally sedentary rural and urban regional population. From the early days of research,
observers of this region could hardly ignore the fact that a strict dichotomy of nomads and
sedentary people cannot be empirically sustained, and consequently they had to modify
their descriptions and models. This suggests that an examination of the Sahara-Sahel may
be well suited to acting as a corrective by confronting the sprawling conceptual
extensions and metaphorisations of “mobility” with the concept’s original content thus
allowing us, as it were, to learn from the nomads in the process of theory building (see
Rétaillé 1995, 1998) — while avoiding the overly narrow framework of nomadism
research.

In his study “Pasteurs et paysans du Gourma” (Burkina Faso/Mali), the French
geographer Jean Gallais formed the notion of a “condition sahélienne”, referring to the
fact that the ecological and economic conditions of the Sahel area promoted the ability and
disposition to develop the high degree of spatial mobility that characterises all groups in
this region, and not only the mobile livestock herders (Gallais 1975). More recently, the
French geographer Denis Retaillé, a contributor to this issue, has adopted a similar
approach. Based on his studies in the neighbouring country of Niger, he spoke of an
“économie circulatoire” reaching beyond the actual Sahel area, that is to say, of a nexus of
productive and circulatory economies, and he derived a new spatial concept from his
observations, that of the “espace mobile” (Rétaillé 2011).°

In the 1990s, in the context of our ethnographic and historical fieldwork, we became
familiar with this condition sahelienne. Our research on merchants and Mourides in
Senegal (Marfaing 1991; Marfaing and Sow 1999), and on “semi-sedentary” pastoral
Fulbe groups in Mali and Benin (de Bruijn and van Dijk 1995; Boesen 1998), revealed that
the concepts which were our starting points, and for which the dichotomy nomad—
sedentary is essential, did not enable us to provide an adequate description of the social
reality, or were indeed irrelevant.® Gallais had already described how the economic
systems and ways of life of the Sahel populations were strongly shaped by the aspect of
circulation; as a result of the droughts occurring during the 1970s and 1980s, this feature
became even more prominent. On the one hand, mobile livestock herders became partly
sedentary and, on the other, both rural and urban populations, who were considered to be
“sedentary”, displayed manifold migration practices. This challenged not only the
categorial difference between nomad and sedentary, but also the distinction between rural
and urban areas. Moreover, the observed nexus of rural and urban ways of life proved that
ideas which had for many years seemed to be self-evident in migration research — the
equation of urbanisation with modernisation, and the resulting idea of development — had
become obsolete.

Migration research

One form of mobility that has been extensively studied is migration. Migration studies,
however, have not totally integrated the mobility paradigm. They often draw on theories
stemming from development studies and giving prominence to economic factors, which
implies that migration is often considered to be a problem — or part of a problem — and an
anomaly instead of a “normal” social pattern. Migration research and, more particularly,
research in the area under consideration are, however, also changing.

Following the escalation in the repression of migrants in 2005 in Ceuta and Melilla,
research on migration in the Sahara-Sahel — and in West Africa as a whole — became
suddenly focused on the political and legal dimensions of migration. In the so-called
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transit cities and countries of the Maghreb and northern West Africa (Mali, Mauritania
and Senegal), Buropean immigration policies’ influenced the growing complexity of
migratory and mobile population movements, in the sense that sub-Saharan Africans
moving to these areas were now immediately perceived as “immigrants” suspected of
being illegally in transit to Burope (Lahlou 2003; 2003, 4; Bensaidd 2009). Apart from
these more recent preoccupations, research efforts were focused mainly on the socio-
economic causes and consequences of migration. Here, poverty has long been considered
one of the key parameters.® But is poverty a root cause of migration or, conversely, created
by it? (Skeldon, 2002, 79). In addition to efforts on defining parameters of poverty which
are measurable in absolute terms ($1 per day per person®), other criteria that are more
relative and more dynamic have also been introduced: fear of being unable to survive, and
the social and psychological burden of being incapable of playing one’s role with respect
to the responsibility of the younger generations vis-a-vis their elders (cf. Destremau and
Deboulet 2004).' -+ - .

In these studies, migration is often viewed as a survival strategy adopted by families or
social groups, in which one member is selected for his prospects of success as a migrant.
The “migration project” is aimed at ensuring family or group survival through diversifying
its economic activities.'! The basic idea is that the individual or group has been confronted
with the necessity of deciding what is acceptable or unacceptable in terms of poverty.'?
But, as more recent studies show, poverty cannot be regarded as an unproblematic
criterion, because the very poorest in social and financial terms are unable to afford the
cost of this poverty-avoidance strategy (see, among others, Wihtol de Wenden 2009;
UNPD, 2009).

Studies on the causes of migration in the Sahara-Sahel region have been
complemented by research on the impact of migration in migrants’ places of origin.'
Here 00, the research findings are highly controversial. Some authors have concluded that
migration is a stage in the development process (Pliez 2002, 16; Baldwin-Edwards 2006,
314; de Haas 2005, 1269), whereas others emphasise the creation of dependency in the
local population, which is demotivated by the fact that remittances bring in more than local
production.*

However, we must note that it is difficult to obtain reliable data in this domain, and that
there are no definitive methods for evaluating the effects of migration on local and regional
development processes. While there are numerous studies of financial flows resulting from
South—North migration,'® regional migration has been relatively little researched
(see, among others, Eversole 2005; Abdelkah and Bayart, 2007; Marfaing, 2011). With
today’s economic crisis in Europe having a severe effect on migrants resident there and on
the amounts of money transferred by them to their countries of origin, regional mobility is
being recognised as equally effective in reducing poverty gaps and in fostering
development. Unlike migrants to Europe, regional migrants can often manage their
investments themselves and, because they are more frequent visitors to their home areas,
the social consequences of the departure and absence of these migrants may be less
traumatic (Konseiga 2005; Marfaing 2010).

This insight into the economic and social importance of regional migration is
accompanied by a growing comprehension of the fact that these movements should not be
viewed in isolation. Scholars increasingly emphasise the need to study migration in all its
complexity and multiplicity of forms (see Trager 2005, Cohen 2004). The Bamako
workshop was an explicit attempt to contribute to such a global view of the different
forms of mobility and of the mobile men and women — migrants, nomads, businessmen,
pilgrims — who traverse the Sahara-Sahel space and its margins.
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Cultures of mobility

As suggested before, the idea of a “condition sahélienne” resonates in recent ethnological
works concerned with the cultural aspects of mobility phenomena. De Bruijn, van Dijk,
and van Dijk (2001) for instance, use the examples of two very different mobile groups,
namely, cattle herding Fulbe from Mali, and Ghanaian Pentecostals, in order to show how,

mobility has acquired a momentum in itself, in which something has emerged that may be
labelled a culture of travel. A field of practices, institutions, and ideas and reflections related to
mobility and travelling, which has acquired a specific dynamism of its own (de Bruijn, van
Dijk, and van Dijk 2001, 65)'

By contrast, Hahn and Klute (2007) address “migration movements” more specifically,
and regard them as “complexes of cultural representations”, which they dub “cultures of
migration”.17

It is evident that these notions arise essentially from a critical impetus. Arguing for the
existence of “cultures of travel” or “cultures of migration” must be understood as a
criticism of a sedentaristic notion of culture, and of the equation between a cultural and a
spatial or territorial entity; and, more generally, as a criticism of the idea that sedentarism
represents normality while mobility represents deviance and therefore a problem — an idea
that for a long time characterised not only the perception of migration but also research on
nomadism (see de Bruijn, van Dijk, and van Dijk 2001, 2; Trager 2005; see also Retaillé,
this issue).

However, these ethnological works are not only inspired by the specific mobility
phenomena of the Sahara-Sahel. At the same time, they reflect a more general development
of the discipline in the course of the “spatial tum”, a development that can briefly be
described as a turn “from place to space”. We may refer here to Gupta and Ferguson’s
(1992; 1997) conceptual work and their questioning of the ethnographic object when they
examine the relation between culture, locality and fieldwork.'® This fundamental debate,
however, is primarily based on reflections inspired by work on new mobility phenomena,
namely urban (and cosmopolitan) ways of life. This becomes evident, for instance, in James
Clifford’s call to dedicate oneself to “travelling cultures” — cultures whose chronotope is
no longer the village, but the hotel lobby, the airport departure hall and similar places
(Clifford 1997). The author himself comments on the fact that he did not really manage to
overcome the bourgeois or cosmopolitan notion of “traveller” as it was shaped by the figure
of the British nineteenth-century “explorer” (Clifford 1997, 31 et seq.).”®

In a similar way, the general conceptual developments of recent years, which were
inspired by sociological and geographical spatial theories, have addressed almost
exclusively phenomena emerging in the modern Western world. Moreover, they explicitly
frame mobility as a feature of the (post-)modern human being; mobility has virtually
become a synonym of freedom, personal fulfilment and social fluidity (see Canzler,
Kaufmann, and Kesselring 2008; Cresswell 2006; see also Baumnann 1998). Wherever
mobility cannot be perceived in this way, that is, as a “general principle of modernity”
(Canzler, Kaufmann, and Kesselring 2008, 3) — such as in the case of refugees and migrant
workers, but also of traditional Sahel nomads — sedentarism is still perceived as “norma! ”
while movement and instability are primarily considered to be a necessary evil or a
potential danger. Hence conceptual attempts to overcome the sedentary perspective have
thus far been only partially successful. The old dichotomy between nomad and sedentary
survives in a reverse way: modernity identifies its Other in all those who are prohibited
from participating in such mobilities, and who are still bound to — seemingly - local
conditions.*
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Mobility has become a key issue in cultural studies and social science, and the nomads of
the Sahara-Sahel with whom we are concerned have turned into key cultural figures who
provide inspiration to social theory,?! in as much as they symbolise pleasure and individual
fulfilment in the world of consumerism (e.g. the Touareg). Nevertheless, it is still necessary to
call for an overcoming of the sedentary perspective, and this means that there are strong
reasons to continue to address specifically these other, as it were, “‘original” forms of mobility.

Reprise: La condition sahélienne

As mentioned above, the Sahara-Sahel region is not only characterised by pastoral
mobility, but also by the seasonal complementarity of very different economic activities —
pastoral and agricultural, as well as urban undertakings such as commerce and services
(Cordell, Gregory, and<Piché 1996; Pelissier 1966; Manchuelle 1997). Here, the
circulation of pedple has for centuries been facilitated by the fact that families and ethnic
groups often represented translocal social entities (Rodet 2009), which were reinforced by
religious and/or commercial networks (Meillassoux 1971; Amselle 1977; Lovejoy 1980;
Grégoire 1991; Barry and Harding 1992; Grégoire and Schmitz 2000). This mobility, or
rather the disposition and aptitude to move in order to make the best of the resources
available — this high degree of motility, as some would term it — can be considered a
characteristic of the entire population of this region.

The contributions which follow are concerned with nomads, labour migrants and
travellers, and with individuals and groups who combine these characteristics in different
ways. In the opening article, the human geographer Denis Retaillé traces the evolution of
his conceptual work through his research biography, and in this way provides insight into
the intersection between empirical work and theoretical reflection. The development of his
concept of “espace mobile” was inspired by his research in Eastern Niger, where he had
gone in the late 1970s in order to “unlearn” academic geography, as he puts it.
The recognition of this “espace nomade” enabled Retaillé to overcome the evolutionist
notion of space that is based on a categorical distinction between nomadic and sedentary,
and to develop a theoretical approach that assumes a simultaneity of different, intersecting
modalities of spatial organisation and representation.

Retaillé’s research biography draws attention to two developments that had a
considerable impact on spatial movement in the area that we are examining. Ecological
change and the growing influence of globalisation have led to socio-economic situations in
which mobility has become even more of a necessity and, at the same time, have improved
the practical conditions of mobility in a number of ways. Although the last few decades
have seen an increase in migration both demographically and geographically, processes of
sedentarisation and territorialisation can nevertheless also be observed. Climatic change
has disturbed nomadic systems of resource use, forcing many pastoralists to turn to urban
activities in order to survive; these periods of urban sedentariness are becoming an integral
part of a way of life that continues to be essentially mobile.

The new forms of migration are similar in many ways to the traditional ones, or have
been developed out of them. Contemporary migrants in the Sahara-Sahel, including those
originating further south, act within a complex system of movement that is basically
circular. These circular systems also integrate linear movements, namely, the trajectories
of those migrants whose goal is illegal immigration into Europe; and the original
inhabitants of the Sahara-Sahel, often nomads without herds, have developed new forms of
territorial control, overseeing these linear movements, i.e. the illegal transit of people and
goods, and thus exploiting new resources.
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Charles Grémont’s article examines these territorial practices. He chooses a historical
perspective from which to investigate different developments among Malian nomads,
particularly Tuareg, which seem at first glance to be incompatible. While numerous
members of these groups have continuously extended their mobile activities in terms of
distance and intensity over the course of recent decades, they have also become sedentary
at the same time. Grémont concludes that the newly developed types of sedentarism also
follow a “rationale of mobility”. Mobility, he claims, should not be considered as
movement in space, but as resource appropriation or, in other words, as “a way of relating
to others and being in the world”.

The contribution by the historian Laurence Marfaing does not deal with a specific
socio-cultural group. Based on investigations in Bamako and Nouakchott, she describes
the establishment of a mobility linked to the strategies adopted by people seeking
complementary activities in a socio-economic context whereby one single occupation
cannot support a family over the course of the entire year. These strategies are developed
within “migration networks”. These eminently adaptable networks play an important role
in the survival strategies of individuals and households, and contribute to the economic
development of their regions of origin. When disrupted by political restrictions or conflicts
(as, for example, during the conflict between Senegal and Mauritania in 1989 or when
Ivory Coast expelled the Burkinabe in 2002), such networks rearrange themselves
spatially.”> Among nomadic populations, these arrangements allowing for mobility within
networks are also reflected in the logic of the making and breaking of alliances
(see Grémont 2011; see also Acloque, this issue).

As Marfaing points out, migration rarely consists of a movement from place A to place
B. Rather, it occurs as circulation within a territory that is changing and continuously
re-engendered by means of a mobility that must be understood as a search for resources.
Debates concerned with the question of whether migration research should examine the
migrants’ places of origin or their points of arrival (see Hahn 2004) will hardly do justice to the
processual character of the phenomenon. Other researchers have argued for the need to
analyse movement as such (see Boyer 2007), or the “travelling cultures” as defined by
Clifford. However, the appropriate chronotope in the African context is the bus station, or the
long-distance bus, rather than hotels and airport departure halls. The contribution by Armelle
Choplin and Jérome Lombard takes us to these places and to African “travellers”, and rounds
out Marfaing’s perspective in that these two human geographers accompany the migrants to
the borders. They too do not focus on one specific socio-economic group, but instead
emphasise the variety of persons “on the move”, and the multiplicity of reasons for mobility.
In their analysis, they examine the administrative obstacles faced by these individuals,
paradoxically, in a political space that is open to the mobility of goods and people.

The historian Benedetta Rossi looks at the journey of one individual migrant. In her
analysis of the travelogue of a male Hausa from Niger, she shows that migration networks are
highly flexible, and that relationships are activated on the basis of individual circumstances
and occurring opportunities. Migrants have recourse to different identification strategies,
and in order to gain access to social resources they can refer to different criteria such as
their local or regional origin, their religious affiliation or even such comprehensive and
encompassing geographical identifications as “ouest africain”. Rossi emphasises that these
identifications are each linked to complex rules of behaviour, which means that the
ensuing relationships are by no means “informal”, but rather are highly structured.

The next contribution is again devoted to mobility among Hausa. The linguist Joe
McIntyre, who works with data gathered both in northern Nigeria and in Hamburg, asks
how mobility is conceptualised in Hausa, and presents insights into several dimensions of
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the analysis of the related cognitive field. The author first examines how metaphors of
mobility are used, and asks whether they can help us understand the social and cultural
meaning of mobility. After a brief historical-linguistic analysis of verbs of movement, he
dedicates himself to the lexicon and presents individual terms that express mobility in
different ways. .

The issue concludes with a historical contribution by Benjamin Acloque. The author
takes us back to the notion of “culture of mobility”, and to the geographic, economic and
political circumstances that engender such a culture. His analysis shows how, from the
seventeenth century until today, the Ahl Barikalla, a nomadic group in Western Sahara,
adjust to political and climatic risks. Their example — like the one presented by Grémont —
shows that the binary opposition between nomads and sedentary people is in part aresult of a
colonial administration that developed different administrative policies for the groups thus
created — in b‘o’ﬂi‘ cdses, of course, with the goal of transforming these groups into
territorially constituted and controllable entities. However, Acloque consolidates in his
work the two dimensions of mobility — the mobility of persons, and the mobility of space.
He thus illustrates Retaillé’s notion of the “espace mobile”, and rounds out Grémont’s
argument by showing that the members of this group, even if they are forced to become
sedentary and to adopt an urban way of life, continue to cultivate their nomadic identity and
preserve their affiliation with a “nomadic space”, the badiyya (the “bush”).

Notes

1. The conference took place within the framework of the Programme Point Sud of the German
Research Foundation (DFG). We wish to thank the DFG for the funding and the Point Sud
Research Centre for Local Knowledge (Bamako) for its hospitality: http://www.pointsud.org/
index.php?option=com_content&view = article&id = 57&Itemid = 65&lang = en

2. We would like to mention here two special issues that explore very different (theoretical) areas,
namely, “les suds” (espace populations sociétés, 2010.2-3) and “mobilité et modernité”
(CIS 2005.1)

3. In this context, we would like to point out another topic that recently became very popular in

the humanities and social sciences, and which may, in part, be interpreted as a reaction to the

comprehensive “mobilisation” that characterises modernity and late modernity (see Radstone
and Schwarz 2010). We are referring, here, to “memory”. While memory research was initially
very focused on the content and processes of national memory (see Nora 1997), it was now, as
it were, belatedly, seized by the “spatial turn”. Hence, some researchers call for a “travelling”

and “transcultural” conceptualisation of memory or remembrance (see, for instance, Erll 2011;

Assmann and Conrad 2010; for a critical view, see also Radstone 2011).

See, for instance, Bourdin (2005) on the newly emerged “automobilité” research field.

See also Painter’s concept of “action space” (or of “mobile livelihood”, respectively), which

was developed in the Sahel arca (Painter 1996).

6. See Boesen (2004). On the issue of definition problems in the context of research on nomadism,
see, for instance, Streck (2002) and Bourgeot (2011).

7. See Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament on
Regional Protection Programmes: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?u
ri=COM:2005:0388:FIN:EN:PDF (1.2012) and the Conférence euro-africaine sur les
migrations et le développement i Rabat les 10.-11 Juillet 2006 sous 1'égide de 1’Union
Européenne, de 1’Union Africaine, de la CEDEAO et de la CEMAC: http://www.diplomatie.
gouv.fr/fr/IMG/pdf/Orabat.pdf (1.2012)

8. On migration in Africa, see also Adepoju (1995, 2006, 2007), Maharaj (2010) and Gallistel
Colvin et al. (1981). A good review of current literature on the subject is also provided by
Waddington and Sabates-Wheeler (2003).

9. This definition refers to the fact that a person in poverty is unable to obtain sufficient resources
to meet their basic economic and social needs (OECD: DCD/DAC/STAT 2002, 1: 6).

Sl
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10. Finally criteria such as health, knowledge or access to employment and security have also been
taken into account (UNHCR 2005, 39-83; Sawadogo 2007; Adepoju 2007).

11. See, among others, Stark and Lucas (1988) and Chant and Radcliffe (1992); cf. also in this
context the “sustainable livelihoods approach” as presented by de Haan, Brock, and Coulibaly
(2002), Boyer (2005) and Breuer (2011). See also Francis (2002), whose studies of migration
and gender in East and Southern Africa demonstrate the limitations of this model.

12. In this context, see Tourn (2003, 6) on the situation of people in exile; cf. Hahn and Klute
(2007) for a fundamental critique of what they describe as an etiological approach to migration
phenomena.

13. See, among others, Coquery-Vidrovitch, Goerg, and Mandé (2003) — infra Mandé et Gary,
Marfaing (2004), Boesen and Marfaing (2007), Choplin and Lombard (2007) and Willems
(2007).

14, Behind this idea lies the theme of “moral hazard”: the assurance that assistance is coming or
will come from outside changes the behaviour of those receiving it; cf. particularly, Azam and
Gubert (2005) and Gubert (2008).

15. Especially de Haas (2007), Tall (2001) and Fall (2003). See also Tandian (2012) and Fall and
Garreta Bochaca (2012).

16. See also Boesen (2007).

17. Hahn and Klute (2007) are adopting a concept that had been proposed by Jeffrey Cohen in the
context of his work on migration in Mexico (Cohen 2004). See also Lambert (2002) on the
“culture of migration” among the Senegalese Jalo. Compare Salazar’s (2010) attempt to
develop an “anthropology of cultural mobilities” envisioned to examine the nexus of cultural
representations of mobility and real physical movement. See however Fliche (2006), who, in
his study on migrants from a central Anatolian village, cannot find proof for the “culture of
migration” hypothesis.

18.  Gupta and Ferguson (1992, 1997); see also the contributions in Olwig and Hastrup (1997), and
Gille and O Rian (2002). On methodological issues and the call for multi-sited ethnography see
Marcus (1995), Hage (2005), Falzon (2007), and D’ Andrea, Ciolfi and Gray (2011).

19. The “researcher”, e.g. the “ethnographer”, is a particularly striking exemplar of “traveller”.

20. In this context, see Tsing’s criticism of approaches based on anthropological globalisation
theory; she perceives a danger of new orientalisms, since these approaches define “who is in
and who is out of circulation”, and produce dichotomies that “resurrect that very anthropology
that has been criticized and reworked for the last 25 years: the anthropology that fixed and
segregated cultures” (Tsing 2000, 346).

21. See Deleuze and Guattari (1980), Cresswell (1997) and D’ Andrea (2006).

22. In this context, see the notion of “centralité mobile” in Walther and Retaillé (2008).
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University of Luxembourg. She has carried out extensive fieldwork among the Wodaabe and other
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Laurence Marfaing est historienne-chercheure au German Institute for Global and Area Studies
(GIGA) a Hambourg. Ses travaux ont porté sur le commerce et les commergants africains pendant la
période coloniale, puis sur le secteur informel au Sénégal jusqu’a la période actuelle. Elle se
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De ’espace nomade a I’espace mobile en passant par V’espace du
contrat: une expérience théorique

Denis Retaillé*
ADES-CNRS-Université¢ de Bordeaux Montaigne, Pessac, France

Résumé

Le texte retrace a la fois un itinéraire scientifique et ce qui pourrait constituer une
stratification et une histoire des formes dominantes de structuration de 1'espace des
sociétés: nomadisme, sédentarité, mobilité. En ne suivant pas la pente évolutionniste que
le schéma pourrait porter, mais en privilégiant I’observation synchronique de la variété
des formes spatiales'croisées dans ce qui est la vérité du lieu (I'étape du croisement), la
proposition théorique de I’espace mobile est schématisée par opposition au paradigme du
fixe qui prévaut dans les analyses spatiales classiques ou modernes. Le rapprochement
entre I’espace nomade (source de la réflexion) et I’espace mobile (résultat) est exposé
sous la forme d’un espace “méthodologique” en évitant les dérapages métaphoriques.

Abstract

The paper retraces both a scientific itinerary and what might be described as
a stratification and a history of the dominant social forms of structuring space:
nomadism, sedentariness, mobility. It argues against a possible evolutionist
interpretation of this scheme by privileging a synchronic observation of the various
intersecting spatial forms in what might be called the truth of the place (which is the
stage of intersection). The theoretical idea of a mobile space is thus schematized by
opposing it to the paradigm of fixedness which dominates classical as well as modern
spatial analysis. The rapprochement of nomadic space (being the source of reflection)
and mobile space (being the result of reflection) is presented as a “methodological”
space avoiding metaphorical vagueness.

Keywords: nomadism; mobility; contractual space; mobile space; geographical space
theory

Mots-clé: Nomadisme; mobilité; espace du contrat; espace mobile; théorie de Iespace
géographique

Les nomades envahissent le Monde mais ce ne sont plus ceux d’Ibn Khaldoun pas plus que
ceux de Hegel. Les deux philosophies de I’histoire, cyclique du premier, linéaire du
second prenaient les termes au sens propre. Or les nomades d’aujourd’hui ne sont que
métaphoriques le plus souvent, et Jean Loup Amselle, dans un article récent du Monde
(le journal), dénongait cette manie post-moderne et post-soixante-huitarde de rendre jolie
et libre la vie par “rétrovolution” (Amselle 2010, 2011). Pourtant, il s’impose que la
mobilité actuelle transforme les représentations de I’espace. Je propose alors qu’il est
nécessaire d’aller plus loin que cette apparence sur laquelle s’appuie la métaphore pour en
chercher les fondements qui ne sont pas nouveaux quant i eux.

Sans revenir sur un texte déja ancien (Retaillé 1998), je voudrais aborder, ici, quelques
lecons du nomadisme, utiles 4 la compréhension du monde contemporain dont I’espace
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