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Introduction

Mobility is nothing new, neither for Africa, nor for the Sahara.
Mobility, as an umbrella term encompassing all types of movement
ranging from nomadism, iravel, and trade, to tourism, refugeeism, and
migration, is fundamental to understanding African social life (De Bruijn
et. al. 2001: 1). At the same time, the Sahara is not a deserted land, but has
been characterized by the movements of people, goods, and ideas
throughout time, and there is a dynamic variety of historical and recent
relations between Maghreb and Sahel (Marfaing & Wippel 2004).
Similarly, transnational mobility is nothing new for Africa and the Sahara,
respectively, considering that the whole area is the pasturing radius of
nomadic societies. Nomads commonly do not respect national borders and
political boundaries. The recent transnational mobility of Tuareg,
however, is a relatively new phenomenon. It resulted not only from
climatic, political, and economic crises, but is also a consequence of a
certain ideology which encourages young people to break out of their
nomadic surroundings in Mali and Niger, and head particularly to Algeria
and Libya. The transnational mobility of the Tuareg is not a cyclical,
“iraditional” movement of nomads with their livestock, but refers to
situational border crossings of (ex-) nomads who move within the Libyan-
Algerian-Malien-Nigerian borderland without papers, passports, or
identity cards. These actors operate beyond national loyalties, cross state
borders illegally, and use certain strategies in order to pursue their
activities of trading and smuggling, or just moving (see Kohl 2007a,
2007b, 2009).
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In the following paragraphs' T will describe the recent transnational
mobility of Tuareg, and I will identify several strategies they use in order
to move freely in the borderland between Mali, Niger, Algeria, and Libya.
The special group of Tuareg I am referring to is called Ishumar®. The term
derives from the French “chO6mage”, unemployment, and originally
describes those Tuareg who gave up their nomadic life and went to the
surrounding neighbouring states, particularly to Algeria and Libya, to look
for a job. Today, the term has changed: Ishumar refers to a generation of
“porderliners” whose living conditions have resulted in special strategies.

“The anthropological term borderliner designates something entirely
different from the borderliner syndrome in psychiatry, The psychiatric
technical*term deals with certain pathological symptoms in individuals,
The anthropological term, on the other hand, designates groups of people
who live on state borders and who specialize in benefitting from crossing
these borders on a regular basis” (Kohl 2009: 9).

Saharan Transnational Mobility

The Tuareg, a pastoral society, at present are connected to five nation
states which emerged from the decolonisation process in the 1960s: Mali,
Niger, Burkina Faso, Algeria, and Libya. The postcolonial arrangement
was the beginning of a dramatic decrease in the nomadic way of life
(Claudot-Hawad 2006: 655) and at the same time the origin of the Ishumar
movement (Bourgeot 1995: 437, Hawad 1991: 126). Climatic and
ecological crises in the Sahel together with political, military, social and
economic marginalization in Mali and Niger threatened particularly the
nomads. Surviving in the desert became unstable and risky, and many
young men, later on also women, tried to find survival strategies in the
neighbouring states Libya and Algeria. The Ishumar movement was botn
and the unique form of Tuareg mobility found its origin. In the meantime,
those movements have become crucial to a form of Tuareg youth culture
{see Kohl 2009) and constitute a certain initiation rite in the life of every

1 The material for this article originates from the research-project P20790-G14,
“Modern Nomads, Cosmopolitans, or Vagabonds? Mobility, Territoriality, Ideology
and Belonging among Ishumar (Tuareg)”, funded by the FWF, the Austrian
Science Fund, which was conducted by Akidima Effad and me between August
2008 and July 2009.

% Ishumar (masculine plural), Tishumar {feminine plural), Ashamur (masculine.
singular.), Tashamurt (feminine singular).
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Ashamur and every Tashamurt. The distinct form of Ishumar mobility can
be summarized as follows:

“Tt can go in all directions, is temporally variable and adapted to individual
taste. If one assumes an Ashamur in Sebha (Libya), he emerges in Ghat
(Libya). Here he remains for several weeks or month before he turns to
Djanet (Algeria), returns somewhat later again, moves to Agadez (Niger)
and works finally for a couple of month in Tripolis or Benghazi (Libya).
His property fits in a small bag. Accommodation he gets with other
Ishumar who live in families or house-similar structures. He is coming and
leaving without lare announcement, one day here, the other there.” (Kohl
2007b: 99)

Two characteristics are crucial for all different Ishumar movements:
They are transnational and they are situational. Furthermore, they are not
easily placed into categories in terms of types and definitions: Are
Ishumar migrants, are they exiles, or even a diaspora community,
dissidents, refugees, or just seasonal labourers? Some of them are better
described as seasonal workers; others are political or economic refugees.
The mobility of some of them can be described as voluntary movements;
others are more or less forced by the political and economic
circumstances. In the following, let us try to formulate a description and a
classification of the(ir) Saharan transnational mobility.

Forced migrants or traveling as culture?

Since “nomadism as a protective way of life can no longer be
practised and has been replaced by a series of impoverished activities,
which are considered by the Tuareg to be closer to vagrancy” (Claudot-
Hawad 2006: 666}, the Ishumar movement has developed different kinds
of mobility. I consciously use the superordinate term mobility and avoid
the notion of migration because of the following reasons. First of all,
migration i3 mostly defined as a linear movement with a changing
residence. But people who move irregularly between two, three, or more
places, have no clearly identifiable place of residence (Van Dijk et al.
2001: 10). Ishwmar move irregularly, partly seasomally, mostly just
according to their individual “taste” between Mali, Niger, Algeria, and
Libya and therefore have several places of residence. Consequently,
mobility can be considered to be their way of life (ibid.). As a result,
mobility is normal. It is necessary to provide economic advantage and to
maintain ecological resources, and it creates and strengthens social and
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symbolic ties (Claudot-Hawad 2006: 662). Stability and sedentarisation
are the exception, whereas mobility is the rule (Klute & Hahn 2007: 10).

Secondly, migration is further defined in terms of nations and state
boundaries, although this is less useful because it excludes certain
categories of mobile people (Van Dijk 2001: 11). Ishumar cross state
borders, but still they operate within their former tribal radius, which was
only divided due to colonial boundaries. When an Asharur from Mali is
heading to Libya via Algeria, for example, he crosses two international
borders, but still moves within his former territory. This is one reason why
Ishumar do not use passports even if they posess one. In their perception
crossing these borders clandestinely is not an illegal act, but an expression
of their usual habits in traveling through the Sahara.

During the last years, a large number of Zshumar from Mali and Niger
have settled in Algeria or Libya. With those settlements a new
development among Ishumar is recognizable: A distinction between those
Ishumar who still cross the borders between Niger, Mali, Algeria, and
Libya irregularly, situationally, temporarily, and according to individual
taste, and those Ishumar who settle in family structures in Libya or
Algeria, The latter even refuse to be called Ishumar because the term
refers to people acting beyond traditional norms and values, whereas their
status of being a family corresponds to their original conception of respect,
modesty and honour. It is difficult to distinguish between forced migrants
and refugees among those setiled Ishumar. If we define refugees according

‘to the UNHCR convention® in terms of forced movements because of

persecution, only few Ishumar would get refugee status. Although since
the Tuareg rebellion of the 1990s and the recent rebellion which broke out
in 2007, people are persecuted, the UNHCR conceptualises the term in a
very narrow sense and checks every single case. Forced migration is a
more general term that refers to the movements of refugees and internally
displaced people as well as to people displaced by natural or
environmental disasters, for example famine®. Most settled Ishumar have
been forced to move due to economic and ecological factors since the huge
droughts in the Sahel in the 1970s and 1980s, and the recent disastrous
economic situation for nomads in the Sahel. Of course there are also
young men just trying their luck on the job market in the northern towns of

* According to the UNHCR Convention of 1951 (2001: 6), a refugee is a person
with a “well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion.”

4 The Forced Migration Learning Module has a good selection of definitions for
key terms used in the field of humanitarian relief.


















