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The Tuareg traditional lifeways of nomadism and pastoralism have been facing
vigorous challenges during recent decades. But the Tuareg are not just victims
of global processes. Instead, they have developed creative strategies for dealing
with and participating in the outside world, and they have shown an extensive
capacity to adapt and to cope with transformation processes. This article
deals with a part of recent Tuareg society (ishumar) and discusses whether the
three terms “modern nomads,” “vagabonds,” and ‘“cosmopolitans suitably
describe this “borderliner” society. Are ishumar “modern nomads” because
they move irregularly, adapting to various situations, and, for the most part,
according to individual choice or preference in the Libyan-Algerian-Nigerien-
Malian borderlands? Are they simply “vagabonds,” owing fto their disrupted
life circumstances and their lack of traditional morals, norms, and values? Or
are they “cosmopolitans” because they are exiles and migrants, and victims of
modernity?

The Tuareg,' an original ly nomadic society living in the Central Sahara and
on its Sahelian fringes, have always been linked to mobility and creative processes
of adaptation and interaction. During recent decades, recurring droughts, global
economic interests, and local and supralocal attempts to enforce political hegemony
have driven those following nomadic lifeways into a rather challenging position.
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The Tuareg are forced more than ever to switch from nomadic to urban life; they are
being squeezed into sedentism or pushed into transnational border-crossing without
documents, naticnalities, or citizenship. Their original strategies of nomadism and
pastoralism are facing extremely vigorous challenges. There has been a dramatic
decrease in the nomadic way of life in recent decades. Nomadism has virtually
disappeared in Algeria and Libya. In Mali and Niger, where nomads once were the
most numerous and wealthy group, rapid socioeconomic deterioration and a steep
population decline are evident (Claudot-Hawad 2006:655). But the Tuareg nomads
are not just the victims of global processes. Indeed, they have developed creative
strategies for dealing with and participating in the outside world, and they have
shown an impressive capability to adapt and cope with transformation processes.

In this article,® 1 will not refer to strategies of the traditional nomadic
society but instead will concentrate on the voung Tuareg population, which has
developed a particular youth culture in the central Sahara. This population is called
ishumar,’ a term that came into use in the 1960s and is derived from the French
word chdmage, meaning “unemployment,” The term originally referred to those
Tuareg who gave up their nomadic life in order to migrate to nearby nation-states
in search of employment. Since then, the term’s meaning has changed several
times. Today, ishumar stands for “borderliners,™ characterized by transnational
movements in the borderlands between Libya, Algeria, Mali, and Niger (F igure
1) and by ruptured, modified, and newly invented traditions, norms, and values
{Kohl 2009, 2010b).

The Tuareg claim an estimated population of 3 million, and they are numbered
at 1.5 million by official agencies. The different numbers reflect the various political
stakeholders in the respective countries and do not correspond to any reliable
census (Claudot-Hawad 2006:655). What proportion of the Tuareg population has
become ishumar is difficult to measure since most of the young people are leaving
or have left their original surroundings in search of employment.

In this article I examine whether three concepts—modern nomads,
vagabonds, and cosmopolitans-—are applicable to this “ishumar borderliner
society.” T discuss whether the ishumar are “modern nomads” because they
move irregularly and according to individual preference or rational choice in
the Libyan-Algerian-Nigerian-Malian borderland. Are they simply “vagabonds”
because of their ruptured life circumstances and their—from a traditional point
of view—often-remarked lack of morals, norms, and values? Or are they to be
called “cosmopolitans” because they are exiles and migrants who have seen and
experienced so much more than their nomadic fellows?

TOYOTAS INSTEAD OF LIVESTOCK:
MODERN NOMADS IN THE SAHARA

Hawad, a Targi (singular form of Tuareg) living in France, classified ishumar
society and summarized their way of being and acting (teshumara) as a new
force in nomadism. In his opinion (1991:123), teshumara encompasses a certain
political vision, an ideology, and a special way of life. It represents resistance
which developed on the margins of traditional society.” The teshumara movement
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Figure 1. A map of ishumar transnational mobility in the borderlands of Libya, Algeria,
Mali, and Niger. The continuous line represents the original territory of the Tuareg from
which they travel especially to Algeria and Libya for employment opportunities.

created a nomadism which departs more and more from original spaces and
traditions, but nevertheless respects and defends memories associated with them.
By doing so, ishumar retain a piece of history and therefore preserve Tuareg
tradition for the future. This “new, modern” nomadism is characterized by a
special form of mobility: a disorganized and anarchic mobility, which has totally
parted with the traditionat cyclical movements of pastoralists.®

Elsewhere (Kohl 2010a) I have tried to complement Hawad’s explanations
with further reflections on ishumar mobility by analyzing the different forms. I came
to the conclusion that it is impossible and even unnecessary to grasp their mobility
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in terms of types, definitions, or classifications. Ishumar mix all different forms:
their mobility can be described as partly cyelical, partly situational and irregular,
and sometimes seasonal. Some of them move voluntarily, others are more or less
forced by political and economic circumstances. Although there is little to nothing
left of the pastoralists’ original cyclical movements with their livestock, ishumar
still embody a certain philosophy of being mobile. I agree with Héléne Claudot-
Hawad (2006:658) that nomadism is not only an itinerant way of life associated with
economic activities adapted to the arid environment. Nomadism also represents a
philosophy and a certain manner of interpreting reality and acting upon it. It does
not matter if an ashamur (singular masculine of ishumar) is moving between Mali
and Algeria in order to pursue smuggling activities, if he is moving seasonally
between Niger and Libya to work during the tourist season, or just drifting among
relatives and friends between Niger, Algeria, and Libya. Their movements have
two characteristic features in common: ishumar move transnationally, and they
move continually. Of course, the transnatiorial aspect is in part the consequence
of the harsh economic and political situation in the Sahara-Sahel states. Niger
and Mali do not provide any support for impoverished nomads, whereas the
working and living conditions in Algeria and Libya are much better, which is why
many young ishumar try their luck there, particularly in Libya (Kohl 2010b). The
transnational movements are also pushed by a particular ideology and philosophy
of being connected to an imagined stateless nation (fwmasf). The intrusion of
European armies into the Sahara in the mid-nineteenth century eliminated the
flexible, permeable nomadic territorial boundaries. New colonial frontiers were
established to serve the purely economically motivated expansion of European
interests, Following decolonization and the independence of African nation-states
in the 1960s, strict borders were defined in the Sahara and Sahel, which were seen
as clear manifestations of the modern state. The Tuareg were thus split up among
five different nations with different educational systems, competing economies,
and partly hostile political 1deologies. Despite this disastrous development for a
nomadic population, the idea of being linked together beyond national boundaries
defines the movement of ishumar (teshumara). In order to retain their transnational
mobility in times of international politics, border controls, passports, and identity
cards, ishumar have developed sophisticated strategies to circumvent nation-
state barriers. In addition to a profound knowledge of the desert, they profit from
kinship affiliations beyond state borders, as well as from multiple citizenships
and places of residence (Kohl 2010a). [shumar utilize the various governments’
increasing efforts to integrate pastoral nomads into their state systems for their
own objectives, and at the same time, many ishumar have several citizenships and
a wide variety of different identity cards. Depending on where they go, they pull
out the most useful document.

Without access to four-by-four vehicles—specifically, the Toyota Land
Cruiser and pickup (Figure 2}—transnational mobility would not be as successful.
In addition, four-wheel-drive vehicles provide enormous support for organizing
the transport of animals, goods, and people to and from the camps for those
members of the population who are still nomads. These cars have gained even more
importance in transnational activities, such as smuggling, trade, and migration
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{Kohl 2007a, 2007b). The Toyota has superseded the dromedary in terms of its
importance for mobility. Dromedaries are still of cultural and economic value, but
Toyolas provide opportunities to act and actively engage in the global space. Apart
from this aspect, the Toyota was the basis for the development of tourism, which
supported many families in Niger during recent years until its total breakdown in
the rebellien which broke out in the Air mountains in 2007.

Figure 2. In the typical mode of travel (affod) between Niger and Algeria, 20 to 30
passengers climb onto each Toyota pickup and are joined by several other vehicles.
The routes across the Sahara represent a rite of passage that must be “experienced”
by all ishumar at least once (Photos: Akidima Effad, August 2007).

The Toyota Land Cruiser is the most important economic resource for a
driver, guide and especially owner of an agency. In that it is what generates
their wealth, it hag become the substitute for a camel herd. The analogy is
also expressed in the term akh r» mota, meaning the milk of the car, referring
to the money a car brings when transporting tourists. The Toyota Land
Cruiser is also called “Japanese camel” (alam n japon) or is given names
usually accorded to camels. Furthermore, the cars are often decorated like
camels with colourful woven blankets called isilis (Scholze 2010:188).

The Toyota is a symbol of the modern nomad’s lifestyle and nowadays
is associated with other cultural attributes expressing belonging and identity.
Originally, the men’s veil (fagelmust, eshesh), the sword (fakuba), the dromedary


































