
HERDERS’ TERRITORIALITIES AND SOCIAL 
DIFFERENTIATION IN WESTERN BURKINA FASO

Alexis Gonin and Denis Gautier

Abstract

Some authors have linked the question of inequalities among pastoralists 
to rights of access to pastureland, but their analyses of pastoralists’ rights 
of access generally focused on the privatisation of pastureland. We reveal 
that a wider range of power relations between farmers and herders, local 
and national institutions affects pastoralists’ rights of access to pastureland. 
We demonstrate that socio-economic inequalities among the Fulbe people 
are linked to the unequal capacity of pastoralists to manage territorialisa-
tion processes to their own advantage. Reciprocally, the entrenchment of 
the territories that results from these processes reifies inequalities between 
pastoralists.

KEYWORDS: Territorialities, pastoralism, social inequality, FulBe, 
Burkina Faso. 

Introduction

Pasturelands are currently shrinking at a dramatic rate due to the continu-
ous expansion of cultivated fields as well as to land grabbing by urban elites 
and industrialists. This process has triggered a very large body of literature 
(Hagmann and Ifejika-Speranza 2010) with evidence from East Africa (see 
among others McCabe et al. 2010, Beyene 2009, Desta and Coppock 2004, 
Homewood et al. 2004) and West African savannas (see among others Moritz 
2012, Gonin and Tallet 2012, Van Steenbruggen 2005). The immediate causes 
of the reduction in the extent of pastureland are well documented: popula-
tion growth, extensive cropping practices, land reserved for conservation or 
agribusiness, and technological innovations (ox-drawn ploughs, herbicides). 
Here we take a different viewpoint, as we focus on the social and territorial 
consequences of these changes for the pastoralists themselves. Although ac-
cess to pastureland was never free-for-all, it was previously relatively open 
(Kintz 1982, Thébaud 2002). Now, in addition to the reduction in the extent of 
pastureland, access to existing pasturelands is being restricted. 

The consequences of the decrease in pastureland available for pastoralists 
are dealt with in two separate bodies of literature. The first concerns pastoral 
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land tenure in agricultural areas. The degree of ‘territorial integration’ (Gautier, 
Ankogui-Mpoko et al. 2005) reveals the ability of local farmers to discuss rules 
of access to land in a way that enables pastoralists and farmers to pursue their 
main activities side by side. Conflicts can be considered as the failure of ter-
ritorial integration of herding and farming (Breusers et al. 1998, Moritz 2006). 
However, conflicts also can be considered as a strategy to negotiate access to 
resources (Le Meur and Hochet 2010, Turner 2004). Indeed, in a context of 
high pressure on land, access to resources depends on power relations between 
farmers and pastoralists (Ribot and Peluso 2003). 

The second body of literature deals with inequalities among pastoral com-
munities. Until the end of the 1990s, certain anthropologists continued to 
refer to social and economic equality among pastoral communities (Salzman 
1999), with reference to Evans-Pritchard’s classic work on the Nuers (1940). 
However, since the end of the 1980s, this paradigm has been the subject of 
harsh criticisms (Borgerhoff Mulder et al. 2010, Rigby 1988, Sutter 1987). 
After the 1972–3 and 1983–1984 droughts, some pastoralists succeeded in 
rapidly rebuilding their herd while others sank into poverty (De Bruijn 1999, 
Fratkin and Roth 1990). Other authors argued that solidarity and redistribu-
tion among both rich and poor pastoralists is limited to the kin group and fails 
to preserve equality (Faye 2009). In the 2000s, some authors began to bridge 
the gap between pastoral land tenure and socio-economic inequality among 
East African pastoral communities (Fratkin 2001, Homewood et al. 2004, 
Lesorogol 2008, McCabe et al. 2010). These papers established a causal rela-
tionship between formal and almost complete privatisation of pastureland and 
increasing inequality. They focused on the privatisation of pastureland by a 
minority of rich agro-businessmen, which is undermining the rights of access 
to pastoral resources by an increasingly impoverished majority of pastoralists. 
Pastoral land tenure in West Africa is very different. Politics concerning access 
to pastureland are not limited to privatisation, but are embedded in a broader 
‘tenure building process’ (Bassett 2009).

Here, we focus on other territorialisation processes which result in the ap-
propriation of resources by certain powerful stakeholders and to the restriction 
of the access rights of others. Following Peluso (2005), we define territorialisa-
tion as the ‘creation and maintenance of spatialized zones within which certain 
practices are permitted based on the explicit or implicit allocation of rights, 
controls and authority’, which should be seen as the result of the articulation 
between the ‘sedimentation of daily practices and overarching institutional/
cultural processes’ (Gautier et al. 2011). Territories are defined as the re-
sult of power interactions in the process of territorialisation (Painter 2010). 
Territoriality is defined as the socio-spatial relations resulting in modes of re-
source management, actions, practices, motives, intentions, personal histories 
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and cognitive representations that lead to the production of territories. This 
broad definition enables us to use the term ‘pastoral territorialities’, which 
have fuzzy boundaries and are not fully controlled by pastoralists.

We hypothesise that socio-economic inequalities among pastoralists are 
linked to their unequal capacity to manage territorialisation processes to their 
own advantage. Reciprocally, we hypothesise that the entrenchment of the 
territories that results from these processes reifies inequalities between pas-
toralists. This possible outcome calls into question land-use planning policies 
that challenge the pastoralist way of life and practices, and even the very exist-
ence of mobile livestock rearing that has proved to be the most efficient way to 
cope with rainfall variability in semi-arid environments (Niamir-Fuller 1999).

Based on the case study of western Burkina Faso, we analyse how ter-
ritorialisation processes are increasing differentiation between FulBe people, 
depending on the assets of each households. This is an important matter that is 
glossed over by the bodies of literature on pastoral land tenure and inequalities. 
We first address changes in pastoral territorialities and the origin of FulBe’s 
weakness in negotiating access to pasturelands. We argue that the social differ-
entiation of FulBe is the result of the strategies they adopt when they negotiate 
(or fail to negotiate) rights of access to pastureland. We then discuss the tra-
jectories of three groups of pastoralists linked to their ability to maintain their 
pastoral territorialities.

Study area and methodology

A field survey was conducted in the western part of Burkina Faso, which is made 
up of four régions, the largest administrative subdivision of the country. The area 
is still sparsely populated and rich in uncultivated lands grazed by mobile herds. 
However, it is regarded as the country’s agricultural breadbasket, whereas the 
northern and eastern parts of the country and the Sahel are regarded as the great 
herding regions. Although, since the 1970s, many farmers have migrated from 
the Mossi plateau, the population densities of rural areas are lower here than in 
the heart of the country, and range from twenty to forty people per square kilo-
metre versus sixty to eighty people per square kilometre on the Mossi plateau. 
Since Independence, both first-comers (called ‘natives’ or autochthonous peo-
ple) and late-comers (referred to as ‘migrants’ by local populations) have cleared 
the bush and extended croplands. The introduction of draft animals at the end 
of 1980s (Tersiguel 1995) allowed more land to be cropped. During the agricul-
tural season (from June to December), pastoralists have to cope with shrinking 
pastureland due to the expansion of cotton and cereals (Bassett 2001, Schwartz 
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1997). Land under cotton increased from an average of 317,000 hectares per 
year between 1990 and 1994 to an average of 492,000 hectares per year between 
2005 and 2009.1 During the dry season (from November to May), pastoralists 
have also to cope with a decrease in pastureland due to the expansion of cashew 
nut orchards (the nuts are harvested from February to April). They may also 
encounter local difficulties in accessing watering points in the early dry season 
(from December to February) due to the expansion of irrigated gardens.

At the same time, cattle breeding by both farming and pastoral house-
holds has become a crucial stake in the region (Botoni Liehoun et al. 2006, 
Augusseau et al. 2004, Petit 2000). A household is defined as pastoral in rela-
tion both to the degree of its economic dependence on livestock (usually more 
than fifty per cent of the family’s income) and its practice of mobility as the 
core of its system of production (Krätli and Swift 2014). Pastoralists can have 
three functions – livestock owner, herd manager and herder – which do not 
necessarily overlap. In western Burkina Faso, the overwhelming majority of 
pastoralists are FulBe, for whom farming is a secondary activity. We distinguish 
pastoralists from farmer-herders. The latter’s livelihoods are mainly based on 
cropping but they are increasingly investing in livestock. Farmer-herders en-
trust a pastoralist with the management and the herding of their animals. The 
first pastoralists began settling in western Burkina in the 1950s, but population 
densities rarely reached ten people per square kilometre (Savonnet 1968) and 
extensive pastureland was still available. The FulBe generally came from the 
north, i.e. from the FulBe kingdom of Barani and the Mossi plateau. After the 
1950s, they started a very progressive migratory drift southward (Bassett and 
Turner 2007, Diallo 2008, Van Steenbruggen 2005, Benoit 1978). Nowadays, 
FulBe pastoralists account for only for 55 per cent of livestock in Burkina Faso 
versus 45 per cent that belong to farmer-herders (Anonymous 2010). 

Our field survey was conducted in 2012 and 2013. Four villages in western 
Burkina Faso were sampled along a north to south transect based on rainfall 
and agricultural occupation of land (Figure 1): Barani has annual rainfall up to 
600 mm, a high rate of cropland but includes a protected pastoral zone (zone 
pastorale) covering 50,000 ha, which is recognised by local communities and 
registered by the State); Samorogouan has 1,000 mm annual rainfall, a pas-
toral zone created and delimited by the State in 1975 but where cultivated 
fields already accounted for forty per cent of the area2 in 2010; Niambrigo 
and Diarakorosso (municipality of Mangodara), has 1,200 mm rainfall, and 
a low but increasing rate of cropland. All in all, we visited fifteen villages, 
eighteen hamlets and thirteen Fulani compounds and organised a total of 38 
workshops with livestock owners. We then conducted individual interviews 

1. Source: Ministry of Agriculture
2. According to our own remote sensing analysis of Landsat 5 images. USGS.
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with 150 actors (66 pastoralists and 84 farmer-herders) in the four villages. In 
addition to the workshops and the surveys conducted in the villages, seventy 
pastoralists were interviewed along a 600 km transhumance route, including 
ten in-depth interviews with pastoralist families (we interviewed the father, 
sons, uncles and brothers across the study area).

Concerning the workshops, focus groups were organised with livestock own-
ers in all four villages, which included any hamlets and FulBe compounds in 
the vicinity. We organised separate workshops for the pastoralists and for the 
farmer-herders.3 The objectives of these workshops were to trace the history of 
the settlements and to identify tenure issues, to inventory the herds belonging to 
the settlement and to transpose information about the mobility of the herds in 
space and over time onto maps drawn by the local people. To build a relationship 
based on trust between the research team and the interviewees, and to improve 
the quality of the information we collected in the workshops, some actors were in-
terviewed twice or three times. Additional workshops were held in other villages, 
hamlets and compounds belonging to the same municipalities as the four villages, 
to confirm the trends we observed in the four original villages we surveyed. 

In parallel, we reviewed Burkinabé laws, policy reports, and national and 
colonial archives. Top civil servants in the Ministry of Livestock (‘Ministère 
des Ressources Animales’, MRA) were interviewed along with forty ‘experts’ 
(NGO staff, livestock administration agents, private consultants, local politi-
cal representatives). These interviews helped understand the context, ongoing 
policies, and policy makers’ representations of mobile herding. In this paper, 
we compare the information we gathered in these interviews and information 
compiled from reports and interviews with experts with our own field obser-
vations to ensure accurate assessment of current cattle-breeding practices and 
territorial processes underway in western Burkina Faso. Finally, for an over-
view of the pasturelands (Figure 1), we performed supervised classification of 
Landsat images acquired in 20104 on the basis of samples of cropped areas, 
orchards, pasturelands in the plains, pasturelands in the hills and woodlands. 

Appropriation of pastureland and building of FulBe’s 
territorialities

 ‘Pastoral territorialities’ are built through repeated practices in the same space, 
which lead to a kind of appropriation of the bush by FulBe people, and an 

3. We mainly spoke to men, because the women were less committed to policies for accessing 
pastureland.

4. Images were downloaded from http://earthexplorer.usgs.gov/
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acknowledgement of this appropriation, even seasonal, by other social groups 
(Brottem et al. 2014, Gautier et al. 2011, Gautier and Hautdidier 2012, p 242) 
where livestock production is the main livelihood system. High spatiotemporal 
variability of rainfall and forage resources are seen to require flexible rules 
and porous social boundaries to facilitate pastoral mobility – characteristics 
that run counter to conventional views of the requirements for effective com-
mon property institutions. We seek to explore this paradox by investigating 
the spatiotemporal variability of forage availability (using satellite derived 
vegetation indices as a proxy for green forage. By way of example, cutting 
branches to feed cattle is a daily practice in the hot dry season; each pastoral-
ist appropriates particular trees on a particular pastureland, and other actors 
do not exploit these trees because they know they are used by a particular 
group of pastoralists (Gautier, Bonnerat et al. 2005). As a result, at local scale, 
FulBe’s territorialities comprise all the pasturelands a group of pastoralists 
uses regularly. At regional scale, these local grazing patterns are organised 
along a transhumance route, which Moutari and Giraut (2013) define as ‘multi-
sited territory’. The north–south mobility in these pastoral territories is well 
described in the literature (Benoit 1979, Boutrais 1994, Brottem et al. 2014, 
De Bruijn and Van Dijk 2003, Gallais 1984, Marty et al. 2009, Stenning 1957, 
Turner et al. 2014). However, we go further by exploring the extent to which 
the multi-sited pastoral territories are adjusted according to the assets and em-
powerment of the pastoralist’s extended family. 

In the 1960s, cropped areas were less extensive than today and access to 
pastureland was taken for granted. In the local territories, the pastures5 be-
tween villages were not explicitly appropriated. However, the FulBe’s access 
to these pastures was not challenged because there was no shortage of fod-
der resources. Access to pastures was not formalised by customary norms. 
According to our interviews with older pastoralists who had practiced tran-
shumance from the 1970s to the 1990s, FulBe people looked for a ‘sponsor’ (a 
house provider called djatigui in dyula, the local language) in the villages lo-
cated on their transhumance route. For the pastoralists, this practice was more 
a way to forge alliances with local farmers than to gain formal access to pas-
tureland. Despite the absence of formal access to pastureland, pastoralists built 
up networked territories along the regions they crossed on their transhumance 
route. The associated territorialities varied in strength depending on their link 
with their sponsors. 

The combination of a series of local territorialities, which are progressively 
built up by members of one family and their relatives, and the territorialities in 

5. We distinguish ‘pasture’, which refers to tracts of land located between the fields of two 
villages, from ‘pastureland’, a generic word which defines the herding areas within a village 
territory.
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the transhumance zone, are part of a regional territorial network in which the 
home villages of their sponsors are major anchor points. This network is the 
key to accessing livestock resources along the transhumance route. In the past, 
FulBe people tried to strengthen their right to settle in their regional network 
by creating a status of ‘helpful stranger’ for themselves (Hochet 2006). Trading 
milk and manure or selling draft oxen to farmers could justify their presence 
in a village. But today, as we ourselves witnessed during our field survey, such 
relations between pastoralists and farmers are increasingly difficult to establish. 
Conflicts between pastoralists and farmers can be triggered by damage caused 
to crops by the herd in a context of social and political tensions between com-
munities, which vary in extent depending on the villages concerned (Bassett 
1988, Tonah 2003). The expansion of land used to grow crops and to plant or-
chards increases the number of conflicts; when these become violent, or when 
crops are damaged too frequently, the FulBe feel compelled to quit their anchor 
settlements along their transhumance route and try to find a replacement. 

FulBe territorialities challenged by a decrease in pastureland and 
an increase in farmers’ livestock 

In Burkina Faso, an eighteen per cent decrease in pastureland was predicted be-
tween 1984 and 2015 (Anonymous 2013). In parallel, the Ministry of Livestock 
(‘Ministère des Ressources Animales’, MRA) estimated a two per cent annual 
increase in the number of livestock in western Burkina Faso. Although this is 
only a rough estimate, it is likely that this increase is mainly due to farmer-
owned livestock. At the regional scale, analysis of satellite images showed 
that rainy season pastureland decreased from 58 per cent (54,400 km²) of the 
total area of the four administrative régions in western Burkina Faso in 1992 
to 48 per cent (45,200 km²) in 2002 (IGB 2002). Comparison of the two land-
cover analyses confirmed a seventeen per cent decrease in pastureland over a 
period of ten years. These figures include game reserves, where pastoralists 
are not authorised to take their herds but in practice do; the reserves account 
for twenty per cent (8,900 km²) of the total extent of pastureland. However, 
this regional description masks major differences (Figure 1). For example, the 
increase in cashew orchards in southern Burkina Faso explains the extension 
of cultivated land since the 1990s rather than cotton.

North of Bobo-Dioulasso, the only remaining pastureland available dur-
ing the agricultural season is barren hills, whereas the hills along the border 
with Mali provide good grazing in the rainy season. South of Bobo-Dioulasso, 
many fallow fields provide fodder between the first rains in March and harvest 
in November. 
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Figure 1. Pasturelands and herding movements in Western Burkina Faso.
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The data we collected during our field inquiries confirmed our analysis 
of the satellite images. These data revealed that beyond a reduction in the 
extent of pastureland, the increase in croplands and orchards (cashew and 
mango) in the south-west clearly challenged FulBe territorialities. Grazing 
systems are upset by the disappearance of strategic pasturelands in the food 
sequence (Dongmo et al. 2012). For instance, the farmers plant rain-fed rice 
at the very beginning of the rainy season in the bottomland (coofol), which 
is indispensable for pastoralists at this period as grass has not yet grown in 
other pasturelands. Guyfan are small fallows that form a network in the spaces 
between fields. They are exhausted land and do not produce much fodder, but 
they enable the herd to move from one pastureland to another during the rainy 
season. Today, fields are encroaching on guyfan in the south of the region. In 
the north, guyfan have completely disappeared, thus making it very difficult 
for the herds to move from one place to another. Finally, in the area of Banfora 
and Orodara, the increase in cashew orchards hampers livestock movements 
in the dry season when the fruit is harvested. Cashew orchards are scattered 
throughout the bush. The ripe fruits attract cattle and the herders have to avoid 
any isolated orchards located in the middle of pasturelands, otherwise they risk 
serious conflicts with orchard owners, as we ourselves witnessed. 

Redistribution of rights of access to pastureland to the 
detriment of FulBe people

Territorialisation processes are triggered by increased land tenure pressure 

The decrease in pastureland is not only a mechanical consequence of popula-
tion growth; at local scale, it can be seen as a territorialisation process in which 
FulBe’s territorialities are weakened because their free access to pastureland 
is implicitly denied. Two examples from our field research illustrate this pro-
cess. In Samorogouan, the land is divided into lineage estates. The eldest of 
each lineage therefore has considerable autonomy in planning the territory that 
belongs to the lineage. In 1975, the State signed written records of palavers 
(procès verbaux de palabres) with customary chiefs who gave the land to the 
State. It then officially settled pastoralists in new compounds within the terri-
tory belonging to each village, but without the support of customary chiefs, 
who were formally deprived of their rights to settle migrants on these lands. 
However, after Sankara’s coup d’État in 1983, the World Bank stopped fund-
ing the pastoral zone project. The State failed in its mission to plan the use 
of pastoral land in the area and did not support pastoralists’ claims to lands. 
According to first-comers, pastoralists had no legitimate right to access lands. 
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As a result, pastoralists never exercised control over the land. Since the 1980s, 
chiefs of first-comer lineages have settled late-comer farmers in hamlets in the 
bush, in the heart of the pastoral zone. The first migrants in each hamlet also 
obtained the right from their sponsors to settle other late-comers themselves. 
The first-comers to the area do not have a big enough family workforce to 
crop all their lineage estates and consequently settle late-comers to make sure 
their control over their land is public knowledge (Jacob 2003). Chiefs of first-
comer lineages and late-comers are thus both responsible for the extension of 
croplands at the expense of pastureland in the pastoral zone. However, many 
have themselves become farmer-herders, and are consequently also interested 
in saving some pastureland for their own cattle. They therefore fight unofficial 
sponsors who settle new migrants away from hamlets, i.e. scattered in the bush, 
without the authorisation of the customary land managers. This process of real-
location of rights and reaffirmation of control over the land, which increases 
farming sprawl in former pastureland, is clearly a re-territorialisation process. 
First-comer farmers explicitly reclaim lands of which they were dispossessed 
in 1975 by the State, by planting crops or by settling migrant farmers, to the 
detriment of FulBe’s formal territorialities. In Niambrigo and Diarakorosso, 
farmer-herders occupy former pastures by planting cashew trees. During the 
harvest season, from February to April, pastoralists’ herds are not allowed to 
enter the pastures to which they have a formal right because of the presence of 
cashew trees and the risk of the herds damaging the fruit. Farmer-herders plant 
cashew trees with the agreement of customary authorities, and pastoralists have 
no way of preventing them from planting trees. Again, what we observed in 
Niambrigo and Diarakorosso is a process of territorialisation consisting in new 
claims to land and rights of access to resources. The FulBe people who settled 
in these villages in the 1970s gained implicit rights of access to the pastoral 
resources based on an agreement with a local sponsor and repetition of same 
practices on the same pasturelands. Then, in the 1990s, other pastoralists prac-
ticed transhumance around Niambrigo, and looked for a local sponsor to make 
sure they were welcome. But neither local FulBe’s nor transhumant FulBe’s 
territorialities based on the pasturelands were sufficiently protected. The rights 
of local pastoralists and other pastoralists to transhumance are now explicitly 
denied by the farmer-herders. Farmers, including migrants from other areas, 
aim to advertise their authority, and their strict control over the land, by plant-
ing trees (Fortman 1985, Berry 1988), after which they apply their own rules of 
access. Not only do some farmer-herders forbid other herds to graze under the 
trees during the harvest period, they also forbid access to their orchards during 
the rainy season, when the harvest is over and the grass has grown; instead 
they only graze their own herds there. Some even build a fence around their 
orchard to prevent other herds entering. As a result there has been no more 
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transhumance in Niambrigo or Diarakorosso since the 2000s, and the process 
of territorialisation we witnessed in these villages is representative of spatial 
dynamics in the south of the region. 

In the pastoral zone of Samorogouan and in the orchards of Niambrigo 
and Diarakorosso, territorialisation processes are leading to the reallocation of 
land from pastures to cropping, at least during certain periods of the year. In 
the same villages, other land is subject to territorialisation processes in which 
the ‘pastureland’ status has not changed, but farmer-herders have access, to 
the detriment of FulBe pastoralists. For instance, during the rainy season in 
Samorogouan, the extent of pastureland decreased from ninety to sixty per 
cent,6 which is not enough for all the herds. Although Samorogouan was ex-
clusively reserved for livestock raising by the State in the 1970s, today FulBe 
herds are the ones who have to leave, while local farmers’ herds are allowed 
to remain during the rainy season. Similarly in Niambrigo, where there are 
very few remaining pastures because cultivated fields and cashew orchards 
cover almost the entire village territory, the last herds which have access to the 
few remaining pastures are owned by farmer-herders, whereas herds owned by 
FulBe pastoralists are now obliged to avoid the village. Field surveys in the vil-
lages also revealed a tendency to break down pastures into several small plots 
whose access is restricted to the herd belonging to an individual farmer. During 
harvest, farmer-herders in Samorogouan, Diarakorosso and Barani now forbid 
other pastoralists to let their herds graze crop residues in their fields, and re-
serve them for their own herd. As a result, in the villages we surveyed, new 
rights of access are implicitly or explicitly enforced: a territorialisation process 
of pasturelands is underway which clearly benefits farmer-herders.

Farmer-herders control ongoing territorialisation processes

At the national scale, the lack of legislation on rangelands and a bias toward 
sedentary livestock raising form a political framework which gives the farmer-
herders control over the process of territorialisation (Gonin and Gautier 2015). 
At the local scale, ongoing territorialisation processes are underpinned by the 
assertion of authority or control over space (Berry 2009). In this section, we 
show that the ability of farmer-herders to mobilise their assets and take con-
trol of land is greater than that of pastoralists. Fulbe pastoralists formerly did 
not need to question their acquired rights because resources were abundant. 
But in a context of land pressure, their presence is ‘too fleeting to result in a 
noteworthy spatial footprint that would allow them to resist farming pressure’ 
(Thébaud 2002). In other words, they do not ‘appropriate’ pastureland by cre-
ating visible landmarks, while farmer-herders are in the process of tightening 

6. Landsat 1986, 2010. USGS. Results of a supervised classification analysis. 
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their control over pieces of land. Even though FulBe pastoralists belong to the 
high income bracket of a village population, they seem unable to transform 
their economic capital into more political clout, and are consequently unable 
to control territorialisation like the farmer-herders. The farmer-herders’ eco-
nomic capital is linked with land holdings and an abundant family workforce 
(Gray and Dowd-Uribe 2013). Both first-comer and late-comer farmers take 
advantage of the social prestige represented by their wealth and landholdings 
to occupy the majority of seats on the municipal councils and village devel-
opment councils (‘CVD’).7 Thanks to these local organisations, they play an 
influential role in land planning in local territories, unlike the FulBe, who are 
under-represented in political councils, because of their lack of political clout 
among villages communities (Bassett 2009, Bary 2005).

The results of our surveys showed that, as a consequence of these power 
relations, first-comer and late-comer farmer-herders control the local territo-
rialisation processes. FulBe are partly responsible for their political and social 
disadvantages. When decreasing pasturelands reduce their ‘home territory’, 
they too often choose to emigrate rather than to stay and defend their rights 
and stand up for themselves in power conflicts concerning land access. Open 
conflicts are the visible manifestation of relations concerning access rights (Le 
Meur and Hochet 2010). Both farmer-herders and pastoralists may start a con-
flict as a way of turning the territorialisation process to their own advantage. 
When a herd enters a cropped field, the conflict is usually resolved amicably: 
the owners of the cattle reimburse the farmer if the damage caused by the herd is 
serious. Sometimes, farmer-herders or pastoralists call the municipal employee 
in charge of livestock and farming (who is under the authority of the prefect), to 
assess the amount of damage to the crop. Each hopes the municipal employee 
will rule in his favour. It is remarkable that the question of whether the damaged 
field is located in a pastureland or in a livestock corridor never appears to be 
raised. The pastoralist is generally held responsible for the damage caused by 
the herd and has to pay the farmer for the damage. Sometimes, pastoralists, espe-
cially the richest ones, use their wealth to ensure a favourable decision is made 
by the official, as Benjaminsen and Ba (2009) showed in the Niger inner delta 
in Mali. Hochet and Guissou (2010) reported on a trial in the provincial court in 
2009 on damage caused in the pastoral zone of Samorogouan. Pastoralists were 
convicted of causing damage to the crop in a field located at the heart of the pas-
toral zone delimited by the State. In addition to the State’s negligence in failing 
to secure a pastoral zone it had itself established, this example reveals the pro-
farming attitude of the state administration. Lack of control over encroachment 
is both a sign of State failure and of the erosion of the broader public benefits of 

7. Organisation comprising influential people in the village and which is the reference for any 
village land planning project.
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livestock mobility to the benefit of local farming interests (Niamir-Fuller 1999). 
It also shows that farmer-herders have more political clout than pastoralists, 
which allows them to control the negotiation processes and the consequence of 
their outcome for land tenure. 

Different answers to the fragmentation of FulBe territorialities 

Herd size is usually the main criterion used to measure a pastoralist’s wealth 
(Adriansen 2008), although reliable data on the size of the herd are often dif-
ficult to obtain from cattle owners, who are always reluctant to say how many 
animals they own. Another reason for this difficulty is that animals owned by 
different people may be part of a herd, which can best be counted when it is 
being watered. Despite this methodological difficulty, two discriminating as-
sets emerged from the analysis of data on herds we collected to categorise 
pastoralists in western Burkina Faso, which go beyond the simple criterion 
of the number of animals owned by a pastoralist. One is the size of the socio-
economic unit responsible for managing a herd: this may be a nuclear family 
or a family in which several brothers form an association with their father. The 
second criterion is the size and the spatial organisation of the territory used by 
the pastoralists; this may be a continuous territory at local scale or a networked 
territory at regional scale. One of the landmark results of our survey is that 
these two criteria are closely correlated and that three different groups of FulBe 
pastoralists can be clearly distinguished.8 Table 1 lists the number of cattle and 
the size of the family in each of the three groups.

8. Turner (2009) emphasises the role of urban owners (traders, imams, government officials, 
etc.) who invest their savings in livestock in Sahelian regions. In western Burkina Faso, 
cropping is preferred by urban investors to livestock raising.

Table 1. Socio-economic indicators of the FulBe we interviewed.
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Cattle Number of family 
members 

Average of heads of cattle 
by family member 

Big FulBe families (n=29) > 80 15-40 10.3 
Small FulBe families (n=23) 20-80 5-20 4.6 
Hired herders (n= 14) < 20 < 10 1.6 
n = 66.  
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Big FulBe families: a regional network of pastoral territory that compensates 
for weakening local anchorage 

Although transhumance is the continuation of a traditional strategy to track 
water and pasture resources along a north-south rainfall gradient, only the 
wealthiest pastoralists have the means to pursue this practice at regional scale. 
Only the wealthy can adapt their transhumance routes to new constraints 
and find new routes to ensure continued mobility. We focused on one of the 
three main transhumance corridors in western Burkina Faso from Solenzo to 
Djigoué, which resembles a braided rope (Turner 2011) (Figure 1). Along this 
corridor, we interviewed pastoralists who formerly practiced transhumance 
and young pastoralists who continue to practice it today. We compared the 
transhumance routes with the routes described by Benoit (1978) in the late 
1970s. The results showed that the destinations of the herds have shifted south-
ward over the last forty years, but that, since the 2000s, the transhumance 
routes have had to adapt to land-use constraints. Although Bassett and Turner 
(2007) demonstrate that southward movement of herds in West Africa does 
not follow a mechanical stimulus–response model, the shift in the destinations 
of the herds in the 1970s and 1980s can be partly interpreted as an adapta-
tion to the Sahelian droughts of 1973 and 1983–1984, the southward shift of 
isohyets, and to better resistance to trypanosomiasis thanks to treatments and 
mixed breeding with the indigenous southern cattle (taurins). However, from 
the 2000s on, the southerly shift is rather due to changes in land cover such as 
land degradation and disappearance of pastureland in the northern part of the 
region rather than to a decrease in rainfall. As a matter of fact, Ibrahim (2012) 
showed that rainfall increased by fifteen per cent in Burkina Faso between 
1990 and 2009 compared to rainfall in the period 1971–1990. 

Audouin and Gazull (2014) reported an increase in cashew orchards in the 
south of the region since 1995. Our own observations led us to conclude that the 
increase in orchards has altered transhumance destinations and the transhumance 
routes within this main corridor. However, only the big FulBe families can con-
tinue to practice transhumance. Only they can afford the necessary logistics of 
regional movement of their herds. The close links between the members of these 
big families allows them to create and exploit a flexible regional territory of pas-
turelands, as demonstrated by the case of the Bari family (Figure 2).

The story of the Bari family illustrates how a wealthy family builds regional 
networked pastoral territories to face the decrease in available pastureland. 
The Bari patriarch lives with two of his sons in Gomboli. This is their ‘home 
territory’, but the family’s cattle have not grazed in the village for thirty years. 
The Bari family manages a herd estimated at 1,000 cattle at a regional scale. 
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Figure 2. The Bari’s regional reticular territory.
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Only eighty dairy cows and a few draft oxen are kept near the homestead 
in Gomboli all year round for the family’s needs. The rest of the herd relies 
on transhumance. To this end, a family network was created. Two sons set-
tled in Dio, the former transhumance destination of the patriarch. Herds are 
moved to the Dio hills in the rainy season and are managed by these two sons. 
During the dry season, half the cattle (three herds) are moved to Mounkoma, 
where another son lives with his family. The other half is moved southward, to 
Sideradougou and Djigoue, where a grandson lives.

This type of pastoralist tries to circumvent any problems that may arise in 
obtaining secure access to pastureland and water during transhumance. The aim 
of this behaviour is more to stay ahead of the increase in croplands than to find 
an efficient response to the shrinking pastureland. Some pastoralists are trying 
new strategies, including livestock fattening. Others purchase and enclose pas-
tureland to secure access for themselves, but very few can afford to. According 
to the information we collected during our surveys, when their access rights 
to pastoral resource are weak, pastoralists tend to adopt an avoidance strategy. 
For example, FulBe who practiced transhumance tended to avoid the area of 
Sideradougou because of the expansion of cashew orchards, and instead went to 
Djigoue; they did not try to prevent the expansion of the orchards invading the 
pastureland to which they had right of access. To maintain their flexible regional 
territory, FulBe exploit their extended family network, multiply their search for 
new pastureland, and settle members of their family in as many of the villages 
not affected by these developments as possible. In so doing, they are trying to 
avoid two risks. First the risk of drought: the brothers always exchange infor-
mation on rainfall or on the markets by mobile phone; if there is no rain in a 
particular area in one year, they will send the herd to another area known to the 
family. The second risk concerns land tenure: if access rights to pastureland be-
come too difficult in one part of the regional network where former pastures have 
been converted into fields or orchards, the members of the family will try to find 
alternative pastureland in another area. This avoidance strategy is coupled with a 
strategy that aims to take advantage of the patchy growth pattern which charac-
terises semi-arid pastureland (Krätli and Schareika 2010). The importance of the 
role played by the family’s regional network of territories depends on the number 
of brothers who work together and the number of trusted herders on whom they 
can rely, the more of each there are, the more sub-herds containing the family’s 
cattle there will be. Consequently, big families who choose to disperse their cat-
tle at regional scale starting from a secure ‘home territory’, and who dispose of 
an extended family network, also dispose of a wider range of adaptive strategies 
to face climate and land tenure changes than the FulBe who are trapped in their 
home territory. 
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Poor hired herders trapped by local territorialisation

At the opposite end of the scale from rich Fulbe families with their reticular ter-
ritorialities, another group of FulBe are herders hired by big FulBe families or 
farmer-herders. Their life trajectory shows that they are have long been deeply 
rooted in poverty. They are socially isolated, live far from their extended family 
and do not have much contact with their brothers. In their case, geographical 
isolation and impoverishment are linked. They usually own fewer than twenty 
cattle, but many own none. As they only own a few animals, it is difficult for 
them to increase their capital. These FulBe are often the youngest sons of fami-
lies who did not have enough cattle to be divided among all the sons when 
the patriarch died. As they are disadvantaged when the cattle are shared be-
tween brothers, they prefer to break away, to leave their home and search for 
adventure. They look for work as a herder in another village, and, as mentioned 
above, many of them are poor. The farmer-herders who hire them usually do 
not want their hired herders to leave the local territory and, as the hired hands 
have no power to negotiate access rights to pastureland for themselves, they add 
their animals – if they own any – to the herd that belongs to their employer. If 
they lose this access, or during periods when rainfall is not sufficient, they have 
neither the labour resources nor the financial means to practice transhumance 
(Bassett 2009): they are thus even more vulnerable than mobile pastoralists 
during periods with insufficient rainfall, and can easily lose any livestock they 
may have accumulated over time, along with their herds’ productivity, in March 
and April. They are trapped in their local territory where they have few rights, 
but have no ‘exit option’ to find access other pastoral territories in the region. 

The story of A. Diallo illustrates the social and geographical isolation of 
poor hired herders. A. Diallo arrived from Tougan, in northern Burkina Faso, 
in 2006. When his father died, he moved with his two brothers to Padéma, a 
village located seventy kilometres north of Bobo-Dioulasso. He and his broth-
ers cultivated a plot of land given by the first-comers; at the time, they were 
not entrusted with care of a farmer-herder’s herd. They succeeded in acquiring 
thirty cattle. However, their cattle either died from diseases or were sold to 
buy cereals because the land cropped by the three brothers was not sufficient 
to feed their family. During their three years in Padéma, A. Diallo and his 
brothers lost their entire herd. In 2009, they left Padéma. Two brothers moved 
to southern Mali. A. Diallo migrated to Tiefesso, a village located thirty kilo-
metres south of Bobo-Dioulasso, in the hope of receiving help from one of his 
uncles. However, he did not stay in Tiefesso for long. With his wife and his two 
children, he rapidly moved to Niambrigo, where a farmer-herder hired him to 
take care of his herd. He was loaned a small plot of land (0.5 ha), which, as 
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he told us, was not sufficient to feed his family. Each month, the farmer-herder 
gives him 7,500 F CFA and a portion of corn or millet. During the four last 
years, he succeeded in buying eight cattle. However, A. Diallo’s situation is 
still very precarious. He is completely dependent on his employer.

The majority of FulBe between isolation and big families

The distinction we make between two groups does not imply social fragmen-
tation of this pastoral community. During the course of their lifetime, FulBe 
pastoralists may shift from one category to another. The majority of FulBe we 
met own between twenty and eighty cattle. This is too few to support several 
households, but too many for herders. Among these pastoralists, very few can 
practice transhumance because it is too costly for those with only a small herd. 
They have neither the money nor the labour force to care for the herd during 
transhumance. They do not have the financial means to send a son to look for 
other distant pasturelands. Families who do not have sufficient labour may 
combine their herds for transhumance. But this usually only happens when a 
serious crisis occurs (drought, starvation, major rainfall deficit, conflict with 
their employer, death of cattle), which obliges this category of pastoralists to 
look for another village. In a sense, they are ‘small big families’ confined to 
a local pastoral territory like the ‘poor’ category, which has consequences for 
the health and productivity of the herd during the dry season. They are either 
members of big families whose members are scattered, or herders who are try-
ing to lift themselves out of poverty. One way for these FulBe to access local 
pasturelands is to herd their own cattle with cattle belonging to the village 
farmer-herders. By forming relationships with local farmers, they expand their 
rights of access to pastureland. For instance, in Tenasso, a village located close 
to Samorogouan, FulBe pastoralists manage a few animals belonging to the 
village farmer-herders along with their own herd. Thanks to this agreement, 
they are able to use the village pasturelands during the rainy season. However, 
in a neighbouring village, pastoralists do not look after animals belonging to 
farmer-herders. During the rainy season, most of the FulBe in this village have 
to leave because they have no right of access to local pasturelands, which can 
only be grazed by animals belonging to farmer-herders. These relationships 
are not without obligations: firstly, the FulBe rely on only one sponsor and 
depend on their good relationship with him for their land access rights, sal-
ary, accommodation, etc.; secondly, they generally have to remain within the 
village territory as the farmer-herders are reluctant to send their own herds on 
transhumance. It is consequently difficult for the FulBe to acquire new rights 
of access to pastureland outside the territory belonging to their village. 
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A. Sangaré came from a big family of Lahirasso, a village located 100 
kilometres north of Bobo-Dioulasso. He left his family when he got married in 
2006 and moved to Samorogouan. His cousin welcomed him and introduced 
him to the first-comers of the village, who allowed him to settle and to plant a 
2 ha plot. He now owns thirty cattle and manages the herd of a farmer-herder 
who pays him 10,000 F FCFA a month. Since 2010, the herd (containing his 
thirty cattle and those belonging to his employer) uses a village territory lo-
cated fifty kilometres away for a short transhumance in the dry season. All 
these activities provide him with enough income to live in Samorogouan with 
his wife, his five children and his younger unmarried brother. The case of A. 
Sangaré illustrates the dynamics of pastoralists between isolation and big fam-
ilies. His separation from his father and brothers weakened him, but settling 
in Samorogouan can be considered a success. He is becoming increasingly 
secure as his herd increases in size.

Conclusion

In this paper, we demonstrate that (1) the reduction in pastureland is not just a 
land-cover process which affects the economy of pastoralists but also plays a 
role in local power relations and has a huge impact on actors’ territorialities; 
(2) territorialisation of pastoral land increases inequalities among rural com-
munities; (3) more specifically, within the FulBe community itself, inequalities 
are increasing between big families entrenched in regional territories and in-
dividual FulBe who are hired by farmer-herders. Our main contribution to the 
literature is showing that the social fragmentation of pastoralist communities 
is mainly due to the unequal capacity of pastoralists to gain access rights to 
pastureland, first at a local scale and second at regional scale, depending on 
their financial capacity, on the family labour force and on the relations required 
to create flexible regional pastoral networks. 

Farmer-herders who, over the years, have invested in livestock, are emerg-
ing as the winners in the competition for local pastureland, since they restrict 
the FulBe’s right of access to any remaining pastureland to their own advantage. 
Farmer-herders have become the leaders of the process of territorialisation of 
pastureland, even though they themselves are captives of the ecological and 
economic contradictions entailed by sedentary stock breeding in confined vil-
lage territories with limited pastoral resources. These contradictions require 
the production or purchase of fodder, or the entrustment of the majority of 
their herds to the FulBe, who are left to fend for themselves in the search for 
pastoral resources.
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Although the FulBe are the losers in this process, depending on their assets, 
they are not equal losers. The poorest are trapped by local territorialisation 
while big FulBe families develop regional networks to circumvent the problem 
of shrinking pastureland. Thanks to their relationships with members of their 
extended family, and with cattle traders or butchers throughout the region, they 
are able to set up flexible networks of territories at regional scale, meaning they 
can avoid being trapped in the fragmented local territory created by farmer-
herders. Even so, as the reduction in the extent of pastureland continues, and 
now also concerns the south of the study area and northern Côte d’Ivoire, if 
the balance of political power between pastoralists and farmer-herders does 
not change, it is likely that in a few years, all the space will be occupied by 
fields, orchards or game reserves and, as a result, the regional pastureland net-
work of big FulBe families will be dismantled. Today, one question remains: 
is the regional territorial strategy of big FulBe families a long-term winning 
strategy for all pastoralists or just a headlong rush to deal with the rapid expan-
sion of cultivated fields? The fact that today only the wealthiest Fulbe families 
can profit from a regional transhumance network may be the premise of the 
failure of a very efficient herding system in sub-arid areas of Africa in a con-
text of climatic change. Without a strong pastoralist political organisation at 
local, regional, and national scale, big FulBe families will probably be unable 
to continue using this strategy. The State’s unwillingness to preserve mobile 
pastoralism and related territories, and its inability to control extensive crop-
ping processes, challenge the very existence of pastoralism, despite the fact 
intensive herding has failed to prove its sustainability in highly variable envi-
ronments. In the medium term, large pastoralist families with their network of 
regional territories may become settled pastoralists who work for themselves, 
for farmers or as middlemen in the meat value chain. This outlook is not only 
harmful for the rich Fulbe families but for all pastoralists who are key players 
in an important value chain. In this context, there is an urgent need for policies 
that move territorial negotiations concerning livestock management up to the 
regional scale to secure FulBe’s territorialities.
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