Cattle Raiding and Black Market :
from Sociocultural Practice to Subversive
Sociability in The African Postcolonial Context

Author : Dr. Froidevaux Sylvain
CCC - Research-Based MA Programme / HEAD
(Geneva University of Art and Design)
CREAGEO
Switzerland

Introduction :
The African Postcolonial Context

The problematic of the postcolonial State in Sulbsa Africa, with its paradoxes and
ambiguities is itself rooted in the colonial paldi situation. This has been a challenge to
African societies for several decades, forcing thiemeact through combined processes of
adaptation and refusal to an order imposed fromidei{Balandier 1982). The passage from
the colonial to the postcolonial situation, whidutl be characterized by the “absence of
clear ruptures and the weaknesses of the conéruiMbembe 2000, XVIII), leads us to
reconsider the “crises” traversing African socets revelatory of resistance points and,
according to G. Balandier, “innovative behaviouosrbfrom the destruction of traditional
social models” (1982, p. 6).

In a context where the postcolonial State monoeslzower and the institutions, drawing its
influence from its position as mediator betweenitierior and the exterior to tap into
economic trends (Médard 1990 : 28), it would beistake to take African societies at face
value. In a logic where inauthenticity and the poafdalsehood reign (Mbembe 2000),
where the predatory aspect of the State is morefesathan a desire to maintain a social
order and justice, each person, as an individuphdrof a collective is constantly obliged to
adapt their behaviour on two levels.

! This lecture was given during the Conference ‘dssof Pastoralism — zur situation der Hirtenvoller”
Leuphana University Lueneburg (October 24-25/2088fhe same time as a slide and video projecatac:
“A Visual Investigation : Borders & Experiencingdftiers — Switzerland / France” realized by a grotip
students of the CCC MA-research of the Geneva Usiityeof Art and Design. The research project esth
students - Kasia Boron, Giulia Cilla, Eva May, Ujaianaoag, Gaél Lugaz - presented different berded
ideas of borders as well as contemporary artist&ing on this huge problematic as a starting pfunthe
collective to develop issues on Frontiers and Palsso Life. | would like to thank them for theiontribution as
well as Andrea Mason, from the University of Lausasfor her help in the translation and correctbmy text.



The first level is the official one, the level bt legalist and developmentalist discourse of the
State. This is the level of formal “rules”, of iftstions and borders inherited from
colonialism. The second level is that of sociacpces, unofficial economies, “informal”
activities, networks of cooperation and solidabigtween ethnic or religious groups and
clans. It is possibly more on the second level tiharfirst, this “grass roots” level — or
“politique par le bas” - (Bayart et al. 1992), wihiallows us to see a pattern in the conflicts,
the violence, subversive acts and political crisg@gersing African postcolonial societies.
This grass roots approach to politics uses indafidu collective behaviours as a starting
point; behaviours which react against the ambivadenf a patrimonialized state (Médard
1990) in the hands of an elite, a party or a aldth which the majority of the population
cannot identify.

However, one should not be blinded by such a dusdiproach, which opposes an omnipotent
and often oppressive and violent State with suftesocieties that fail to react. “Postcolonial
venality and brutality is the marker of the pobiticelationship between the governing group
and the governed in a largely shared symbolic 8tderites A. Mbembe (2000 : XIX). It

also occurs that the postcolonial State, in pdercm remote regions and urban peripheries is
marked primarily for its absence, abandoning pdjaria to their fate and opening the door
for war and chaos. But beyond spaces and plagesveér monopolized or abandoned by the
State, there are political, ethical, cultural, syiid) and material stakes, which are shared or
disputed by forces which traverse and often surpagsing so far as to transgress its codes,
laws and borders. There are thus reactions whitdmnBar has qualified as “clandestine” and
“indirect” (1982, p. 494).

In the first case, they are active: secret orgdioizg, illegal trafficking, black market, theft,
pillaging and embezzlement. In other cases, reast@we more passive: hiding of revenues
and identities, refusal to participate or to usedfficial services proposed by the State, etc.
These reactions are sometimes motivated by oameke$ such as witchcraft (Geschiere
1995 : 16), practices for avoidance, domination @eeburing, related in a more general way
to a “politique du ventr& (Bayart 2006) linked to multiple socio-politicatakes. This
“politique du ventre”, implies a number of predatiand accumulation activities, which open
the way to upward social mobility in a world whéhe line between legality and illegality,

2 Qur translation.
3 “the politics of the stomach”.



the visible and the invisible, “traditional” and trdern* cultural practices is constantly
changing and regularly crossed.

Subversive Sociability : A Definition

My personal experience in Sub-Saharan Africa diates the beginning of the 1980's. | had
made a journey of several months across North &fhachhiked across the Sahara, lived for
a while with the Touaregs in the Algerian desedrrte Tamanrasset, then stayed in a village
of sedentarised Peuls in the Douentza region in, Mefore finishing in a small enclave
country of West Africa, which was called Haute-\4odtt the time and later became known as
Burkina Faso. At this time the area was livingreg thythm of the revolution, that of Captain
Sankara and his government of Marxist-Leninist &armay, the CNR (Conseil National de la
Révolution).

This is where | settled and started to work withuyg African artists as part of a graphic
design and cloth dying workshop in the centre efcapital Ouagadougou. From my
meetings with the populations, whether in remoteedaegions of southern Algeria, in the
small villages of the Malian Sahara or the popglaarters of Ougadougou undergoing the
rigours of revolution, | understood the extenthadit mistrust of the centralized power of the
State and generally of anything representing thieiaffand the law. But | should also point
out the extraordinary way and with what cunning pedspicacity this same population
managed to hide, lie, divert and imagine all kioflschemes when faced with representatives
of the State.

That is the reason why during the last two decaagsyork in West Africa has led me to

take an interest in certain types of social, econamcultural behaviours practised by a large
section of the population. These behaviours obWoestail a transgression of the law of the
State, the family or the clan. | have observedef@mple that the settlement of legal disputes
linked to the inheritance of an asset belonging tamily in Burkina Faso only made use of
the official justice system as a last resort everugh certain parties would have benefited
from such a procedure. Rather than initiating tte#eSlegal proceedings designed for such a

case or going to a private lawyer, the rival parbelonging to the same family clan preferred

4 On the notions of “tradition” and “modernity” Ife¥ in particular to the works of J. & J. Comar(if993), G.
Lenclud (1994), P. Geschiere (2000).



to settle their dispute between themselves. Tddathey resorted to methods that violate the
principles of the law, for example using witchcraftimidation, theft or purposeful
dissimulation of official documents, which at thearee time made it impossible to resolve the
dispute by legal means (Froidevaux 2004).

| have repeatedly observed this sociocultural phesrmn during my research. | consider this
form of sociability as derived from ancient or titazhal cultural practices, that have
developed a new aspect and appearance in the tofitle post-colonial State and the recent
evolution of African societies. It is a sociabilityat | would characterize as "subversive" in
the sense that it defies the dominant politicaboahd the institutions that represent that
order. Along the same lines, | would like to menttbe incredible dynamism of the parallel
or informal economy in Sub-Saharan Africa. This kexalo economy" or “black market
economy” is characterized by very little or no 8tatgulation and social protection. It favors
religious codes, family or corporate ties, relyingarge part on trafficking, fraud and the
exploitation of young people, sometimes even ctutstg real mafia networks with influence
over the State institutions themselves (de Vildral., 2002).

| use the term 'sociability’ in its wider sensdldiwing the definition of the French sociologist
of Russian origin, Georges Gurvitch. He definedaulbty as “the way of being linked to the
whole”, meaning to society, the human group or ngtwbally the “world” in which we live

(2). This notion of sociability goes above anddreythe basic notion of a "social link" in
that it includes power-production relations, nudgrial and clothing codes, modes of
communication, political institutions, mythologydnollective representations. In this sense,
sociability comprises a local and a global dimens#st the local level are the organization of
the family, community or clan, the domestic econglifgstyle, personal values, etc. The
global level comprises the sociopolitical and histl context, the role of local government
and international institutions, the movement ofydapions, economic and development

policy, etc.

Obviously the local and the global levels are alsviyerlinked in some way or another. Data
and events which affect the daily lives of manypglepboth here in Europe and in Africa,
may also produce consequences at a global lestlagievents at a global level affect
people’s everyday lives. Ecology is one contempoissue that forces us to realize the

implications of an ordinary every-day action, sashturning on a light, going to work in the



car or using an aerosol, on the climate of the wiptdnet. Whether you sort your rubbish or
not is already a way of being linked to the whitleloesn't matter whether you believe in the

efficacy of such a measure or not.
To be linked to the whole

The problems experienced today by the populatiéiksacamoja are rather part of the way in
which they are themselves linked to the wholehtorest of the world, even if they live far
from centres of population. Presently, one of the that links the Karamojong to the rest of
the world goes by the name of “AK-47". Raids, repfs$, cattle rustling and arms trafficking,
etc. are perhaps stereotypes of the sociopolaicdlgeopolitical contexts of a region, but they
are nonetheless some of the reasons why interahtaperts and development agencies are
now focusing on the Karamoja area. An old Karamgjoran, interviewed in Stephen Keulig
and Sacha Kagan’s documentary “Land of Thorns’higeol out our own contradictory

relation to this whole :What breeds bad things in Karamoja is the gun. diiies you the

white man, is making'This is certainly one way of being linked to eather.

The French Africanist Emile Le Bris (3) used thertef “subversive sociability” a few years
ago, when he wanted to highlight the ability of margs in post-colonial Africa to exercise
different modes of legitimacy and representatiorcéstral, modern, formal, informal). This
attitude could be seen as subversive in thatpattacular moment and in particular
circumstances, social value is lent to the breakimgles rather than to the respect of them.
This leads to the generalization of a form of comiation and behaviour that employs

false-pretence, dodging, double discourse andetnck
Subversion as a cultural practice

It thus remains for me to show why the practiceatfle rustling became a form of subversive
sociability among the pastoral populations of Edsta and specifically among the
Karamoja. The specialists agree that the pracficattle rustling or cattle raids is a relatively
old one (Spencer 2000, Knighton 2005). In any dasates at least from the time of the
arrival of the populations that currently inhabarémoja, that is, the nineteenth century.
Nothing seems to have prevented or caused thepsiaagnce of this practice, which can be



gualified as ancestral in that it is closely redete the pastoral lifestyle. Traditionally, raids
play a part in the organization and the economyefsociety, in clan hierarchy, the marriage
system, and even in the naming of young male @mnldKnighton 2005, 124). Here it is not
only exchanges and alliances but also rivalry ardpetition that bind the community
together. Cattle raids can of course be seen@sradf redistribution of economic resources
between those who have accumulated a large haddiligestock and young people who
must gather a herd of several animals before taayntarry. It can also be considered a sort
of insurance policy, a sharing of the risks linkedhe climate, droughts and diseases that
decimate certain herds but spare others. Thesseliff socio-economic justifications should
not, however, overshadow the fact that the raidgart of the values which combine to form
sociability in the wider sense, taking into accotinet complexity of social relations and their
conflict dimension (Boileau 1995). Fighting for ogmition, showing one’s courage and one’s
difference from others are important notions inhete any social life. Antagonism,
competition and the desire for vengeance are,riaioecultures, factors that contribute to

integration as much as division.

That said, if one believes what is written on thbject, in recent decades, the raids have
taken on a distinctive dimension as a result ofttediferation of light semi-automatic

firearms in the regions. This has had serious apreseces for the safety and mortality of the
populations. Our attention should focus on the tlaat the Karamoja, a region long
disregarded first by the colonial authorities thernthe Ugandan central power, today appears
in the United Nations Safety and Security repdit® notoriety of "The Land of Warrior
Nomads® has now become synonymous with a threat for waetdirity. Consequently, we
lump together pastoral life, cattle raiding, thadi market for firearms and escalating armed

violence in Karamoja.

A report by the “Small Arms Survey” research graiphe Geneva Graduate Institute of
International and Development Studies describesithation as follows (Bevan, 2008) :

- “Most studies note that security has deterioraiedkaramoja since the 1970s. Violence
associated with cattle raiding, in addition to bang and general predation, has escalated
lethality with the use of modern assault rifles.”21

® David Pluth, Sylvester Onyang & Jeremy O'Kasidk)2. Karamoja, Uganda's Land of Warrior Nomads,
Stafa, Switzerland : Little Wolf Press.



- “Many news reports and policy-oriented publicatisnggest, first, that small arms are a
causal factor in armed violence and, second, thatgrimary facilitating factor in the
development of armed conflict is the pastoral moidexistence itself” p. 23

It should be noted that this study distances ifseth such a perception of the situation.

- “It is clear that cattle raids have become moeéhlal, but there are many more reasons for

instability in the region.”

Among these reasons is the question of land resllot along with minimal State security
provision, etc. However, one should also bear imdihat the region’s violent reputation far
predates the introduction of semi-automatic weagorts One has to admit that over time
there has been a recurrent theme in Karamoja'satipu abroad. Of course my intention is
not to play down the seriousness of the conflicéd tharacterize the Karamoja region, or to
minimize the consequences of armed violence ofiieg, the health and the safety of the
region’s inhabitants. A certain number of indicatehow that a cultural practice such as cattle
raiding, which | have just described in more oslpssitive terms, may in new circumstances

and contexts acquire a new character. To cite anpthssage from the same report:

“Increasing competition over scarce resources, corad with the inability or failure of
governments to intervene in disputes, often lead®tvnward spirals of crime and violence.”
p. 29

“Levels of violence escalate because crime — paldity on a large commercialized scale —
leaves communities depleted or without livestooking men, left with little capital and
social status, often become tempted into recompenysarime.” p. 29

What | presented earlier as belonging to the wdifeofind traditional values of a pastoral
society now finds itself projected into a completeifferent category, that of criminality and
instant profit. If we believe Kennedy Mkutu, toddnere are “commercial raids”, orchestrated
by entrepreneurs who exploit the poverty of the adiwarriors and contribute to the
integration of cattle raids (becoming now synonysioticattle rustling) into the free market
(Mkutu 2007).



Who would have thought that the free market wourld day conquer Karamoja via an
ancestral cultural practice? Should we speak @&vaamt manifestation of a sociability
jeopardized by postcolonial history and the creatibartificial boundaries that do not take
into account the freedom of movement of the non@eliations? Or is it more accurate to
see the phenomenon more generally as a resulglobalized world, of a State policy on the
whole unsympathetic to pastoral life ?

The terms used by security experts and developaralysts are to be taken with caution.
The terms “commercial raids”, “criminal activity’r @an “outlaw country” refer more to our
Western definitions of what is legal or illegal th@® a consideration of the complexity of the
situation of nomadic and pastoral life in AfricdhélKaramojong, who continue to practice
armed raids actually place themselves in a posdfadenial of an order that they judge
illegitimate. Moral condemnation and military reps@n only increase the conflict between
nomads and sedentary populations, and incite yawamgors to turn to contraband or the
black market. The difference between a criminaldver and a subversive one is not always
obvious. It is often merely a question of perspectThe same problem applies to the attitude
of certain activist movements in the West. To wdwdent is the use of illegal methods
justified to make a cause known or to furtherdtwever worthy it may b&?

In Karamoja we are talking about a cultural caube :defence of a lifestyle and a
relationship to time and space that are propeastgral and nomadic life. The Karamojong
do not claim any territory of their own, only thegsibility to move freely and continue to
practice their pastoral activity, which guarantéesr existence as a cultural community. The
problem is that this claim, although essentiah® $urvival of a community, places that
community — or some elements of that communitya position of subversion not only
toward the State order, but also toward the tiaakti order. Then the question is if the
pastoral and nomadic way of life can survive totdresions inherent in this antagonistic

situation.

® Just think about the actions of Greenpeace imanee of ecological values or the actions carrigcgpro-
Tibetan militant human rights groups before theiBgiOlympics.



Conclusion

Violence and the practices of subversion, whethBveor passive, in postcolonial Africa
have their roots in colonization’s time, with tmeposition from the outside and by force of
institutions, laws and borders which did not ugutake into account the socioeconomic
realities and the complexity of the politico-ethetcuctures of African societies. Violence
always expresses a certain type of social relatipn#t shows historic social contradictions,
writes J.-B. Ouedraogo. It “expresses a profouadsiormation of the orders of values,
understood as historically determined qualitiesafiety (...} (Ouedraogo 1997, 13). Using
as a starting point a case study of interethnitewice in 1995 in Burkina Faso between Fula
(Fulbe) pastoralist people and the Karaboro farpikesauthor explains how hatred of the
other results from an inacceptable institutionaxfial relations, for which the colonial and
postcolonial administrations are largely respomsitThe violent confrontation of
communities and social orders invites us to posajtlestion of the destruction of those
around us as one of the historical characterisfis®cial evolution in Afric&(Ouedraogo
1997, 227).

But is there not something inconceivable for us ¥@e®rs, who are sometimes incapable of
seeing social relationships otherwise than in pesierms and particularly when the question
of “development” is concerned ? Violence, epidemiear and hatred of the other are the
price to pay for the political, social and histagiolution of Africa. This is mainly due to the
brutal entrance of African societies into a newleyd values and economic trends at first
from the Western world, and since replaced by thbalization of exchanges and the arrival
of the most recent Asian or Arab investars

As J.-F. Bayart explains, the external relationéfican societies play on their capacity to
have a dual personality (Bayart 2006 : XXIl on)cértain type of relationship with the other

" Our translation.

& Our translation.

® Thus Kuwait, recently bought from Uganda a corioessf farmland for 100 million dollars to antictesa
food shortage. The agreement of this “Dignity LoviRund” was that the products cultivated on thased be
exported entirely to the monarchy of the Gulf (Lemips 08/22/2008, p. 19). South Corea came to the sa
agreement on half of the arable land of MadagaéeaNouvel Observateur 12/23/2008
http://hebdo.nouvelobs.com/hebdo/parution/p2308lasfa391458.htn




and with the world has its source in the relatiom$tetween the “legal country”, unique
interlocutor in an international setting, whichzes power and foreign capital, and the “real
country” where there is a complexity of social exebes, tensions and conflicts between the
multiple powers. If, at the socioeconomic levebhwgersion, predation and exploitation of
human or material resources are the conditionsdgarticipation of Africa in globalized
commerce, then at the cultural level it is a steamgx of local, Western, and Asian
influences. Thus the combination of a the “poligqlu ventre” and strategies for trading
internationally allow African societies to transdegthnic, State and geographical borders to
create a multilateral international relationshigduld be through this inconceivable idea of
economic and social relationships based on violesideversion and death, that postcolonial
societies are finally able to stay linked to therldevithout necessarily renouncing

themselves.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Bayart, J.-F., Mbembe, A., Toulabor C. 19B2.politique par le bas en Afrique noirearis :
Karthala

Bayart, J.-F. 2006.'Etat en Afrique. La politique du ventr® ed. Paris : Arthéme Fayard.

Boileau, J.-L. 1995Conflit et lien social. La rivalité contre la dongition. Paris : La

Découverte.
Bevan, J. 2008. Crisis in Karamoja, Armed Violeaod the Failure of Disarmament in
Uganda Most Deprived Regio8mall Arms Surveyseneva : Graduate Institute of

International and Development Studies.

Comaroff, J. & J. 199Modernity and its Malcontents. Ritual and PowePwstcolonial
Africa. Chicago: University of Chicago Press

Darbon, D. 1990. L’Etat prédateur. Rolitique africaine, L’Afrique autrement\N° 39 pp.
37-45

1C



Froidevaux, S. 2004. Du microcosme au macrocosrabitat, sociabilité et pouvoir au
Burkina Faso, in.es Nouveaux Cahiers de I''UEBD'15, Paris, PUF, Genéve, Institut

universitaire d’Etudes du Développement, pp. 71-85.

Geschiere, P. 1995o0rcellerie et politique - la viande des autresrAdrique.Paris :

Karthala.

Geschiere, P. 2000. Sorcellerie et modernité uretar une étrange complicité. Rolitique
africaineN° 79, pp. 17-32.

Gurvitch, G. 1968La vocation actuelle de la sociologie. Tome 1 \l@iociologie
différentielle.Paris : PUF.

Knighton, B. 2005The Vitality of Karamojong Religion. Dying Traditi@r Living Faith ?
Aldershot, Burnington : Ashgate.

Le Bris, E. 1981. Contenu géographigue et contegiakde la notion de résidence. Quelques
réflexions a partir de résultats d’enquéte biogigyds effectuées a Lomé (Togo) et Accra

(Ghana). ICahiers d’études africaines; 81-83, vol XXI-1-3.

Lenclud, G. 1994. Qu’est-ce que la tradition ? BtiBnne M. (dir.);Transcrire les
mythologiesParis : Albin Michel, pp. 25-44.

Marie, A. 1997L 'Afrique des individus : itinéraires citadins dab&frique contemporaine

(Abidjan, Bamako, Dakar, Nyame¥aris : Karthala.

Médard, J.-F. 1990. L’Etat patrimonialisé.Politique africaine. L’Afrique autremeny® 39,
pp. 25-36.

Mkutu, K. 2007. Impact of Small Arms and Light Weais among pastoralist groups in the
Kenya-Uganda Border Area. African Affairs Vol. 106, n° 422, January, pp. 47-70.

Ouedraogo, J.-B. 199Violences et communautés en Afrique ndPagis : L’'Harmattan.

11



Spencer, P. 2000he Pastoral Continuum: The Marginalization of Titaah in East Africa.
Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Villers de, G. Jewsiewicki B., Monnier, L. (dir) @R. Manieres de vivre. Economie de la

« débrouille » dans les villes du Congo/ZaEahiers Africains — Afrika Studies, Paris :
L'Harmattan. Tervuren : Institut africain — Cedaf.

12



