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Abstract 
 
This paper explores mobility patterns amongst hunter-gatherers in Central Africa. It provides 
an overview of the reasons cited for mobility by foragers and by the ethnographers working 
with these groups. It investigates to what extent existing theories and models on mobility, 
which focus on ecological and economic explanations for patterned movement, need to be 
complemented by social aspects. On the background of this analysis, it is proposed that 
mobility, in particular with reference to long-distance relations based on connections founded 
and maintained through ritual, must be accounted for as a multi-dimensional social 
phenomenon. 
 
 
 
 
Introduction to Paper 
 
In Baka mythology, as documented by Robert Brisson, there exists the following story: a 
young man, Mango, leaves his old mother and his village, and travels through the rainforest to 
go and do bride service with his future parents-in-law. During the stay in his future wife’s 
village, his mother falls ill and dies. Mango is heart-broken when he hears of this news, and 
cries out. The Baka today associate the pain of death, specifically the grief of losing one’s 
parents, with the cry emitted by a hornbill, which is the English translation of mango.  
 
The interesting thing is the moral of this fable as given by the Baka: don’t stay with your in-
laws for too long; your mother or some other family member might die during the time that 
you are away (Brisson, Livret I: 52). This story tells us much about the value of kinship 
relations in Baka sociality. It also recounts one reason for spatial mobility amongst these 
tropical forest foragers: a young man will move from his village to go and do bride service.  
 
Causes and reasons of human mobility constitute the topic of my PhD, and I will be 
documenting Baka mobility during my one-year fieldwork in Gabon starting in October 2010. 
In this paper, I argue that conceptualisations of mobility should move beyond environmental 
determinism to positively include social dynamics, that accounting for mobility means 
understanding it as a multi-dimensional phenomenon following a multi-causal analysis.  
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My reason for stressing this point is that in conceptualising mobility, especially that of hunter-
gatherers, many of the early ethnographies as well as theoretical approaches from cultural and 
behavioural ecology, and ethnoarchaeology have focused on ecological or economic 
considerations. 
 
What do I mean by ‘social dynamics’? I term it to imply more than biological or classificatory 
kinship to include the respective form of socio-political organisation and interrelated value 
and belief system. Said another way, the dynamic lies in the interplay of factors such as 
kinship, ideology and economy, and the impact of this dynamism on mobility practices. 
 
 
How kinship ties into mobility  
 
Mango’s story introduced us to mobility motivated by kinship ties, in his case bride service. 
Two further reasons were implied: in order to have found his bride, the young man must have 
previously gone out to search for a wife, and secondly, that there will be regular travels by the 
(future) couple, as neither spouse can afford to leave his or her parents for too long. All three 
causes can be classed as socially motivated mobility and are not directly related to 
environmental causes. 
 
Drawing on diverse ethnographies on the Baka and the foragers’ own voices in these works 
evidences further reasons for social mobility amongst this group. The most important cited are 
visiting families, for example making up fifty per cent of moves in LeClerc’s study (LeClerc, 
2001: 194), or cases of illness, accident or death of a group member as emphasized by Vallois 
(Vallois, 1976). In connection with the strongly held value of individual autonomy in 
egalitarian societies, the freedom to be mobile also serves as a method of conflict resolution 
and a levelling mechanism. It is often arguments and conflicts with villagers, which motivate 
Baka to leave a location as has been shown by Joiris (Joiris, 2003).  
 
The Baka gather in forest camps for longer periods of time to effect knowledge transmission 
along maternal kinship lines from uncle to nephew. In order to allow for the necessary spatial 
and temporal mobility to do so, they choose plants, such as banana and manioc, which need 
little attendance and do not need to be harvested immediately on maturing. In essence, the 
Baka privilege social relations over plant cultivation and agricultural concerns (LeClerc, 
2001: 203). 
 
Dhellemmes notes the situation where the Baka wish to leave an insalubrious place, because a 
‘mauvais sorts’ (spell) is developing (Dhellemmes, 1985). His account suggests an intra-
group disagreement at the local camp, and constitutes an example of environmental reasons 
being given for the desire to move, rather than admitting an underlying social conflict. 
 
These citations illustrate that mobility is indeed a multi-causal phenomenon. They may also 
serve to criticise Optimal Foraging Theory (OFT), which has been the dominant approach to 
forager mobility patterns. OFT is derived from models of non-human foragers and 
evolutionary ecology, and assumes the existence of ‘homo economicus’, the rational choice 
individual motivated purely by cost-benefit optimising aims. Without wanting to enter into a 
critical analysis on this theory, suffice it to say that Mango’s movements in finding and 
keeping his wife, mobility motivated by kinship dynamic, would not be accounted for under 
OFT.  
 
Baka women marrying non-Baka men is an ancient practice, but it seems to be on the rise 
today (Pascale Paulin, personal communication), and it can be questioned whether this 
increase in mobility experience, by the women and their respective groups, will somehow 



	   3	  

affect or change Baka sociality. If so, should this type of movement still be regarded as 
‘traditional’ mobility or are we seeing dynamics normally considered under the heading of 
translocal migration?  
 
Considering the motivation of these women emphasizes the actor’s point of view in 
understanding the different causes of forager movement. Moreover, in conceptual terms this 
phenomenon raises the question of which unit of analysis is appropriate in understanding 
mobility, the individual or the group, or how these interrelate? For example, recalling 
Mango’s story, what would his wife’s perspective be on their joint and individual 
movements?  
 
 
Ideology – more than an environmental or a social argument 
 
Not only kinship, but also ideology and identity constitute dimensions of group and individual 
mobility that go beyond environmental determinism. For example, ethnoarchaeologist 
Oetelaar appreciates that ‘patterned movement across landscape is based on the need to fulfil 
not only economic needs but also social and religious obligations’ (Oetelaar, 2004: 138).  
 
Oetelaar in his phenomenological approach emphasizes that ‘travel across the landscape is 
much more than a quest for resources, it is an excursion through the history of the group’ 
(Oetelaar, 2004: 138). Topographical features such as paths and places have stories and rituals 
associated with them so that group identity and ideological values become manifest through 
the corporeal practice of patterned movement in relation to a given environment. However, 
Oetelaar differentiates between ideology and social obligations in that ‘territory is defined by 
the ideology whereas the movement across this homeland is designed to fulfil social and 
ideological obligations of the group’ (ibid: 145).  
 
The notion that territory and band identity are linked is, of course, also established in writings 
on Central Africa. With regard to tropical forest foragers, and especially the Baka, one 
starting point for an analysis might be what the forest paths mean to them, or which 
topographical aspects are essential territorial features that can tell us about group ideology 
and sociology, and its impact on mobility practices. 
 
One aspect of Baka sociality is their organisation into ritual associations which each revolve 
around a particular spirit. Joiris has analysed how Baka camps are linked according to the 
class of spirits they guard, emphasizing that these relations and the associated mobility serve 
mainly social and religious structures and do not represent purely an economic or ecological 
adaptation (Joiris, 2003: 274). Exchange between these groups is an important factor in 
mobility, an aspect also addressed by ethnoarchaeologist Whallon. 
 
Whallon expands the conceptualisation of mobility away from local procurement strategies 
and relates it to large-scale, inter-regional environmental variability to show that such facts 
are significant variables affecting the organization and mobility of hunter-gatherer bands 
across large areas (Whallon, 2006: 269). He emphasizes the ‘non-‘utilitarian’ aspects of 
human movement, and sees the essential reason for this kind of forager mobility and 
exchange of goods during rituals as a ‘safety net’ in situations of local resource scarcity (ibid: 
259).  
 
For the Mbendjele, Lewis has shown how ritual exchange, in this case referring to the 
intellectual knowledge and rights to performance associated with a particular forest spirit, are 
not subject to egalitarian demand sharing, but to trade and monetary exchange; spirit play is 
part of a ‘ritual economy’ (Lewis, forthcoming). This again documents the relevance of intra- 
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and inter-group mobility to ideology and economy. Viewed from a different angle, it can also 
be considered as an example of what may be termed cognitive mobility, and how this affects 
physical mobility. 
 
Elephant hunting amongst the Baka is an activity that calls for clan involvement, and the 
interaction of female spiritual powers and male hunting expertise, and constitutes maybe the 
clearest example of the interplay of kinship, ideology and mobility. LeClerc hypothesises that 
Baka movement from the forest to live predominantly by the roadside is also linked to the 
lack of success in elephant hunts over the last decades. He conceptualises this change in 
mobility patterns as a mythological move to strengthen female spiritual powers which are 
essential to the hunt’s success (LeClerc, 2001: 297).  
 
The essential points to draw from these examples from prehistory and modern-day 
ethnographies are the emphasis placed on understanding patterned movement from an 
ideological and a diachronic perspective in that mobility practices constitute both a link to the 
past, and underlie cultural renewal, a movement Oetelaar summarises as ‘ritual pilgrimage’ 
(Oetelaar, 2004: 145). Moving beyond the micro-economic perspective to include the macro 
level of mobility also documents ideational values as a driver in intra- and inter-group 
mobility and the importance of belief systems in bringing about, structuring and maintaining 
these types of mobility. It further confirms that the complex of mobility, ideology and 
sociality transcends social or environmental classifications and may be considered as a 
Durkheimian ‘total social fact’. It is also evident that, especially from a synchronic 
perspective, there are different levels of mobility – geographical, seasonal, corporeal and 
cognitive to name but a few. 
 
An appreciation of these facts raises two conceptual questions, which I aim to keep in mind 
during my data collection in the field, and I would very much appreciate your comments on 
today:  
Firstly, as already noted above, which unit of analysis is conceptually appropriate? How can 
we successfully account for mobility decisions and practices on an individual, family, local 
group or clan level?  
Secondly, if we accept the multi-dimensionality of patterned movement, how can we ascertain 
the impact of each of the individual factors in the ‘social dynamics’?  
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
To conclude, one would be hard-pushed to find a single theory to account for forager mobility 
because the significance, dimensions and dynamic are different in different groups and 
different regions. Foraging strategies are, to my mind, best understood as only one aspect of 
patterned movement and this approach might cause us to rethink exactly what we mean by the 
term mobility itself. 
 
In the aim to account for existing and changing forager mobility patterns, I argue, firstly, that 
consideration must be given to the ‘social dynamics’, the interplay of the different social and 
environmental factors influencing and structuring patterned movement. These can relate to 
endogenous factors or the interaction with neighbouring communities from near and far. 
Secondly, it is important to combine the analysis of the mobility decision-making processes 
with a study of the group’s ideology and descended social and ritual structures and 
obligations, in order to ascertain their mutual influence on one another.   
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I leave you with the thought that moving to a multi-dimensional conceptualisation of mobility 
will enable us to transcend the opposition of social and environmental determinism and match 
the ‘social dynamics’ of forager reality with an appropriate theoretical dynamism.  
 
Thank you 
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