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Until their containment and subjugation by the French in the nineteenth century the
nomadic peoples occupying the extensive desert lands of the Central and Western Sahara
had enjoyed a long-established, environmentally-determined, high-productivity economic
regime and stable form of social organisation. This organisation was, at root, resource
based in character. In the extensive and highly variegated desert-lands extending
southwards from Egypt and the Tell to Ethiopia, the Bilad es-Soudan and beyond, forces
transmuted into soft and subtle influences in the temperate environment of western
Europe, stood out in stark relief in what was essentially a climatically marginal area.
Each change in temperature and precipitation altered dramatically the economic potential
of the region and the relationship of the indigenous populations to their environment.
Such changes also affected the nomads relationship to those merchants who attempted to
traverse their territories , carrying amongst other wares gold from the great empires of
the southern Sahel to markets in Egypt and the Mahgreb. 

Phases of enhanced aridity resulted in increasingly sparse grazing, extended
nomadic wanderings, and, as peoples encroached on each other s territories, increased
martial activity. They also caused them to make deep incursions into the agricultural
lands of the southern and northern Sahel, extending their increasingly sparse grazing
grounds and providing themselves with booty. Alternatively, an abatement of
temperatures and enhanced levels of precipitation set this pattern in reverse. Stocking
levels increased and, as nomadic wanderings became more spatially restricted, peace
returned to the desert paving the way for a more sedentary life-style that was often
associated with the establishment of tillage in more favoured areas of the region.

These climatic-fluctuations were of between seventy-five and one hundred and ten
year s periodicity and may be carefully chronicled from the mid-eighteenth century and
dimly discerned before that date. Following each other in regular sequence they imposed
a distinct rhythm of economic activity within the desert. Periods of peace and prosperity,
when the nomads flocks increased in size thus alternated with periods of declining
animal husbandry when nomadic movements intertwined in the labyrinthine intrigues of
contemporary power politics. The latter yielded the nomads an alternative income (from
protection -money, military subsidies and booty) and destroyed the pre-existing order,

establishing an endemic state of warfare in the region. The exact incidence and intensity
of these phases of activity, however, depended not only on the periodicity of the climatic
cycles but also upon their amplitude, out of which was born a pattern of secular long-
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