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Pastoralists in the Modern World

Chapter Overview

Pastoralists are communities that depend on livestock rearing for their livelihood, moving from place to

place in search of pastures and water. This chapter explores the lives of pastoral communities in India

and  Africa,  highlighting  their  traditional  practices,  seasonal  movements,  and  the  dramatic  changes

brought by colonial rule and modern state policies.

Key Learning Objectives:

Understand who pastoralists are and why they move.

Study major pastoral communities of India and their migration patterns.

Analyse the impact of colonial policies on pastoral life.

Examine the case of Maasai pastoralists in Africa.

Understand how pastoralists adapted to modern challenges.

Quick Chapter Summary

Pastoralism is a way of life where communities rear livestock like sheep, goats, camels, and cattle, moving

seasonally to find pasture and water. In India, communities like Gujjar Bakarwals, Gaddis, Bhotiyas, Banjaras,

Raikas, and Dhangars practice cyclical migration between summer and winter grazing grounds or between

dry and wet seasons. This movement allowed pastures to recover and maintained ecological balance.

Colonial rule severely disrupted pastoral life. The British viewed uncultivated grazing lands as "wastelands"

and converted them to farms to increase revenue. Forest Acts restricted access to forests, while the Criminal

Tribes  Act  (1871)  branded  nomadic  communities  as  "criminal  by  birth."  Grazing  taxes  further  burdened

pastoralists. These policies led to pasture shortages, declining livestock numbers, and economic hardship.

In Africa, the Maasai faced similar challenges. Their lands were divided by colonial boundaries, with 60% lost

to  white  settlement  and  game reserves  like  Maasai  Mara  and  Serengeti  Park.  Despite  these  hardships,

pastoralists adapted by reducing herd sizes, finding new pastures, and some took up farming or labour. The

chapter shows how pastoral communities continue to survive and adapt in the modern world.
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Key Concepts Explained

Who Are Pastoralists?

Pastoralists are people whose primary livelihood comes from rearing livestock. They move with their animals

to find grazing grounds and water sources.

Nomadic Pastoralists: Communities that continuously move with their herds, never settling permanently

in one place.

Semi-Nomadic Pastoralists: Communities that combine pastoralism with some cultivation, moving

seasonally but returning to home villages.

Importance of Livestock: Animals provide milk, meat, wool, hide, and are a form of wealth and social

status.

Pastoral Nomadism in India

Gujjar Bakarwals (Jammu and Kashmir)

Lifestyle: Goat and sheep herders.

Seasonal Movement: Winter in Shiwalik hills; summer in high Kashmir valleys.

Kafila: Several households travel together in a group for safety and coordination. 

Gaddis (Himachal Pradesh)

Lifestyle: Sheep herders.

Seasonal Movement: Winter in low Shiwalik hills; summer in Lahaul and Spiti meadows. 

Bhotiyas (Garhwal and Kumaon)

Lifestyle: Dual role as both pastoralists and traders.

Seasonal Movement: Winter in Bhabar (dry forest belt); summer in Bugyals (high meadows). 

Banjaras (Uttar Pradesh, Punjab, Rajasthan, MP, Maharashtra)

Lifestyle: Graziers selling cattle and basic household goods.

Movement: Travelled long distances across plains for trade and pasture availability. 

Raikas (Rajasthan - Barmer, Jaisalmer, Bikaner)

Lifestyle: Combine cultivation with seasonal pastoralism.

Movement: Stay in villages during monsoons. From October onwards, they migrate out. One specialized

group herds camels, another handles goats and sheep. 
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Dhangars (Maharashtra)

Lifestyle: Shepherds, blanket weavers, and buffalo herders.

Seasonal Movement: Spend monsoon on the semi-arid central plateau; move to the coastal Konkan

region by October for post-harvest grazing, establishing a mutual relationship with Konkan peasants. 

Colonial Rule and Pastoral Communities

Wasteland Rules (Mid-19th century): British viewed all uncultivated land as "wasteland" producing no

revenue. Grazing lands were converted to agricultural fields, shrinking pastures dramatically.

Forest Acts: Classified into Reserved Forests (no pastoralist access for commercial timber protection) and 

Protected Forests (highly restricted access via strict permit systems).

Criminal Tribes Act (1871): Colonial officials distrusted nomadic people. Many pastoral and trader

communities were branded "criminal tribes by birth," forced into notified villages under constant police

watch.

Grazing Tax (Mid-19th century): Imposed a per-animal tax on pastures. Tax collection was contracted

out to auctions, leading to severe extortion by contractors.

Pastoralism in Africa: The Maasai Community

Pre-colonial Era: Controlled vast territory stretching from northern Kenya to the Tanzanian steppes.

Colonial Cuts (1885): Maasailand was split by an international boundary between British Kenya and

German Tanganyika. The best grazing lands were seized for white settlers, costing the Maasai 60% of their

ancestral land.

Game Reserves: Expansive national reserves like Maasai Mara, Samburu, and Serengeti Park were

created directly over prime traditional grazing lands.

Social Structure Distortions: Traditional division consisted of Elders (rulers deciding community affairs)

and Warriors (protectors and organizers of cattle raids). British interference through appointed chiefs

completely disrupted this system.

Modern Challenges & Adaptations

Today,  pastoralists  face  environmental  pressures  like  climate  change,  desertification,  and  extensive

urbanization.  They have remarkably adapted by reducing herd sizes,  altering migration routes,  shifting to

alternative livelihoods, or turning to settled agriculture and trading.

Timeline of Key Events

Year / Period Historical Event Impact on Pastoral Life

1850s - 1880s Waste Land Rules introduced in India Vital grazing lands converted into revenue-

producing agricultural farms.
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Year / Period Historical Event Impact on Pastoral Life

1865 First Indian Forest Act passed Pastoralists restricted from traditional forest

grazing grounds.

1871 Criminal Tribes Act passed Nomadic communities legally branded

criminals, restricting free movement.

1885 Maasailand divided by colonial

boundaries

Maasai community lost 60% of their prime

grazing land overnight.

1947 Partition of India and Pakistan Raikas lost access to traditional Sindh

pastures, shifting migration to Haryana.

Key Terms and Definitions

Term Definition

Pastoralism A economic livelihood based on breeding and rearing livestock.

Nomadism A lifestyle of continuous moving with no permanent settlement.

Transhumance Seasonal movement of herds between fixed summer and winter pastures.

Commons Public land shared and used by a community for resource gathering or grazing.

Kafila A group of pastoral households travelling together during seasonal migration.

Bugyal Lush, high-altitude alpine mountain meadows used for summer grazing.

Bhabar A dry, forested foothills belt below the Himalayas used for winter grazing.

Game Reserve Protected wildlife conservation areas completely closed to pastoral livestock.

Cause and Effect Analysis

Colonial Policy / Event Primary Cause Direct Effect on Pastoralists

Wasteland Rules British desired land revenue from

uncultivated soil.

Pasture land shrank drastically;

livestock faced starvation.

Forest Acts British wanted exclusive control over

commercial timber.

Banned from 'Reserved' forests; strict,

expensive permit tracking elsewhere.
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Colonial Policy / Event Primary Cause Direct Effect on Pastoralists

Criminal Tribes Act Colonial distrust of highly mobile

populations.

Branded criminals; forced to stay in

fixed notified villages.

Grazing Tax Maximization of colonial revenue

streams.

Heavy financial strain; contractors

extracted high fees.

1885 Division of Maasailand Imperialist European 'Scramble for

Africa'.

Maasai restricted to dry, arid zones;

loss of fertile lands.

1947 Partition Creation of India and Pakistan

boundaries.

Raikas cut off from Indus pastures;

forced to reroute to Haryana.

Drought in Maasai Reserve Low rainfall coupled with forced

confinement.

Over half of all Maasai cattle perished

in 1933-34.

Comparative Analysis

1. Nomadic Pastoralism vs. Settled Farming

Feature Nomadic Pastoralism Settled Farming

Land Use Rotational, temporary usage of various

pastures.

Permanent, continuous cultivation on

fixed plots.

Movement Cyclical, seasonal migration for

resources.

Sedentary, fixed location throughout the

year.

Primary Resource Livestock herds (cattle, sheep, goats,

camels).

Agricultural crop cultivation.

2. India vs. Africa Pastoral Experiences

Feature India (Gujjars, Raikas, etc.) Africa (Maasai, etc.)

Migration Drivers Vertical mountain dynamics or monsoon-

dry plateau shifts.

Rainy vs. dry season ecological updates.

Colonial Legislation Forest Acts, Waste Land Rules, Criminal

Tribes Act.

Geographic land partitioning, creation of

massive Game Reserves.

Nature of Land Loss Grazing fields converted directly to local

farmland.

Seized for white colonial settlers and

wildlife parks.
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Visualizing Migration & Policy Impacts

Seasonal Migration Cycle (Himalayan Region)

↓

↓

↓

Impact of Colonial Frameworks

↓

Waste Land Rules: Pastures

converted to taxable agricultural

fields. 

Forest Acts: Entry restricted;

permits required; entry bans. 

Criminal Tribes Act: Free

movement criminalized; fixed

tracking. 

↓

Important High-Yield NCERT Facts

Gujjar Bakarwals migrated to Jammu and Kashmir during the 18th century looking for pastures.

Gaddis follow a rigid 4-month cyclical movement between lower hills and high mountain meadows.

The historic 1933-34 drought wiped out more than half of the entire Maasai cattle population due to lack of

mobility.

Winter Base (Dec - Mar): Pastoralists stay in low hills (Shiwalik/Bhabar). Dry forests offer essential fodder.

Spring March (Apr): Snow melts. Households organize into a Kafila and travel upward.

Summer Meadows (May - Sep): Reach high alpine meadows (Bugyals) providing rich, lush grass.

Autumn Descent (Sept - Oct): Temperatures fall; communities begin their calculated downward journey back

to base.

Colonial Legislative Pressure

Combined Result: Drastic reduction of pastures → Overgrazing of remaining plots → Mass livestock deaths →

Deepening debt, forcing transformation into daily-wage manual laborers.
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Serengeti National Park in Tanzania was created by seizing 14,760 ext{ km}^2 of prime Maasai grazing

range.

Short Answer Questions (3 Marks)

1. Why do nomadic pastoralists need to move from one place to another?

Nomadic pastoralists move primarily to secure a continuous supply of fresh pastures and water for their

animals. When resources are depleted in one region, mobility allows the land to rest and naturally recover.

This seasonal movement protects their herds from harsh winter freeze in the mountains or severe droughts in

plain regions, preventing overgrazing.

2. What are the distinct environmental advantages of pastoral movement?

Pastoral movement acts as an ecological survival strategy. It prevents continuous land strain and allows

natural vegetation to regrow. Furthermore, the herds provide organic manure through animal dung, which

dramatically restores soil fertility. This cyclic movement maintains a balanced relationship with the local

ecosystem.

3. Explain how the Criminal Tribes Act of 1871 altered the life of nomads.

The colonial state deeply distrusted mobile people because they were hard to track and tax. The 1871 Act

legally branded pastoral communities as "criminal by birth." They were forced to abandon open travel, settle in

designated villages under strict police tracking, and could not leave without official permits.

Long Answer Questions (5 Marks)

1. Discuss the case of Maasai pastoralists in Africa and analyze the drastic changes brought about by

colonial rule.

In the pre-colonial era, the Maasai community commanded a vast nomadic territory across East Africa. Their

society was structured efficiently under Elders and Warriors. However, colonial rules dismantled this structure:

Territorial Fragmentation: In 1885, the boundary split Maasailand between British Kenya and German

Tanganyika, causing a 60% loss of their best grazing land.

Confinement to Arid Zones: Pushed into dry, low-rainfall zones, their herds suffered from restricted

mobility.

Creation of Game Reserves: Creation of wildlife preserves like Serengeti and Maasai Mara completely

blocked traditional grazing routes.

Social Disruption: The British appointed chiefs to collect taxes and manage affairs, cutting the traditional

authority of the Elders and Warriors.
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2. How did Indian pastoralists adjust and adapt to modern challenges and colonial laws?

Faced with shrinking pastures and restrictive colonial laws, Indian pastoralists demonstrated great resilience

through several adaptive measures: 

Reducing Herd Sizes: Many cut down their livestock counts because large numbers could no longer be

sustained by the shrinking grazing lands.

Altering Migration Routes: When traditional areas were closed, they forged new pathways. For example,

after the 1947 partition cut off access to Sindh, the Raikas diverted their routes into Haryana's agricultural

fields.

Occupational Shifts: Richer pastoralists bought land, settled down, and took up farming or trading.

Poorer nomads turned to manual daily wage labor or agricultural jobs to survive.

Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) Questions

1. "The ecological wisdom of pastoralists was far ahead of colonial thinking." Comment on this

statement.

This statement is entirely true. The colonial government functioned on a short-term revenue mindset, viewing

uncultivated pastures as unproductive "wastelands" that needed to be plowed. In contrast, pastoralists

understood the carrying capacity of nature. Their nomadic cycles allowed fields to rejuvenate, preventing

desertification. By moving along with the seasons, they practiced highly sustainable land management.

2. Why did British colonial officials explicitly prefer settled populations over nomadic ones?

British administration was built on control, taxation, and clear property rights. Nomadic groups moved

constantly across borders, making it extremely difficult to track, count, or collect revenue from them.

Furthermore, the British associated sedentary lifestyles with civil civilization and viewed nomads as lawless

elements who needed to be controlled.

Assertion and Reason Questions

Directions: Select (a) if both A and R are true and R explains A; (b) if both are true but R does not explain A; (c) if A is true but R

is false; (d) if A is false but R is true.

1. Assertion (A): Pastoralists move from one place to another.

Reason (R): They need fresh pastures and water for their animals.

(a) Both A and R are true, and R explains A.

Explanation: Nomadism is an environmental requirement; mobility ensures continuous food and water for survival.
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2. Assertion (A): The British considered all uncultivated land as wasteland.

Reason (R): Uncultivated land produced no revenue for the colonial government.

(a) Both A and R are true, and R explains A.

Explanation: The British evaluated land value purely through a financial lens; hence non-taxable grazing commons were

classified as waste.

3. Assertion (A): Bugyals are used for winter grazing.

Reason (R): Bugyals are high mountain meadows covered with snow in winter.

(d) A is false, but R is true.

Explanation: Bugyals are alpine summer grazing meadows. They are completely inaccessible during winters due to heavy snow.

4. Assertion (A): Raikas could not go to Sindh after 1947.

Reason (R): Sindh became part of Pakistan after partition.

(a) Both A and R are true, and R explains A.

Explanation: Political borders created by the 1947 partition immediately blocked the traditional international pastoral routes.
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