
ISLAMIC REPUBLIC OF MAURITANIA
 
Honor - Fraternity- Justice
 

Ministry of Economy and Finance
 

Directorate of Studies and
 
Programming 

RAMS PROJECT
 
Rural Assessment and Manpower Surveys 

SOCIOLOGICAL PROFILe:
 

THE MOORS
 

AS -7-2 

Financed by the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) 

With the cooperation of: 

Checchi and Company, Washington, D.C. 20036 
Louis Berger International, Inc., East Orange, N; w Jersey 07019 
Action Programs International, Santa Monica, California 90406 



RAMS
 

SOCIOLOGICAL PROFILE
 

THE MOORS
 

by
 

Sociological Unit
 

NOUAKCHOTT, February 1980
 

1980
 



-1-

C 0 N T E N T S 

Page 

INTRODUCTION .......................................... .......... 4
 

Part One 4
 

HISTORICAL SURVEY............................................... 5
 

I. 	 The Prehistoric Era -- Antiquity -- The Period of 15
 

Islamization -


II. The Installation of Present-Day Moorish Society 10
 

(13th Century - 18th Century .............................
 

III. Trade, Colonization and Decolonization ................. 13
 

Part Two 20
 

Economic and Social Organization among the Moors .............. 20
 

I. The Moorish Economy ............................ 20
 

I. 	Production ............................................ 21
 

A. 	Animal Husbandry..................................... 22
 

a) Pastures and Stock-herding ......................... 23
 

b) Water ............................................ 27
 

c) Products .................................... ....
 

B. 	Agriculture ......................................... ;33
 

a) The Oases ........................................ 33
 

i. 	Agricultural Techniques ...................... .... 34
 

ii. 	 Social and Legal Conditions ...................... 38
 



b) 	Flood-Basin and Dam-Irrigated Farming............ 41
 

i. 	Techniques and Products ......................... 41
 

ii. 	 Social Conditions ................................ ...43
 

C. 	'Crop-Gathering-- Hunting -- Fishing ...............
 

a) Crop-Gathering ............................. 46
 

b) Hunting......................................... 47
 

47
c) 	Fish ing.......................................... 


49
D. Salt Mines ........................................... 


49'
E. 	Handicrafts.................. ............ 


2. 	 Consumption Patterns ..................................... 52
 

................ 
.
 
Nutrition and Socio-Economic Change
A: 


B. 	Clothing and Socio-Economic ........................ 61
 

.C. Housing and Socio-Economic Change .............63
 . 


. 663. Circulation - Disti ibution ............................. 


A. 	Transportation lays and Heans .......... ........... 66
 

13. 	The Harket Ecoi my as Related to Other 69
 

Forms of Distribution ................................
 

ii. Moorish Social Organization ....... 4.......................... 71
 

1. Kinship and Power .............. z.......................... 72
 

A. 	The Family ............................................. 72
 

B. 	The Tribs and Tribalism ....................... 77
 



-3

2. 	Moorish Social Stratification ....................... 83
 

A. 	The Warriors ..................................... 83
 

B. 	The Marabouts .................................... 87
 

a) The Material Aspect of Marabout Power ....... 89
 

b) The Ideological Mainspring ................... 90
 

i. 	The Traditional Educational System ....... 91
 

ii. 	 The Brotherhoods ......................... 94
 

C. 	Dependent Groups ................................. 98
 

a) Vassal Groups ............................ ..... 98
 

i. 	The Bona Fide Vassals .................... 98
 

ii. 	 The Imraguen .............................. 100
 

iii. The Griots ............................... 101
 

iv. 	 The Craftsmen ............................. 102
 

v. The Nemadi: A marginal group ............ 103
 

b) The Hearatin and Slaves ...................... 103
 

Conclusion: The Moorish Social Hierarchy .......... 
 110
 

III. 	General Conclusion ......................................... 
 116
 

i'li rahy ............................................... 
 120
 



-4-

PART ONE 

GENEFAL I-TRODUCTION 

We might well begin this study with a truism- first, the present socio

economic situation of Mauritania in general and of Moorish society in
 

part'icular isjthe result of a historical processin which forces favoring
 

stability and continuity have, whether through lack of knowledge or of.
 

power, not always been able to dominate those forces tending toward
 

.=.sjntegration and crisis. Secondly. the changes affecting the world
 

of the Moor.5jave not been even and homogeneous in their impact upon the
 

whole society. To evaluate the relative importance of each of these
 

two sets of factors (factors of continuity and factors of change), to
 

clarify the tensions, dislocations, blockages and imbalances resulting
 

from their evolution, and to measure their impact on Mauritania's
 

current development problems, we shall proceed according to the following
 

scheme:
 

In the first part, we shall present a short historical overview
 

designed to help recapitulate, in broad outline, the establishment of
 

Moorish society. In the second part, we shall analyze the structures
 

of this society, past and present, from twin aspects, the aspect of
 

material resources and thar of social organization.
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In essence, then, this study will be a bibliographic introduction
 

in which an effort will be made to highlight those factors which could
 

be at the root of Mauritania's current underdevelopment.
 

HISTORtCAL SURVEY 

The structural history of Mauritania's Moorish population may be
 

schematized into three periods:
 

- From prehistoric times to the 13th Century: 

T6 all intentsBerber populations settle in the Western Sahara. 


.and purposes they become definitely Islamized afterthe Almoravid
 

conquests at the end of the 11th century.
 

From the 13th to the 18th Century:
 

As a result of a long-drawn-out series of confrontations,
 

the latter ar6 driven steadily
 

-

succeeding waves of Ara tribes,. 


southward.
 

- From the 18th Century: European traders exert increasing
 

influence on Moorish affairs.
 

-This increasing European influence culminates in the occupation
 

In 1960, Mauritania like
of the country by French troops in 1902. 


independence.
other ex-colonies of French West Africa (AOF), attains 




I. The Prehistoric Period - -Antiquity - The Period of Islamization 

We know now that the Sahar. was not always the irnmense, arid waste 

that presents such a formidable cbillenge to travelers today. There is 

ample evidence that the area was inhabited, particularly during the 

Neolithic period. Little.is known of the first inhabitants of the Sahara 

area, but the general opinion is that they may have been cattle herders 

and sedentary hunting populations of black stock. This has a bearing 

on. our topic: as we shall see hereafter, several authors have not 

hesitated to establish a direct connecting link between, on the one'hand,
 

these proto-Saharan populations and their putative progeny., (known to
 

oral tradition as the "Bafour"Y, cf. Lucas 1931), and the present popula

tion of "Haratin', on the other hand. Whatever the validity of these
 

arguments, it is a fact that "Lybico-Berber7' warrior groups ('Garmantes",
 

>Gaetules '), using light chariots and horses, invaded Cyrenaica in the
 

second half of the nd millennium B.C. Their vanguard reached the
 

Western Sahara between the ist and the 4th Centuries (Vernet 1979,
 

La Chapelle 1930). With them they brought, 'from the onset of the
 

Christian era, that animal invaluable in Saharan life, the dromedary.
 

In all likelihood, with the influx of these conquerors the black
 

populations were either driven southward or reduced to vassal status.
 

"So the ethnic picture presented by Ilauritania in the protohis.toric
 

period is clear: camel-riding Berber no6mads' forced the aborigines south-

ward; these left survivors only in a few shattered oases, sometimes down
 

to medieval times. (Some of the Haratin of the present d'ay are descendants
 

of these survivors)". R. VERNET (1979, p. 41).
 

http:Little.is
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We must add that the effects of the desertification process, a 

process begun far back in time (between 11,000 and 6,00O BP., the 

period back to which the present climate dates- P. ROGNON. 1976), 

must have played a decisive port in this slow, inexorable southward 

mov'ment, which continues to .tjiis day. 

For the entire period stretching from the Berber invasions to the
 

beginnings of the Almoravid movement, the historical record on the-West

ern Sahara remains fragmentarv, it is heavily dependent on second-haid,
 

even third-hand reports mainly preserved to Arab chroniclers and >eogra

phers (Mauny 1961., Cuoq 1975).
 

Nevertheless, as far back as the 8th century, most of these records
 

indicatc that the trans-Saharan caravan trade whereby products from the
 

African Sudan (gold, ebony, asbestos and ivory) and froa tie Sahel region
 

(gum, cowries, ambergris, oryx. skin shields and slaves) were exchanged for 

North African and Mediterranean products (copper, glosswareo dru'gs, iron 

utensils, woolen garments, silk goods and paper) was important.' In the 

10th century salt was a key commodity in this trans-Saharan trade. 

The interest generated by this trade, heightened by legends of the
 

fabulous, golden wealth of the Sudan region, was so lively is to move
 

the Moroccan monarchy to try several times to grasp control of it through
 

the use of military expeditions. In 1951, one of these expeditions
 

actually captured fart-off Tombuctoo.
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Tiibes of'nomadic Berbers (Messoufa, Lamta, Gazoula. Lamtouna
 

Gdala) through those territories the caravan trails cros~ing the Western
 

Sahara ran, cften to their cost, do not scem *
 to have-been'organized
 

undur'any cerntral authority.
 

Their lifestyle and their social organization, as far as we can
 

surmise from the sparse gleanings the chroniclers have left us, generally
 

foreshadow the ways of the Moorish tribes tc!ay.
 

No doubt they quickly came, under the influence of neighboring
 

powers on 
their north~raand southern borders, particularly Sijilmassa.to
 

the north.and 
the kingdom of. Ghana, (8th-? - 13 th Centuries). to the. 

south, where proto-Soninke populations seem to have been powerful.f; The
 

1Azer" tongue, a Soninko dialect intermixed with Berber (Chorles Monteil
 

1939); in use among the black Ksour populations of Ouadane and.Tichitt
 

(Masna) -a few dozen years ago, se.vs; -to be,a survival from that -remote, 

period when the Soh-inke; (Sarakolle) ruled these areas (Moharf.ed El Chennafi 

1970).. Islam, introduced into -the area in the 7th and 8th Centuries,. 

continued to make inroads in the wake of the caravan trade 

In the 10th Century, the Sanhaja Berbers controlled the important 

conimercial center at Audaghost. that todn i's now , identified wi'th near 

certainly ashaving been. sited at the,.present Tegdaoust, near°Tamchakett 

(S. an6 D. Robert, Jenn Devi'sse, 1970) .. It was among. these Islamized 

Berber tribes that the AIlnoravid movement arose in the l1th Century. In 

a few years, it was destined to conquer the whole of the Western Sahara
 

http:Moharf.ed
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and a sizeable part of the 	Iberian peninsula. The Ghana Empire was
 

But in 1087 Abu Bakar Ben Aner, leader of
reduced to vassal status. 


from then on the movement rapidly
the Almoravids in the South, died. 


While the other great Sanhaja leader, Yussef Ben Tachfin,
lost steam. 


across North Africa, Abu Bakar's cohorts
continued his conquering sweep 


a matter of logical course, their authority
lost their cohesion and, as 


over the regions they had conquered or vassalized. The Ghana Empire,
 

though much reduced in strength, regained its autonomy. From the
 

12th Century on, the populations.of the.areas now know as Tagant 
and
 

Hodh fell very definitely under the influences of the great political
 

systems of Sahelian Africa: Ghana (until the 13th Century), Mali
 

the 16th Century), Songhai 	(15th and 16th Centuries)
(from the 13th to 


S. and D. Robert,
(D~sir6 Vuillemin et al. 1964, Charles Vanacker 1979, 


Old caravan centers like Tichitt (founded in the
J. Devisse 1970). 


12th Century ?) and Oualata (12th Century ?) seem at one time to have
 

been drawn into the spheres of influence of these states (D. Jacques-


In the case of Oualata the 	relationship was
Meuni6 1957, 1961). 


closer. Ouadane, founded by the Idawalhaj (13th - 14th Century ?),
 

and Chinguetti, founded by the Idawali (12th Century ?),mnde up,,
 

together with Tichitt and Oualata the prototypical generation of
 

Mauritanian market-towns (Alamin 1911, 1958).
 

a time when the remnants of
These centers rose to prominence at 


suffer seriously
the Mauritanian Almoravid movement were beginninu to 


http:populations.of
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from the encroachments ofa new'and dangerous force in their traditional 

pasture-lands: -the Magil Arabs. 

II. Tt1E:-. ZNSTALLATION OF MODERN MOORISH SOCIETY (13TH-18TH CENTURY) 

.eneed to be wary of the half-baiked schematizations so,.dear to 

Frengh'histor.ians of our regions (Gautier, La Chapelle, Marty,b;Awtilhat). 

to explain most of.the area's.-historyTheir:.reuctionist schemata tend 

from t4q:arrival of the Arabs in terms of the working out of,ivalries 

pitting Arab against Eerber right from the start. This iA radicable:' 

antagonism is in its turn su~posedly superimposed on an even more

ancient ethnic c6dtflict, thcconflict between the Zeneteand-.the ,: 

Sanhaja branches of the Berber world.
 

The reality is klss neat, more complex than these schemata 

suggest., The Magil did not reach what is now Norther T1auritania at..:;:' 

the same time! and ariong them. -only the descendants of Hassan,, ance'sto~r 

of Mauritania's Hassans, are of relevance to us.
 

In the 15th Pentury, the Oulnd Rizg and the 0ualad'.Ncer 'settle 

in Tir's and Aftout, while the Oualad Daoud settled- in Adrar Pid li6dh. 

The 16th Century saw,the arrival of the,.Oalad. M'Bareck. 

'The Brakna and the Trarza only settled ii.,the area~in.the'17th ::' 

Century. This staggered order of ariival is part of the reason for
 

the conflicts which punctuated this entire period and,.sometimespiftted 

rival Arab elements against each other (as in the Battle of In Titan,
 

in 1631, involving; the Mghafra ani the Oulad Rizg). More frequently, 



the parties involved were ustable, motley coalitions in whose composition 

ethnic loyalties were no longer a factor (as exemplified in the part 

played by the Kounta, the Ahel Sidi Mahmoud, the Oulad Nacer and the 

Brakna - in the internecine wars the Idowich wiged among themselves 

and in their confrontations with the Oulad M'bareck, with the Adr>r 

Emirate, etc. Amilhat 1937).
 

One of the most significant of these conflicts was certainly the 

"Charr Bebbe" War. In this war, lasting nearly thirty years (1644 

to 1674), a coalition of Berber forces fought a Hassani bloc drawn 

principally from the Trarza and the Brakna. The defeat of the Berber 

forces signalled the definitive ascendancy of the Hassani group, if 

not over the whole of Moorish society, at least over its central and 

western sections: Adrar, Trarza, Brakna (Marty 1919, 1921- El Ygdali 

and I. Hamet 1911). 

The end of the "Charr Bebbe" War saw the establishment of the
 

first Moorish emirates. Brakna and Trarza were established at the end
 

of the 17th Century, while the Adrar Emirate developed gradually in the
 

first half of the 18th Century. Under the ener, ic leadership of
 

Mohamed Chein (1733-1788) and his son Mohamed (1788-1322), who laid
 

the foundation for the Tagant Emirate, the Idowich liberated themselves
 

from Oulad M'Bareck dominance. The Tagant Emirate grew to considerable
 

influence in the interminable reign of Bakar Ould Soueid Ahmed (1836

1905).
 

I/ Tribes, not regions.
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.in .Sou~l--East, Maurita ia, the Hodh, a virtual museum of tribal
 

histQrywherq all the remnants of.er:,!:;hile.powerful tribes meet,
 

entcred the 19th -.-2tury as subjects of their old vassals the Mechdouf,
 

after undergoing a long period of domination by the Oulad M'Bareck. 

Towardte, end of -the 19th Century. their political impc. rice in the 

region.was comparable to 
that of the four emirates mentioned above.
 

Refe'rences .to the existence of these "great powers" in ooris.h
 

societ' shoul'd create of any tremend
not illusions grandeur.,,, In the 

secio '"f his study ddalifig with ;social ;structure, we shall show J'ust 

hot hi i'iscribed and precarious the power of these eiirates actuaily 

was. Ai We 'should make it clear right f n.the start that this power 

of the 'dmiateb was so fragile that it never controlled the whole
 

Moorish world. Specifically, it scarcely touched the eastern and south

ern-,reaches, of. that w~rl,, where large, tribal confederations!,moved.
 

.(Some,:of thps were admittedly only recently foribed, or-had only lately 

risen toq poe,.r:. e.g. Ahol,.Sidi . ahmoud, Regueiht).1 Many tribes of 

marabouts, were independent of the Emirates. 

L'astly, 'the duthority of theBmirateS was obliged to comeq.,terms
 

with a number of reli,-ious heaFp.who.sometims wielded considerahle
 

power., 
These chiefs were all the more dangerous as rivals because they
 

were occasionally tempted 
to enter the military arena, and also because
 

their constituency .included the spiritual world: e.f,. Cheikh Sidi El 
okhtar El Kounti and his son Cheikh Sidia El Kebir (Stewart 1973). 
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This, then, is a society made up of a mosaic df differentgroups, 

each intensely jealous of its identity and its independence, at all 

times proud of their rQots; a society in which the razzia, a form of 

predatory raid with all its limitations and.its rules, was long. regarded 

as the'quintessentially noble pursuit;. a society, in which the most 

solemnly consecrated alliances (matrimonial exhanges played a conside

rable part in the diplomacy of the Emirates) might at any time be 

fractured by a 'senseless quarrel between two shepherds at a watering.• 

trough; a society, in short, so riven with blood .feuds and vendettas 

that everyone in it has at least one hereditary enemy. In this society, 

'
 it was difficult for a ruling power to emerge strong enough and suffi

ciently just in its operation, to achieve a real national .consensus 

among the Moors. 

In fact, it was mainly in Southern Mauritania (Tta'a,'Brakna, 

and, to a lesser extent, Tagant) that the power of the Emirs was.able 

in some measure to flourish and expand. The reasons for this, as. 

we shall-see, are closely linked with the activities of European 

traders along the Atlantic seaboard, anld later. along the. River Senegal. 

III., TRADE, COLONIZATION and DECOLONIZATION 

European attempts to find a foothold in Mauritania go back as 

far ap the 15., Century. These attempts continued, with changing 

fortuneb and at the behest of various powers, until France occupied 

most of the Moorish homeland (1902-1934.). 
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Sin 1"443 the Portuguese landed at Arguin." ..
In 144;8,"they bst'ablished
 

what was then called a factory post at.Ouadane. In all. probabilit)',
 

therd were ample supplies of gold, ivory, slaves and ostrich feihers
 

tc keep 'the trade between Saharan caravans and Portuguese merchants 

goi'hg. But the factory post at Ouadane did not last.,long (Mond 1979)".
 

For a considerable time contacts alonR the coast-line:betbedn Africans
 

and European merchants and sailors took the form of ,i"Sil'ent Trade".
 

In the 17th and 18th Centuries conflicts intensified between
 

European powers (Holland, Brandenburg, Frfnce,. England)'for the control
 

-;of the seaboaid stretching from Arguin to Saint Louis in S eg'Ai:' "
 

this was the indispensable outlet for the.expor.t .of -a product; abui'ab.t
 

in the area - gum arabic. The result of. these conflicts, dubbed.
 

the "GumWars" (Delcourt 1952), was that the French..remairied.in un

challenged 1€oitrol 
7of the coast. rrom this. time on an incrcasifigly 

imp, rtant portion of the trans-Saharan trade was diverted toward the 

sea routes. 

The effect of such a .diversion on theb'usine'ss of the old 

caravan centers, and its fateful impact.on populatioh whose resunraes. 

and lifestyle were closely bound up with the caravan trade, can easily 

be imagined. The historian Boubacar BARRY .(1972) for one, has advanced
 

the bold' VWew tiat the "Charr 3ebbc War" was. one of the' expressions' oi 

the conflict which pitted trans-Saharan commercial interests (in'the""'
 

main represeitid by the Berbers) against interests tied to the trans-


Atlantic trade (.inked to the liassani coalition).
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How ever, that may.be, the fact is that, from that time on foreign 

intervention. i "Moorish society would continue to grow. To ensure -that 

the trading '!ports" -were supplied T4ith as much gum as possible, the 

French companies eatablisbed at .Saint Louis made annual ("custor-ry") 

payment7 to selected notables. The payments, made in kind, comprised, 

an extremely miscellanaous asso-tment of .goods, the most.sought-after. 

being the well-1rnown "Guinea, fabric" of the "Chandorn" an,1 ."Nile" 

varieties, whiclh ha become the traditional dress of the entire Moorish 

society.
 

,The.;.'cistomary paymets",_ ised as a-manipulatory expedient4 first 

by .the merchants of .Saint Louis and later by the colonial administration, 

developed into .. instrument for cntrclling :both the Moorish .sociala key 

hierarchy and the conumpti'n p.%tter.ns of the whP.le.jMoorish society.. 

In fact, the system o '!-: Aitc:, .ry payments", has, played.a.significarit 

contributing role, in the sh.aping.of these. consurption patterns:.,. Becalise 

they endow their recipients w.1 :-h conniderable material power in a f 

society essentially dependent or, agricultural and foraging resources, 

these payments have been largely responsible for .the tendency of the 

Trarza and Brakna Emirates to adopt a rather monarchical style at 

',periads. 

The payments very cl.early and d,:cisi:vely sharpened appetites ahd 

aggravated competition b.tween aspirants to. thi.s sare,sburce: bf.power. 

To reach it., brothoq: slaughte.red.brother, :and uncles: and nephews did: not 

http:sh.aping.of
http:p.%tter.ns


hesitate to..urder each other, etc. (as was evidehit in.t.he series, of 

bloody assassinations that rocked the Trarza Emirate between 1860 

,andl904).. Nevertheless, thu payments could hreate in the minds of 

certain Emirs (Mohamed El 11abib of Traiza', 1827-1860). the -idea-perhaps 

illusion would be a better word -that they'*6se'ssed au4tonomous power. 

Siarting f om French-the mid-l8th Century, the c"moved: to .:put an 

end to such fragile ambiguities. Using everything fkom punilitive, expe-.
 

ditions..to ful-scale campaigns (Faidherbe's campaign of 1854-1,856),,,.,
 

from ,skirmishes to raids, they ended Up undertaking -an undisguised 

colonization campaign at the beginning of 'the 20th 'Century, after the
 

Berlin Conference had ratified the partition of Africa...
 

•This, colonization campaign did not really end until 1934
 

(Gillier 1926, Gouraud 1945, VuillemiIn 1962),.
 

In a'country supposedly bereft of natiural esurcesi,-colonial 

power, motivated as. it was. principally by strategic and securicy.,ronsi

derations, was bound to be somewhat superficial. The government was 

.":atisfied to administer the territory from 'few'urban*enters !usually 

built.i o, serve ad hoc purposes. But the imposition of. taxes, the 

construction of new communications networks, the more or less sponta

........ 

neous s.pimulation of new consumption needs and: tastes.; all helped the 

market economy not only to spread fas~ter but also to tighten its hold 

on the society. (The colonial school system, even if it only affected
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a tiny fraction of the population, playel a part in this, as did the
 

urban e.tourqge that grew around the administrative post -- the people 

Hamid Xi Mauritaniy, 1974 has termed the "colonial boyocracy").
 

Pbwer then became centralzed in the hands of the colonial 

.-administration. And the administration, did not hesitate to use it 

iwhen necessary to crush any potentially independent authority centers, 

to coopt those who acquiesced in emasculating compromises, and. to boost
 

ncw elements committed, to its coloninl interests. The consequences of 

this. centralized domination for the evolution of Moorish society were
 

profound.
 

."With.the triumph of colonization, the process started by European 

merchants in the.17th.Century,.a process destined.to lead Moorish society
 

from p-rti.ql dependence to total submission to French economic and po

litical dictates, reached its conclusion.
 

We shall leave the delineation of its effects for later. 
For
 

the moment, we shall simply point out that from the perspective of
 

a nomadic world view, colonialism manifested itself in the form of a
 

phenomenon that was 
not only alien, but also oppresively bothersome:
 

the phenomenon of frontiers.
 

The tangj.ed web of.personal bQnds which in the past, rncre 
than
 

..any othqr factor,, 
ave every Bizani (Moor) a sense of identity (bonds
 
..........................
,.... , ,.... .
 

:of rafik,' status, caste, family,, clan and trbe) would in future have
 

to make 'room:for the faceless rules and refulations of States.
 

http:tangj.ed
http:p-rti.ql
http:destined.to
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•The ,new'phenomenon affected,.the cycles of nomadic ;movement. pasture
 

areas, and.,evdn the settlement of popul'dtion groups. Coloniplismi working
 

its way upWard from the south, speeded up the process of agglomeration
 

and sedentarization among the Moors of the Sahelian--Sudanese belt.. It
 

also cut off the great Northern raidersfrom their"tra'ditional sources
 

"f livelihood, .stranding some of them beyqnd Matlritania's norther borders
 

(Jean Arnaud 1973). Colonialism invblved the whd'le Moorish population,
 

from the first to "submit" to the last recalcitpp ,"diStidents". That 

unity of the Moorish world,. the Shingit, to whicll .sevdral'authors
 

(Ahmed Ben Alamin 1911, Marty 1916, Monteil 1940, 0.. du Puigaudeau
 

1967, Monod 1967, C. Taine-Cheikh' 1979) have drawn our attention as 
a
 

discernible phenomenon even though it has never given rise to political
 

unity, was balkanized by colonial administrative fiat. And the fragments
 

were portioned out between Morocco, Algcria, Mali, Westcrn Sahara and
 

Mauritania.
 

The extremely costly Saharan War - which cobbled up nearly 35 %
 

of Mauritania's 1977 budget, compared to a meager 2.1 % for rurAl
 

development -is part of the long-term fallout from this arbitrary
 

fission set off by the colonial powers.
 

The colonial period, isfar as Mauritania is concerned, ended on
 

November 28, 1960. But by then all the factors likely to deprive Moorish
 

society of control over the mechanis,js of its regeneration were already
 

present. These factors include the cities, those new centers of wealth
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..and power.,(Bonte 1972, Arnaud 1976); markets, brought within easy reach
 

..
by communipations networks and.vehicles, selling goods that have become
 

staple.s;, 
and 1ast but not least, a centralized administration which
 
J 

sees to .,t, that. All; this trafficking is carried on safely and with due 

propriety.,
 

. ht" we are tons.idering,-, then, is a process -of disintegratioq. 

Thd'key characteristics :of this ptroaess shoul'd be much more clearly. 

dig'cernible in the light of :the ,crises besetting, Iloorish society;r, 

wars, drought, -faniiae. 

We have sketched, in very'broad'utli'ne, the maj sta,4s by' 

which the Mo'orish population settled in Mauritania. We s1ll"now'prdeed 

to study the way the societv oDerates. 



PART ITTO 

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ORGANIZATION OF THE MOORS
 

Moorish society, fundamentally dependent on 
the Saharan envifoinment,
 

its homeland, has always been an agricultural and pastoral society count

ing, chiefly'on animal husbandry for its livelihood. The insightful
 

statement byRobert Capot-Rey (1953), 
to the effect that Moorishsociety
 

depended overwhelmingly on the dromedary and slavery, is. asuccinct
 

and accurate destripti6n of the situation. 
The breakdown of trans-


Saharan a breakdowin starting as far back as the end of the l5t
.trade, 


Century.;, the.consequences of colonial occupation; 
and the aggravating
 

onslaught of to, relentless, ever-advancing desert--all this has more"3
 

than merely changed the Moorish world; it has upset all the, economic!*'-' 

and social foundations of that universe. Noma(t made Ip.75% of
 

Nauritania'spopulation'in 1964; 
in 1977 they were down to only 33%
 

("Second Results" 1977). 
'in our study, we shall first outline the
 

changes in the material environment of the Bizani (Moors); after that we
 

shall look at changes in the organization of the society, properly.t
 

speaking.
 

I. T11E i;COLOKY OF TI:L IfOORS 

Under this'heading, all we propose to do is 
to provide a modest
 

survey of factors which, in the past as well 
as now, have conditioned the
 

lives of all Moors. In style, this exposition is deliberately descrip

tive; that does not prevent us from hoping that it might help locate
 



problems, lags, dis tortions, breakdowns in functioning-,- all .those 

preyalept.symptoms which ,for one reason or. another have come to- charac

terize -tha prevalent underdeveloped situation in auritania; we jalso 

hope the study might help indicate possible, ways of remedying the. 

situation.. 

Perhaps at this juncture we .nqd,,tomake it definitively, clear that. 

throughout this exposition, our canceptual starting points are the 

traditional resources and social. organization of the Moorish wpr.ld,.. 

shall fiiscuss changes that have transformed this world. 

But our Pri-ary foous will be on these traditionl!.resources and.:... 

social structures since it i .from them that Moorish society derives,;,
 

its specific identity. Difficulties and problems arise precisely from
 

the poi. ,s of contact between these traditional factors and what we
 

call, for the sake of convenience, "the modern world'.. It is onthese
 

points of contact ,that we need to concentrate in our thinking about those
 

notorious development bottlenecks we shall be discussing again.ofarther
 

on. For the moment we shall discuss what moorish society produces, what
 

it consumes, how its different producti are circulated and distributed.
 

I. '..,uJ T0"2 

The key areas of production are the twin areas of animal husbandry, 

and agriculture.. Food-gnthering activities, hunting, fishing and salt;;. 

extraction,. together with .L.ulicraft production, used to play a sipple

mentary role in meeting the modest needs of Moorish society.
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A. 	 ANDIAL HU , 'Y
 

All the essential features .of Moorish life are centered around
 

animal husbandry--to be more precise, the raising of one animal, the 

camel. The camel, aptly named the ship of theSahara, gaveth nomads 

a means of transportation especially suited to the desert clipate and 

to the kinds of trips sometimes made necessary by long-distance raiding
 

expeditions; beyond all that, the camel also served as a living larder
 

storing meat, milk, wool, and, in extreme emergencies, even water. In
 

the 	 North camel herding is linked with the regring of sheep and goats; 

it gradually yields place to cattle-herding in the areas adjacent to 

what was, only a few years back, the Sudanese climate zone. We must 

also remember that the principal export products of the Moorish economy 

darive from animal husbandry.. 

In point of fact, it would be enough to =rauion such problems as
 

animal tock, fodder, pasture land, water, skills and equipment, products 

and their varied uses, pathology and therapy, rituals, beliefs, etc., 

to give a comprehensive idea--or at any rate a pretty good idea--of the 

importance of pastoral activities in the life of this society. 

It is easy, quite without any prior, dogmatic desire to prove 

functionalist theses, to lay bare the nexus of bonds, interlinkages and, 

dependency relationships which tie these different factors to one 

another and involve them so intimately in the Moorish social structure 

that they condition and reflect its divisions, speciali ations and, 

hierarchies (shepherds, well-sinkers, craftsmen, marabout-healers etc.).
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Here we shall simply pick out a few essential points bearing more
 

directly on the evolutionof social relationships, in as much as this
 

evolution itself has an impact--negative or positive--on Mauritania's
 

economic development.
 

a): PASTU:iI*G AND SOCI'--1Ll22J)IhG 

Moorish animal husbandry, whether the animals in question be 

d'romdaries or zebu cattle, has always been of an extensive, range

roving type. To the challenge posed by the scarcity and low quality
 

of available fodder, Moorish herders have responded by developing long

range m, ility and great flexibility (Dubie 1937): Trancart 1940; 

Leriche 1953; Toupet 1977; Feral 1948). 

We know that among the great nomadic groups, the search for fresh 

pastures, reinforced by strategic considerntions, could sometimes
 

motivate yearly treks ranging around 2,000 kilometers (UNESCO 1961).
 

We shall leave geographers and soil specialists to work out an analysis
 

of natural conditions responsible for these pasture ranges, which vary
 

considerably from one region to the other, and from one season to the
 

citing work done by Madame H. Gauthiernext. Charles Toupet (1977) 


as well as by Charles Rossetti and
Pilters and H. Gillet in Chad, 


Naegele, gives figures for dry fodder yield in these pasture areas
 

varying from between 334 and 615 kilograms per hectare in the case of
 

a stand of askaf fodder (Nucularia perrini), to 8,600 kilogrhms per
 

hectare for some types of Sudanese grass. Confirming Naegele's findings,
 

Toupet pointed out the contrast between the sparseness of rag fodder
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(1000 kilograms of vegetation yield per hectare) and the abu.ndance of
 

swampland fodder (8,000 kilograms of vegetation yield per hectare). The
 

author mentions the toughiess and adaptability of different Sahelo-


Saharan plant species, as well as their notable tameness. Again refer

ring to figures given by .Iadame authier-Pilturs, he underscores the
 

observation that though the dromedary could logically be expected to 

eat a daily ration of 30 Lo, 40 kilograms of green fodder, its actual 

consumption was as low as 10 to 20 kilograms. A medium-sized zebu cow 

would, in comparisoh, consume 25 to 30 kilograms of green fodder in the
 

r:dny season and 6 to 10 -Ril6grams of hay in the dry season. 

On the basis of these dati,.different specialists estimate that an 

area between 6 and 12 hectare's would be,.needed to. support one of these 

large ruminants per year. 'In sub-desert and desert zones the area 

required would be much larger. 

We must ricmember these data when discussing the advantages of
 

sedentarization, the size of the animal population that can be maintained 

in the region under s'crutin', or ,the varied,.types of problems which could 

result from overgrazihg.
 

It is particularly important to locate areas .of responsibility 

precisely in order to shed appropriate lighton practical development 

options oriented toward the livestock sector,. 

In our historical introduction, we touched upon a few of the conse

quences of French col'onization: the society,suffered considerable
 

losses in terms Of men ah&espLcially of livestock during the first great
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colonization campaigns, and continued to do slo dniiifthd 1930's; but once
 

these initial haemorrhages became a matter of history, doioni'alism 

contributed significantly to population growth and to an increase in

livestock. The main rtasons for these increases were the establishmdnt 

of a number of health and veterinary posts throughout the country, the 

conduct of a few vaccination campaigns, and the abolition of the lawless 

of razzia raids. This predatory practice, in effect, became henceforth 

the exclusive privilege of the 'cblonl. government and its agents. 'All 

these changes resulted, logically enough, in a demographic'and spatial 

overload, an overload which in turn had to have repercussions on the
 

delicate balancing mechanisms of the Hoorish ecosystem (J.P. Hervouet,
 

1975).
 

Several specialists emphasize the destructive role of some types of 

livestock (goats) aud the negative activities of shdpherds, who are at 

times regarded as active nigents of the desertification process, owing 

to their penchant for stripping trees for fodder, setting bush fires etc. 

Other specialists, for instance J.P. Hervouct (1975), accuse the
 

Moorish shepherd of incompetence. Comparing him 'to Peulh shepherds who' 

make it a habit to accompany their flocks, sometimes even leading them, 

guiding them as they browse, these specialists say the Moorish shepherd 

is, by contrast, a rank amateur: his attitude to his flock essentially 

de tatched, his interest in the sheep overwhelmingly determined by the 

cash profit he hopes to gain from them. The truth, thbugh', is 'that the 

shepherds, generally recruited from vas-'al groups (Aznaga); ek-slaves 
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(Ilaratin) or slaves (Abid),)hA*Ve built up over the long generations a rich
 

store of experience. Adnitte6dly 9 the piictice bised on"thii4se:perien'
 

may have becomd somdwhati perfunct6ry f Om sheer repetitive routihe, 'but
 

it is still, in generalJ1 admirab1: ;'Ajited to the'rural environment. (In
 

this cohnection, traditional 'bre Cd"dits Deyloul,"the shepherd folk hero

of the Alihandhora era Touabir,'widi'grc'at wisdom--a signific'ant fact).
 

We must also point out thL~t thel torc of skills and techniqueIs is
 

in danger, doubly threatened as it is by deteriorating'natural conditions
 

on the one hand'and by the'accelerated alteration of the- ifistitu'tion'al 

and ideological frame of reference (cas:te systemS,' slavery) designed to
 

provide it with psychological rationalizatih's, 'on the other hand. ' 

With the introduction of the cash nexus' 'sh'phbrds, who'in the past 

drew nearly 'all their remunerat'in 1h kind fr6mthedaiiry products 'they 

generated, are now paid cash wag's. It is doubtful- whether thins :deve'lo-p

ment is conductive to the preservtion of the tr'aditional Lechno10gy of

the rural environment, especially since that traditional techndlogy is
 

already facing active competition from mechanical gadgets, with all 'their
 

apparent labour-saving prowess. Anirdal husbindry is not 'only the'dominant
 

activity of the Moorish countryside; it has also becoine an important 

source of employment in the modern, capitalist Sense. .
 

Quite' apart from the many ancillary occupations traditiondily Asso

ciated with animal husbandry--t ost handicrtft occtu.[itions were devoted to 

the manufactur6 of tools directly involvoed in animl husbindrtf milking

bowls, well-dills, harnesses, Sheais 'and clippers etc.--animal"hudbandry 
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used to offer, and still does offer, a very interesting assortment of
 

jobs in the categories of well-drilling and shepherding.
 

In the recently sedentarized settlements of Boutilimit region, we
 

have noted that in each settlement (comprising between 10 and 30 tent

households) there is at least one well-sinker (normally a Hartini working
 

with the help of his children) who provides water for the cattle; one or
 

two shepherds detailed to herd sheep and goats; and finally, in cases
 

where the settlement possesses milch-camels, a camel-herd.
 

That completes the picture as far as shepherding and the problem
 

of pasture lands are concerned. It must be added that as a rule, in
 

Moorish society, access to pasture is free. The only trammel on this
 

freedom of access comes from possibilities of control over access to
 

watering holes. In effect, these watering holes are generally owned by
 

triial communities. In time of need, these communities can restrict
 

access to such water holes or even deny access altogether to outside
 

individuals or groups.
 

b) WIT IM
 

In the peculiarly dry universe of Saharan and Sahelian Mauritania,
 

the water problem is a constant preoccupation.
 

Apart from perennial natural springs (guetta, plural: g:a) or
 

seasonal springs (Zaya, plural: zi) whose waters sometimes contain
 

desease-carrying microbes (bilharzia) or encourage the development of an
 

unhealthy atmosphere (malaria), the water needs of Moorish society are met
 
f ow els', '* *. ,',. h are", d i d river 

from wells (hasi, plural: hesyam_). These are drilled in dry river 
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basins after flood time. There are also wells of a type called ogla
 

(plurar: ogol); these are somewhat deeper that the hesyan type, but
 

just ap precarious, pince like the archan they are unlined. Lastly there
 

-is the bir (plural ebyar) or hissyan, to use the proper term; its depth"
 

(traditionally measured ii units called wagfa, equivalent to the height
 

of a n'-n with arms stretched upward) may vary from 20 to over 60 metres. 

The bi.L well is lined in the traditional manner, with straw and tree

trunks., Since the 1950's, cement-lined wells have also been added at the
 

initiative of governrent authorities. In theory these modern wells are
 

government p!operty.; in practice, however, they quite2 often become bones
 

of co.otention in ownership disputes. Furthermore, formerly the tradi

tional wells were maintained by the communities that dug them; but since
 

1959 the maintenance crews responsible for maintaining the modern weIls
 

have disappeared.
 

It is perfectly likely, what with the recent drought and migrationJlr.
 

away from the area, that many traditional and modern wells have become
 

unuseable,. not just from lack of maintenance, but simply from disuse'.'
 

A well too lo.ng, unused expires. 

.. for water-pumping techniques, apart from a few windmills and' 

diesel motor-powered pumps, which incidentally pose bothersom-e mainte 

nance problems, they have remained almost entirely dependent on tradi

tional methods: the delou (a leather bag), the rche (a long strip of 

unc.ured hide), and the t-teynna, a pulley made out of selected hardw6od: 

teychit (Balanites Aepyptiaca), imijij (Grewia Bicolor).
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Th%.; probllms have actually been worsened these past several years 

by the combined effects of the drought and population settlement. 

In.effect, if the number of animals needing water has fallen, water 

consumption,itself has probably risen, on account of all the changes in 

life style,(hygicnic, nutritional changes etc.)." The boring of holes 

for water, .and the transport of thewater to the settlements, have tradi. 

tionally been arduous tasks, especially at the end of the dry.season,, 

when humans as well as livestock are much debilitated; now tnese tasks 

becaupe
have increasingly grown all the harder to carry on, precisely 


the requisite.animal power is not available.
 

The.problem is crucial for much of the rural population; they are
 

obliged.to keep animals for pumping and carrying water', feeding them on
 

extremely expensive commercial fodder.
 

so does animal life. :As a rule,:;
Human life depends on water; 


animal life, mobility, health and productivity all depend in large.mea

sure on adequate water supplies.
 

c) PRODUCE..
 

The Moors get practically all the products they need for their
 

frugal existence from their livestock: milk, meat, wool, leather.
 

Special mention must be made of milk, the fundamental staple of, 
omadic
 

As for meat, it is a much treasured nutritional supplement. In

diet. 


forgotten that animals
this essentially mobile society, it should not be 


are also used for transport.
 

Charles Toupet (1977) gives the following figures on milk.andmeat
 

http:obliged.to
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productivity in the Moorisih economy in particular and.in chc Sahelian
 

economy in general. These figures have only a comparative,: not a:
 

definitive, value, because the yields in, dependent asthey are on par

ticularly unpredictable climatic conditions, are extremely varied.
 

- Daily Milk production-


Dry season ainy season 

Camel. 6 to 7 liter 0 to 12 liters 

Cattle 3 " 8 

Sheep 0.5 '; 1.5 

Goat 0.5 " 

'Toupet,citing a study by S.Kj KON (1959) stresses the point that
 

the camel'.yields:'the, richest rilk, liberally laced with vitamin C.
 

- eat production 

Camel 130 kilograms 

Bull (4 years old' 15.3 

Cow 100 

Sheep 70 

Goat 12-15 " 

Lamb 12-15 " 

It would be desirable t' relatc these figures to the neelds and
 

actual consumption figures of the nomads, if accurate figures.,cjld be
 

obtained.
 

At any rate, Moorish shepherds have great skill in recognizing good
 



milk-producing strains and, as far as possible, .perpetuating them through
 

the judicious use of studs (vhal, plural: vhul) in selective breeding.
 

They also know how by means of castration to raise physically more
 

robust and temperamentally more docile pack-afimals and young males, parti

cularly prized in the slaughterhouse business.
 

We shall revert later to other products (wool, hide). It may be
 

impractical to give a statistical estimate; nevertheless, it is possible
 

to point out that in times past, production was sufficient to provide
 

adequate raw materials for the periodic replacement of tents and the
 

manufacture of a truly variegated range of craft goods, especially
 

leather artifacts (mats, bedspreads, bags, harness, cords, etc.).
 

Simple yet very finely executed tanning techniques using local plants
 

(Acacia Nilotica pods, Acacia raddiana bark, Commifora Africana) make it
 

possible to obtain leather of truly extraordinary quality. This is an
 

aspect of Moorish life particularly endangered nowadays- the drought and
 

its consequences--destruction of livestock and vegetation, wholesale
 

rural depopulation-threaten it with extinction.
 

Before we move beyond this chapter on products, we should point out
 

that wool, which in the past was so highly valued as to be used for
 

used as
currency (the rtal of spun wool, about a kilo in weight, was 


legal tender in many transactions) is now in the process of being enti

rely superseded in the tent-making industry by strips of fabric imported
 

from Mali (qiv) or recycled pieces of clot' (from old clothes, sisal',
 

bags, etc.).
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It would be true -to say that the products of Mori-sh anitnal h'tsban

dry a.re wholly consumed by theproducers themselves. this a'pplies to the 

general economy, wi ,h the exception of live animals,which have always 

constituted'a predominant part of the external tradeot the Bizani world.
 

'And, except in times of natural disaster such as dt6ught, ohly
 
sterile female• nimals1 overAged st ck-and young ma'i animals get sold.
 

CONCLUSION 01 kNAiMAL HUSBANDRY 

Every single aspect of the lives of these Sahara- nomads is deeply
 

marked 'by the constant proximity, the almost innate familiarity of
 

humans with animals, especially as regards the camel which in the eyes 

6f all Moors is the prince of beasts, second in status only to the 

thoroughbred racehorse. Manifestations of this closeness are evident
 

in all areas of the society's material life: (nutrition, clothing,
 

housing,hnnvierafts); they are equally evident in the various cultural
 

spheres (folk proverbs, tales, poetry, law). Animal husbandry practices
 

themselves reflect the close bonds of affection tying the Moo'r to' his
 

f:lock".r the knowledge of each individual aninal"s'peculiar traits, the
 

' 
tone of its voice, its pedigree, its veterinary case history, and its
 

psychological mods, .o to speak, are all personal, emotional indications
 

'
of these links. 'We need t. take' care not'to lose sight of the unbreak

able nature of these ties between"'the Moorish families and thier animals,
 

when dealing with accusations of "irrational behaviour" lev.lTed by
 

some specialists against Sahelian stock-breeders, both Peulhs and Moors,
 

on the grounds that out of sheer supersitious attachment they maintain
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useless, supernumerary stocks less and less able to subsist on an environ

resources are nearing'r exhaustion. Contrary to these structures,
ment whose 


we think Pierre BONTE (1975) is perfectly correct when he points out
 

that this accumul,ion of livestock is in fact profoundly ration'al within
 

its original context (the Saharan and Sahelian economy), as lon'gas this 

context was not overwhelmed and madc dependent by the market economy. 

Providing the mode of savings best adapted to natural conditions in these 

+arid territories, the accumulation of livestock has++always been a res

tricted, fadily-based activity, dependent principally: on slave labor.
 

until recent developments trinsformed its practice.: It was not likely
 

to turn into'a means of social ostentation and 'economic speculation until
 

the capitalist economy imposed its domination on the Moorish world.;
 

' , ! : 
Thu recent years of drought, as we -shall see, have marely accelerated .

this phenvnenon.
 

AGRICULTURE
 

Climatic and soil crinditions, whose evaluation we leave to spe

cialists, here again determine the essential characteristics, possibilities
 

ird scope of agriculture in the land of the Moors. This is as true of 

oasis agriculture as it is of the dry or irrigated farming practiced in 

the Southern reaches of the Moorish w.,orld. We shall here concentrate 

on bringing out the social aspects of this agriculture0 

a) THE OASES 

Oasis agriculture is basted on the date-palm tree. Some traditions 

place its appearance in Mauritania as far back as the era of the mysterious 

';Rifour' (Munier 1955). 



It has spread:steadily since medieval times, from the Adrar region 

to Tagant, then to Assaba. Hunier estimated that ii 195.5 there were 

565,000 date-palm'trees (Munier 1955): in 1960, ac6ording to Agriculture 

Department estimates quoted by Charles TOUPET (1977), there were about 

805,000 trees.' Today there should be a total of around I milliqn. 

In the oases, the cultivation of date-palm trees is linked-.ith
 

that of cereals (wheat, barley) and vegetables raised onirrigated-land
 

in the shadow of the palms.
 

i. AGRICULTURAL TECHNIQUES. 

Generally speaking, agricultur.al techniques are quite simple; and 

the care of palm grove varies'a great deal from one regio0L t6t'he-next, 

from one grove to the other, and even from one owner to h other. There 

are so-called wild groves of palm trees which remain uncultivated 

throughout the year. no one going to them except during,the brief 

harvest season (El Moinam)., Then, there are other groves which, on the 

contrary, are given meticulous care and attenH.vely'watched over all
 

year round (Atar; Tidjikja). 

Date-paim cultivation, using rudimentary, locally-6ade -tools
 

(hoes, hatchets,-pruning shears, the gellac) is generail'y-though neither
 

exclusively nor always--the work of slaves (Haratin and Abid).,
 

Farm land holdings, when not jointly owned, are modest: exceptions
 

are the few large properties recently built up under colonial government
 

patronage (especially in Atar).
 

http:agricultur.al
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The entire system of cultivation, and in particular the system of
 

gr.avity-powered irrigation traditionally based on pendulum wells, now
 

partially superseded by motor pumps- this entire system of intensive
 

farming limits the cultivable land area. There is also, as we have
 

already pointed out, the additional pressure of severely restrictive
 

natural conditions.
 

In Adrar and Tagant, where the cultivation of pair--trees goes 

back a long time., the trees are planted by the most reliable method, 

from shoots. In Assaba, however, where the cultivation of Phoenix 

Dactylifera is much more recent, kernels and stem buds are planted 

a much less reliable method, which yields a high proportion of male
 

and infertile plants (Toupet 1977).
 

In the oasis palm-groves! the palm trees benefit from the horti

cultural care given the plants grown beneath them: wate2ring, fumigation,
 

pruning of the jerid, and, most of all, weeding. They are ortificially
 

fertilized by the agricultural workers themselves. In June-July comes
 

the harvest, coterninous with the liveliest period in the lives of the
 

Ksour (guetna, 0. du Puigandeau 1937). The quality of the date yield
 

varies enormously: from the much prized Tijoub variety to the Kerbar,
 

a typei often pounded and fed to goats. Yield quantities are just as
 

variable, ranging from 45 to 180 kilograms, depending on the type planted,
 

the care given to it, and the ecological context (Munier1955, Bonfils
 

1955, Toupet 1977).
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The bulk of the yield is consuned'where produced. The remainder.
 

is preserved in goatskin-klather bottles and marketed.
 

The plants intercropped with the date palm (wheat. barley, rmiilet,
 

tobacco, henna. mint), while taking up only a very limited amount of 

space, do provide an important 'dietary supplements as well as significant 

sums of extra cash earnings to the Ksour. 

The last fifteen years or so have seen an increasing diversification
 

of these plants intercropped with the date palm (tomatoes,'carrots,: 

radishes, lettuce. etc.). This diversification is connected with a dis

cernible expansion of the local market, and the evolution of .gastronomdic 

tastes. 

Among serious technical obstacles hampering date-palm cultivation, 

pride of place must be given to the water problem. In these last several 

years rain precipitation figures have fallen catastrophically; as a 

consequence, the underground water-bearing strata of the oued,..n6';longer 

receive fresh influxes of water. The water thb.refOre'gets bripier... 

Furthermore, even when it does not dry up completely£ it can only.:be. ' 

reached -afterwells have been sunk to increasingly greater depths--depths 

which seriously affect the output of pendulum wells-. 

Studies conducted in Egypt and Algeria, cited by Minier (1955 and
 
ChrirlesToupet (1977), have demonstrated that the number of liters of water 
one man can draw fror, depths of 2. 3, 5 or 5 meters is 3,000> 1 500; 1,300 
and I 50 r:espectively. rinier also adds at in of.. that depths excess 
7 neters, the pendulum well (achalial) loses its Usefulness,. 
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The specialists also stress the point that too many trees are 

clustered together on the cultivated )and area. Apparently there are 

as many as 400 to 500 date-palm trees per hectare, when the optimal 

total ought to be no tior: than 200 (tunier 1955, Bonfils 1955, Toupet 

1977). 

A further problem is that the plants are not properly cared for" 

in some cases they are actually ill-treated. For example, in their 

attempts to get rid of certain plant parasites such as.the dreaded Cochi

neal bug (taka), some agricultural workers imagine they have dealt with 

the problem when they perfunctorily wash off the parasite's track marks 

from the leaves with water. Others go so far as to set the tree trunks 

on fire. Possibly they kill the bugs this way, but quite often they 

end up killin.1 the trees in. the bargain. 

The above remarks should not lead us into the misconception that 

the Moors do not know how to look after their oasis date-palm trees. 

TOUPET draws attention to the great amount of labor expanded on washing 

down the fronds every day in the Tichitt area, from the time the "trees 

begin to bear fruit till the fruits reach maturity. This washing down 

is necesqary to rid the bunches of filmy deposits of salt that would 

hamper their .,rowth. Generally, palm cultivation requires so much tech

nical know-how, so much coordination (as in the climbing of the trees 

at harvest time), and so much strcpgth (for drilling wells, etc.), that'sJ 

it becomes in truth a skilled occupation. It is also hard work,.generally
 

assigned to th.1 most unfortunate stratum of Moorish society, the slaves 

and the llaratin. 
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In this connection, an appreciable number of records from the
 

colonial period (Colonial Adninistration reports from Adrar and Tagant)
 

and the late 1950's (Bonfils) bring us a very clear echo of the disastrous 

results of the emancipation of slaves as f3r as the oasis economy was 

concerned. 

Let us 'now c
turn to zonsideration of the social and. legal condi

tions governing work on the palm estates. 

ii. SOCIAL AND LEGAL CONDITIONS 

Like all land in Moorish country, OAsis farm land bears the imp.rin 

of a' c 6 llective, tribal landholding system. Family and .individual land

holdings are generally subordinated to this 'overall c'o llective context. 

Thus the names of the country's major palm groves promptly bring to mind 

the names of the tribes who, own them: Chinguetti belongs to thie Idawali 

and the Lagheal: Atar, Akjoujt and the lands adjoining. them belong to 

the Smassid and Ideichilli tribes.. Ksar El Barka and Rachid belong 

to the Kounta, Tidjikja belongs to the Idawali, etc. 

It is precisely to, preserve collective tribal rights as such that 

numerous palm groves have been turned into habous property, i.e., 

inalienable tribal property. On such land, only the yield from invested 

labour can constitute the object of a valid commercial transaction 

(purchase cr sale). 
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A consequence of this situation iz that.certain collective respon

sibilities devolve on the owners, especially responsibilities connected
 

with the cultivation of pal-n groves. Thus, a holder of usufruct rights 

who neglects the maintenince of the land in question right f ind himself 

sentenced by the jcnian (clan asseribly) to pay the wages of a person 

assigned to work on the land set aside for hiri (TOUPET 1977). 

This involverent of a person from outside the tribe, often a Ha.rtani
 

remunerated through a kind of sharecropping lease arrangement, brings us 

to a discussion of ferms of association, of sharecroppirLg arrangements,
 

i "he oases (Martin 1939, Dubie 1953, Toupet 1977).
 

The prevalent forms of contract arrangerent are three" 

- The sharecropping lease: this establishes a bcnd between a 

landowner (normally a "white" Moor) and a farm worker (normally a Ilartani). 

Under this type of contract, the landow.mer provides land and wells, 

while the Hartani supplies plants. When the palm trees start to yield,. 

that is, about five years after plantinrg, the palm grove is split equally 

between the landowner and the Hlartani. In Adrar, the shnrecropper gets 

only one-third of the palm grove. 

- A second odcu of association has to do with palr grcive maintenance: 

"the worker (often. as usual, a Hartani) must water the palm-trees 36 

times a year, plant a hedge around the palm grove, clear the 'tree trunks 

of dead branches (jerid), fertilize the palm trees, and harvest the fruit 

when ripe. His reward is a fifth of the harvest" (Toupet 1977, p. 276). 
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Often the i orker chooses clthe'r 'Modes of reiuneratiotn he can'get a fikcd
 

percentage (arch) or a me'asure of the yield of'each tree- called an
 

abboun, this measure is the.-quantity that can be contained in clothing
 

spread in the hollow triangle between a person's knees and waist when he
 

is seated tailor-fashion. Finally, the worker can opt to pick up the
 

dates which drop from the palm trees (Kernaf, ikernaf)- -to glean, so
 

to speak" (Toupet 1977, p, 277).
 

A third type of contract covers the crops grown under the palm
 

trees. Its provisions are extremely variable. Sometimes the IHartani
 

worker keeps the whole of this yield for himself, and the lindlord is
 

satisfied to have hir look after his date-palm trees. in other instances,
 

particularly in the Tagant, the worker only gets half the yield. In
 

addition, to all these payments stipulated in the contract, the Hartani
 

or the Abid '(slave) is also obliged to pay fe'es periodically to this
 

particular master or that one, as an earnest of his pursonal relation-

ship with him. All this should give us some idea of just ho , hard
 

working conditions are for primtnry producers on the onsis arms, and
 

how little they get for the work they do.
 

This is not a system c.iculated to motivate the Haratin to stay
 

in the agricultural sector. It has in fact caused a good ntmber of 

farm workers to desert the p-.im groves the iioment legal and ilwaterial 

conditions (viz: the proclamation of the abolition of slaveiy by the 

colonial authorities, the rise of new urban centers, transportation 



-41

improveiients) made it fiasiblc to do so. The consequence of this deser

tion has been not only a s.'oruage of manpower but also a serious
 

deterioration in the technological capital of the oases. 

Needless to say, any scheme aimed at thangifng thi s st.ate of affairs 

for the better has to come to terms with the need to: improve, the status 

of the primary producers. 

b) FARMII% ON FLOOD PLAINS AND IN DAM-IRRIGATED AREAS 

For a long time permanent'ly settled Moors and even semi-nomads 

have carried on other types of agriculture whose importance in the Bizan 
economy continues to row in close correlation with the continuous, long

term shouthward migration and the sedentarization that oes along, with it.
 

i. TECHNIQJES AND PRODUCTS 

Here again, natural conditions, especially conditions of precipi

tation (Toupet 1977) impose their laws on agricultural practices involving 

very scanty material capital. The hoe and the axe are the main instruments 

of this type of farming which, until recently, was carried on in ignorance 

of the plough and the wheel.. 

On both dam-irrigated farms and farms dependent on rain water, the 

chief cr'op remains millet (Sorghum gambicum, called ta hallit in Hassani 

Inguage,; and Sorghum cernur.1, called bechna in iapssani). These are often 

intdr-cropped with white beans (V4-na giniensis, called adlian in 

Hassani) and watermelons (Citrullus Vulgaris. called voundi or chirkach 

it, Hassani). 



-42-


Yields are usually low.. Charles Toupet (1977) gives figures of 

6 to 7 hundredweight per hectare for sorghum., the only commercially 

important crop, and 4 to 5 hundredweight for the other cereals, and for 

watermelons. Total yi&1d, already at the mercy of unpredictable 

climatic conditions. suffers in addition from the depredations of certain 

natural pests: locusts, "millet-eaters", rats, etc. Very often, too',. 

yields are affected by lac. of seed, and by the inadequacy of 'availible 

labor - the cultivated land, plain. or artificiallyas area (watered flood 

irrigated land) reaches a certain size. 

It is precisely to reduce their dependence on the caprices of 

climatic conditions, even if only partially, that the Moorlh populations 

have learned to erect dams across the basins of the main oueds'. Some; 

of these dams have been in operation since the end of the .19th century.
 

In most instances, these dams are frankly ramshackle constructions 

amounting in fact to nothing more solid thin an earthen dike layered over 

with a facing of flat stones. The builders are mnostly iratin and members 

of other subject groups. 

Since the late 1950's, the colonial administration, followed by the 

Mauritanian governmant, have had a number of dams built. While these new 

dams are in principle sturdier than the traditional cons tructions,:.they 

also happen to be rauch more expensive. 

The dams, which have at times helped nomadic groups, settle down, 

have not been uniformly positive in their effects. Apqtrt from encourag

ing predictable damage such as soil 'exhaustion, thase dams have also
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been manipulated for political electioneering purposes (Toupet 1977);
 

such abuse had led to chaotic siting, and, with some areas getting. a
 

multiplicity of dams all bunched up close to each other, to situf.tions 

bordering on the absurd: all too offten dams belonging to different 

tribes are built along the same oued. The practice has led to numerous
 

confrontations, especially in pnrticularly dry years, when downstream 

dams are starved of water.
 

Fith this observation, we turn to a consideration of social 

conditions determining agricultural practices in dam-irrigated areas 

ani flood plains. 

ii. SOCIAL CONDITIONS
 

The general observations we have already made about the tradition

ally tribal nature of Moorish Ianholdin practices apply equally to 

flood-plain farms and farms on rnin-watered lind. The all-pervading 

importance of this,:probilem in Moorish rural life is underscored by 

the prevalance of long-lasting disputes, sometimes degenerating into 

extreme violence, right down to this day. 

Formerly, f~nily land rights, held in the context of tribal owner

ship, only rarely went together with the practice of the landowners 

working the land themselves. 

As in the oases, most of the work in these areas is also done by the 

Haratin. The methods by which they are paid for their work vary widely 

(Martin 1935, Dubic 1953, Toupet 1977). 
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Contract provisions vary from region to region. Thjey also vary
 

according to whether the Hartani belongs to the same tribe as the land

owner.
 

In the Tagant, Trarza and Brakna areas, the general rule-sti'pulates 

that a Hartani farm worker, if he comes from the same tribe as his land

lord, and depends on him for nothing but the soil the works on keeps 

90% of his harvest, delivering to the landlord only the. remaining tithe. 

In Adrar region, if the landlord supplies half the seed in-addition
 

to the land, he is entitled to half the harvest.
 

It would be appropriate at this point, by way of a~concliusion to 

this exposition on agricultural cond.itions, to emphasize the point that 

a crucial development h ,. taken place, beginniing with the onset of 

colonial occupation, and steadily picking up speed these last veral 

years. The key manifestations of thi3 movement are, first, an acce.-'

rated southward migration of the Moorish population, especially the,-, 

Haratin, motivated by a desire to benefit from the comparative protec

tion the colonial aUthorities offo;:ded them against their traditional 

overlords; and se'condly, an increasingly wide spread process of permanent 

settlement, a process which in our time has resulted in a 

proportions between nomads and sedentary communities, as pointed out 

above. We shall take up the nultiple implications of this evolution
 

later.
 

For the moment, let us simply underline the importance of its impact
 

on agriculture, both in terms of the ever-increasing numbers of people
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involved, and in terms of thu scial relationships attendant upon it. 

The fact is that the Haratin, ,Ithered toether in self-o;gvernin* 

villagcB , show a rising tendency to want to break free of the bonds
 

that tied them to their traditional masters. And they are also posing
 

the problem of land ownership in new terns,, "the land to those who
 

till it".
 

As for the landowners, they have lost a labor force which was 

refractory even when it did not simply disappear, following the lure of 

distant places. So, they arc beginning, admittedly with rather ill 

grace, to resigni themselves to working the land. 

All this brin:gs up to the conclusion that inside Moorish society 

itself, the entite traditional equilibriun, based largely on the econenmi 

and political hegEnony of nomadic herdsmcn, is fallin.- (part. Those 

who stand to ,ain from this .isintegration, at least potentially, are 

the erstwhile subject groups, now permanently'or semi-permanently settle( 

ind carrying on 'triclture as their main occupation. 

C. 	 CROP-GATIIERIN--IIUNTICG--FI SHING
 

In this society over which, we must remember dtstitution hovers
 

perennially, crcqp-gatherin ;,hunting ind fishing at tirie-s:br.in in
 

appreciable supplementary income. In certain marginal:caes, these 

pursuits may even bcrme exclusive, quasi-hereditary 'occupations. 

http:tirie-s:br.in
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a) CROP-GATI ETRINO 

This involves a wide variety of procihts, from medicinal herhs.;to 

tanning birk, including 'a wi'de assortment 'of wiild fruits particularly 

suitable for suppiem enting the diets of the' slaves aid the Haratin 

which are worse than inadequate. 

Still, the only one of the-plants involved which has iven rise to 

significant commercial activity is gum arabic. In forner t,mes, tbis 

was obtained in large quantities from Acacia Senegal~ trees along.th . 
Senegal river between the Trarza and' Assaba'areasi This: commodity, which 

also'figures in traditional medicine'and 'nutrition (Mokhtar:;O/Hamidon. 

1952 ':ohamedSalem O/MrKhattlr''t 1959), actd'aliy played 'a pi," .,al!;role. 

in ccinrercial transactions betw'een Southern ioors and Eurolt.rade .* 

for two centuries and a half (DelcoUrt1952,'"Father.Labat ,728i La 

Courbe 1685, Durand 1802, Cultru 1910). SlaVes-did the pickingof the, 

product. In general, they were harshly treated, and the totaliyield 

has fallen considerably since the inception Of colonization.r-.,The., 

relaitive emancipation of the slaves is only part of the readon-for .this . 

fall; a further contributing cause is the drop -in de.iand oceasioned;.-by 

competition from synthetic subtitutes. 

What with the harsh effects of a dozen 6rso:.years..of,drought on 

the forest vegetation, and the total" overturn of social relatiolships, 

the gathering of gum arabik has dwindled intor:.a practically:insigiiaf.cant 

activity. 

http:along.th
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b) HUNTING
 

Hunting plays only a marginal economic role, in fact:. So ins'tfed
 

of going into lengthy disquisitions on its economic value, we could
 

expatiate on its psycho-social significance, especially on the fact that
 

it was closely linked with martial activities in general, and in
 

particular with the still very lively craze for target practice in
 

Moorish society.
 

Against the background of the ravages of the drought and the -Sahara
 

it would help
War, such a discussion would not be entirely out of place: 


envisa-ge an effective environmental protection policy. However, we 

shall here simply indicate the existence of a group, numbering at most
 

some three hundred individuals, now threatened with extinction. For this
 

group, hunting (eked out with a dash of stock thieving on the side) was'
 

not just the one source of livelihood; it also provided the ubiquitous
 

nexus of their entire life style. The group is the Nemadi,"a caste
 

within Moorish society. Because of its picturesque character, this'
 

group has had far more attention devoted to it in c<-.nc.ogical literature
 

than its real importance in Moorish society warrants (Marty 1930,
 

Brosset 1932, Garbou 1917, Gabus 1952, Laforgue 1926).
 

c) FISHING
 

The Imraguen fisherfolk have been made notorious by factors very
 

similar to those that have put the Nemadi hunters in the limelight.
 

Operating along the Atlantic seaboard, this group appears on record as
 

far back as the 15th and 16th centuries in Portuguese accounts. In those
 



accounts they are described as having practically the same traits they 

exhibit to this day. The group is tiny, numbering at the mosta.'few'' 

hundred people' of d6pendent status; :(Harati'nor vassals).' 'They ielyon 

extremely iudimentary techniques for fishing in very'rich waterS. 

Socially they are looked dor'n upon; economically they are brutally 

exploited. Up jixtil 1937, these fishermen were obliged to pay'seven 

separate fees to seveIn: epardtt overlords outt of the very chancy hauls'*' 

they managed to bringin'(Lo-tte 1937, Gruvel 1906, Gruvel and Chuaeau
 

1909, F.X. Pelletier 1975). Being the only fisherfolk amon~gthe Moors,
 

the "nmraguen are better off than the Nemadi in one sense: the commodity 

they depfd-6n is'not in as immediate a daiger of lexhahution. On the 

contraiy, itlis'ctually acomodity 'f permanent cMMercial value. 'This' 

is particularly: tue of mullet roe, which goes intob th making of a kind' 

of Mhuritanihn caviari: nicknaneid "poutargue n.'ifact, it 'is precisely 

because their fish is so valuable that the Imraguen, after suffering 

exploitation at the hands of feudal. despots .(exploi.tat on by warlords 

having been superseded. by the religious manipulation practiced by the:.i.,; 

mnrabouts), have: nowl come under the power of..the, ocean-fishing companies. 

Since 1919 , when the- Soci6t G6n~rale de laGrande Pache was incorporated, 

these companies have subjected the Imraguen to increasingly damaging,: 

competition, while dictating the most stringent terms for the. purchase 

of the Imraguen haul.
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D. 	SALT MINES
 

Before'we conclude this chapter in traditional resources, we should
 

'
touch 	on the salt mines. This is necessary not because these mines are '
 

currently of any economic importance, but because they do.have a
 

historical aid',ociologica! significance. Salt mining, in fact, played
 

a key 	role in Mobish trade during the precolonial era.. The:old caravan
 

centers of'Oi~ad ne, Chinguetti, Tichi,.t and Oualata owed much.of their: 

ancient prosperity to the salt trade. And finally, on the.socilogical
 

level 	salt mining served as a nerve center for a whole network of powek .
 

relationships, patron-client links, and bonds of dependency in w;hich, as
 

is so often the case in Moorish society, the owners--in this caselthe
 

Kounta of Ouadane, the Emirs of Trarza-are seldom the worlkers:
 

dcpendent"Aghzazir, Haratin et al. (Gaden 1910, M-re 1916 Diego Brosset
 

1932, 	Duchemin'1951).
 

All things considered, domestic salt mining should be potentially
 

capable of supplying Mauritania's domestic needs. But any attempt to
 

-ive the salt miaing industry should begin with a determined effort
 

to abolish or at least to lessen the traditional feud4a..kxploitation
 

that grew up around it.
 

E. 	THE HNDICRAFT INDUSTRY
 

One cannot leave out handicrafts in any discussion of production
 

in Moorish society. The Moorish Handicraft industry, closely connected
 

with the society's total lifestyle, produces an enormous variety of
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artifacts ranging from the moungach (thorn-removing tweezers.)., to the.
 

jehfa ( a magnificent ladies' palaquin for camel-back riding), with all 

the society's necessities and luxury articles in between. 
And all this.,.
 

productivity is based on local raw materials (wood, leather), though
 

metal (iron, copper, silver, gold) is imported; the techniques developed,
 

for instance in jewelry, are sometimes highly ornate, even though the
 

tools used are 
simple (anvil, hammer, drill, punch and bellows).
 

Traditionally, craftsmen used 
to receive their payment in kind (in
 

the form of milk, cereals, livestock), within a context of patron-client
 

relationships tying them to their warrior or marabout overlords. 
 But
 

since colonization the handicraft industry has 
come under the influence
 

of the cash nexus as 
a result of the Moorish society's disintegration
 

under the impact of several factors: the breakdown of nomadic husbandry, 

followed by sedentarlzation and urbanisation; the weakening of tradi

tional tribal and hierarchical bonds, changes in taste, which trends 

increasingl'y toward "luxurj litems (jewelry, silver, teapots, ashtrays,
 
'
 

gift-boxes, etc.) ,and away from the useful artifacts that were traditio

nally in demhand. 

Furthermore, this evolution is not only evident in a shift from
 

utilitarian production to luxury production; it also reflects a profound
 

change in the life style and tastes of the Moors themselves! in thepast
 

the silver anklets called akhelkhal, plural akhakhel, were considered
 

the Moorish woman's most prestigious items of jewelry (0. du Puigandeau
 

1967, Gabus 1955, Delaroziire 1976); nowadays hardly any jeweler makes
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them any more.
 

This is another area in which a considerable set of skills is dying
 

out. Moorish craftsmen have in many instances showed a remarkable flair
 

for assimi'lating novel elements into their repertoire of skills. A
 

good example is the panache with which they recycle all sorts of jetsam
 

from the industrial world. The question is: to what extent will all
 

this talent survive the destruction hovering over all the structure of
 

the Moorish world?
 

In fact this question concerns more than the material prpduction of
 

the craftsmen; simultaneously and inextricably, it concerns the survival
 

of the craftsmen themselves as a specialized group within Moorish
 

society. It is a question we shall take up-again later.
 

This brief survey of the ruthl Moorish society's resources seemed....
 

necessary to us as a means of making clear the structural framework
 

undergirding the total social edifice we are called:upon to examine. At
 

the end of it, the conclusion we come to is precisely that the twin
 

bases of this social edifice, viz.: the institutions of pastoral nomadism
 

and slave'labor, are at the moment undergoing a crisis of unprecedented
 

proportions. What w4esee happening is a generalized and practically .
 

irreversible deterioration of every aspect of production in the rural
 

world of the Moors. Meanwhile-a slow change in attitudes toward manual
 

work, generally looked down upon, is beginning to take place.
 

The weakening of the society's Abilities to produce what it needs to
 

satisfy own needs is pushing Moorish society into increasingly more
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pronounced patterns of dependence. We shall look at some of the' clearer,,
 

symptoms of this cdcepeiing dependence when we turn to an examination of
 

consumptWon ,patterns among the Bizan.
 

2. ' 'COUNSUMPTION
 

The harshness of environmental conditions bas conditioned ai certain
 

ascetic attituae to 'life in Moorish society; under.Islamic-guidande this

asceticism has developed into an ideology of self..abnegation and 'persve

an ideology is hob-til'erance in the face of trials. In principle sucp 

to any hedonistic tendencies, and inimical to all acquisitiveness 

motivated by ostentation. 
I . r .*.2, 

, 

There is an anecdote, perhaps apocryphal.but nonethele" elo'quently
 

in certain families
illustrative of this official contempt for.wealth: 


to wear new
not so lonp ago, so the story goes, it just was not don 


So servantsclothes--such behavior was considered vulgar, .in poor taste. 


When they were nG longer.,new the'owners..,
got to wci'new clothes first. 


were free to wear them.
 

This rationalization of poverty, quite obviously, is morally 

functional in an environment in which people ,have to use A'great deal of 

energy and considerable ingenuity merely,.to;.sur.vive. On thie place of 

actual behavior, however, the ideology does not entirely exclude aspira

tions to wealth, pomp and circumstance; after.alli in-this same universe,
 

largesse, generosity and the .ability to spend.wIthout thought of return
 

are exalted qualities. So modest though its resource 'may be, Moorish
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society is neither immune to inequalities of income, nor, in these last
 

several years, is it impervious to an attendant phenomenons: the increas

ing polarization of rich and poor. But how, among the Moors; is wealth
 

defined?
 

As far as the traditional rural world is concerned, the answer is
 

easy. The Moors are before all else pastoral nomads. And we have
 

expatiated at some,!ength on the importance of livestock in their lives.
 

We can therefore dispense with long explanations as to why, from the
 

point of view of these people, being rich means above all else ow'ning
 

large herds of livestock. This was axiomatic in precolonial times. In
 

those days livestock and savings were practically one and the same thing
 

and herds were not merely the preferred from of accumulation--they were
 

the mother-lode of all wealth.
 

Ownership of livestock made possible a range of wealth-distributing
 

arrangements which could involve the sharing of dairy products--milk,
 

wool, meat--among members of a settlement; the herding of animals by
 

servants, who gained some sustenance therefrom; the giving of various
 

kinds of long-term (mniha) to clients or needy relatives. Through the
 

working of such arrangements livestock ownership made it possible to
 

establish and to maintain social networks based on relationships of
 

allegiance and solidary interdependence. Without these networks wealth
 

had no. meaning. As a matter of fact, in the conditions of endemic
 

insecurity typical of the Moorish countryside up till the 1930's wealth,
 

could simply not have been accumulated or protected in the absence of such
 

social networks.
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Within the institutional framework of the razzia--n combined 

military and commercial expedition in whose conduct motives of economic 

gain were often dominant, and which constituted the chief occupation 

of the-warrior gr6p livestock w, s both the means used and the ulti

mate objective of all military operations. Because sutift'mobility was 

crucially important in this type of.operation, race-horses and damels 

acquired considerable prestige: they were a wealth-generating f6im-of 

wealth, in-effect. And the Moo's'h-vda perfectly hard-nosed awarendss 

of the ibportance of these.animals- Ahmed Ould M'hated , Ernirof 

Adrnr (1.871-1891), dying of gunshot wot'nds in an encounter with a 

group 'of Ideichilli adversaried,, and wanting to makerhis last wishes;: 

known to his successor Ahmcd Ould Sid Ahmed, first commended the family 

horses to his care, and only then proceeded to demand vengeance against 

his killers (Ahmadou Mahmadou Ba 1929). 

Tolay the race-horses, have practically vanished from the scene; 

but camels, already sought after in the past' have become even more.:, 

so, their attraction.reinforced' by their-greater resistance to the 

drought of the L.st severil years. Add to. this the. fact that incd . 

1973 all taxes on livestrck have been suspended, and tha fact that 

the newly rich are star.p'eding to invest their assets in herds of camels 

is bound to appear not so astourding after all. - And.thdr. camels. are ,: 

not the only objects of speculat.ion Or ostenta'tious acquisitivenes's. 

A rich man, a rich Moor, to be precise, has to own herds of 1*il' 

the other types of livestock reared in his region: cows;' sheep, 
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goats, donkeys. He must also own lots of slaves.,.and iin the-oasis
 

regions, he must own palm trees, as a matter of course.-.
 

These norms derived from a rural, pastoral civilization still
 

influence the economic behavior of a very large majority of Moors. 

However, :they are in the process 'of being superseded by fcrms o)f savings 

and wealth accumulation directly derived from the capitalist world
 

and the town. it has created. The general and steadily increasing 

infiltration of imported consumer goods--ranging from razor blades anI 

transistor radios tb sedans -- in the day to day life of the Moors,
 

helps with evry.parwing day to speed up this change and to widen its
 

scope.
 

Thus t'he wealthy man of today is likely to have the bulk of his 

po sessicns in town, or even abroad. He probably is a commercial agent 

with a monopoly over imports of a particular product line (cars, office 

equipment, mass-consumption food items such as milk, coscous, macaroni, 

noodles, spaghetti). Or he might own a real estate business, enjoying
 

contacts with the State Marketing Board, which is about the only outlet
 

for larre-.scale deals. He owns houses as well as a luxury car, prefe

rably a Mercedes Benz. In addition, he owns retail shops which he 

gives ;to young relatives to run. Finally, h owns livestock herds. 

Increasingly,: though,- such heri's ' tend to fall into the pastime category. 

They are becoming .what we advisedly term "secondary herds", by analogy 

with European-style secondary residences. In. other words, the owner of 

these herds hires. someone to look after them, and as a rule takes no' . 
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further hoti'ce of: them save dur in:. his vacatioiRs; or his weekend rest 

periods. This still puts him in a po sition to. mak.e substanti3l prpf its 

from the .'erds. for examnle bv selling a nortion when crnnlitinnq Irp 

ri, ht. 

The existence of these vacation-.time .livestock herds shows the 

limits of the Moorish world's integration into the capitalist leisure
 

market, in the area of nutrit ion, clothing or housing:. 

A.*;- NUTRITION AND SOCIO-ECONONIC CHANGE
 

In the first part of this study we limned -the material .foundations
 

of the!Moorish universe, making sureto highligLt the fict that this 

society"s production system provi-les extremely,sparse food resources.
 

V-..new-proceed t .gZive mere precise, though still generalized, infcrmat ion 

on 'nitition and nutritional changes. in Moorish society. .(D,.ta collected 

from an inquiry will provide a more-exact and more detailed picture). 

We. shall start by pointing out that' the generall: institutional 

frame of reference which 'irovides a context for Moorish nutritional 

practices is the Malekite variety of Islamic'faith. This dewowiation 

gives explicit rules governing the nutritional behavior -6f.":Its 'dherents. 

The relevant basic stipulations are to be found in Ver3es 1:5 and 116 

of the Surat of the Bees, in the Koran: 

"Allah forbids you to consume only these: the flesh of a dead
 

animal, blood, pork, and whatever has been consecrated to any but,.Allah.
 

But whosoever, without intending rebellion or transgression, is forced
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to consumed such, Allah'-hill forgive him and be merciful unto 1im." 

(Blachre Translation 1966). 

Dohnkeys, mules and horses are not eaten either, though they are
 

not specifically forbidden. It is probable that in this case habits
 

.carrynore weight than legal institutions.
 

Islam condones the eating of all si-i-foodo 

Still, this liberal dispensation has failed to root out the long-staryling 

prejudice, quite independent of religious values, which Moors (with
 

the exception of the Imraguen) harbor against fish.
 

Moorish dietetics are very closely inspired and ccnditioned.by
 

the sparseness typical of the Saharan environment. According tc.
 

popular lore, it is preferabL to eat a large quantity of a single
 

is

staple, just one a day. The most sought-after food item (for men) 

This is cooked either by boiling or by raasting directly inmeat. 

smoked - a form in which it keeps asanl. It is also eaten dried or 

Fish is
long time, apparently without..losing its nutrient value. 

extremely unpopular among itheMoors, who are particulirly offended 

be sold fresh, it tends to insinuate itselfby its smell. Wiere it cat 

into urban diets in the form of the Senegale e dish called Cibujen.
 

meaning, in Volof, rice with fish. 

Milk is the fundamental staple of traditional Moorish diet, 
much
 

more basic than meat .(since the slaughter of animals is in fact rare).
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It is drunk fresh or curdled and diluted, in a concoction that may be
 
' "/' ' ": . ..' ! ' ' . " .... . :.... 

sugared and which is the national beverage of the Moors--Zrig. Milk
 

was in former times almost the only nourishment of many herd.cn,
 

especially during the rainy season, when the animals usually producl
 

adequate supplies.
 

, At such times it was possible for people, especially women, follo

wing the custom of forced feeding aimed at fattening themselves, to 

consume stupendou s quantities of milk. 

This practice of forced ffeeding has playe4 qi very important. part 

in Moorish socialization. Now it- is dying ovt for, reasons both material 

(milk is scarcer -because, of: the drought and the consequent decimation 

of livestock) and cultural .(esthetic tastes are chinn ing). 

The custom of forced feeding probably has its roots in the poverty 

iniextricably associated with: the Sahar-an environment, in the anxiety 

generated by this' poverty, and in. the desire to escape it,, hold by 
s .m.haft. .th
, fasio
 

stockpiling reserves of,. human, adipose tisste, scmha after.the fashion 

of the camel's hump. Atanyrrate,, the custom has helped turn the 

Moorish woman into an 'idle .creature, almost 3n.;invalid, a.prestige 

object'whose value is;.or rather used tp.be, prqportional to her corpu

lence. 

This practice, added t6 th_--status defined for womenby: relig.on 

or custom (women being regarded as minors -in law,. women being obliged. 

to wear voluminous clothing covering up the entire body, etc.), has 
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played a major contrihutory role in relegating women to a marginal role
 

at all levels of active life. From an economic point of view, this is
 

days, with*increasing
even more dysfunctional when we consider that 'these 


sedentarization and urbanizaticn, women are tending to lose dven the-

role they had in the production and reproduction of material goods and
 

cultural values in the traditional rural milieu, a role including"the
 

creation of tent homes and furniture, and the education of children.
 

Coming back to the question'6f milk, we should note that for the
 

last few years, 'ithAs been 6bmingtiainly from commercial and international
 

aid sources. The reason, once again, is the catastrcphic situation
 

which makes the
of livestock'. This shift in the source of milk, 


Moorish wotld even more dependent on imports, came about in a matter of
 

a few years..
 

We can see the same evolutiotiwhen we examine the other itigre

diants of Moorish diet. Fo- he last: couple of decades, rice, almost
 

all, of it imported., bs at.1eat. partially. replace~d millet,. long 

Mauritania's most.copiously consumed cereal staple. The people of the 

Ksour areas, .(Ouadane, Chinguetti) provide Moorish society with about 

the only fruit it consumes, narmel~y dates. They also make certain sweet 

foods from wheat and.barley,. especially cakes. Finally, in recent years 

water-melonsjybedns and green vegetable~s have been introduced in
 

dif n fr it t . .
 

different forms into the diet of the settled agricultural populations.
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Techni ues ibr: preserving' the society's :various food ijtems are
 

either very crude or 4uitc siiipiy, rnnexis:tent.. ; This is a problem 

obviously de'serving sped~il attentiora1 , es.pecially since .sedentarization
 

has removed certIain obdtAdles cohnected. with noadic..nrrrs . such as the 

desire to ireduce 'movableproperty to the.ess.ential pinimum. 

There is, notably, no techiique used in' this dotivy for the l6ng

term preservation of milk; the only 'inl.-d.i dpr6duetroessed to.
 

last a long time is butter. Yet the fact is that nume&ois settlements
 

produce more milk than they consume, especially rn the rainy seagon;
 

sometimes they simply let it go to waste.
 

Grain is stored in extremely ricketty granaries, usually made of
 
t. ; ;: 

straw. This dc~es not always protect the harvest ad6quAtely against. the 

ravages of pests, inclement wea.ther "etc. 'This problem needs' to .'be 

studied and solutions devised. 

It would be inappropriate to'end this dic.ssibn of Modrish diet 

without mentioning tea. Tea is a beverage'ofrelative.y.recent'vintage 

in Moorish life, having been introduced from Morocco around'the middle 

of the 19th century by the Oulad Bo'u Sba(Leiiche 1951). DiBut it hbs 

grown into a prime ingredient in Mauritafiia' day to day 'life.- _Enjoying!, 

pride of place in family consumer budge, (Andriahamana 107:9.) -tea- ,s no, 

longer simply a food item; it has reached' t:le higfilydignif.l4d St tus'.of 

a social ritual. It is. nothing less- than the standArd accompaniment of 

every conversation and every teception, ,the drink every,,qsitor is 

offered.
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More clearly than any other product, tea symbo14z.es the.i~1creasing
 

and evidently irreversible dependence of Moorish society on the import.
 

market. For tea, the national beverage of the Moors, is actually
 

imported: green tea leaves from the People's Republic of China, sugar.
 

mostly from the European Common Market. In the 1950's the Mauritanian..
 

Youth Association (A.J.M.), embryo of a Mauritanian national conscious

ness, seemed to sense in a rathe: inchoate way the strangeness of this
 

situation: comparing tea to a sedative dulling the people's fighting
 

spirit, the Association advocated limiting the standard number of
 

glasses offered at tea-drinking sessions to two instead of the three
 

required by conventional propriety.
 

The same trend toward dependence is discernible in the evolution
 

of taste in matters of dress and housing.
 

B. DRESS AND SOCIO ECONOMIC CHANGE 

For a long time Moorish dress fashions have been dominated by the
 

monopolistic hold of the so-called "Guinea fabric", whose dark blue dye
 

fades right on to the wearer's skin, giving rise to the exotic touristic
 
. . . ' ' i .. : ' * ... ., . i " ". , " " " . 

stereotype of the Moors as the "blue people". In recent years, however,
 

under the influence of styles and models spread by the urban leisure
 

classes, Moorish dress fashions have become highly diversified. They
 

have also become highly expensive.
 

This rise in consumer demand is not backed by any increale in 

local textile production: in fac it is not backed by ttil' ' ......., ... '.'.. .. " ',." °' ' ' " " " - " 
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production, period. In traditionalr(|ooriPg1-i ci-ty"children did not 
• . . . . . .. . . . . . .. . . . . . . . 

'usially wear any clothes at all ti'.*.Athg6'g of eight or ten, for adult 

diothes, th6 practi'"was to uso .jst as 'imah material as was funictii

nally necessary. As :a result th.qvomen's ihihaf (singular: melhaia) 

and thf_ men's draric (singular:.., d.raa;). fe 'not half as capacious-as 

they now are. And members of the spiety'g~nteraliy took pains to 'se 
imported fabrics as economic-aly 5,possiblX< "so that, for int hde, 

not so long ago the baggy trouser s worn by ,en, (called serwal,"piur1l: 

with'recycleo fromftheir•serawil)i us,d to be made 'materia.sal~aged 
.wives' and sisters' cast-off mlahaf rob.s.. Today.-,hoawver, we see.a,
 

diversification, in quality and an increase in q,4oii.ti. i's 6f cLtthing 

mater.l *-f patently bordering on the artificialh. -'-echnico ..ten 

fabr.ic.s are invoguG, orndiary apd. r.elatively.,.expecnsiVf.abri.s: (a:............... .. ... : 

cotton percale boubou costs 500...to 60.0 ougiya) are stedadly .1os:ing out 

to more exnensive,:fabrics. The change z,. tastes: i doubt1issr.e. 
1.., 

profitable from- the fasbion-dcsign.,:rs' poiL0 .of .v w ( had.-embrei 

dered "tazin"..fabric bbubou can co.st 5,000 .9uguiy.a and eyen mcr.). 

Such an evolutl'on mayh avc something to re-6mmend i fr6if: the'view

p6iits of comfort and 'esthetiic, taste; but it c~tainly "ghtets"th'e 

hold 'the foreign market has over Moorish everday' ife, "t6 the, gre"at 

'hdvahtage of the fa shion industry. 

We come up against this same rising trend toward ostentatious tastes
 

when we turn to an examination of changes in the area of housing.
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C. HOUSING AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHANGE 

In 'the r'ural .tiodrish milieu,: the traditional.house is the rectangu

lar tent of Sheep's-wool material. Its.dimensions vary, the standard 

beingabout 7 meters by 10.. Normally, each independent family owns a 

single tent.-'. Only important notables occasionally have two each. In 

such cases-the second tent serves as guest quarters for passing visitors. 

In the homes of important.marabouts., it might also serve as a library 

or a student dormitory. 

The tent is made by a young woman 's relatives when sle .!qaves. her 

family houe to live with her hu dand. It is sewn together from separ.

tely woven woolen strips, and every"two or three years the tent is
 

repaired, its worn-out strips being replaced with new. In times past
 

the wool required in tent-making could easily be obtained.by shearing,
 

a flock of sheep (everyone 'had some sheep), by purchasing,the-necessary.
 

quantity of wool, Or by gettingit as a gift; the work.required was done
 

by communal labor (touza)with the women of a settlement participating.
 

But these days, on account of 'tih drought and- its cotisequencep, wool hka s 

become much harder to find. 'As we have already noted,,.t1eidrought has., 

already r. .lted in mqsfive rural depopulat ion coupled with an unprece

dented sedentarization movement: for instance, Nouakchott grew from a
 

to 
134,986 in 1977 ("Second Results"
 populaitfon 'of 5,867 :eople in 1961 


1977). These changes have affected housing patterns. There has been a 

!rapid decline in the construction of woolen tents, while that of white 
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canvas teents has 'risen. The ca'nvas tent is of luxury quality when it
 

comes from Eostern Mauritani,' ih;ere it is made of strips of fabric
 

imported from Mali's.Goundam region; when made of recycled materikl it
 

is of..mcdest quality. Sudanes-type straw hut, are also on the rise, as
 

arc shanties put together from bits and pieces,.so such in evidence in
 

the Capital's slums.
 

Unfoldring rather suddeny. in the catasatrophic conditions ofithe 

drr,,'ht! years, the 19.70's,. the evolution in the way the Moors.relate to 

their iiving. spare hs ha.ppened,. quite clearly, in a decidedly sponta

neou-,4 manner,..without ;the eontolling inflluence of any planning. or 

orientating agency. :And the .:cologi.cal, sociological, sychological

and other consequences of this evolution have not been fully evaluated. 

.Something might.ave beep done--perhaps something could still be
 

doie-at,:least in the urban centers, to turn the architectural and city

plannini -:heritage of the old Saharan cities to good account; or even to
 

putto good use archeological information on. the medieval towns, now
 

vaniahed,.,-'ike Tegdoust or Kurbi.Sa.leh. Such an initiative would be
 

informed by a special sensitivity to the.need to conserve the natural,
 

esthetic and social environment through creative use of local materials
 

etc. 

We are compe]..led toadmit that city planning and architecture in
 

'Mauritania today.,are not informed .by any such sentivity. Architecture.
 

and city planning are to all intents and purposes under no control; which
 

http:pieces,.so


is to say ihat their development is at the mercy of wealhy individuals. 

And the chief preoccupation of such individuals is. assuredly not the 

conservation of the Mauritanian environment.
 

The urban environment f,a city such as Nouakchott ?(J.R. Pitte,
 

is an eloquent object lesson on the results. attendant on maverick'1975), 


urbanization and speculation.
 

Where individual choice is concerned, that is to say., at the level
 

of individuals with sufficient income to have freedom of choice, we find
 

the same tendency to overweening ostentation we have seen several times
 

before: the richbst people build multi-.story villas with maybe fifteen
 

rooms, among which'the most important, like so many.display windows,
 

exist to serve only one purpose: to give the world outside something to
 

gape at.
 

In the choice of furniture and household utensi.ls, traditional 

products are also increasingly dcspised, and. thQ, market is flooded with 

imported artifacts and junk from the industrial societies: traditional 

wooden bowls have been supplanted by enamollhd steel plates from China 

or Morocco in the tents of nomads goatskin.leathe.r-bottles have been 

replaced with 'etal kegs and rubber barrels. 

Housing also, evidently, is going through the same kinds of changes 

affecting the' totli.ty of Mloorish consumption patterns. Moorish society 

is by necessity austere in its consumption habits. But it has had 

imposed on'it, with. the help of models alien to it, rhythms and types of 
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consumption patterns which are putting it'entirel.Ait tip'- ircy"of'te"." 

world market.
 

The most disturbing aspect of this transformation is'that far'rom
 

acting consistently ac'crding to the logic of'capitalist development,
 

Moorish dociet is 3i1n fct preserving and rei'nforcing t'pes of economic 

behaVidi (such as the destructive induigafice of luxury tastes, the 

givig'Oi'f gifts) derived from pre-capitalist, even anti-capitalist 

institutons (marriage arrangements, fribal kinship). This is'the 

dysfundtioh ie intefid to lay bare in a more detailed scruting of the 

mechanism;s 'of :prdp'erty dircu1ation Aind'distribution in Moorish society. 

3. CIfCULATION"- DISTRIBUTION 

In this last section of otr survey of the material bases of Moorish 
; . . , o. I , . 

life, we shall first of all say a few words about transportation means
 
... .. . . 

and modes. Then we shall provide a brief overview of relationships
 

between the market and non-market economies, our purpose being to
 

clarify further the concluding remarks just made about 'onsumption 

patterns.-


A. TRA ISPORTATION MEANS AND MODES 

Several times in the course of the preceding,parts of our pxpoi

tion, we stressed the role played by trans-Saharan exchanges and trade 

in the precolonial area. 

The caravan trade ran orincipally.along a.North-Souh axisntrr

linking a number of sometimes very active market-cities. Ahmed Oul Alamin, 
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author of El Wasit (1911) informs us that at the peak of its prosperity
 

Chinguetti could despatch caravans of 30,000 camels to the idjil salt
 

mines. The.figure. is possibly somewhat hyperbolic. Still, it is
 

noteworthy that at Timbuktu the grand total of the Kounta clan's
 

camels despatched to fetch salt from Toadenni..(Azali), could easily 

reach 5,000 to 6,000 head as recently as the 1950's (Genievre 1947). 

Tradition has it that in the 16th century, when Tichitt was a walled, 

battlemeRted city -- it is now three-quarters in ruins -- caravans were 

at times obliged to wait in very long lines to get unloaded. Even 

leaving aside the great trans-Saharan caravans, we migjht mention the 

numerous small convoys made up of a few camels,and .evan asses, such 

convoys traditionalfy'nade it possible for pastoral nomads to go 

shopping in town for clothes, -tea and a few provisions, mainly'cereals, 

at the beginning of the 'dry season,, in the lean period before the 

harvest season. 

It is clear, then, that formerly caravan tran~port played a
 

principal part in the socio-economic life of the Moors, first by
 
. ... ,. ,:1".! 

virtue of its role in the exchaige trade, secondly on account of the
 

business It generated ixpt1e,Saharan station-towns, and'thirdly by
 

its impact on'animal husbandry.
 

Caravan transport, and specifically trans-Saharan caravan transport,
 

lost grdund;:steadily as trade with European mercants developed on the
 

Atlantic coast ahd' along the.Senegal River.
 



Three subsequent developments have knocked it out definitivcly: the
 

first was colonialism, harbinger of the automobile; the second was the
 

drought, and the third was the recent war. In its descent into ruin
 

the caravan trade dragged down.with it.all.thosecentfrs not readily
 

accessiblL by tiotor'transport. This'in spite~of.the fact that numerous
 

placeg'still exist which for a long'time to ccme wil.*lr~main. inaccessible
 

to anything but animal !trantport. What needs to -a.,,r.emembe1o!d.is that
 

in order to re su itat theselancient caravan citie.s that are now
 

dying out, like Oundane, Chinguetti, Tichitt, Oualata, oway has tobe
 

found to. g.ve them back; at least a modicum of their past function as 

transportation cen~prs 
-: even if all that cap be done at te moment
 

is to turn them in-to modestly active tourist centers.
 

Changes in transportation means and modes are largely responsible 

for the deterioration of the Moorish society's life-style and .producti

vity. 

The building of roads, the introduction of motor transport,. th 

coming of the. locomotive and the airplane al thea- innovations have 

had -adecigive impact on traditional migratory cbnnels, nomadis-m 

and sedentarization, and signally trnsformed social relations...................... . ......... ,;
: 


(There are, for.inqtance, increasingly greater opportunities beckoninf
 

dependent people, tbe-young, and wompn, to break free Pf traditional
 

bonds of subjection).. The relativeinsulation and isolation which+
 

until the 1950's, typified the Moorish universe, have now in a really
 

profound sense been shattered. And the market economy, long confined
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to the cities and their immediate outskirts, has begun,to. infiltrate into
 

every corner of the society.
 

B. THE MARKET ECONOMY AS.RELATED TO OTHER FORMS OF DISTRIBUTION,,-


The echange system in traditional Moorish society depende'd
 

lhrgely on gift'giving and the non-recijrocalpayment of certdan fees
or At any !r'e the payment of fees Without any immediate return'. The
 

effects ofathis traditional system-are itill operative in'todayls urban,
 

sedentary:"s ciety.
 

Servants and the young are obliged, according to the system, to
 

pay dues in kind 
or i:-the form of labor to their masters and elders;
 

subject groups and clients owe 
tribute and gifts to their overlords.
 

In return, the masters must maintain their prestige through
 

demonstrating a flair for generou s 
behavior, by supporting griots
 

(chroniclers and poets), needy parents and indigent dependents, for
 

in stan-ce.
 

Life' s major rites of pass-age (baptism, marriage, death, etc.)
 

are celebrated with expensiv2 feasts; 
 such feasts are, for the ruling
 
................
............
 

group in Moorish society, occasions for income redistribution. But
 

these celebrations are now subject 
to such intense inflationary pressures
 

that the custom of redistribution has-lost touch with its traditional
 

function as a precious occa:on for the affirmation of group solidarity.
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,We shall postpone till: later,the dtailed!!diussion*of thes'e
 

ceremonial exchange Let uc.simp1 state that because these exchanges 

have evolved into cash-transactions under:increasingpressure from the 

market economy, they.are -in the prgcess of. l.os~ng,,tei :meaning a& 

genuine manifestations.,f,.. th.e Moorish society's netwQrkJ.of, alli.ances 

and solidarit y relation.ip s. Ins.tead, .the ceremonial. exchanges in

creasingly.ex)re ss the Moorish,society's,entanglement in the European 

originated market universe --. and .this in the most wasteful way'possible'. 

* We,,now..comb, to the end. of:.our examination of the economic bases
 

of Moorish society., an examination inwhich we have'"discsised'in sequence
 

the society's,production patterns, its consumption habits, and the way
 

it circulates and distributes wealth. " 

To round out this brief discussion, a few statements are in order: 

Our argument could give-rise to a suspicion that we are attempting 

to ..rehabilitate; the concept of "self-reliant sub~s'isteice". In fact such 

i' a suspicion is partially justified. Self-reliant subs'istence- thie 
ability independently to meet one's subsis-te.e needs..may not bd: 

exactly synonymous with prosperity, but it does at least mean indepen

dence and self-sufficiency. Now the problems we have been cataloging 

throughout the preceding page s are essentially problems aid dtfficlties., 

arising from the destruction of a system which previously subqisteO 

on its own resources. We would therefore be inclined to asseqt tbpt. 
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if today the system is.ih~racterized at a iumbe of points by the existence
 

of developmental blocks and.bottlenecks, this is only because tlesystem
 

itself in its entirety has had i.s,development blQcked.
 

In saying this,.wei~have no intention of giving the old system.
 

a hal6 of perfectio'h,-nor of lending, it"tht s ctiyof martyrdom. We..
 

have, s a matter of recOdjdiscu-ss-edthat o'd .society's shortcomings.,
 

its weaknesses',its contradictions. In addition, we.have recApitulated.
 

the phrt played,by the drought.: and the'recent war inthe prv.cessof
 

de struction which has reduced.Moorish society from,the vigorous autonomy 

it enjoyed in times past to a dependence on the world market economy 

which grow more. pron9unced with every passing day. All we now intend 

to do is to point out where the major responsibility in this process
 

of destruction belongs.
 

..
The analysis of Moorish so-.ial organization will enhance our 

ability to evaluate the effects axnd the limits of the society's involve

ment in ,the wQrld market economy.. 

II. MOORISH SOCIAL ORGANIZATNON!
 

Several times in the precedin, pages we have adumbrated 'the'"
 

organizati-nal complexity of' Moorish society. This society*is charac

terized by a tanled web of dependency relationship 8, alleg:ancd's and'' 

alliances, all products of a history'brimming with all kinds of conflicts. 

These relationships govern the lives of all members of this society 

without exception, no matter what their rank. The social structures 
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and the psychologic~l attitudes they generate are closely connected with.
 

the organization of the society's material foundations, which we have
 

just described. But these social structures and psychological attitudes
 

also seem to have greater staying power than their material underpinnings
 

in the destiuctive confrontation with the conquering market economy.
 

Thiy manage to survive even when their materiai foundations have comple
 

tely disappeared.
 

In our continuing exposition, we shall first examine problems related
 

to individual behavior, kinship and power. After that we shall proceed
 

to the analysis of Moorish social stratification.
 

I. KINSHIP iAND POWER
 

Specific manifestations of individualism exist in Moorish society;
 

but the society as such does not recognize individuals. In this milieu
 

all persons from the moment of birth themselves involved in a nexus of
 

relationships determined chiefly by kinship.'
 

A. TUE FAIILY
 

The monogamous family is the basic unit of Moorish society (de
 

Chassey 1977, 1979). Each family is clearly d-.fferentiated from others
 

in spatial terms, a family normally having one tent to itself. Though
 

multiple bonds unite it with larger collective groups such as the
 

settlement, the section and the tribe, each family in principle manages
 

its own affairs in complete autonomy, under the husbands control. In the
 

traditional milieu this unit very often included one or several dependents,
 

mostly slaves.
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Data relating to the Moorish family and its size need to be handled
 

with care if they are to yield useful information. Thig is especially
 

true in the case of data on household consumption patterns. We could
 

1964 SEDES study to thc effect that among nomadic
cite figures from the 


Moors the average family comprises 4.2 persons; according to 1977 

national'census figures, however, the figure is 4.84 ('Second Results" 

1977). •We cou'ld also, following the example of the same 1977 census, 

highlight the contrast, when the total Mauritanian population is taken 

into.':account, between nomads and settled populations, among-whom the
 

average family size is 5.88 persons" between Moors and B-lack Mauritanians
 

(the average figure is almost 8 persons among the Soninkes of Guidimakha,
 

and more than 6 among the Pular farmers of Gorgol); between rural and
 

are smaller on the average in Nouakchott and
urban populations (families 


the mining towns of Zouerate and Nouadhibou).
 

It is. easy to forget that in the current situation of Moorish
 

society, and under prevalent norms governing relationships between its
 

approximations; it
different members, these figures are useful only as 


would be quite wrong to draw inferences from them about, say, family
 

budgets.
 

The fact is that Moorish society has always respected and continues 

to respect the demands of social solidarity and generosity. Hospitality,
 

And these demands often embrace quite a number
for instance, is a duty. 


of persons. As a result, any economic calculation based on precise
 

numerical data is not merely impossible--'it is practically aimless,
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becaus.e- .the, social actors themselves have neither the desire nor the 

option of:planning their budgets in any way. 

To take an example: in'the nomadic settlements, if a person happens 

to receive giftS, ok tAkes delivery of a consignment of goods, he is
 

obliged to share them'witall his neighbors. By the same token he must
 

routinely set aside part -of his. income for the uapkcep of his dependents
 

and needy relatives. 

New exigencies come in the wake of urbanization and. sedentarization.
 

For instance, evtrything has to,:be purchased, and there are new needs to
 

be met. Nevertheless, the norms of solidarity derived from the tradi

tional milieu ar6 still quite well preserved, especially among the
 

poorest strata: nuteroushouseholds offer hospitality to brothers,
 

nephews, cousins, and treat them just like part of the family.
 

It needs to be pointed out, that this system, like the entire econo

mic and social organization of the Moors, is showing increasingly patent
 

signs of stress. The most dependable pillars of the-society, especially
 

the rules governing matrimonial alliances, have gone through some rapid
 

changes in recent years.
 

Among the Moors females used traditionally to get married early,
 

sometimes as young as 12 or :13; men married relatively late, between the
 

ages of 25 and 30 as a rule (Beyri's-'1937).. And it was almost mandatory
 

among the "nobility" that marri..ges involve certain preferred kinship 

relationships: the ideal was f or 'the groom to marry a parallel paternal 
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cousin (Fe FP). As a general rule, marriages were arranged by parents.
 

Dowry was'paid in kind (livestock) to the bride's parents, who in turn
 

used it-to establish the newly-married household. As long ago as 1937,
 

the colonial administrator Beyri[s wrote about the rapidity with which
 

all these rules were changing. Parents are beginn'Ing to lose their
 

prerogatives, men are marrying earlier, increasingly choosing their own
 

brides, while young women on itheir part marry later and sometimes reject
 

the husban4: forced on them.
(3
 

This .cv6Iution was ins tig'ated by colonialism: the colonial govern

ment and its school system progressively subverted the authority of 

traditional education; resp'ect for parental control and the authority of 

elders weakened. All these changes have freed the marriage market from 

old controls. At the same time the system has been laid open to pene

tration by the cash economy. The resulting concatenation of factors has 

subjected the dowry to such intense inflationary pressures that these 

days, in certain marriages, the figuresare simply'out of sight. The 

number of guests invited to wedding banquets easily exceeds a thousand.
 

Other phenomena such as polygamy and marital instability may, at least
 

partially, be explained by reference to these same factors of change.
 

(A 1954 study of the.Central Senegal Basin showed that even then Moorish
 

women contracted 1.32 marriages each on the average).
 

------------ ----7---------------------------------------------------

(3) A 1954 study cited in Boutillier et al., La Moyenne Vall~e du S6nggal,
 
1962, quotes the average age of Moorish women at the time of their
 
first marriage as between 23 and 28 years.
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The,;ur.al exodus and tho sedentarization movement of recent years
 

have simply accelerated a drift already under way. The influx into the'
 

urban centers, involving young men for the most part, has worsened the
 

imbalance in the sex ratio: in the large urban centers it has put men-,'
 

in a preponderant majority, while in the rural areas there are places
 

where these days only 4ometi, children and,old people live,.
 

On the one hand this flight from the rural areas to the urban centers
 

boosts the inflationary rise of the dowry, worsens instability within.
 

families, and aggra,at~s the continuing subversion of traditional marriage
 

norms. On the other hand it condemns bevies of ,rural women, supposedly
. 


w-itin6 for cousins who have long since vanished with the urban influx,
 

to permanent spinsterhood.
 

What needs to be recognized isthe fact that Moorish "communalism"
 

to adopt the term used by Julius NYERERE to describe forgis of solidarity
 

typical of African societies (Y, Benot 1972) -.together with. its mains

pring, kingroup marriage, whether we commend it as ..
a,.pasittve :thos
 

uniting people within MOorish civilization, or ,condemn i~t as juegative
 

survival blocking the road to development, is at thp moment undergoing
 

transformation which seem d'.1estined to destroy, it altoggther. ( 4 ) 

('4) The weakening of kinship criteria in Moorish marriage practices is 
already mentioned in the study by Boutillieret al.: only 37% of
 
m:arriages surveyed were kin marriages. Qf•these 27% were between
 
cousins four times and six times removed. Among the Peulhs the
 
comparative figure is 65%; for the Toucouleurs it is 56.5%.
 

A caveat: 38% of the Moorish sample surveyed was made up of farm
 
workers, i..e mostly liaratin, for whom the imperatives of kin-group
 
marriage are not of any great importance.
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Yet, we shall doubtless be told, larger-scale manifestations of the
 

kinship-based communal spirit, such as "tribalism" and "regionalism"
 

whose'negative effects on development everyone recognises, are far from
 

dying out; in fact they are spreading and expanding.
 

B. TRIBES AND TRIBALISM
 

The truth is that Moorish society presents itself and concieves of
 

itself as i gathering of tribes. Every individual identifies and projects 

himself as a member of a tribal group.
 

On the surface this notion of tribal adherence.may seem.simple enough.
 

But on examination it turns out to subsume extremely varied meanings.
 

A tribe means first of all a name; more than a 'name, it means a 

label, reaching back to a common ancestor. Every Moor reputedly belongs 

to a specific eponymous Oulad (literally "Sons" in Hassani language) or 

an Id ("Sons" in Berber). We use the word label .advisedly, because in 

fact the claim of descent from a common ancestor is generally true for:.
 

only.a limited fraction of the tribe's actual members. For ins t-ce, in
 

1944, out of the 1579 tent households belonging to the Oulad Ebieri
 

tribe, only 280 families were strictly speaking considered to be descen

dents of the eponymous ancestor. The remainder comprised immigrants,
 

dependentsi freed slaves, artisans etal. (Dubig 1953, quoted~in Chassey 

1977). And there are tribes whose recent formation, eielting-po' "composi

tion (e.g. the Ahel Sidi Mahmoud of Assaba) or extreme receptivity to 

immigrants (e.g. the' Regueiha) h.ve made them exceptionally energetic 

and aggressive.
 



Beyond providing a name, a tribe offers its members an'economic ahd
 

institational framework for managing their lives.-


We have already seen that arable land, watering troughs and pasture
 

ranges controlled by the tribe were held as the collective property of
 

the tribe as a whole, and were used, maintained and guarded in the name
 

of the tribe.
 

This territorial aspect is quite important in the evaluation of
 

tribalism or tribal patriotism--.love for the land of the ancestors, land
 

for which they fought and on which they were buried; land from which all
 

a tribesman's historicil consciousness and personal memories derive.
 

And its importance is reinforced by a set of customs and institutions by
 

virtue of which the tribe becomes a veritable politi'cal entity.
 

It is fashionable in this regard to contrast the so-called republi

can style of power in tribes run by marabouts, where the tribal assembly
 

(jemaa) plays the key role, with the autocratic or kingly style of power
 

in tribes dominated by warlords, where the chief's individual weight is
 

much greater (Dubi6 1937).
 

What is really involved, with just a few exceptions, is a matter of
 

differences not in kind but in degree. The issue at stake has more to
 

do with jurisprudential legalism than with the scope of personal power:
 

as a rule, marabouts were more scrupulous in the observance of Islamic 

laws than were the warlords. Indeed,. despite' the'fact, ' . " thaeQ
' ) " a"Iertain 
' ' ' ! • ;

• * , *;*, ., '. 

families, the exercise of power is more O less efi'rmtned' y h redity" 

(this applies as much to marabouts as. to warlb'tds), eraditional po al 
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power in Moorish .society has always been frail.' Even -in 'the foidr Emirates 

in dur historical iuitroduction (Tkarza, . ; 
whose founding we discussed 

Brakna, Tagant, Adrar),, Moorish political power never succeeded in esta

blishing anything more solid than embryonic forms of these specialized,:.1
 

institutions (administrative, judicial, military .and police organs),:
 

present at the birth of every state.
 

A paradoxical question arises: is the: seriousness.,of .the,tribal
 

problem today not in fact a consequence of the weakness, of.precolon al'.
 

tribal institutions? The question.is germane precisely,because all these
 

tribal institutions have been subverted-and yet the tribes have not:
 

disappeared.
 

'
 !solida-

Before we .get into this question, let us recall-that 

tribal
 

rity, murtured and kept vigoxous by incessant conflicts--thq unifying
 

effect of external danger is axiomatic--was actually a protean insurance..
 

......................
 

and social security system covering eventualities such as.accideAts,.war,
 

disease and old age. So beyond its geographical and sentimental meaning,
 

tribal solidarity had a very precise economic meaning for a1l.tribes

imperative to make this clegr before any exposition,on
people. It was 


Because we are .also dealing.with
the ideological nature of tribalism. 


an ideology which invokes the.Koran and.the Hadith as :ultimate...
 

fundamentals.
 

A copple,of paragraphs back, we wondered about a possibility that
 

might at.first glance seem odd: -whether in fact the weaknessbf .tribal
 

-What this means'
institution. has p-it, helped tribalism itself'to survive. 


http:question.is
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is that. thevery nat ,re of the; tribal phenomenon--iprecise, 

mental,. ideological--afforde,: t.,a kind of natural protection,. even when
 

its material bases might haye.,disappeared. 

Posbibly this is'another aspe'ct of the question; at' an-y rate':we" :
 

think it again necessary: at this juhtfure to turn back to:history in - a f ' 

effort'toshed light oh the strange "dialecticanii tin'g"..Mo6rsh societ ': 

a society,currently.,dbminated by:"a lumpdn capitalism which' uses tribalisr 

while in turnbeing us'dby'..tAlim.
 

The truth is that in the precolonial era the tribal frame of
 

reference was :not-.just 'A context genierating solid9tig; it'lsoserved 

to perpetuateo'relatilons 6f depenidence 'and 6ppreSsi-n:f h " 
oppross16n 'f 

the weak by 'the st.kn-.i th~ebj~edtiPon 6f marabous td'he wariords, 

the domination of sl.Aes aaid subject groups-by their 'erolords. All' 

this was extremely well understood by the ardhitect"of French coon.ais 

in Mauritania, Coppolani..r.
 

For, in order to make capital out of the contradictions within
 ~~~~~~~................ "," •.. '. :. .. !" ." , " 

Moorish society, which at the turn of the last century was ravaged by 

innumerable conflicts, Coppol ani advocated a policy of "pacification"
 

with regard to the 'oppressed groups", i.e. the marabouts and subject
 

groups, coupled with military operations designed to crush the resistanc
 . . . . , . , .'I. . ! . 

of those opposed to colonialism's officially "peaceful" penetration.
 

In this process tribal organizational structures, especially the
 

insticution of chieftiancy, were put under severe pressure
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(Ahmed Ould Mohamed Saleh 1959). Bit by bit they lost their function 

as an autonomous expression of the Moors' collective needs; more and 

more, they became a tool of interference and manipulation used by the 

colonial administration against the Bedouin society. From this time 

on the mantdate iven to 'hbidpicked hnd :06pted chiefs (coop;ted in the 

specific sense of being paid a"cash "sub~idy and thus "made faithful", 

to borrow'an expresioh from Hamid El Mautltaniy 1975), was a c6mprehen

'
 sive mandate including tax collietioi' ;recruitment of coloh-ial1namy'
 

auxilliaries (goum), and the encouragement ef.hildren to' enrol in
 

schools.
 

'N6t even' the practice of religious 'was able' to escape fie
 

new order: .the granting of official"permission -to'take up collections'
 

and to go on trips known as. Ziara, from which the majormarabouts
 

made most bf their income, now became a means 'of rewarding a brand ok'
 

religious piety-which, even if itwas not a direct accomplice of the
 

.''
 -
.olonial officials, was at least benevolently disposed toiard them. 
'
 

In our opinion, these are a~fow of the factors.:one might highlight in

an attempt to deal with the none3-oriented and pseudo-capitalist:brand,
 

of capitalismin vogue today..,. Everybody,deplores,the hydra-headed
 

manifesation,.s of. this psudo-modern triba,lism: favori.tism, nepotism,.
 

regionaian,. ard la Mer .up:.layerof.featherbedding appointments at all
 

levels of, the Civil. Service,; ,but then everybody.goes;,right o. indulg-ing
 

in them. The consequence: it is not just the development effort that
 

is hampered: even the elementary matter of establishing a.minimally
 

:ruxtworthy, credible and efficient administration is a problem.
 



What is likely to be the future fate of this tribal phenomenon ?
 

The government of MOKHTAR OULD DADDAH insistently made official
 

speeches proclaiming its desire to abolish the tribal system. If the
 

poor results that government achieved after twenty years are anything
 

to go by, one might be forgiven for thinking that tribalism is not about
 

to just go away.
 

The strategy of letting the traditional institution of chief

taincy die out by simply not replacing dead chiefs did not succeed in its
 

aim: nor did the substitution of numbers (Region I, Region II etc.)
 

for administrative regions hitherto identified with tribal names end
 

tribalism, indeed, some of the officerswho engineered the coup d'6tat
 

of last July 10, in their anxiety to distance themtsaves from
 

MOKHTAR OULD DADDAH's old reglme, actually aspire in all ingenuousness
 

to restore tribalism (see especially the first speeches made by MOUSTAPHA
 

OULD MOHAMED SALEK).
 

In spite of all this, it might be possible to speculate that this
 

vague, intangible tribal phenomenon, already partially eroded by the
 

encroachments of the market economy, will in future find it increasingly
 

hard to survive the pressures of a society in which-wealth, measured in 

cash, establishes itseLf, more clearly every -passing day as the!.yardstick 

of all values. In this, regard, the tribal system will merely go the 

way of all ,the,hiqrqrchies-and values of traditional Moorish society, 
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2. MOORISH SOCIAL STRATIFICATION
 

.-Within Moorish society, tribal organi'zation is coupled with an
 

inter- group hierarchy whose characteristics come iery Iclose to those 

generally accepted as defining castes. Among these characteristics 

endogamy 'and a professional division of labor are particularly noteworthy.
 

In effect, every Moor belongs by birth to one of the following groups:
 

warriors, marabouts, vassals, craftsmen, griots, .Hartafii (freed slaves),
 

and slaves.
 

On what criteria are these differentiations based ? How strict
 

are they'? Do they constitute an authentic caste system ? These questions, 

are by no ieanp merely academic. If we could answer them adequately, 

we would put ourselves in a positiotnto understand :why the division of. 

labor referred to above continues.to exercise ;such a strong hold on 

Moorishsociety today, even though that society has become sedendary,"
 

urbariized and bureaucratized.
 

Let us, to start with,, take a look ait the different groups making
 

up Moorish society. We shall then prpceed .to essay a few answers to
 

the questions just asked. 

A. THE WARRIOR CLASS
 

The warrior class originates from successive waves of Arab setiler 

reaching the Western.Sahaiafromthe end of 13th century. Call6d ;HAssan 

in Arab, they have beenpoliticg'A'y dominant in Moorish society since 

the Charr Bebbe Var of 1674. In terms of numbers alone they are not all 

http:continues.to
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that many; accordipg to a 1965..SEDES study cit,&'by F* de Chassey, they 

constitute no more than 15% of Mauritania's Moors. But they have enjoyed 

hegemonic power in the society, a power based on their reediness to 

make frequent and direct use of violence. 

In times past members of the warrior group have .no.t beeh ab6ve""the 

use of violence occasionally pushed as far as !trror-i'sm. "To keep alive 

the fear they inspired in other strata of the society, they could resort 

to surmm-ary executions, mutilation and torture, all designbd to put ; 

recalcitrant people in their place (I. Hamad 1914).
 

By such means the warrior group generated a.,steady income"ior
 

itself, collecting fees from their subjects ar4.clents (Gerlhird 1910,
 

J. Durant 1947, Abini~re 1949).
 

Violence, together-withr.?.pi,-ity of movement, was of central 

importance in the basic occupation of thi's group, a fiydrid combination
 

of blood sport .and commercial business, the institution of the razzia 

raid.
 

Diego Brosset (1935) has "give. an admirable description of this
 
~~~~~~~~~.. . . . .. . . ... . f-, ,. .. :.... ., .. ., 

dangerous way of life, wifh all its oppressive vicissitudes and its
 

harsh grandevr. It;is a-life st le with its own distinctions: the. 

petty brigand (hseysiini)bodnd b' the laws of neither God nor man, .s
 

not to be confused with the noble Emir, a magnanimous horsed figure 

capable of risking his life:in the ,line of duty or in the service of
 

hzcnor. 
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.Still,. fr both -the unadorned hassaiii. and the noble Emir, the basic
 

means used to s'ecurea a livelihood is the i'mmediate applic.tio'n df
 

violence.
 

With the advent of colonialism, this group has been put through
 

some. very. rapid- clanges. 

The colonial government, by monopolizing the use of violence, drasti.

cally narrowed what ervo at has termed the warrior group's "area of
 

adventure". This was a decisive trammel on the activities of the group,
 

who, unlike the marabouts did not as a rule possess much property of
 

their own (Dubie 1953).
 

The warrior group's situation could have become downright catastro

pbic if the French administration had not decided, for political reasons,
 

to compensate them for the loss of feudal rights they had traditionally 

exercised over their Subjects. Thud d series of rulings provided for
 

the (th.eoretically) definitive redemption en bloc of fees due from '"
 

numercus subjects. In this exercise, sometimes families of livestock' 

herdsmen had to give up half their, livestock at one fell -swoop'; The:'; 

process of redemption went on till well into the 1940'sq For..ii1stance, 

the colonial government to.... paid compensation for the principal .rigts 

lnd in South-West Mauritania. called the bakh, ..to the. controll'ing. 

warricrs in :1939,.; copensation for rights involving the Imraguen was, 

paid in 1944.
 

These compensation transactions in effect legitimized tho power'
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relationshipa.operative before .rcolonialism'. In sodoing they helped
 

reestablish the tr.4tional,hegemonyi of the warrior class on new founda

tions,; In addition, the warriors' domination was accorded'ample recog

nition by virtue of the official status given the institution of the"' 

Emirates.
 

,The new, order offered advncement.opporfunities, ald'those elements 

most closely connected.with the colonial'administration profited hand'5 

somely from.them: members of the warriorgroup through trking jobs as 

auxilliary soldiers,. marabouta by becoming interptetersroi~educdtion 

office,rs But the warrior group's *old life style had given it no great 1 

aptitude for,peaceful forms of competition,_so they were obliged to 

resign themselves to the prospect of seeing marabouts,(or'sometimes
 

even members of the vassal groups), who were more familiar withintellec

tual and businesp affairs, pushing them steadily out of a considerable
 

part of their traditional position of dominance.
 

Nowadays, with just a few exceptions,.nost Moorish. traders.. nd
 

businessmen of any importance are marabouts. As for the arrior group,.
 

its members seem to have found employment opportunities in line with
 

their old occupation: they show a preference for the 'armedforces;
 

in fact the majority of highranking.Moorish officers orig~inatq from...
 

this group. We might note that even in indlustrialized societies, army.
 

personnel are often said to constitute a caste, what with their penchant
 

for in-group marriage and their strong tendency toward self-perpetua

tion, etc.
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In the countryside, where the presence of the dhtral government 

has 	neve- been more than sporadic and superficial, a few major warrior
 

families have apparently maxage).tomaintain'some of -their old vigor.
 

This 	is particularly true of the families 6f the Emits Of Tagant and
 

Trarza.
 

Finally, we have to point..out that though .the material characteris

tics associated with momhershi:p of the warrior group have chnged consi

derably, the group's psychological make-up 'stre'sisted change rather 

stubbornly: their concern~with-sodi''ank, their contempt'for other
 

groups they consder,their inferiors, iheir.aversioti'to ranual and'pro

ductive work, all are signs that .traditional mind-dets 'are still very
 

much alive, among them. The same kind of psychological resistance "E,
 

change typifies. the marabouts.
 

B. 	THE MARABOUTS 

To put the matter in extremely simple terms, it could be said that 

in the traditional Moorish social hierarchy the marabouts (singular: 

mrabit, plural: tolba) come next After the warriors. The warriors in 

fact generally look; down on ttie rarabouts, accusing them of cowardice 

and dishonesty; the marabouts, in 'turn,"iave 'tended to hate th.' warriors 

on accountof their brutal beha-ior, their ignorance, and their disdain 

for Islamic precepts. After .all roiigioug pie'ty and knowledge are the 

supreme values of the niarabout's milieu. 
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Going beyond our schematic simplification, we could discuss the
 

more subtle categories used by the warrior Sili Meila of Trarid to define
 
............................. '
 -i*..*
 

marabouts and warriors both in relation to each other and as they relate
 

to other groups. We quote:
 

"The..trup.,Maghvri (noble Emir) is a man of honor and a man of religion?
 

The true Zawi (marabout) is a man of religion and a man of honor.
 
...................
......;.' 

The commonHassani (warrior) is a man of honor without religion. 

The comon .Mrabit is a man of religion without honor. 

The flspy.sin.i (small-time Hassani) is a man with neither honor nor, 

religion. 

The Mraybit (small--time Mrabit) is 3 man with neither religion nor honor. 

(Mohamed El Mokhtar Ould Bah 1969 pp. 31-32)."
.' J, ., "• :r . : " . . 

.,, . ..... .... F*
".................i
/I" , 

This series of definitions is quite an accurate presentation of the 

two.,headed MIoorish social system, both in the way it orders the catego.' , ; -,. *;.''I 


ries, giving the warriors pride of place, and by its symmetrical stru
uring+. In reality, fter all, the marabouts play a leading role in
 

......................
 !'' 
Moorish society, usually next of the warriors, sometimes ahead ofthem.' 

The marabouts outnumber the warriors: according to the 1964 SEDES study 

already referred to, the marabout group'constituted 36%'Iof Maritania's 

Moorish population. In addition, they were btterIprepare than the-i 

warriors to resist the effects of colonial occupa'tibn. 

Fact. is, the bapis of the marabout's power did not lie in the une' 

of violence; it lay in their economic an ideological importance in 

Moorish society. 



a) THE MATERIAL ELEMENT
 

The marabout tribes owned almos*t,all the wells, arable land, oases,
 

livesto'ck and slaves, in the society. They- also exercised,a de facto.
 

monopoly over the caravan trade and other business.. The first great
 

Hoorish fortunes were built .p, well before the colonial era (Stewart
 

1973), by the principal maraboutfamilies, especially the families of
 

the chief leaders of the religious brotherhoods. For all.the reasons
 

we have already mentioned, the; establishment of the colonial reFime only
 

gave this phenomenon of marabout advancement sco p for further ,rowth
 

(Dupie 1953).
 

The accumulation of wealth by Mrarabouts which began in this.way u.s'
 

very closely linked to the religious functions bf the priestly class.. I.n
 

the first pl."ice the many gifts given :by disciples to their marabout
 

mentors donstituted and stil-l constitute a decisive contributinp, factor,
 

but hardly the only one. Asecond,factor= the specifj. quality of. the
 

relationship'between the-marabout au.d his .disciples (telamid) works to
 

the'bAde effect: the increase of marabout wealth.
 

The narabouts' wealth, in effect, is'rno lc gnef uni'quely bas'ed- on 

direct ownership such as "In slavery, nor On the-.thrcat of .immediate, 

repressive, material violence such as the warriors use .against-their, 

vassals. Marabout wealth is:equally, in fact prcponderantly:, base4 on 

the t'sterious forces--supernatural forces. which the marabouts .are 

supposed to be'capable of unleashing. 
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These marabouts,, "administrators of the occult"--to borrow a phrase
 

used. by Maic. Bloch., 1947, . to describe the ecclestiastical orders of 

medieval Europe's feudal society--thus did not have to invest time or
 

energy in the supervision of their servants. The servants worked as 

free agents, managing and husbandiiLg their wealth for them on a scope 

and with a zeal quite impossible under conditions of slavery. With this 

observation we come to a consideration of the second essential component
 

of marabout power: the religious dimension.
 

b) THE IDEOLOGICAL MAINSPRING
 

As is well known, Moorish society is 100% Muslim. But within the
 

general adherence to Islam there are diff•rent degrees of religious
 

conviction, different styles of religious observance. Ahmed Ben Alamin
 

(1911), discussing at the turn of the century what elements:of Muslim
 

law had disappeared from the country of the"Mor, (Shingit)'And what
 

still remained, wrote i n his book1asit: 

"Among the marabouts blood feuds have disappeared; in any case* 

murder is rar6. "However, they are ortholox in other respects.'.
 

"As fur the warriors and most of the vassal groups, they do not fear 
to commit perjury. They do not obey any of Allah's laws. Among them 

women are excluded from inheritance. And they covet the orphan's
 

property". (p. 532). 

Admittedly, these are the words of a marabot.... They therefore have 
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to be taken with at, least a few grains of salt. Nevertheless,. they do
 

point to an essential truth about ;4oqrish society: ;.religious orthodoxy
 

and the powers it confers are the pre.serve of thqrmarabouts.
 

Marabopt specialization in religious affaiis is' indicatecd bytie 

almost exclusive control the Zawaya.'exercise over the instruments 6f 

.production and reproduction of religious .:piety: the 'ed'ucational 'system 

.nd the religious brotherhooda. 

i' '17UE TRADITIONAL EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM
 

Traditional education in Arabic was tO 'al hE-t6-'Sand purposes the 

c-.clusive..preserye:of ,the marabruts. In goneral, e educaition of slaves 
f •n~v .o ,'k 

an_,ysals. went no-farther than the recitation 6f th oran's opening
 

Srat, the Fatiha. 

A fe'w warrior families arranged to have their children somewhat 

better •ediicated,- This better elu'cation, however, scar ely went beyond 

the learning of a more or less substamtial chunk of the Holy .c-ok. 

9 , *. . . 

To, quote Ahmred Ben Alarin nnce more: "Amorig-the marabouts there is 

not one ma'.or woman who cannot read and write. And even supposing that 

this was not,,the.case in some other tribe, it w6uid be"a rare phenomenon, 

involving no more than 1%of thu-Zawaya".: (p. 517). 

In reality, even though the rudiments of education are truly genera

lized among the marabouts themselves, significant inequalities remain 

between men anl women%(Leriche 1952), between diffeient tribes .,ind 

between different regions. 
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Education wS: carried,on.under very difficult circtunstances, tyri

fied by that scarcity of resources whose effects on all levels of Moorish 

social organizationwe,.lave repcatedly noted. The educational system
 

lacked equipment, instructional material, management, funds for teachers'
 

salaries, .,....s.......s.-methods, syllabuses,.. . outlets for school-leavers, etc. These
 

inadequacies turned 
the system into the static, stereotyped and cliquish
 

fiefdom of a narrow coterie of priests. Surveys of Mauritanian libraries
 

an(I books show that within the educational system theologico-legal
 

commentaries and litera. 
tomes outnumber technical and practical texts
 

overwhelmingly (Massignon 1909, Mokhtar Ould Hamidoun and Adam Heymowski'
 
* . .. . . . .:' ' . . " ' 

1975). On the level of basic literacy, the overall achievementso the 

traditional educational system are rather disappointing: according to
 

1977 cencus statistics, out of an aggregate 17% li-teracy figure, 15% 
are 

literate in Arabic;or F-en-h'"Second Results". :1977). 

Slightly differen 
. 

figures provided by* 197 'UNESCO study indicate 

thatt.10.3% of Mauritaniais .popultion'are litdiate tn Arabicl. The':-
UNESCO figures refer to tfie totalt population ofMauritania. i..e., they 

................... ,.. .. : • 
 '
 

incl Lc blac& African population Yroups, who are obviously less involved
 
S . . , . , •. . . .
 . 

in t6*aditional Arnbic-medium -ducaticn than thp.Moors.., 

. . 

And-even.among 

the Moors we"have seen 'th-. t. the onl.y group seriously involved is, .the 

marabout group. As far back as 1937, .Beyri6s observed that the tradi

tional educational system was in decline. Currently, that s.ame system 

feeds appreciable numbers of teachers, officials and students into
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Mauritania's secondary school sy;tem. This .phenomenon-has spread since
 

the 	implementation of the New Educational System (1972) aimed'at a more
 

thorough-going Arabization of the educational system"(P..P.N. 1978).
 

It has both positive and negative:aspects..
 

Even leaving aside the :genfal lowering of standards attendant
 

on the exercise',- (a deteriorhtion. that is perhaps inevitable in a transi

tional phase !/, it is still a fac't that the new system has resulted in
 

the 	carrying-over of a number of s'h6rtcomings from the traditional system,
 

chiefly.in.the areas of teachihg methods and'syllabus content, into the
 

wider public system, And the shortcomings thus transferred derive from
 

the 	marabout group's need to:perpetuate its power.
 

5/ 	Total number of primary school teachers, 1976-1977: 1668
 
Number of male and female student monitors and pupil
 
teachers (i.e. those with the lowest qualifications).'.... .7Q9
 
Arab-medtum mdonitors ..................................... 262
 
French-medium monitors.... ........................ 101
 
Arab-medium pupil teachers ............................... 133
 
French-medium pupil teachers............................ 178
 

In 1977-1978 the basic situation was as follows: .
 
' .  
TUtal number of ihe teaching establishment. .':,...	 1765
 

of these,
 
Number of monitors and pupil Teachers ................... .... 790
 
Arab-medium monitors ................................ .... .321
 
French-medium monitors.................. ................... 109
 
Arab-medium pupil teachers ................................,, 135.
 
French-medium pupil tcachers .................... .. 1......
80
 

(Ministry of Educatipn 1.977, 1978;)
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That said, it still remains to be pointed out that education;is'not-.the,
 

only ideological tool used by the rnarabouts to penerate their power.
 

There is also the practice of religious piety, which in fa6ct constitutes
 

the prime tool of marabout power. Of that practice the movement of,
 

religious brotherhoods is the most massive and often,the most lucrative
 

manifestation.'
 

ii. THE BROTHERHOOD
 

The brotherhoo4 movement, a phenomenon very common in the Muslim ' 

world, is a movement .associated with individual, as opposed to instituf

tional, organized religious piety. It has had a key role to play "n the'
 

establishment and evolution of Moorish socitty.
 

If one were to attempt an exhaustive treatment of the subject, one 

would have to scrutinizejhis notion of r-ligious piety, to take a closC 

look at.its generative conditions, to study its features and its effects, 

and to find out how it spreads. Ultim.ttely, these are issuesbetter 

dealt with in a gestalt theory of magical and religious phenomena, and' 

we need not get embroiled with them here. With the aim of shedding 

sore .li-ht on the role of the marabout class in Moorish society, w2 

shall restrict.ourselves to giving a few brief pointers. First of all, 

there .s the fear of death, and the fe zar of chastisement in the here

after--the -.pneral and basic question of the soul's salvation. This is 

precisely, where; the !Rolly Man, the S-saint, comes in: he is the guide, the 

advocate, the intercessor for mortal humans in the presence of the div'in'e 

powers.
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..:
Hence, for example,, the desire of the faithful to havp their corpes 


that the Saint can plead for them during the
buried near a Saint'.s, so 


post-mortem interrogations everyone has to undergo.the~moment the soul
 

expires from th;2 body.
 

Then there is the weighty influence of a general determinism
 

believed to rule over a universe populated, according th.:th .pqpulal
 

Moorish consciousness, with a teeming assortment of varied beings:
 

(devils, spirits both benevolent and malevolent, vampires, etc. Laforgue .:
 . . ' ; ::t',- . . ' 

this popular cosmogony, has to live
1932). Everybody, according to 


with these silent, ever-present beings, for Rood or ill.
 

It is in the management of this shadowy universe that the Saint,
 

the marabout and the healer find their precise vocation. It is no mean
 

are worse than uncertain,
vocation: in an environment where resources 


their vocation is unique in bringin, in a literally miraculous income.
 

It is the only income with the amazing power to actually go up in those
 

critical periods when all other incomes are going down. After all, it
 

is mainly when people have problems - economic, social or psychological -

Still, we must not be too one-sided inthat they flock to the marabout. 


our evaluation of the phenomena of marabouts and religious brotherhoods
 

It needs to be pointed out that these phenomena do not function merely
 

a hustle the holy masters use to con their disciples out of their
 as 


The marabout has reciprocal responsibilities: he must
wealth or labor. 


be capable of extendina a helping hand to his disciples; he must be
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generously -hospitable.to passing travelers;.j, he tiust give .alms..
to those
 

seeking them; and he must give of his wealthto~his.,.own,masters, in
 

case he has any. The colonial administration conjured up an image of
 

the..brotherhood movement,based on. its own paranoid readi'ness to imagine
 

interconnected.:conspiracies. al.l :over the place, 'controlled by some
 

mysterious, far-away plotter. 
The image was false. The brotherhoods,

if we ignore their,mys..ical paraphernalia and their initiatory rites,
 

.ponstitute .,specific manifestation of, the exploitative (and also soli

ech.nismis ind qry) prevalpnt traditional Moorishisociety. The great 

branches pf,the religious brotherhood movement (Qadiria, Tijania) may 

no. longer have much of,,an,organized precence in the Moorish 'world;but 

some of. their more or less. recent offshoots seem to have kept a.consi-. 

derable dcal of their vigor: examples. are the "Eleven Seeds" Tijania 

sect formed by the disciples of Hamahulhah. the Hafidia branch of.,,.. 

Tijania Islam practiced by Menne Abce Ould Mohamed Ould Tolba and .Cheikh 

Brahim Niass (of Kaolack, Senegal); the peculiar little ghoudf sect. 

founded at the start of the 19th century by the Boussati Cheikh El Mokhtar 

Ould Taleb Amar Ould Nouh; etc. Funally, there are two small agricultural
 

communities which have grown up on the basis of devotion to 
a religious
I[ . . .. ... .. .'" 

head: the community of the Abel Adde at Boumdeid, and the one founded 

at the g-?,inning of this century at Agoueinit, not far from Nema, by 

Cheikg Tourad Ould Abbas, grandson of Cheikh Mohamed Fadel (Mohamed Lemine
 

Ould Hammoni 1959). In terms of numbers all these groups are only of
 

marginal importance in Moorish society, and there are certqin Chioukh
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(plural'of Cheikh) who,' 'thoulgh they have no organized following, or do 

not: belong :to any 'brO*terho6d,"*enjoy prestige of a more lucrative type
 

b.ecause'theyare reIputed to possess 'miraculous powers. One such is
 

Yacoub Ould Chei'kh'Sidia of 'the Boutiiimit region. A singularly lucra
tive practicle is that'bf Nadher, which involves the promise of present
 

to the;'Chuikh if sbme wihed-forI vent does happen. Often the faith

ful make' these profii :eswithotit erer havlng seen the Cheikh in question. 

Inibroad outline, th6n,' these are', in our opinion, the essential factors 

we must.keep in perspective 'whonexamining the role -- past and present 

of marabouts'In'Moorish sociey* We have discussed the economic and 

ideological' Lmportance of this group, an :importance closely linked with 

theiTr privileged position in the educational and religious institutions 

of one of 'the very few-pastoralist sociotifes ever to succeed in maintain 

ing and developing a subs'tantial literate culture. 

We have touched on the fact that thiq class enjoyed conditions
 
...... ,,'.
.. . :'. i:' . Z. :P
 

enabling it to adjust better to colonial occupation than did the warrio.r
 

group. It is noteworthy that the colonizer's strategy did not stop
 

short of exploiting rivaliries and disagreements between the two groups
 

the better to dominate them (R. Armand 1906), We need to add,. finally,
 
: . ., ./t. '.1. :
 

that the marahouts continue to wield a very great deal of power within 
.. . .. . ... ..I.. . •". " 'i .' ' '"" ' " ' 

the Moorish society's structures, in spite of the changes in the situa-

tion'that slowly began to take place with the onset of colonialism, nd

in '.............. .,. s.' " .
• ....-... .
 

in spite of the weakening cf the traditional educational system and the 
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influence.of thebrotherhobds-. Indeed, marabouts are extremely important, 

in the state power structure (de Chassey, 1978, has shown how members 

of the warrior and marabout grpps have in. tande fiacd6mplisfied the 

crossover from the apex of the traditioaal social pyraiid to the apex 

of the modern state',c bureaucrati pyramid):. 

C. SUBJECT GROUPS 

We see, ,then..:that the.virribrs and the marabouts occupy the apex 

of the Moorish social hierarchy. 'From that position they used to 

exercise--and they still exe:ise--na -politico-religious co'ntrol over 

the other groups, base4.on..,herditry division of labor. Who are the 

groups so dominated, and how have,.they evolved?:" 

a) THE VASSALS
 

The vassals are survivors from prior' populdtinhs "Ather thinned
 

out or destroyed by successive waves of..invaders," mostly Arabs. Remnants
 

of ertswhile powerful tribes reduced to vassal status after wars in
 
which they ended up at the losing end, the vassals have iaplace,in
 

Moorish society midway between the nobles and.. the. slaves. In fact, under
 

this rubric are categorized a number ef.djsparated groups.who have only .
 

their vassal-status in common.
 

i. THE BONA FIDE VASSALS
 

The vassals, strictly speaking, are thqse.groups.bonded,_t..pay
 

tribute. Called Aznaga or Ashab in the Hassani. dialect,. they are not
 

very many, amounting to no more than 5% of the, total Moorish:population,
 

according to the 1964 SEDES study.
 

http:base4.on
http:influence.of
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In' times pastthey .were..almost .exclusivelyidependent on.their overlords 

the warriors.. 

Specializing nor°ally in* animal husbandry and herding, the:Azna.
 

were s'ubject toarbitrary taxation and could be. called,upon to"do
 

forced labor whenever their overlords wanted. ':Thek had t6 '
 pay a multi

t4.'e of fees to their overlords - the ghrama, the horma, th mouna,,the
-


bakh,. etc.,:,- theor,-tically as part of conventionF of solidarity and
 

protection between them,and their overlords.,,:
 

Within the *system the warrior overlord could cal1l Upon hi;'serfs* 

to pay hi's debts;" he 'could take contribuitibns -from ,them to buy a horbe,, 

to marry off one of his daughters, etc. During seasons when milk was.. 

plentiful, he frequently boarded his daughters with tem for fattening.. 

The Zenagui"(singular"b'zm of Aznag"a) was normally cowed into 

' -st'ateo f 76 forlIis 20verl6rd-by virtue 'of repeated And °frequent punish-1-: 

ments and irap'sitions.. 

Some marabout tribes maintained similar power relationships with
 

wome of their dependents. With the substit-ition of a few terms, the' 

Zenagui would be analogous to the Telmidi (disciple), while the ghrama 

fee would have its counterpart in the gabdh 

We have already discussed the effects colonization had-on the 

power of the marabouts and the warriors; we have also mentioned com

pensation pai lby the administration (or with its blessing) for the' 

abolition of vassal tribute: some compens.tion arrangements were stillf
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under negotiation in the Tagant region as recently as 1951 (Aam Elfda,
 

the YeArof Compensation).
 

Nevertheless, w.. must emphasize the fact that even though i 
"a
 

general sense the.situation hais been evolving in a direction favoring
 

the..,ilberli1tion: of traditional dependency relationships in their most
 

rigid and briltal forms, the vassal ' still very much under the
 

moral  and sev.,itmes material - domination of their traditional masters.
 

This is particularly. true of the marabouts, 
as thei' relatibnships
 

with the Imraguen demonstrate.
 

ii. 	 THE IMRAGUEN
 

We have already wentioned the existencelof this peculiar .group.n
:
 

Moorish society, where it is the.only -group makilng'i s livinhg almost
 

exclusively from fishing. 
It is a group mostly composedof':Vassals and::
 

ex-slaves, strung along the Atlantic seaboard in tiny clusters. (6) Until
 

1944 thelImraguen had to pay their overlords, mostly warriors, 
a serips,
 

ot"fees that were exorbitant when related to their meager income. 
Theje;
 

fees were:' the Tijikrit or personal tax; the Darract Ahel Amar Ould.
 
. .	 - . , - . , ! 

Bouchadb or the Ahel 'AmarBouchareb wardrobe tax; the Taghadert or the 
...
 

fischery tax; 
*the Dkhoul lebar or the seafarer's licence; the Chrabelhasi 

or the license to drink well-water; the Ivije, yet another personal tV;i 

the' Lebest Sedoum or 'the Seddoum wardrobe tax (Thomas 1946, Lotte 19.37).. 

(6) 	A 1939 
census quoted by Thomas places the total Imraguen population

at 306. Nowadays their number is no more 
than 	5-6,000.
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S.The redemption from the warrior group of all these impositions 

Dn Imraguen income has very nalpably'eased the exploitation of the 

rmraguen fishermen by the warrior group, even if it has not endedithat 

axplo-itation altogether. But their exploitation by the marabouts, l 'aed 

n.the .powe of nmagico-religious beliefs, seems to have continued 

(F.X..Pelletier 1975). 

Then there is the continuing exploitation practiced by the fishing 

-ompanies. These companies buy a ,ortion of the fish hauled in by -the 

[mraguen from them. But at the same time their own fishingl.activiti.-s 

)ut increasingly daneerous pressures on the marine resources, on'.which" 

:he thrauen depend for their,,livelihood. 

.ii. THE GRIOTS 

Among the dependent groups, we must mention the griots. The 

,riots are a veryimndihal group, numerically,speaking. Counted togethe.r. 

rith the craftsmen, the whole lot comprises no more than: 2 of the tota.l 

loorish population. lind the,-3.rots are a minority- even among the crafts-. 

ien. Traditinal Iy,,:., the'';riots (genealogists, poets,.. iuit-arists, singers,. 

Lnd composers) used to be attached to the principal watrior families. 

.'hese days, in their efforts to survive the disastrous conditions besetting 

[oorish society, the ribts have taken to a kind of syncretic 'how

usiness that is partly tiaditional -- they prQvide, eritertalment.and 
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excitement at big'wedding parties ,--.and partly capitalist -- they 

organise coficertsa charging ,entrance.fbes (M. Guignard 1975).
 

iv. THE CRAFTSMEN
 

The craftsmen are of obscure origin. Likei'-the. griots.,* they too
 

were traditionally ittachec to ,marabout or warrior families or tribes.
 

These marabouts or wa rior orverlords extended .protection and 

material aid to the craftSnie6n in caste of need. In returni the craftsmen 

owed them payments in kiiA1, the's-pecifid items. depending on the crafts-, 

men's special std11s (say, metalwork or arvngs from.men, leatherwork
 

' 
and hairdressin "serviceS ftom womeh). 'Rcwards for these services were
 

more or Liss precis'ely fixed by traditional rules.. , .
 

As we have already notod, in Moorish society most craft production 

was aimed at supplying the nomadic milieu with usefAul aTtifacts necessary 

for housing, animal husbandry, transportation, • etc.'. 

Since colonization the bonds tying ith!-c-rif'tsmen., to theirforme

patrons have loosened c6nsiderably; 'The craftsmen were in the vanguard 

of the rush to the urban areas. Once arrived7;.i-i town, they have turned 

with determined energy to the jTi'oduction of luxury items, in response, 

to demand created by the bureaucratic :and Eiiropean elite.
 

Most of the current urban population of craftsmen are therefore'

jewelers. Their incomes vary widely, from a few hundred 2p4ya. to
 

several thousands monthly.
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There are, however, some craft occ upati6ns which seem capable " 

o i rise to facter -'typ' industri's; examples aie' th coal-fur

nace-making and the pipe-makin, trades 

v. THE NEHADI: A MARGINAL GROUP. 

The Nemadi are a small 'group of hunters in the Akle 'and 'Djbuf 

regions-, beyond Tichitt and Oualatta. -The group's members have different 

ovigins, but In spite of that they seem to 'function as a' sort 'of' caste. 

Other'Moors look down :on them; . sometimes they even hate them,' on 

account-cf; their :notoriety as. livestock rust-lers.. As if that were iuot 

2nough, they *.arealso.. thought -to serve .as informers to razzia raiding 

)arties. In the last three years, because of 'the. war situation', :the 

qepadi were cr,*Ipulsorily sedentarizrd,by state fiat. 
 The wiy thin-s
 

Qoek. now, the group seems doomed to. extinction (Marty .1930, Garhon 

917, Laforgue 1q26, Brosset 1932, Gabus 
1952).
 

SLAVES, AND THE HARATIN 

From the 'conmic point of view, ,the slaves an,! the Haratin are 

iore timportant than the Nemadi.'.According 
.to the SEDES study quoted
 

y F.. de Chasse'y (1977),.' in 1964 slaves and the Haratin consti'tuted 

3% and 26% of the -total Moorish:population The slaves functiori.s:..as 

hepherds, well-sinkers, farmers;. in fact they are the society's most 

ctive workers. They are also the most unfortunate group in that society. 

hat are the features of slavery in Moorish society ? And what is the
 
• of'its.'. ev.,olut n:' . 

istory of its evolution ? 
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Probably slavery in Moorish: society is<as.ancient as the society
 

itself.
 

A significant amount of evidence indicates that at least-some
 

of the black slaves'of the old'Sharan cities are survivors: from a.,
 

population which inhabited the area bfore the arri'val of Berbers 

and Arabs. Medieval Arab historians and geogr'aphers .scarcely nmtion 

slave tradinp activitiesi along the caravan routes of the We'stern :s hara.
 

In the entire history of the Moorish land there is no known-instance.,..
 

of a slave market." The most ancient'slaves in Moorish sqciety..re
 

known by a Berber name: Nalima.
 

To the original population of inhabitants enslaved in the crush 

of Berber and Arab invasibns, an i2ndless stream of fresh captives,: 

eith~r'bought of kidniapped from the: Sudan region,..was added. Kidnappj.ngs 

were still froqunt .a6 recehntlyIs the 1930".s. 

Slaves generally lived under diffi6ult conditions. In the tra

ditional Moorish society their treatme'nt, 'including 'starvation diets-,.., 

whipping and even torture, was so harsh it sometimes bordered on sadism 

(Fondacci 1946, Alamin 1911). 

In theory, slavery was supposed to be regulated by very stridt 

Islamic laws; in practice scarcely anyone heeded these laws. The con
~~~~~~. ..... ). ..... ......'!. ,., 

dition of the slaves varied accordinp to cat'Iories: the more ancient 

cate-ories of slaves, ntnma-and tiled, "ere bettcr trented t~an the more 

recent tarbiyya slaves. Their condition also depended on-the-tyrje of 
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masters they had, and on the prevailing economic situation: slaves
 

were among thP first victimes of famines which periodically ravaged
 

the Moorish world. Apart from being direct victims, more of them also
 

got sold during such catastrophes (Mar~y'1927). in point of law, slave
 

status means total dependence of the slave on the master: 
 the master
 

is entitled to sell his.slave; he can make the slavels daughters his
 

concubines at whim; and he is. the only legal 'hei 
to any property the
 

slave manages to own.
 

This situation has gone through a number of changes urAer the
 

impact of factors we have analyzed above.
 

In the first place there was colonialism, under which the equality
 

of all human beings before the law was formally proclaimed. But the 

changes wrouw-ht by the..direct'aftivity of the colonial administration
 

were less effective than.,the more indirect fallout in helping to change
 

the status of the slaves (Fondacci 1946). Fer instance, the colonial
 

government at one time established "Freedon Villag~s" purportedly to
 

receive and settled escaped..slaves; but, in the Very words of the
 

villagers themselves, the "Freedom Villages" rapidly'degenerated into
 

"Villages of the Governor's Slaves" (Denise Bouche 1950).
 

The occupation of the right bank of tht'Senegal Rtver as from
 

1902 speeded up the southward migratory movement and the settlement of
 

slaves in large farming townships, theiadotiaba (singula;r: adabai, literal
 

meaning: villages). These agglomerations oi peoplelike those which
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gre',up around the colonial administrative posts afid were for a long
 

tire qbasically populated by people formerly belonging to the dependent 

group, came to be in their own right a.neans of self-defense for escaped 

slaves. There they were safe from the risk of person-to-person confron

tations width, their old mas'ters'--confrontations that .threatehed thd:r' 

freedom.
 

The migratory movement into the farming,vi.llages., urban areas and 

I, even.. foreign countries was therefore an ongoing reality well -before the*... . . 

last decade of drought came to swell it to its present well-known dirhdl

sions. 

Nowadais slavery is dyinFg out in Moorish society;' the reasons 

for its demise are essentially material reasons,, chief among them being the 

disasters that 'have crushed the animal husbandry-industry. The fact
 

that slavery is on its way out, however, does not mean'that problems of 

subjection and dependency have been solved.
 

The truth is that in .traditional Moori'sh society, even enfranchise&
 

slaves, the Haratin, normally kept up client-patron relationships with
 
t. . L 

theiritformermasters. These relationships ,involved the payment"of numerous 

dues;' or, as we have observed repeatedly, they took the form of a share

'cropping arrangement' in cses where the Hartani was' g farm 1laborer. 

In poor years such sharecropping arrangements became extremely
 
........ . . . .. 

burdensome. They became downright, intolerable in cases where the old 

landlords dropped the more normal habit of sending a caravan (ravga) from 



-107

time, to.time to. cbllect the dues, and simply came to settle within a 

few hundred meters of'his 1aratins' homes (adabaye), with the.undisguised 

aim of extorting his own .consumption needs directly from what they.

prqduced. This kind of situation was known to happen in.recent years. 

So the accelerated sedentarization of nomads begun in the early 

1970's shifts the problems of dependency relationsh.ips and land tenure 

from an old context'into a'riew frame of reference. 

The Moors have been compelled by the deeimatiod of their livestock 

herds t&'iesort to farm work. It is a sort of work for which they have 

neither aptitude nor interest. So, basing their claims on.landtenure 

rights.vested in principle in the tribe, they have been tryin..i.,: 3 

number of places.,(su'ch as the Chogar Gadel lands in Macta l.ahiar re-gin) 

,

to challenge rights already won by the Haratin. Their aim in thus " 

posing such a challenge is to try to restore their absolute controlbobr' 

the land areas in dispute; failinp that, they hope to make as much 

capital as they can ouit,of a situation in which the primary producers 
............................ ,:-.. ;, 

would be forced to remain ir- thd cramping po0ition of sharecroppers. 

... ClearLy;"this situation ganerates conflicts and .tensions which 

are pqrtly rbspoihsible for the rural exodus: in particular,- the Htaratitis 
and the slaves,, in: moving away-frbm the countryside, are not only 

escaping economic privation-;,-th6 are also leaving behind a se of,_ 

social relatiqnships. -. inThe, slives 'andHaratini_, cnnstituting many. 

adouaba a practi5atly..homogeneous grou'p (Chambon, undated study), havc 
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been sedentarized much longer than their former imasters, and have lerrned
 

to be independent of them. Wherever ithe power equation favors them, -.
 
they resist the former masters, refusing, to yield .landwhose
rightful.,
 

owners 
they consider they are. by ripht. of the.,labor they have invested
 

in it.
 

With the. disappearance l.of. their:,livestock, the 'fiomads -fifnd "them
 

selves ii.ncreapingly..compelledto da without,.'le lab-or,"on.which a1'rbst
 

all ;Moorish pxrduotion",depended.
 

In fict tiri' is'aster'6f the last decade, superimposed on changes 

,ihhe'Hited fr'o;colonial liies ::'seems to have brought tog'echer all the 

factrsh needed fnal ab6liti6n of slavery in Moorish society. 

It isloiifg'since gum collection, which used to absorb a lot of
 

slave 
labor, became merely a marginal pursuit in the rural economy. And.
 

livestock, whose husbandry kept a large part of Moorish slave labor
 

occupied, has mostly been wiped out by the drought. 
Improvements in
 

transportation (the Kiffa-Nouakchott highway has been particularly important

.I!.. . , - . . : , 

Ln this respect), sedentarization, and rapid urbanization have birught.. 

-bout novel1 social combinations and created-c6nditions"of anonimity totally 

it variance with those isolated.conditions without which the bppressiv '; 

iocial.:relations.-of the padt could'not have been'mai'ntained. 

The wage economy has made steady inroads into .the counttyside. 

Chis encroachment is':also' linked wi'th the .disappearance or..the reduction 

)ftraditional m'ern of 'e'xdhanie, chidfly livestock,Ior with.the taking 
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over of livestock by businessmen employing wage'labor. This kind of 

takeover was connected,with the dizzying slump in livestock prices 

in the early 1970's: milch.cows were sold:for as li'tle as 1,500 francs 

CFA (47.50) each in Trarza.: All these factors have helped decisively 

to weaken relationships of dependence and slavery as they used to exist 

in Moorish society scarcely twenty yeqrs, ago... More than that: coloniza

tion, th' drought, and the Saharan war speeded up the process of'§outh

ward migration and the sedentarization of the population.- In so doing 

they helped definitively to upset the internal balance of.Moorish'society, 

a balance dependent 6n the demographic, economic and political..hegeSIony.:
 

exercised by nomadic herdsmen, mostly Arabo-Berber marabouts and warriors,
 

over the settled ifrmin, population, mostly black Africans. Henceforth,
 

in Moorish sociepy-.. settled V.bpulations 4would outnumber nomads, farmers
 

would outnumber herdsmeni and Haratin would outnumber "white" Moors.

7/ For quite some time the Moors themselves as well as observers of Moorish
 
'
 society (Dubi' 1953, Lieutenant Julien 1947) have maoai-the demograiphic 

cbcrvation that the white Bizan p~bulation tends to thin out and decline 

iii numbers 1i proportion as they get settled in,the humid Sudan 'zon6. 

The expression .,'agall min ahrar Id-Aghzaimbou'illustrates the observation. 
It means "rarer than the white Moors of the-Id-A.hzaiqbou tribe".- The 
tribe referred to settled in the Chemama arc after a war with the Tagou
ndn tribe in the reiyn of the Emir Amear OulL 21I Hokhtar earl -in fh . . 

19th century., Once settled, the tribe became practically reduced to 
its Haratin members. Apparently, their enemies the Tagounanthad.had 
better consultants. "'Chobse," their sage had avised them, "the. land 
where hunger is the prevalent disease and the jackal the dominant animal". 
He meant the northern desert regions. According to'popular tradition, 
which is often:So boldly hyperbolic, the ululations announcing.the,.birth 
of a son in an aristocratic id-Ag,hzaimbou family iere broadcast from 
neighborhood to neighborhood starting from Chabariyya, 18 kilometers 'from 
Podor, all the way to Tiris, more.than -l!,OOO kilombters distant. Today, 
only two P'ihite"' Mo*orish fnmil'ies remain among the Id-Aghzaimbou: the 
Abel Enahoui, settled among the Idawali; and the Ahel Ahmed Ould El 
Mokhtat, gravitating into the sphere of influence of the Ahel Cheikh
 
Sidia of Boutilimit.
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Conclusion:- The-.Iporish.Soial Hierarchy"
 

With .the.discussioh of slaves and Haratin we come to therend of.
 

our concise suryey ofclasses or castes in Moorish society.
 

.. ut:"twojqustions remain: is it correct tQ use the :.te:rm cates . 
•I. 

And,how,:do the ongong processes of change affect the. Moorish. sociali 

hierarchy ? 

As we noted at the beginnin 5 of,,.this Ghaptei,, "the r l-vnc of 

these quesli.ons does not derive from a..merely academic'need to find
 

meth6hdIogkiai rationalizations for a particular classificatioh. 
The
 

questions are relevant also because they help shed li~ght .on the, present
 

situation and future destiny of the groups enumerated;. and they make"itr 

possible to assess ihe flexibility or inflexibility with which they 

adapt to.an.rivir6nment undergoing profound upheavals. 

Among eduzated Moors tho traditional view has it thhtithe original 

divis ij~ Moorish had a tripartite aspect On this0f1.abor in society 

issue Ol.is Moorish view agrees with several reports emanating from the' 

Indo-Eurqpean.world in antiquity and in medieval times (vide;M. BLOCH,
 

Dumezil, Duby; etc.). 
 Legend has it that it was the Almoravid.ichieftain 

Abou iakr-Ben Omar WhGo, in 1087, on his deathb-d in. Tagant, .decided to 

divide his disciples into three groups: the warriors •were to.propagate' 

Islam at. the point oft. t-e"sword and to defend the areas thus conquered; 

the marabouts were to be responsible for education and justice: and 

the vassal group was to support the preceding two. 
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However, there are numerous reasons for thinking that this tripar

tite design is an a nosteriori rationalization current mostly among the
 

marabouts, and aimed almost exclusively atsati-sfylig ,their..own n~eds.
 

After all, we have i-n fact.observed that the warri6rs are byrno means
 

ardent Muslims, and that the defense of Islam'is 4bout the last, thing
 

on their minds;. Iasides, the vassals; on whose shoulders the support of
 

the first two groups is supposed to rest,' are so ludicrously few, being
 

at the.most only 5% of the Moors, that the whole schema should be received
 

with'skepticism. Lastly, the griots, the craftsmen, the Haratin and the
 

slaves .all left out: in effect, more than half the Moorish popula

.tion is unaccounted for.
 

,Certain authors, (like C. Hamas, 1977), have sought to demonstrate
 

similaritibs between the Moorish social hierarchy and the Indian system
 

of orders (Varna) and castes (Zati). But'there is a vast difference
 

between Moorish social stratification and the minu.t.ly detailed and
 

coherently codified Indian system as we know it from the Dharma-Shastra.
 

In. the first place the terms for order and caste have no equi-

Valents in Hassani, the Moorish dialect of.the Arabic language. But 

even beyond that, the Indian system derives from ametaphysical and cos

mological matrix in which, somewhat Platonically, a social class has a 

functional and organic anthropomorphid'analog: e.g. the mouth, the feet, 

the thigh, the arm. Now this type of matrix is absenlt in Moorish society. 

http:minu.t.ly


It is a society in which there is no .trace at all of thai hierarchic
 

' ' scale :of purity which provides the Indian caste systen with itg'orga

nizational""s.affolding,at the absolute b-ttom .of which are the outcast 

untouchables. 

There is not even.,a clear-cut.hierarchy among the ditterent groups
 

constituting Moorish society. Granted, the.warriors and .the maribouts
 

are at the apex and the slaves occupy the base. But in between the'top 

and bottom we know of no operative critri4 .which .make it possib'le' -b 

rank the vassals, craftsmen, griots and Haratin ,accordinj! to ptecedenC'e. 

Furthermore,.nowhere in Moorish society dowe find the' Sort of
 

dietary taboos inextricably bound up w.ith the Indian caste system.
 

Finally, it does no't seem as if any group in Moorish society has 

ever. been totally :o.r exclusively confined to the occupation theoretically 

reserved for. it'. 

Evefi leaving aside tribes such as the Kounta and the Ahel Sidi,. 

Ma moud which simultafieously combine the functions of marabouts and 

warriors, there are numerous examples of warriors who turn marabouts, 

becom.ng tLab or penitents. 'Cbnversely,-.here--are examples of marabouts 

tribes, wh.ich have .taken up arms and proceeded most implacably to wage 

the bitterest of wars, .l.ike thewar between the Ida Ouali and the Ida 

Belhacen, or that •between :the Ideidiba and the -Otilad. Ebiery ii the 

middle and .at the end of the 19th century. 

http:becom.ng
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In fact all Moors, in varying forms and degrees, practised arimal 

husbandry, the occupation theoretically reserved for the Aziaga or vassals. 

Music was in practice not the monopoly of the griots. And there have
 

been cases of craftsmen metamorphosed into excellent warriors, an example
 

being the Oulad Rgueig who cnonpose thd paiace guard of the 'Emi't. of Trarza. 

None of these groups within Moorish society insists on strict
 

endogamy, though in other respects the distribution of spouses follows
 

relatively tight hierarchic regulations. Thus, for example, it is ex

tremely difficult for marabo"uts to consent to their women marrying
 

outside their class. In fact the question rises :only when wartiors are 

the suitors involved; *the other groups are autoatically exciuded.' But 

ndrabouts hav& the' option of taking, wiyes from all the. other,groups.
 

Iou6e an analogy based on blood groups, we.could say the marabouts
 

are "universal recipients"; slaves, on the other hand, wou.ld be •called 

"uqivers.al donors", since they can scarcely ever mnrry women outside 

their group.though all .other grouTps can take wives from theirs. 

Thd.'.warriors are"entitled, ta.take:..ives from al.4 other grup.pps, 

b.tionly .gi~e ;themi to the mar-ibouts. Vassals may .take wives from jIl. 

gr ?s excep)t.thd'warrior and.maraboUt, groups; it is. .rare fo vassals 

to give their wofnn why to any -but warriors and marabouts. . 

In such a system, it'is obvious that the distribuition of wives, 

reflects not so much the imperatives of caste endog'amy :a an :iiiie6y to 

keep intact a hierarchy based on a non-too-rigid division of labor.
 

http:uqivers.al
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Throughout our exposition on the Moorish social structure and its
 

materialfoundatins,we have shown how the entire system hhas been eroded
 

by colonialism and the encroachment of the market econo'. 'We have

examnea the symptoms. .of .this encroachment: the weak'ning ot; radi

tional power arrangemeutts and their subversi6i bthe cash ndkus the 

de'cline of the..precplpnial educational system;

S . 

the monet Arition and

14" 1 1.. . : .I I: ." , 

inflation of dowry• paymPnts. We have shown how the drought df thb
 
• ~ ~ , -.~ V 1 !', 

1970"s!'and the Saharan War worsened this erosion, swel-ing e"'soughward.
 

population movement, enhancing sedentarization, and massively aggravating
 

the depopulationof the countryside. And to wind up the study, welhave
 

sought .to avoid -top.,riFd a conception of the Moori'sh 3cI:'h.ierarc
 

bringing-out its subtleties, and showing that it contains 'contradictions 

atid evolutionary seedsthat might help it adapt to the new'6ntect 

within which the Moors have had to move ever since the "we'e colonizedl

and sedentarize .: , .. : ,,1. 

The social framework we have outlined above may be found intact 

inAisclated rural spots,, but in the urban areas it is gradually dying 

out. In fact some Moorish aristocrats go so far as to comlair' that in 

th' se urban areas the old roles have been reversed: former dependert's 

who used to work for them, having fled rural penury to scttle'in town, 

now try when. they:.can to hustle a living out of th'ir 61d'masters. . 
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Still, we constantly have to refer back to the tradition-ilsbcial 

hierarphy to explain the current urban, 4aptalist stratification and":

the .a'ccomaninp, rise .of new classes. On this score we have ar y 

notcd 1tpt warrior and marabout elements have together managed to shift 

from the apex of the traditional hierarcy.::to the apex of the moderti":. 

elite.stracture. We need t6 add a corollary: former slaves'and Haratin 

":iave,,been :elegated in large numbers to menial functions within th"bame
 

modern structure, as laborers, factory workers and domestic servants..
 

Even.more specifically, we could trace the influence of th'traditional
 

.divip.ion working in the capitalist enclaves of today's Moorish sodiety.
 

This..would probably reveal the reasons why the commercial Sector'and the
 

the Civil Service regularly eats up'
buraucracy are so overstaffed: 


80% to 100% of the state budget (Ould Cheikh 1979). After all, this is
 

a.society which traditionally has looked down on manual work," and whose
 

members were on the whole unaccustomed to any form of investment or,
 

long-term budgeting.
 

Unless we wish to consider .the people themselves and their.whole
 

life style as an obstacle to development ("Everything would have-been
 

perfect in the colonies", said Albert Memmi, "had there bedn no natives"),
 

with the understanding that ae6velopment means capitalist dkvelophient,
 

we are ,obliged to conclude, from our entire discussion, that at all
 

those points where Moorish society is resisting the total domination of
 

capitalist relationships, the amount of resistance it puts up is
 

precisely the amount of resistance capitalism itself wants to put up
 

with.
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III. GENERA.L CONCLUSION
 

The composition and installation of Mauritania's Moorsh .population 

'as iC'tWas scarcely a dozen years ago happened over a long perid of..
 

frequent upheavals. To recapitulate the main p.oints, we',have.dis.cussed
 

'th'd aboriginal presence of a negroid population in the Western Sahara.
 

du-ring the Neolithic Era; it was probably the vassalized remnants of
 

this population-whom the firstwaves of invading Berbers enslaved. Next,
 

we took up the issue of the 'role played by these Berber immigrants. It
 

was -they-who,working thiirf# thethough Almoravid movement, helped to 

establish Islam definitively in the areas under study. We have given 

a concise account of confTpntations between Lhe Berbers and incoming 

Beni 1jassan Arabs, whose vanguard retched the' Tiris area around' the- end 

of the 14th century. -Tn discus singthe partid.l triumph of the Hssani 

troops at the end of the Charr Bebbelwar in which they fought against a 

Berber , coalition led by the 'Oman Nacer Edrlin, w6 pointed out the 

emergence among them of embryonic, s-tatd brganizati6hs in:the form of 

Emirates--the Tagant Emirate providing an; exception to the rule. But 

.the focus of our historical, survey, considering that: theicentral -"; 

preoccupation of this study was that it should help shed light on ; 

strategy for economic development, was on the. impact of the trns-Aliai

tic trade and colonization on Mooris)i society. We. have taken paid ; 

'point out the disintegrative effect these phenpmena. have hAd, fn all 'the ' 

Moorish world's economic and social structures.
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In the field of economics we have examined the society's production, 

especially its production Qf..commodities linked '.tb th'd livestock industry, 

the foundation of the nomadic life style., We have also discussed consump

'
 tion patterns and the circulation and distribution of goods 'Withinthe :
 

society. Our discussion led us to the-main -:onclusiol that the, tradi

tional mode of production, now irreversible placed underlthe domination
 

of the market economy, had deteriorated steadily in all'ifs aspects.
 

* Social structures have foilowed the same pattern in practically
 

every area. And the drought of the last Several years, together with
 

the Sahara.War, has turned 'this deterioration into nothing less than a
 

full scale catastrophe.
 

The entire lifestyle of the Moorish people, centered on nomadic
 

,astbralism, has been radically altered by these developments. The
 

sedent~rization process and the massive rural exodus which affected
 

Moorish society in the 1970's did not simply entail changes from place
 

to pla'e or a modification in spatial relationships. They also entailed
 

a total upheaval'in forms of production and employment, nutrition,
 

hygiene, housing and marriage patterns.
 

The catastrophic climatic conditions of this last decade, falling
 

within the context of economic and institutional transformation.inherited
 

from colonialism, have completely snapped all the internal balancing
 

mechanisms on which Moorish society used to depend...The Moorish social
 

hierarchy was traditionally based on the demographic, economic and
 



political hegemony of .Arabo-erbernomadic .herdqtqen of the .warrior and

marabout classes. Now this old hierarchy is confronted with ithe apser

tion of power on the pat ofedentary farming groups;. made up mostly of 

black ex-slaves. 

Our mandate in this study was to locate factors ir Moorish society
 

which, from an organizational o.r institutional pjont of, vew, 
co :
 

constitute obstacles to development..
 

:The preise definition ,of -the 'terms of reference itnjlicit*in'ktat ; 

man4at.tp i-s, open to. different: interpretations. But what.e hadV(' tried' ': 

to do is, first, to show that as far as production was concerned, the
 

pre-colonial Moorish socio-economic system was coherent and relatively
 

functional. Secondly, we have also attempted to lay bare that system's
 

contradictions and shortcomings, taking particular care to bring to
 

light those factors which, judged according to the society's own crite

ria, within the society's own frame of reference, compromised its
 

ability to perform at peak capacity. We arc quite aware that in so
 

doing, we have laird ourselves open to accusations of an antiquarian
 

bias, of having a fixation on the past. But our concern has been to
 

differentiate as meticulously as 
possible between the undeveloped
 

condition in which Moorish society kept itself in the past when it was,
 

so 
to speak, on its own, and its current condition of underdevelopment,
 

a condition characterized by a implete dislocation of both its economic
 

nnd social structures. In our opinion the main responsibility for this
 

http:man4at.tp
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dislocation rests not with the Moors, but with the capi.talist market
 

economy. Because ever since the end of the 18th century that system,
 

the capitalist market economy, has taken into its hands the means, for
 

controlling the destiny of these pastoralists of the Sahara Desert.
 

It would have been appropriate to conclude this study by placing
 

Moorish society back within its context in the general Moorish society.
 

But had we attempted this, we would have been drawn into a critical
 

examination of the relevance of ethnic criteria in an exposition of
 

current Mauritanian social realities--and-that is quite'another problem,
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