
Repositorium für die Geschlechterforschung

Ending Slavery : Hierarchy, Dependency and
Gender in Central Mauritania
Ruf, Urs Peter
1999
https://doi.org/10.25595/215

Veröffentlichungsversion / published version

Buch / book

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Ruf, Urs Peter: Ending Slavery : Hierarchy, Dependency and Gender in Central Mauritania. Bielefeld: transcript Verlag,
1999. DOI: https://doi.org/10.25595/215.

Nutzungsbedingungen: Terms of use:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/legalcode.de https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/legalcode.de

www.genderopen.de





ßßßßßßßßßß
ß
ß
Ending Slavery



ß
ß
ß



ßßßßßßßßßß
ß
ß
Urs Peter Ruf
Ending Slavery.
Hierarchy, Dependency and Gender
in Central Mauritania



ßßßßßßßßßß
ß
ß

Die Deutsche Bibliothek Ä CIP-Einheitsaufnahme

Ruf, Urs Peter:
Ending slavery Ú hierarchy, dependency and gender in Central Mauritania /
Urs Peter Ruf. Ä Bielefeld Ú transcript Verlag, 1999

Zugl.Ú Bielefeld, Univ., Diss., 1998
ISBN 3Ä933127Ä49Ä1

ä 1999 transcript Verlag, Bielefeld
Typeset byÚ digitron GmbH, Bielefeld
Cover LayoutÚ orange|rot, Bielefeld
Printed byÚ Digital Print, Witten
ISBN 3Ä933127Ä49Ä1

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons  
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 3.0 License.



ßßßßßßßßß5
ß
ß
ß

Contents

Preface .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß9

Acknowledgements  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß15

Note on Transliteration  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß17

Introduction  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß19

Chapter 1
Approaching Slavery in Bà̧z.a̧n Society  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß27

Theorising Slavery  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß27
Slavery and Social Hierarchy in Bà̧z.a̧n Society  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß36
A Methodology of Rural Slave System Studies .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß44

Chapter 2
Changing Configurations of Hierarchy and Dependency  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß49

Methodological Considerations  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß50
Contrasting Life Stories  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß56
Exploring the Change .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß78

Chapter 3
Slave Women .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß93

Tent Slaves and Female Slave Affection  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß93
Slave-Master Milk Kinship .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß94
Concubinage .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß99
Status and Split Origin  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß105

Chapter 4
The Demography of W estern Saharan Slavery .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß113

Africa and the Slave Trades .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß113
Numbering Su̧da̧n .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß126
Sex, Gender and Servile Demography .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß136



6ßßßßßßßßß
ß
ß
Chapter 5
Gender and Status in the Topography of Work  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß139

Gendered Labour  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß139
Domains of Work .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß150
Gender, Status and the Locus of Work  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß170

Chapter 6
The Historical Dynamics of Bà̧z.a̧n Economy  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß177

Gum and Guin‚e  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß177
The Colonial Challenge to Pastoral Economy  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß184
Wage Labour and Migration  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß190

Chapter 7
Small Dams, Large DamsÚ
Bà̧z.a̧n Land Tenure and Social Stratification  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß199

Land TenureÚ the Legal Framework .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß200
Case Studies  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß208
Land Tenure, Gender and Relations of Domination .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß247

Chapter 8
The Difference in Identity  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß253

The Politics of H. ara̧t.à̧n Identity  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß253
Marking Difference, Marking Identity  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß256
Being a Part or Being Apart? .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß273

Chapter 9
Where Do They Go To?  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß285

Notes .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß295

Transliteration of Arabic Characters  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß395

Bibliography  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß397

Index  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß423



ßßßßßßßßß7
ß
ß
Tables

Table 1Ú Estimations of Atlantic, Oriental and
ß Inner-African Slave Trade  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß114
Table 2Ú Slave Exports from Senegambia to the Atlantic, 1700-1800  .  .  . ß118
Table 3Ú Population in the Moudj‚ria District, 1950 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß128
Table 4Ú Frequency of Status Group Members in Different Villages .  .  . ß131
Table 5Ú Status Affiliation of Women and Men  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß137
Table 6Ú Estimated Net Barter Terms of Trade, 1718-1849  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß182
Table 7Ú Evolution of Date Palm Plantations,
ß Moudj‚ria District, 1905-1984 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß223
Table 8Ú Evolution of Date Palm Plantations,
ß Assaba Region, 1920-1984  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß223

Illustration

Illustration 1Ú Gender and Status Implications of Work  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß172

Maps

Map 1Ú Islamic Republic of Mauritania  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß18
thßMap 2Ú Western Sahara and Senegal River Valley in the 19 Century  .  . ß178

Map 3Ú Tribal Boundaries in the Southern Tagant
ß and Northern Aftout .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . ß210



ßßßßßßßßß
ß
ß
ß

ß

To Boissil



ßßßßßßßßß9
ß
ß
ß

Preface

In 1980, slavery was abolished in Mauritania for the third time in the
thß 120 century. The issue is, however, of such longevity that it continues to

attract the attention of abolitionists and human rightsgroups, but also of
2international donors and journalists up to the present day. Like the vast

majority of these popular perceptions the present analysis focuses exclusively
on Moorish, or, in the terminology that will be adopted here, on bà̧z.a̧n
society. However, to equate slavery within this largest ethnic group in
Mauritania with slavery in this country, as isfrequently done in the media, is
misleading. Similar institutions existed, and still can be traced too, among the
black African ethnic groups in Mauritania as well as among most other
Sahelian and West African ethnicgroups. This is acknowledged and highÝ
lighted by a number of human rights groups, such as ©Human Rights
Watchª, ©Anti-Slavery Internationalª and the Mauritanian ©SOS esclavesª,

3to name only a few.
ßßßCloser to the heart of the matter are statements from pressure groups which
criticise the government of Mauritania for doing at best little or else nothing
at all to promote the slaves' and former slaves' emancipation and economic
development, and hence for allowing slavery to continue. While these
accusations cannot be compared with those against the government of Sudan,
which has been accused at least for tolerating if not promoting the enslaveÝ
ment of women and children in the country's south by northerners, the
whole issue seems outdatedÚ after all it is more than 150ßyears since the
abolition of slavery by France under the initiative of Viktor Schoelcher. This
declaration, however, only followed similar earlier declarations concluded in
1792 in Denmark, in 1807 in Great Britain, and in 1815 at the Congress of
Vienna. Today the framework of international consensus on the abolition of
slavery, human rights and the rights of the individual is provided by the
Universal Declaration of the Human Rights of 1948, the ©Slavery ConvenÝ
tionª of 1926, the ©Forced Labour Conventionª of 1930, the ©Supplementary
Convention on the Abolition of Slavery, theSlave Trade and Institutions and
Practices Similar to Slaveryª of 1956, and the ILO convention n§ß105 of 1957
concerning the ©Abolition of Forced Labourª. The various conventions not
only condemn slavery and forced labour, but also call for measures to
prevent these. In view of this long history of abolition, and the consensus on
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this issue within the international community, the accusation of continuing
to tolerate slavery hits hard. It brings into the present an institution of
domination and oppression commonly thought to have long been consigned
to history, and thus puts back on the agenda the question of what ©slaveryª

4means.
ßßßI became involved with Mauritania, and with the problem of slavery in this
country, in 1992. Besides the many fascinating aspects of bà̧z.a̧n society I got
to know during this first stay, I was struck by people speaking publicly and
without any uneasiness of their slaves and formerslaves. A little later I
became acquainted with settlements inhabited exclusively by slaves and
former slaves, and Irealised that these people live in the worst conditions I
had ever seen thus far Ä though I had to admit that the situation many of their
masters lived in was hardly more enviable. This experience,which is first of
all one of social inequality, and thus in no way particular to Mauritania,
would not have raised my concern so strongly, had there not been what may
be called a mental state of slaveryÚ arrogance on the part of the former
masters, the bà¸z.a̧n, and subservience on the part of the su¸da̧n, the slaves and
manumitted slaves (h.ara̧t.à̧n).
ßßßHaving worked on local institutions of participation in a development
project and beyond, and the sedentarisation of the bà̧z.a̧n pastoral nomads
while finishing my studies (cf. Ruf 1993, 1995), the wish to go to Mauritania
for a further period and explore what remained of slavery persisted. A
generous research grant for a Ph.D.ßthesisfrom the graduate school ©Market,
State, Ethnicityª at the Social Development Research Centre, which is part of
the Department of Sociology at the University of Bielefeld, funded by the
German Research Foundation (DFG) and the federal state of North-Rhine
Westphalia, finally provided the material means to turn this project into
reality.
ßßßAlmost one year of fieldwork primarily among slaves and manumitted
slaves (h.ara̧t.à̧n), but former masters, the bà̧z.a̧n, too, was a rich experience
providing many insights into the complex universe of hierarchy and dependÝ
ency in bà̧z.a̧n society. I wasable to witness slaves still experiencing maltreatÝ
ment by their masters, agreat number of slaves and former slaves living in
highly ambivalent relations with masters and former masters, and finally
slaves and former slaves defying not only their former master, but the bà̧z.a̧n
as such. However, beyond all these differentiations, which highlight that
things are indeed changing in Mauritania, I still feel anger whenever my
thoughts go back to some of the experiences I had and which have to be
named. There is the bitterness underlying many slave narratives telling how
things used to be, and there is the memory of one particular old slave man,
who, being no longer of any use, had to sit all day long outside in the
courtyard, barely protected by a hut of branches from the beating desert sun,
while his master, a likeable and learned man, resided in the modest house
build of clay-bricks a few steps away.
ßßßThis, andvarious other experiences which taught me what an end to slavery
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can mean to those who still suffer from it made me decide that this analysis
should contribute to changing this situation. Indeed, the vast majority of
Mauritanians, living in one of the least developed countries of this world,
need better living conditions. However, among these Mauritanians, the slaves
and manumitted slaves,together with a number of other despised social
groups, deserve special attention. Their deprivation resides not only in such
domains as economy and welfare, but also in ongoing social discrimination,
which is a result of their slave past. Change in this domain needs understandÝ
ing and an open, unprejudiced debate about the nature of the past. This is, as
recent cases show, a sensitive and most difficult task. Nevertheless, it is to
such a future project that the present discussion would like to propose some
arguments.
ßßßAs far as this aim is concerned, the present study is far from all encompasÝ
sing. Its intention is to unravel perspectives on bà̧z.a̧n slavery that until today
have remained largely ignored. Its leitmotif is that it is the points of view of
the oppressed which need to be made explicit, and which have to be contrasÝ
ted with those representations of the social provided by the discourses of the

5dominant strata. Such a perspective allows one to discern what makes up
lines of conflict in society and how these are maintained, shifted or overcome.
Social hierarchy in the light of such an analysis is free from that certain taste
of social consent that common-sense definitions of difference in society tend

6to suggest and which the powerful like to maintain.
ßßßAs a critical approach to the analysis of bà̧z.a̧n society, the present work
takes up a concern expressed by a long and illustrious list of social scientists.
It was Karl Marx ([1846] 1983b) who stated that philosophical reasoning,
which was judged to have only interpreted the world in different ways until
then, should turn towards changing the world. Later this tradition lived on,
among others in the works of Antonio Gramsci ([1929-35] 1971) and Frantz
Fanon (1952). While the voices of these scholars continue to influence
present discourses, engaging in public debate on politicalissues, however,
still remains open to the reproach of leaving scientificterritory. A most
recent example for this divide is the recent debate in France concerning what
has come to be the ©caseª of Pierre Bourdieu Ä as opposed to the social
scientist (cf. Priester 1998).
ßßßAlthough I am aware that the present analysis could be vulnerable because
of this impetus and its explicit premises, I prefer this more precarious status
to hiding behind ritual and meaningless evocations of the ideals of scientific
impartiality. The descriptions of social relations in Mauritanian society which
will be developed in the subsequent chapters are laden withtheory, and
hence ©thick descriptionsª (cf. Geertz 1973). They are aimed at providing a
narrative capable of changing the perceptions of the social topography of
Mauritania. However, this means not engaging in unfounded polemics, but
on the contrary unfolding a sound analysis enabling the reader to discern
how relations of dependency,which have come to be known asslavery,
evolve, how they are maintained, and what, today, brings them to an end.
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ßßßThis work is offered to all Mauritanians wishing to tackle the issue of
slavery in their society further, as well as to scholars concerned with MauriÝ
tania, development sociologists and of course everybody interested in the
study of slavery and relations ofdependency. As aview from the outside, this
study will, it is hoped, provide new insights, while it will undoubtedly also
receive criticism for misunderstanding bà̧z.a̧n society.Indeed much of MauriÝ
tania and bà̧z.a̧n society still remains alien to me, but seeing this country and
its people through the eyes of a stranger is not necessarily a disadvantage, nor
does it systematically inhibit the acquisition of knowledge. On the contrary,
strangeness to the object of study is a prerequisite to the production of
knowledge. In the social sciences it is certainly one of the greatest strengths
of social anthropology and ethnography to have developed systematically the
productive tension resulting from strangeness to cultures observed and
immersion in these cultures, regardless whether this is a subculture around
the corner, or the culture of an ethnic group on the opposite side of the globe
(cf. Knorr-Cetina 1991; Hirschauer/Amann 1997).
ßßßFor those to whom Mauritania is alien, it has to be explained that the debate
whether there isslavery, andwhat slavery has meant and continues to mean
to members of bà̧z.a̧n society, continues to go on both in the country and
abroad. Periodically the issue surfaces in the independent Mauritanian press
as well as among the Mauritanian emigrants, who today are linked by the

7newsgroup Mauritanie-Net. Until today debates remain heated and highly
controversial. Points of view vary from denying both the significance of
slavery in the past and especially its persistence until the present to denouncÝ
ing continued slavery. Thiscontroversy is reflected also by the public debate
between the government and various Mauritanian NGOs, aiming to defend

8the rights of slaves and formerslaves. In January1997, president Maouya
Ould Sid'Ahmed Taya dealt for the first time in a public speech with the
issue of slavery. Acknowledging this institution to be part of the nation's
past, he altogether denied its persistence until the present. Consequently
there are not remnants but only ©sequelsª of slavery to be witnessed in
Mauritania (cf. Mauritanie Nouvelles, n§ß234, 12.1.1997Ú 10).
ßßßThe practical consequences of this kind of definition became obvious about
one year later. On the 12 February 1998 five prominent Mauritanian
anti-slavery activists were sentenced by a Mauritanian court to thirteen
months of jail, and a 30,000ßUM fine after having participated in a French
television programme focusing, among othertopics, on the issue of slavery in

9Mauritania. On the 24 March the appeal of the human rights activists was
refused and the sentence confirmed. However, numerous international
protests and Ä probably more important Ä a meeting with a group of internaÝ
tional donors scheduled for the next day, made the president of Mauritania,
Maouya Ould Sid'Ahmed Taya, lift the sentence (cf. L'Autre Afrique,
1.4.1998).
ßßßWitnessing these recent trends towards a more rigid handling of the issue of
slavery in Mauritania by local authorities, the presentstudy, which will be
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the second one focusing on Mauritania's slaves and former slaves in only a
short period (cf. Brhane 1997a,b), will provide some further substance to the
debate, and thus contribute to a more thorough treatment of this serious
issue. This indeed is needed, as the recent evolution has polarised opinions
rather than encouraged to dialogue.
ßßßThis book aims at describing the slave experience from a grassroots
perspective; it wants to give the oppressed a voice, and to provide a forum
where both their dignity and humiliation can be expressed. Indeed slaves
resisted their masters, developed strategies to enlarge their autonomy, and
much more, while still living under the threats resulting from their slave
estate.
ßßßTrackingthese slaves' and former slaves' experiences in quest of their point
of view was done by conducting numerous individual interviews with people
still bound to the slave estate and h.ara̧t.à̧n (manumitted slaves). The locus of
research was the region of Achram-Diouk, a small rural area in central
Mauritania. Fieldwork consisted in many respects of learning by doing, as I
failed to anticipate a number of issues sensitive to the interviewees and also
because the latter had never been confronted with questions of the kind I
confronted them with. Nevertheless, as will be outlined in detail later on (cf.
p.ß44-47, 50-57), the people of Achram-Diouk came to teach me a lot about
their lives, and consequently about what it meant to have been a slave in
bà̧z.a̧n society, or to bestill bound to this estate. While some refused to take part
in my investigations, most were ready to answer my questions. Ultimately
they introduced me in a subtle and tactful way, to this particular social
milieu, and I have to thank them for their readiness to endure and forgive my
unawareness of many of the finer and more major points of good conduct.
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Note on Transliteration

Two distinct types of Arabic transliteration are used throughout this book.
Personal names of Mauritanians, such as interviewees, are transcribed in the
Latin alphabet according to the practice common in Mauritania and used in
newspapers for example. Names of locations and towns are transcribed in the
same way, taking whenever possible as a reference the transcriptions
provided by the Michelin Map n§ß953 ©Africa North and Westª. Expressions
in h.assa̧niyya Arabic dialect, as well as names of bà̧z.a̧n tribes and of a few
historical figures are Ä with a few changes revealing consonants specific to
h.assa̧niyya dialect Ä transcribed according to the system of transliteration of

thßArabic as suggested by the 19 conference of Orientalists in Rome in 1935
(cf. Krahl/Reuschel 1980Ú 31). Transliteration is documented on p.ß395. By
this choice I hope the interested reader might be able to further investiÝ
gate the etymology and meaning of h.assa̧niyya Arabic dialect terms (comÝ
prising also a number of terms which are derived from the Berber language),
while good readability is maintained by avoiding the overloading of the text
with diacritics.
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Map 1Ú Islamic Republic of Mauritania

Based on ©Mauritania 1995ª; Courtesy of The General Libraries, The University of
Texas at Austin
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Introduction

Studying the end of slavery means studying social change. In the case of the
bà̧z.a̧n society of Mauritania, i.e. the Moors, who are the focushere, this
process of transformation constitutes a challenge in many domains. It affects
social structures as well as patterns of identification in the former slave
society and underlies changes in theeconomy. While some societies managed
to leave relations of slavery behindquickly, this process is one of long
duration in the case of the bà̧z.a̧n society. Struggles between new and old,
between relations of dependency embedded in the slave system and social
relations no longer moulded in this framework have now been going on for
decades. However,while this process only began to take shape slowly after

thßthe French colonisation of Mauritania at the start of the 20 century, the
transformation of bà̧z.a̧n society evolved at a faster pace since the 1970s.
During this decade the country was first hit by the beginning of the Sahelian
drought cycle. Later Mauritania occupied a part of the former Spanish
Western Sahara; the subsequent war with the POLISARIO liberation
movement, which was soon lost, led into a long period of political and

1economic instability.
ßßßIn the course of this fundamental restructuring of bà̧z.a̧n society all major
sectors of social and economic life were affected. Undoubtedly the most
striking and visible change has been the sedentarisation of the vast majority
of the former pastoral nomadic population and the rapid emergence of the
capital Nouakchott as the biggest city in thecountry, today home to about
one third of the national population. This rapid and profound transition also
challenged relations of hierarchy anddependency. Wheremasters lost the
means to sustain even themselves, they also lost all means to maintain others
in a state of dependence. Where new economic opportunities which no
longer unequivocally favoured the former masters evolved, subordination to

2them lost much of its meaning. This recent turmoil in bà̧z.a̧n society,
however, helps the observer and researcher to investigate the change of social
relations, for periods of accelerated transition make social relations transparÝ
entÚ they are discussed and contested publicly, taboos are broken, social
norms and values questioned. In this respect, periods of crisis also provide
information about the past when the present lines of conflict were already in
place, but had not yet surfaced as a result of relations of domination still
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3remaining largely unquestioned. Moments of crisis thus are moments in
which the past becomes rationalised, and is remembered and expressed in
new terms, for what is no longer self-evident needs explanation. These newly
emerging discourses, far from simply representing the past, instead interpret
it in order to speak about the present and the future. As such they are a
crucial source in unravelling the past of subservient strata such as slaves and
manumitted slaves. By discerning why and at which point relations of
domination stop working, the researcher is able to see more clearly how they
functioned in the past. This means dealing much more profoundly with one
of the most crucial questions emerging in the context of a sociological
approach to slavery, the question of how is slavery possible.
ßßßThe present study aims to specify these questions and to suggest answers
by analysing slavery in bà̧z.a̧n society from different perspectives. Besides a
discussion of theories of slavery and hence a definition of the problem in
question, this means engaging in exploring the meaning of slavery in different
contexts. Naturally descriptions of slavery differ depending on whether they
are provided by masters orslaves, butthey also differ among slaves because
experiences are varied. The significance of slavery in bà¸z.a̧n society, which
gradually changed into a social institution legitimated and regulated by
precepts of Islamic jurisprudence, as well as slavery in other societies, cannot
be understood properly without an understanding of its history. It is this
perspective that makes it possible to discern how and in which domains of
society slavery was practised and what kind of ambiguous interrelation
evolved between the shape of society and the practice ofslavery. Finally, as
this study aims to reflect on the end of slavery in contemporary bà̧z.a̧n
society,those processes and articulations marking and fuelling change have to
be highlighted. These can be found both in past and present trends of social
and economic change as well as in discourses which reinterpret the past in
order to give the present a new shape.
ßßßThroughout the following chapters arguments will be developed throwing
light not only on what slavery in bà̧z.a̧n society meant in different phases of
history, but also on how it was perceived by the different social strata, and
among these above all by the slaves and manumitted slaves themselves.
Besides a factual reconstruction of the slave past in bà̧z.a̧n society and of its Ä
quite vigorous Ä remnants in the present, these arguments are able to give
insights on how the divide between masters and slaves was upheld and
reproduced. Stating that for some decades now there has been a great change
going on in master-slave relations, changes that even go so far as to result in
their dissolution, does not imply that in former times these relations were
static. Individual slaves' conditions always resulted in struggles over where to
set the limits of a slave's freedom of action. Although the relation of power
between masters and slaves tended to be biased drastically in favour of the
former, coercion as a means of rule was complemented by negotiation, and

4slaves had means to resist and to oppose their masters' will.
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A Note on Terminology

Before presenting an overview of this book, an initial outline of the terminolÝ
ogy of social hierarchy in bà̧z.a̧n society has to be given. Moorish society is
divided essentially into two major groups Äbà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n Ä but these
notions may refer to different people in different contexts. Bà̧z.a̧n refers either
to all freemen, i.e. only freeborn people, or to all speakers of the h.assa̧niyya
language, and thus includes all constituents of bà¸z.a̧n society besides the
freeborn, namely the slaves and manumittedslaves. Tomake transparent this
distinction, the idea of a bà̧z.a̧n ethnic community constituted by a shared
language and culture will be expressed by the termbà̧z.a̧n societyin the
following, while the designation bà̧z.a̧n will only refer to the status group of
freeborn people. Slaves and freed slaves as a group also sharing some features
will appear under the emic designation ofsu̧da̧n. However, the su̧da̧n are far
from constituting a uniform group. They are essentially divided into ^abà̧d
(ArabicÚ slaves; sing.̂abd) and h.ara̧t.à̧n (Arabic, sing. h.art.a̧ni). The latter term
is commonly described as meaning freed slave or freemen of secondary rank.
As many members of this social group lay great emphasis on their claim not
to have a slave ancestry, the notion of h.ara̧t.à̧n will be used to comprise all
these meanings, which in fact all describe the idea of a group of freemen
which is distinct from the bà̧z.a̧n, and discriminated against in some respects.
A detailed exploration of bà̧z.a̧n socialhierarchy, taking up these definitions,
will be given in chapter one, p.ß38-44.

This Study

Theoretical reflections on the ambiguities inherent in the master-slave
relation and on the implications the practice of slavery has on the shape of
society will introduce central arguments of the present study in chapter one.
In a discussion of major theoretical contributions to the study of slavery in
Africa, the case of bà̧z.a̧n slavery in Mauritania will serve as a foil against
which theoretical approaches to slavery may be critically evaluated. By
synthesising the arguments thus developed, the theoretical devices underlying
the present study will be outlined. These insights will be used to discuss
social hierarchy and conflicting interpretations of bà̧z.a̧n social order. The
chapter's final section will reflect on the methods of field research that were
used to gather data among residents of the region of Achram-Diouk in
central Mauritania. As living in slavery is an experience of personal alienation
and in many respects of the annihilation of individual personhood, inquiring
into this aspect of people's life means embarking on the most sensitive topics
of individual life histories. Enhancing one's individual status in these circumÝ
stances has much to do with deleting and reconstructing the past. Because
slavery is nothing glorious to remember, neither for the former slaves nor
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their masterstoday, it does not become part of great public traditions and
narratives. Instead it remains incorporated into tales of the past. There it
figures as a subtext which can be deciphered and which is needed to appreÝ
hend fully how society worked. Despite all these problems individual
accounts of life histories developed by biographic interviewing turned out to
deal both directly and indirectly with the issue of slavery. Thepersonalised
character of this information was of great value. Individual data could be
contextualised and related to information derived from other sources, but
also be checked for internalconsistency.Besides these analytical characterisÝ
tics the narratives are a rich source of information because they gave those
who had experienced slavery the option of describing their life in words of

5their own.
ßßßChapter two is devoted to the development of this narrative strain of
argumentation. Based on a number of life histories, arguments will be raised
which open the way for the evaluation of what slavery meant in rural MauriÝ
tania and what it continues to mean in the present. A discussion of how to
bridge the gap lying between individual experiences and individual case-
studies on the one hand and an analysis of slavery on the other introduces
this approach, which has a prominent place in the context of thisstudy.
While most chapters are arranged in a systematic order, putting the emphasis
on different topics and subjecting all kinds of empirical evidence to systematÝ
ic questioning, this chapter has its own perspective. Rather than isolating out
interview fragments, major parts of interviews are arranged into narratives,
each of which deals with different perceptions of slavery and social hierarchy
in bà̧z.a̧n society, thus laying the basis for further discussion. Two narratives
by slaves who managed to gain autonomy, though by very different means
and starting from very different conditions, introduce this section. The
second narrative is complemented by and contrasted with passages from two
further life histories, that of the interviewee's mother and of the former
master's son. The story of an old slave woman who continues to have strong
affective ties to her masters but nevertheless manages to give expression to
her experiences of humiliation deepens the insights on the different meanings
of having been and being a slave. Shifting sides from the su¸da̧n to the bà̧z.a̧n,
in order to get the outside view of slavery, awoman of tributary (zna̧ga)
status reveals some aspects of how female identity and a subordinate position
in society shape individual aspirations. The circle is closed by two narratives
from bà̧z.a̧n men, who because of their mother having been of slave or
manumitted slave status have come to live across the lines of status segregaÝ
tion. Major aspects of the relations of dependency and hierarchy surfacing in
the narratives are worked into an initial synthesis of the different meanings
slavery and ending slavery has for different members of bà̧z.a̧n society. This
outline of arguments will carve out from the narratives major insights into
the working and ending of slavery in bà̧z.a̧n society.
ßßßCertainly one of the greatest strengths of the life history narratives is that
they highlight the relationship between gender and distinct practices of
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slavery.Chapter three takes up this issue and further investigates the distinct
position of slave women in bà̧z.a̧n society. Indeed the experiences of slave
women are marked by a strong ambivalence. They often lived closest to the
masters, andwere able to escape the slave estate and become incorporated
into the freemen by marrying a freeborn man (an act that needed their formal
manumission). This intimate relationship with the masters offered slave
women a number of advantages with regard to status enhancement compared
to slave men. However, being so closely intertwined with the masters also
had distinct disadvantages. In addition to the integration of slave women into
the society of the masters, manifested in distinct institutions such as milk-
kinship, concubinage, secret marriage and marriage, slave women remained in
a dependent position unlike that of free bà̧z.a̧n women. Their avenue into the
society of the freemen was paved by men. This made them experience
resistance from free women who saw their power and bargaining abilities in
marital relations threatened by the competition of slave women who would
depend absolutely on the men.
ßßßA crucial aspect of the gender differential in bà̧z.a̧n slavery is whether this
phenomenon is of demographic significance. In order to explore this dimenÝ
sion, chapter four undertakes an evaluation of the African slavetrades.
Recent studies have underscored earlier evidence that the inner-African trade
in slaves, aswell as the slave trade to the Islamic world of North Africa and
the Near East, transported markedly more women than men, while the
opposite was the case in the trade of slaves across the Atlantic. Although
sources that make it possible to assess directly the gender specifics or detailed
figures of bà̧z.a̧n slave imports are lacking, a number of sources indicate a
bà̧z.a̧n preference for slave women. When the trade in slaves came to an end at
the beginning of this century, this interest in slave women persisted and
might even have increased, as slave women then had become the only source
of new slaves. Whileempirical evidence for the precolonial era is lacking, data
from colonial records shows slave and manumitted slave women clearly
outnumbering slave and manumitted slave men, and hence make a strong
argument for the hypothesis. Further evidence is raised by survey studies
conducted in eleven villages and neighbourhoods. These highlight that today
the majority of those who remain bound to formal slave status in the area of
Achram-Diouk are women, whereas formal manumission according to the
precepts of Islamic jurisprudence remains to a large extent the privilege of
former slave men.
ßßßChapter five is concerned with another aspect of the gender differential in bà̧Ý
z.a̧n slaveryÚ the issue of a gender division of slave labour. As the life historÝ
ies, and here again above all those of the slave women show, slaves could
expect little respect for their gender identity in matters of the tasks they were
assigned to. De-socialising and de-gendering slaves was a means to increase
the difference between slaves and masters, andthus to maintain the latter's
domination. Nevertheless slaves in bà̧z.a̧n society were not subjected without
differentiation to all kinds of labour. When the assignment of labour to slaves
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revealed some of the patterns it had among the freemen, this was only
partially a result of successful slave struggles. These differentials reflected to a
large extent attitudes of the mistresses and masters, who did not want to have
men of any status disrupt the privacy of the women's spheres,namely the
tent and the camp. While occasionally slave men had to do housework or
other tasks with a feminine connotation they were mostly supposed to
remain at the periphery of the camp or beyond this boundary, in the bush.
Slave women, on the contrary, were made more versatile workers. They
could be assigned both work within the sphere of female privacy and beyond
it. Nevertheless portraying slaves as having done all work misses the point.
As the analyses of work in different sectors show, free members of bà̧z.a̧n
society participated in many productive activities, though with different
emphasis. This partly resulted from numbers of bà¸z.a̧n being too poor to own
slaves themselves or owning too few to give up all work, but also from a
social ranking of tasks that allowed bà̧z.a̧n (men more than women) to do
certain kinds of work without experiencing social discrimination while other
kinds were perceived as dishonourable. Work thus was a social field in which
status could be both expressed and achieved. While freemen could be forced
from material need to perform tasks conflicting with their ideals of good
conduct, slaves, andamong these above all men, by being assigned jobs
associated with the qualities of freemen, could manage to enhance their
condition.
ßßßCurrently persisting patterns of slavery in Mauritania are hard to underÝ
stand and explain without considering the history of slavery and slave
emancipation in this country. While the analysis of slave work in bà̧z.a̧n
society in chapter five has to strike a balance between the description of basic
and hence persisting characteristics of slave work on the one hand and
changes in the character and domains of slave work in the course of history
on the other, chapter six is engaged explicitly with the history of bà¸z.a̧n
economy. Theevaluation of the impact of trade on the economy of precoloÝ
nial bà̧z.a̧n society shows the desert pastoralists to have been involved in
commercial transactions of a significant volume for centuries and to have
adapted rapidly to changing market conditions. Certainly the most decisive
change in the environment of the bà̧z.a̧n economy was marked by the start of
French colonisation, which coincided with the rapid decline of the trade in bà̧Ý

thßz.a̧n gum arabic at the beginning of the 20century. The subsequent shift to
meat production for the rapidly emerging markets in the French colony of
Senegal had a strong impact on bà̧z.a̧n society and by restructuring the
pastoral economy also affected the relations between masters andslaves. By
creating new economic opportunities, above all for manual labourers,
colonial rule opened up new opportunities which profited primarily slave
men wishing to increase their economic autonomy. While the basic elements
of this new configuration of master-slave relations were already laid out
during the first decades of colonisation, economic diversification by wage
labour and migration of slaves expanded rapidly after the Second World War.
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The start of the still ongoing drought cycle in the Sahel in the early 1970s was
the most decisive blow to bà̧z.a̧n society,which until then had been portrayed
as unchanged and somewhat archaic by many observers. Migration for work
Ä until then almost exclusively a slaves' and former slaves' affair Ä suddenly
became a necessity common for most freemen too. While the pastoral sector
went into a deepcrisis,efforts for the cultivation of subsistence crops, namely
millet, were strongly increased. The result of this economic restructuring and
drawback severely affected the configuration of master-slave relations, and
transformed lifestyles. The bà¸z.a̧n of Mauritania in only a few decades
changed from a predominantly pastoral nomadic people into a sedentary
people.
ßßßChapter seven is dedicated to one of the most pertinent issues of continuing
relations of dependency in Mauritania, the question of land tenure. Up to the
present people with a slave past continue to suffer from their foremothers'
and forefathers' exclusion from the ownership of land. Although the MauriÝ
tanian government issued new legislation on land ownership, designed to
enhance the situation of the many landless making their living by something
akin to sharecropping in 1983, the effects of this law, as well as later suppleÝ
ments, remain limited until today. Land tenure in most parts of Mauritania
continues to be structured by customary arrangements strongly influenced
by Islamic jurisprudence of the Ma̧liki school. Starting from an overview of
the legal framework of land tenure in the western Sahara and later MauritaÝ
nia, the focus of this chapter turns to a number of case studies revealing how
land tenure effectively changed in the course of this century as a response to
colonial rule, changing relations of power within bà̧z.a̧n society, andfinally
changing patterns of land-use. Hence it is shown how the h.assa̧n, the
warriors of bà̧z.a̧n society, who had previously held only political power,
managed to achieve the proprietorship of land in the region of Achram-
Diouk. Of vital importance to these acts of appropriation was the construcÝ
tion of small and large dams, an activity that was favoured by the colonial
administration, which also developed a land register. From the 1970s on land
tenure became an even more crucial question as a result of the drought cycle
and the conversion of many former pastoralists to agriculture. Being the
owners of the land, impoverished bà̧z.a̧n masters started to claim increased
duties from their cultivating dependents. In some cases land used by former
slaves and slaves was even claimed back by its bà̧z.a̧n owners. In this context
distinct arrangements regulating access to land and between landless cultivaÝ
tors and land owners developed and will be analysed. While some of these
new relations expressed the maintenance of old relations of dependency
others mark an increased autonomy of slaves and formerslaves.Finally the
control of land is not only an issue of dyadic master-slave relations but also a
highly political one, involving collective tribally organised use-rights,
discussed both with regard to their significance for the relations of dependenÝ
cy and for the articulation of local politics.
ßßßLeaving the complex of historical, material and legal factors contributing to
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the ongoing discrimination against people of slave past in bà̧z.a̧n society,
chapter eight embarks on an evaluation of the consequences of this power
differential for the shape of Mauritanian society and politics. In an introducÝ
tory section the politics of a distinct h.ara̧t.à̧n, i.e. slave and former slave
identity as opposed to that of the bà̧z.a̧n masters and former masters is
discussed. Here again the focus is on the situation in the rural hinterland,
where lines of conflict and discourses are revealed to be strongly influenced
by those developed in thecities. The presentation and analysis of distinct
discourses and practices related to the production of identity and difference
between bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n, i.e. former masters and slaves and formerslaves,
makes it possible to further differentiate this argument. The struggle for
emancipation of the dependent strata of bà̧z.a̧n society results in members of
this group stressing both their difference from and identity with their former
bà̧z.a̧n masters. Thisconclusion highlights yet again the ambiguity of slave
condition, and demonstrates how patterns of social discrimination that have
emerged in the course of slavery continue to shape the present. Finally it will
be argued that the contradictions manifest in the slaves' and former slaves'
discourses on identity reveal no false consciousness. Rather they bring to the
fore how the contradictory nature of slave condition, which meant being
both included in and excluded from society, continues to shape present day
attitudes.
ßßßToday theprocess of emancipation of the servile strata of bà̧z.a̧n society is
still going on and it seems likely it will gain in significance. However, as will
be argued in the concluding chapternine, theaspirations of the former slaves
and slaves means they are likely to further stress their identity with, and not
their difference from the bà̧z.a̧n, i.e. the former masters. This is not only the
case in the rural areas, where face-to-face interactions and persisting knowlÝ
edge of individual people's status and past make it difficult to struggle for
dissociation from the society of the former masters. Indeed, the configuration
of political power on the national level today leaves little room for other
options. As hasbeen shown for the case of the Sudan, the most beneficial
choice for former slaves is to side with their former masters, wherever these
control the vast majority of political and economic resources.
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Chapter 1
Approaching Slavery in B¸àz.a̧n Society

Theorising Slavery

©There isnothing notably peculiar about the institution of slaveryª wrote
Orlando Patterson (1982Ú VII) in his introduction to ©slavery and social
deathª, for as he argued, ©it has existed from before the dawn of human
society right down to the twentieth centuryª. The present discomfort with
slavery arose as late as the Enlightenment, when the universality of human
rights became a concern on the European continent. Rapidly taken up by

1Protestant churches, the abolitionist discourse expressed discomfort with
the great democracies of classical antiquity having been based on the practice
of slavery, and also with the fact that the first US-American presidents

2Thomas Jefferson andGeorge Washington had been large-scale slave
holders.
ßßßWhile in the Americas slavery has become an integral part of history
because of its still recent past, it has been all but expunged from central
European public memory. Here slavery has come to mean the history of
others, such as the peoples of antiquity or of the Americas, even though
major European powers were in their time the backbones of the transatlantic
slave trade, and for a long time the European colonial powers did little to end
slavery. What indeed leads to slavery being perceived today as a peculiar
institution despite the contradictory evidence forwarded by Orlando PatterÝ
son (1982), is that it seems to be the complete negation of those ideas of
individual freedom and democracy which after the breakdown of socialist

3states have gained world-wide hegemony. In this respect Karl Marx's
critique of capitalist ideology is still illuminating, for it highlights exactly
what makes the difference between unfreedom in feudal society (which
shares some characteristics with slave-keeping societies), and the ambivalence
inherent in capitalist freedom. Together with his relations of subservience,
and his obligations to work for his master's benefit, the serf (and likewise the
slave) who becomes the capitalist worker loses all of his moral and material
rights to be sustained, and remains with nothing else to sell for a living than
his labour power (cf. Marx [1867] 1983aÚ 183). The close relation between
trust in the virtues of capitalist economy (or rather, compliance with capitalÝ
ist ideology) and the active struggle against what remained of the personalised
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relations of domination such as slavery is highlighted by abolitionist disÝ
courses up to the present. Focusing on the establishment of justice for
those who suffer under personal ties of dependence, the claims for a just
remuneration of work, and free labour ideology always constituted pivotal
points of abolitionist argumentation (cf. Klein 1993bÚ 15ff.). Karl Marx's
objection that there can be no such thing as ©just wagesª in capitalist society
has not entered the abolitionist discourse up to now, not even that of the
progressive former slaves' self-help organisations in today's Mauritania.
ßßßUnpaid labour emerges as one central element of a common-sense definiÝ
tion of slavery, but it is by far not sufficient to define slavery as a distinct
institution, for there are many forms of unfree and unpaid labour, such as e.g.
serfdom. The second major feature of slavery which raises emotionstoday, is
the coercive nature of slave exploitation. The slave as the property of his
master, and subjected to the will of the latter, comes to represent the most
totalitarian form of human alienation. This latter aspect, the treatment of
slaves as chattels and hence as commodities, entails a number of far-reaching
consequences. Excluded from the body of society and deprived of the social
rights of the free, theslave has no right to kinship. All of his social relations
are mediated by and at the responsibility of his master, while the slave
himself is a legal minor. Another, and decisive, specificity of slave existence
lies in the fact that coercion lies at its root, in the initial and frequently violent
act of enslavement. It is violence that lays the basis for the legal fiction of the
ownership of one human being by another and for the transformation of a
freeman into a chattel. Physical violence thus becomes transformed into legal
or institutional relations of power, giving the slave-owner the right to deprive
the slave of the essentials of self-determination (cf. Finley 1968Ú 307ff.;

4Lovejoy 1983Ú 1ff.).
ßßßBy these characteristics, the slave becomes to some extent the antithesis of
the free. Being free, however,meant different things at different places and
times. While today freedom has come to be most closely associated with the
rights of the individual, being free in societies whose structure is based on
kinship Ä as bà̧z.a̧n society continues to be in many respects Ä was first of all
marked by one's inclusion in kin-relations, and hence membership ofsociety.
At the risk of essentialisingslavery, onecould thus argue that the exclusion
of the slaves from kinship, which has been stressed by Claude Meillassoux
(1986Ú 35) in his analysis of Africanslavery, constitutes the core of the

5dividing line between the free and theslaves. Theslave is an outsider,
because he has no parents in his hostsociety, and hewill remain an outsider
because he is excluded from kinship ties with the host society and is denied
social paternity with regard to his own offspring.
ßßßThis dichotomy between the free person and the slave, the member of
society and the excluded, besides describing features central to the institution
of slavery, canalso develop into a crucial element for the definition of social
groups, or else ofsociety. Research on ethnic boundaries and their mainteÝ
nance has demonstrated that there need not be a distinct ethnic territory and
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an outer limit. Rather, ethnic differentiation is articulated most strongly in all
areas of inter-ethnic contact and contributes to the solidification of ethnic
identities (cf. Barth 1969a; Schlee/Werner 1996a). Slaves incorporated into a
society can be discerned as such a group, and discrimination against this
group can be turned into a means of identification for the masters.AntithetiÝ
cal descriptions of slaves and masters therefore are part of a wider ideological
context, aiming not only at the maintenance of slavery as an institution, but

6also at the maintenance of the masters' identity.
ßßßFor the slaves, however,these ideological conceptions of their estate had
quite a number of practical results. Whentreated as non-kin the slave had to
suffer far-reaching consequencesÚ kin relations amongslaves,though existing
in biological terms, are denied their legal and social meaning. It is the master
who decides on marriages of hisslaves.Even if these are admitted, the
ownership rights of the masters override the slaves' rights in the newly
founded families. Thus in patrilineal societies slave children come to belong
to the owner of their mother. And if the slaves ever have the right to own
property they are not allowed to transmit it. It will be the master who has the
right to inherit from his slaves.

Controversies
ßßßIn a way it is paradoxical that because of the absolute rights of masters over
their slaves, thematerial welfare of slaves can differ considerably, and this
despite their common estate. History gives a long list of occupations slaves
fulfilled, and by far not all of these tasks implied coercion and menial work.
Slaves could be important scholars, like for example the famous Leo AfricaÝ
nus, who having become slave of the Pope was responsible for a net transfer
of oriental knowledge to the Catholic clergy; in addition we find eunuchs in
Arabian harems, counsellors of kings (also often eunuchs), leaders and
soldiers of armies,concubines and, at the end of the scale peasants forced to
work on the master's fields or plantations, or do work in the household.
These differences in the practical living conditions of slaves have led a
number of scholars to reject the notion of slavery in the scientific analysis of
African societies, i.e. to avoid the impression of a uniform phenomenon the
term implies. Theemphasis is laid on the diversity of living conditions slaves
experienced and on the fact that manumission of slaves was commonly
practised in a large number of African slave-keeping societies.
ßßßThe main thesis Suzanne Miers and Igor Kopytoff (1977a) advance in their
theoretical approach to slavery in Africa is the rejection of the notion of
property to define what they classified as a distinct, African kind of slavery
(indeed considered to be so distinct that ©slaveryª appears only in inverted
commas). Although both authors do recognise the existence of chattel slavery
in Africa, they perceive the concepts of property and freedom as western-
biased and not fitting the African context as a whole. Africans, according to
this perspective, belong to kin-groups. This African configuration of society
means that freedom comes frombelonging to a kin group, a patron or some
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powerful group, the involvement in often hierarchical social relations, and is
not related to the ideal of an autonomous individual. The latter would be
perceived as threatened by dangers of all kinds and not free at all. This
effective lack of individual freedom expresses itself in the notion of ©rights in
personsª that every kin-group has over its members. In this light the categorÝ
ical differences between the free and the unfree are transformed to gradual
ones on the large scale of African social hierarchies. Some of the features
commonly attributed only to slaves can even be applied to the so-calledfree,
e.g. the threat of being sold intoslavery. As on the onehand the free begin to
resemble theslaves, on theother hand (some!) slaves become much like the
free. Forced toestablish some relationship with the acquiredslaves, thehost
societies have to include them. The paradox is formulated in the following
termsÚ ©But the problem for the host society is really that of including the
stranger while continuing to treat him as a stranger.ª (Miers/Kopytoff 1977aÚ
15) The concern of the African slave-keeping societies thus becomes not the
exclusion of the appropriated slaves but their inclusion. This whole process is
seen to be fuelled by the permanent need to enlarge one's own kin-group.
Instead of slavery as an institution producing social outsiders, there is a
©`slavery'-to-kinship continuumª (Miers/Kopytoff 1977aÚ 24).
ßßßHow far scientific perception may be shaped by its theoretical assumptions
is revealed by the argumentation of Claude Meillassoux (1986), who considÝ
ers the concept of ©rights in personsª to be rather an outcome of modern
western capitalistic thought and conceptions than African emic categories.
The major argument developed by Miers and Kopytoff thus appears misconÝ
ceived, resulting from the legalism, functionalism, and economism inherent in
this approach. Focusing on the legal position of the individual and therefore
the magnitude of its variations obscures the view of slavery as an institution.
The distinction to be made is between theestateand the (individual) condiÝ

7tion of the slave. This analytical tool provides the means to tackle the fact
that although slaves are considered to be chattels, for their exploitation they
have to be treated ashumans. One becomes a slave (and remains it) not
because of the master, but because of the institutions of slavery and the
structures that constitute the framework of its practiceÚ

La faiblesse de l'approche juridique est de consid‚rer ici l'ali‚nabilit‚
comme un attribut inh‚rent aux esclaves. L'ali‚nabilit‚ n'est significative,
pourtant, que dans le cadre des institutions qui en permettent la r‚alisaÝ
tionÚ la guerre de capture et le ©march‚ aux esclavesª, c'est-…-dire l'ensembÝ
le des m‚canismes et des op‚rations par lesquelles une classe d'individus
se trouve priv‚e de personnalit‚ sociale, transform‚e en cheptel, vendue
comme marchandises et exploit‚e ou employ‚e d'une maniŠre qui permetÝ
tra d'en recouvrir le co–t, f–t il de la capture ou de l'achat. (Meillassoux
1986Ú 11)

As an institution, slavery, according to Meillassoux, cannot result from
strong but rather individual forces like the ©permanent need to enlarge one's
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own kin-groupª envisaged by Miers and Kopytoff (1977a). The underlying
paradigm of ©themore, the betterª is an element of modern capitalistic
thought rather than of pre-modern African slave-keeping societies. But then,
what else incited the existence,perpetuation and even expansion of slavery in
the African context?
ßßßAs an institution, i.e. a structural element ofsociety, slavery has to be
constantly reproduced. Slavery as an institution is not identical with the
existence of some slaves in asociety. To speak of slavery there has to be a
group, a class of individuals, bound to a particular, servile estate that is

8reproduced as such over time (Meillassoux 1986Ú 35). It is right here that
empirical evidence enters the scene to modify the notion of reproduction of
social institutions. For a number of reasons the mainly female African slave
populations (like most others) were in permanent decline, and did not

9reproduce themselves. Birth rates among slaves were far below those of the
host societies and the slaves' frequently poor living conditions further
negatively influenced slavedemography. Manumission also contributed to
diminishing the number of slaves.Nearly all African slave holding societies
provided status mobility and progressive integration to the slave-strangers,
for example in the course of intergenerational changes.African slavery thus Ä
like the Atlantic slave trade that influenced the expansion and transition
towards a more rigid and systematic exploitation of slaves in African slave

10systems Ä created a sustained demand for new slaves that could only be
satisfied from within the continent. In order to satisfy this demand and
ensure a regularsupply, enslavement and slave marketing had to become

11separate businesses in Africa (cf. Meillassoux 1986).
ßßßIn addition to much appreciation for offering insights on how slavery is
interrelated with society and providing a framework to track conflict within
slave societies, Meillassoux's approach has also received powerful criticism.
Certainly the most trenchant arguments in this respect are that despite its
impetus to move beyond the legalism inherent to functionalist approaches,
Meillassoux's work ends up, though from a different perspective, essentialisÝ
ing slave estate. According to his vision the ©social deathª of the slaves is not
perceived as an ideological construct, but as created by the slave mode of
reproduction. Slaves thus, as in the work of Orlando Patterson (1982), appear
as absolutely powerless and masters as almighty. The slave estate comes to

12represent not a legal fiction, but a social fact (cf. Glassman 1995).
ßßßNevertheless the distinction of slave estate from various slave conditions
can be used as a powerful analytical tool to explore the struggles taking place
between masters andslaves.Indeed this differentiation reflects the fundamenÝ
tal contradiction of the slave existence,namely the formal treatment of slaves
as chattels, while their humanity remains the basis for exploitation (cf. Davis

131966Ú 31-35, 58-61; Lovejoy 1981). Practices of slavery thus always take
part in the social deconstruction of the slave as property. However, the
notion of the slave as property is not only a legal fiction, but is an element of
those practices and discourses by which masters maintain their domination
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over slaves. Treating aslave as property, i.e. evoking his saleability or
denouncing his kinlessness, was a means to threaten and hence to dominate
slaves.Such threats had not to be overt to develop their power, but achieved
this end also as a kind of a last resort for masters wishing to pull the balance
of power back onto their sides. While slaves indeed in many cases managed to
receive better treatment from their master and were able to reduce the range
of the latter's direct control (i.e. to enhance their condition in Meillassoux's
terminology), they were unable to alter the basis of the discrimination against
them. Although Jonathon Glassman (1995) in his critique of Meillassoux is
right when stating that better slave conditions were the result of the slaves'
struggles, in his conclusion he comes close to trying too hard to define
distinct, vested rights of slaves as a result of these encounters, and thus to
contradict his own credo that such attempts lead attention away from the

14question of how slaves improved their lot.
ßßßIn accordance with Claude Meillassoux (1986), the present analysis takes a
more radical perspective, querying the notion of distinct slaves' rights
altogether. Indeed one such right which is often named is the non-saleability
of slaves ©born in the houseª, i.e. second generationslaves. Ingeneral this
was true, butnevertheless such sales occurred, either as a result of a desperate
situation the master was in or as a severe kind of punishment; furthermore
selling slaves continued far into thiscentury, at least in much of the western
Sudan and especially at the desert edge (cf. Klein 1993cÚ 190 and 1983Ú 78;

15Meillassoux 1986Ú 125 and 1975bÚ 227).
ßßßIn the context of bà¸z.a̧n slavery the notion of a slave estate as opposed to
variable slave conditions is able to reflect the difference between the often
ambivalent characteristics of everyday master-slave interaction and the rigid
framework of Islamic jurisprudence, defining and legitimising the slaves'

16inferiority, and also serving as a recourse for the masters. Indeed, many of
the slave accounts forming the basis of this study reveal that slaves wanted
and were able to achieve greater autonomy. However, both in the masters'
and the slaves' perception such arrangements resulted from individual action,
by either soft or generous masters, or else their counterparts, strong and
demandingslaves. Howmuch the slave estate remained a threat, despite the
considerable success some slaves achieved in these struggles, can be discerned
from those cases in which a slave master insisted on being the sole heir of a
deceased ©independentª slave (cf. the case of Brahim's father p.ß62f.;such

17cases continue to be reported from Mauritania up to the present). To all
other slaves,especially all members of the slave'sfamily, such events are a
revelation of what remains the foundation their current condition is built on.
Slaves indeed managed to live with a high degree of autonomy in bà̧z.a̧n
society, but this, their ©rightª, depended on their actual power to defend it.
Once dead, they and their power hadgone, leaving their masters free to
return to basics, i.e. totreat their (dead) slave as what he had always beenÚ a

18slave.
ßßßThis short glance at the ambivalence of the slave condition in bà¸z.a̧n society
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shows that it remained a constant concern for those slaves eager to improve
their fate. The only means to overcome the restrictions resulting from the
slave estate was manumission. This latter act indeed plays a major role in
Islamic jurisprudence, and hence ideology ofslavery. Manumission is
recommended in the Qur\a̧n, and in a number of distinct cases is prescribed

19as a religious penance. Slaves could also contract for freedom for payment if
they were allowed to develop their own patrimony (cf. Brunschwig 1960;
Schacht 1964Ú 129ff.; Ibn AbŒZayd Al-QayrawƒnŒ 1983Ú 141, 169, 189, 221ff.;
Lewis 1990Ú 5ff.). By becoming a h.ara̧t.à̧n, literally a freed slave, slaves
achieved the personal rights of a freeman. They were finally able to contract
marriages of their free will, and develop kin relations, but problems remainÝ
ed. Most African masters, and especially those practising slavery in a
household context, had a marked preference for slave women. In bà̧z.a̧n
society, this gender bias in slavery led masters to manumit slave men much
more often than women. As a consequence, h.ara̧t.à̧n men were often unable to
marry other women than slaves, thechildren of whom would inherit their
estate from the mother and belong to the mother's master. Also when freed
slave men and women married and thus were able to constitute families with
all legalrights, their slave past continued to cut their descendants off from an

20ancestry of freemen and hence paved the way for future social discrimination.
This whole dilemma of slave existence is put in a nutshell by Frederick
Cooper, discussing the absorption thesis of Suzanne Miers and Igor Kopytoff
(1977a)Ú

Even where slaves were readily assimilated, they suffered a devastating
cultural subordinationÚ their loss of theirancestry. Theirdestruction as a
people was the other side of absorption. But where the slave's distinctiveÝ
ness was not a limbic state but an ideological basis for exploitation and
control, it was all the more devastating. It is at this point that the absorpÝ
tionist approach most clearly shows its inadequacy and most case-studies
stop short. For, if African societies were inherently absorptive, there was
little for slaves to do but be absorbed. (Cooper 1979Ú 124)

Indeed there has always been only one alternative for slaves wanting to
escape the power of their mastersÚ running away. However, this option was
no easy choice for a great number ofslaves. Those who hadbeen transported
over large distances faced great hardship when trying to get back, and for
those who had been enslaved for quite sometime, returning home became
difficult because everybody there had become used to arrangements that no
longer accommodated the enslaved kinsmen. Eventually all second generaÝ
tion slaves were for this reason almost completely deprived of this option.
Nevertheless, slavery in many parts of western Africa was unpleasant enough
for an exodus of great numbers of slaves from different societies shortly after
colonisation by the French had begun. By far not all returnedhome. Many
overcame the hardship to develop a new existence based on cultivation.
Others entered the new economic sectors that developed in the wake of
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colonisation, or, in the case of Senegal, joined the Mouride brotherhood,
which offered both a social network and a new corporate identity (cf. Klein

211993cÚ 182ff; Roberts 1988).
ßßßSlavery in the light of these arguments is revealed to be the outcome of a
distinct relation of power (Herrschaftsverh„ltnis), a designation shaped by
Karl Marx ([1858] 1983cÚ 254). As such slavery is not static, but is subject to
changes resulting from transformation processes in those social and economic
relations forming its basis. Indeed the power of the masters can be challenged
from two sides, in both of which the configuration of power between masters
and slaves becomes affected. Either from the outside, when invaders take
over power from the masters, as hadbeen the case with colonisation, or by
the subordinate in society themselves. That slavery nevertheless proves so
difficult to overcome from within society, as hasbeen outlined so far, results
from the many implications such a complex relation of power as slavery has
(this will be a recurrent topic in the following chapters as far as bà̧z.a̧n slavery
is concerned). Slavery encompasses and pervades all major fields ofsociety,
from the economic to the social. It is present in all thosevalues,attitudes and
notions which constitute central elements of the slave society's culture. As

22such slavery cannot be reduced to an economic problem, but has to be
analysed in all of its meanings tosociety. In order to produce insights on how
slavery changes and how slave emancipation progresses, the present analysis
makes use of the configurational approach developed by Norbert Elias (1988
and 1990).
ßßßThis theoretic device allows for the systematic examination of how
relations between groups change not only as the result of the groups' direct
action, but also in response to processes of spatial segregation and external
challenges to given power relations as well as to other factors. These insights,
which are detailed in chapter two (cf. p.ß78-91), will be reflected throughout
the present study by the notion of configurations of hierarchy and dependenÝ
cy. Wherever group interactions are concerned these will be characterised as
relations of hierarchy and dependency, while interpersonal interactions
involving masters and slaves will be referred to as master-slave relations.
ßßßBesides these aspects this study develops arguments dealing with two more
issues needing further attention in the study ofslavery.Little has been said so
far about the modes of domination maintainingslavery. Themajor thesis in
this domain remains that slave resistance in Africa was consistently weak
because the slaves rarely became a homogeneous group in the way they were
on the plantations of the US South. Differentiations with regard toslaves, e.g.
between slaves newly acquired and other slaves or slaves of the first and
second generation were indeed effective means to undercut slavesolidarity.
Limited attention has been paid so far in this context to questions of gender

23and the different treatment of slave women and men. Masters not only had
a means to control their slaves by their power to deny them marriages and
kin relations, but also because slave women and men had different aspirations
as far as their individual ascension and integration into the slave society was
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concerned. While women could ascend, although still with an ambivalent
status,into the masters' society by being married by a freeman or by develÝ
oping quasi-kin relations with the masters' and mistress' children e.g. by
establishing relations of milk-kinship, this was not an option for slave men
due to the rule of female hypergamy in bà̧z.a̧n society. Conversely,work
offered few options for slave women to achieve a better condition, while
slave men as professional herders,trade assistants and the like could achieve a
great deal of autonomy and occasionally, as a reward, become manumitted.
ßßßStudying the end of slavery in terms of an inquiry into social change also
raises another set of questions. Besides examining how social relations
changed it has to be asked what changed and why. This implies reflecting
once again on the nature ofslavery.Already about two decades ago Frederick
Cooper (1979Ú 111) hinted at this problem in his assumption that slavery in
Africa has been described by anthropologists as ©benignª so often only
because these studies did not consider slavery as changing in time and space,
but based their assumptions on systems of slavery already in decay and
therefore becoming more integrative. This conclusion, which has come to be
accepted among scholars of slavery (cf. Miers/Roberts 1988aÚ 6), is supported
by the evidence raised in thisstudy. Although the French colonists, who had
started the occupation of Mauritanian territory by the turn of the

thß20 century, refrained largely from pursuing an abolitionist policy (cf.
Acloque 1998; Ould Cheikh 1993Ú 188), the relations of hierarchy and
dependency at the desert edge became seriously affected. Slaves gained a
greater range of alternatives to their life with the masters and the latter in
turn had to do more to make their slaves stay. However, this evolution, at
least in the case of bà̧z.a̧n society, favoured above all men. It was they who
profited on a large scale from promotion to h.ara̧t.à̧n status during this
century, while slave women did not (cf. chapter four). Indeed the developÝ
ment of slaves' conditions seems to have been contradictory. While the end
of the slave trade made slaves more precious, and especially difficult to
replace, the consequences of this trend were double-edged. As masters had to
fear slaves running away, they had to treat them well, but on the other hand
the lack of an external slave supply also meant those masters wishing to
continue slavery had to rely more heavily on the single, remaining resource
for new slavesÚ slave women. Extended practices of manumission applied to
slave men were thus accompanied by a rigidification of slave women's
conditions and the meaning of slave estate. It is indeed the weakening of the
masters' power that made them rely more heavily on legal principles to
justify and maintain their supremacy. The response of slave societies to
external forces weakening the masters and promoting the slaves therefore has
to be observed with special attention, for the result of the response is likely to
be highly ambivalent.
ßßßIn Mauritania, it is this strengthening of the ideology of a fundamental
difference between masters and slaves that lives on until today and rules
much of the discourses focusing on the integration, or else the exclusion of
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the su̧da̧n from bà̧z.a̧n society (cf. chapter eight). While social mobility has
always existed and continues to bridge the divide between enslaved andfree,
it is the formally correct legitimation of the end of individual slave estate that
has become a great concern to many involved. Significant numbers of slaves
in Mauritania continue to strive Ä and pay Ä for formal manumission because
they perceive this act still as the most effective way to demonstrate their
departure from the slave estate. By this practice, however, they reproduce
and maintain the dichotomy of ©slaveª and ©freeª, and hence keep alive the
label ©slaveª as a social category laden with a symbolic meaning discriminatÝ
ing against all those still bound to the slave estate.

Slavery and Social Hierarchy in B¸ àz.a̧n Society

Making use of slaves contributes to the differentiation ofsociety. This ismost
apparent in those cases where a class of masters evolved, or as was the case in
many western Sudanese societies,slavery, together with the capture of and
trade in slaves,allowed for the evolution of strong military and trading
groups, and thus facilitated state formation. The establishment of clerical
states in the western Sudan, as was the case in the course of the göiha¸ds in
Fuuta Jallon, Hausaland and Masina, was based on the sedentarisation of the
pastoralists involved. This shift in the mode of life was considerably eased
due to the exploitation of slave labour. Slavery also paved the way for
another kind of social differentiation. It has been argued that the evolution of
the typical West African, rural-based Islam was accompanied and facilitated
by the establishment of slave farming. Islamic scholarship therefore could

thßshift during the 16 century and continue to do so until the beginning of
colonisation, from the big trading towns to religious centres in the hinterland

24(Levtzion 1987Úß4).
ßßßIn the western Sahara patterns of social differentiation resulting from the
practice of slavery were less marked. Most slaves were used in households,
and no plantations worked by slaves developed as has been the case around
the big western Sudanese towns and within the powerful states of the area (cf.
Klein 1993cÚ 171f.). Nevertheless, the percentage of slaves in bà¸z.a̧n society
was high, ranging from about a half to a quarter of the whole population or
sometimes less, depending on various factors. The demographic significance
of bà̧z.a̧n slavery was comparable to that of neighbouring societies subjecting
their slaves more rigorously to distinct productive activities, such as farming.
Despite the more diffuse use of slave labour, the western Sahara also witnesÝ
sed the evolution of distinct warrior groups and of an Islamic scholarship of
great renown. The warrior groups, the h.assa̧n, lived off tributes from either
clerical, i.e. zwa̧ya tribes (h.assa̧niyya/ArabicÚ qabà̧la), or groups of tributaries
(zna̧ga). These latter two groups built the productive backbone of bà̧z.a̧n
society and, though on a different scale (the zwa¸ya more, the zna̧ga less),
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relied on and employed slave labour. Slaves therefore took part in the
production of those values that later on became infused in the system of
inter-tribal exchanges of tributes that allowed the warriors to live by and
large without producing themselves. Dependent labour also contributed
significantly to the wealth which allowed nomadic desert scholars to devote
their lives entirely to religious learning. Unlike those scholars living in the
very few trade towns of the western Sahara, who lived off trade and thus
followed a common pattern of Muslim scholarship, the rural scholars were
only marginally involved in trade, but lived off a large body of disciples and

25slaves. Although slaves produced an important part of the goods appropriatÝ
ed by those dominant in society and hence ensured both their material and
symbolic reproduction, it remains difficult to prove that slave labour, which
constituted only one of several forms of dependent labour, had been most
significant in this process. Thoughhighly instructive because of the insights it
opens on the connection between bà̧z.a̧n slavery and economic development
in the western Sahara, the thesis of Constant HamŠs (1979), stating that in the

th thßcontext of the bà̧z.a̧n trade in gum arabic (17 Ä19 century) a zwa̧ya industry
based on slave labour developed, can be questioned on empirical grounds (cf.
Webb 1995Ú 98).
ßßßThe present study will take up this initial interest in the relationship
between bà̧z.a̧n economy andslavery, andwiden its perspective in order to
analyse the significance of slavery and slave labour to the shape of bà̧z.a̧n
society and economy in differentfields. The question is how slavery became
so closely intertwined with bà̧z.a̧n society and social hierarchy that social
practices which emerged in the context of slavery are still so hard to overÝ
come in today's Mauritania. Before engaging in this project, the patterns of
bà̧z.a̧n slavery have to be located in the context of the different types of slavery
practised in the Sahel and western Sudan.
ßßßAccording to Claude Meillassoux (1975a and 1986Ú 87f., 117ff., 254f.) and
Frederick Cooper (1979Ú 116), three different types of slave labour can be
distinguished in African societies. Slaves were employed on plantations,
where they worked under supervision in gangs for market demands; they
lived in semi-autonomous villages and had to pay a more or less fixed share
of their harvest to their masters, or they lived in their masters' households
and replaced the labour of the masters' kinsmen.
ßßßIn the western Sahara only the latter two types of slave labour occurred,
although there were a few sectors in which a specialised production for
market demands developed. Such cases are the salt mines and to a lesser
extent date-palm cultivation. However, the most important bà̧z.a̧n desert
rock-salt mine at Ijil was not exploited by slaves, but aspecific group of

26clients, theAzazir (h.assa̧niyyaÚ̂ag°za̧zà̧r). Indeed the question whether slave
or free labour predominated in the Saharan salt mines, or if there was any
slave labour in this sector is still controversial (cf. McDougall 1990Ú 248ff.;
Lovejoy 1986Ú 115-52). In the oases, ownership of land and palm trees was
not strongly centralised. The market production taking place in these
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locations hardly had the character of organised plantation work, putting large
numbers of slave workers under the authority of landlords, but remained
within the framework of individual masters owning small plots and ruling
over a small group of slaves or manumitted slaves.
ßßßSemi-autonomous villages of slaves were more common in bà̧z.a̧n society,
although the great majority was located in the south of bà̧z.a̧n territory, where
rainfed agriculture was possible. Bà¸z.a̧n nomadic pastoralists, by settling their
slaves in distinct communities in these areas, were able to get hold of a more
or less regular supply of grain that was crucial to complement their animal-

27based diet. However, in precolonial times warfare and raiding seem to have
strongly constrained the benefit that could be obtained from these slave
villages (h.assa̧niyyaÚ adwaba), many of which were not permanent settleÝ
ments but were occupied only during the cultivation period. Consequently
the majority of these agricultural settlements developed only after colonisaÝ
tion and pacification, and then became the locale of sedentarisation not only
for slaves but also for manumitted and runaway slaves.
ßßßAs regards slavery in bà̧z.a̧n precolonialsociety, it can beconcluded that the
vast majority of slaves were employed on the level of household production.
They replaced the work of freemen, or increased the work capacity of the bà̧Ý
z.a̧n families. Employing slave labour could serve specific ends. Either it was
used as a means to enhance the economic basis of the family production unit
by enabling the further accumulation of livestock, or it helped assure subsistÝ
ence production and freed the masters from manual labour. The latter thus
became able to devote their energies to religious scholarship, to warfare, or
simply to enjoy idleness or alternatively, the work of directing slave labour.
It was the bà̧z.a̧n women who became most closely associated with a lifestyle
marked by inactivity. Together with obesity, this was a means to express
affluence and emerged as the bà̧z.a̧n ideal offemininity. Having thus outlined
what places slaves occupied in bà̧z.a̧n society, thefollowing overview of bà̧z.a̧n
social hierarchy and social groups will complement this picture.

Status Groups and Social Strata

Su̧da̧n
ßßßThis study is concerned with the most apparent and manifest divide in
bà̧z.a̧n society, the onebetween su̧da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n, or literally between black

28Moors and white Moors. In h.assa̧niyya Arabic dialect ©su¸da̧nª has a
different meaning from that in classical Arabic, where it designates black
Africans, and also refers to sub-Saharan Africa as the land of the blacks (bila¸d
as su̧da̧n). In bà̧z.a̧n society this original designation of the African outer
border of Arab society has been turned into an internal one distinguishing
the freemen from those having a slave past. Consequently, once it is not
question of their ethnic affiliation, black Africans are not called su̧da̧n in

29bà̧z.a̧n society but kwa̧r. However, the division into black and white in bà̧z.a̧n
society is much less neat and obvious than these terms suggest. First it has to
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be noted that phenotype is not a reliable indicator of social status in bà̧z.a̧n
society, asfreemen of noble origin are frequently of dark complexion, while
the reverse also occurs among su¸da̧n. Second neither bà̧z.a̧n nor su̧da̧n are a
homogeneous social and status group and additionally, several status groups
fail to fit easily into either category.
ßßßWhile the su¸da̧n are supposed to comprise all those members of bà̧z.a̧n
society who have a slave past, the composition of this group of h.ara̧t.à̧n, who
are free, and̂abà̧d, i.e. slaves, can beseen as a paradox. As freemen the h.ara̧t.à̧n
Ä one could suggest Ä should be able to figure among all other free people,
namely the bà̧z.a̧n, and the major divide of society into free and servile hence
should distinguish h.ara̧t.à̧n and slaves rather than put them into one social
category. That this is not the case reveals a good deal about the different
meanings freedom can have in bà̧z.a̧n society. The freedom resulting from
manumission is not the same as that achieved by being born free (cf. MeillasÝ
soux 1986Ú 23).

©Haratinesª. Le choix de ce nom qui signifie en Hassaniya ©Titulaire
d'une libert‚ acquise aprŠs la naissanceª d‚note du souci constant de
rappeler … ces gens-l… qu'ils ne peuvent pas pr‚tendre aux honneurs dues …
l'autre groupe de ©Ahrarª ou libres tout court. (Ould Ahmed Meidah
1993Ú 9)

The h.ara̧t.à̧n's very resemblance to the slaves according to this definition is
due to the fact that they once had a slave past. Although they have become
free by manumission, and hence are able to pass this status on to their
children (provided that the mother is a h.art.a̧niyya and not a slave) the h.ara̧t.à̧n
are not equal because of their slave origin. To bà̧z.a̧n the slave past of the h.ara̧Ý
t.à̧n appears everlasting. Even several generations of being born free as a h.ara̧t.à̧n
are perceived as being unable to delete this past. This perspective of what
being a h.ara̧t.à̧n means is predominant in bà̧z.a̧n minds, and beyond the literal
meanings of ©manumitted slaveª the difference between masters and manuÝ
mitted slave descendants has also been rationalised by folk etymologies,
portraying the term to be derived from ©h.urr t a̧niª meaning freeman of

30secondary rank or ©h.arra̧tª ploughman. However, none of these etymoloÝ
gies is phonetically or semantically satisfying, and still today the origin of the
word h.ara̧t.à̧n remains unclear. More instructive is a comparison with the
meanings of the term in Berber languages (of which h.ara̧t.à̧n may be an
Arabised variant), where corresponding terms refer besides the notions of
slavery, manumission, dark-phenotype and half-caste to the idea of mixing
blood or different races. This latter meaning has also become part of
h.assa̧niyya language, where h.art.an signifies the blending of equine races (cf.
Taine-Cheikh 1989aÚ 95f. and 1989cÚ 395; Nicolas 1977; Colin 1960).
ßßßThe close association of h.ara̧t.à̧n with slaves and a slave origin in contempoÝ
rary Mauritania is most prominently expressed by the use of ©h.ara̧t.à̧nª as a
euphemism for both people of h.ara̧t.à̧n status and̂ abà̧d (slaves). This equation
is contested by those who thus feel themselves discriminated against Ä h.ara̧t.à̧n
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who have been manumitted for generations and h.ara̧t.à̧n claiming to have no

31slave past at all. These today decry the devaluation of h.ara̧t.à̧n status brought
about by the many people of slave descent, who in the anonymity of the big
cities, or after moving into new areas of residence take on a new identity and
claim to be h.ara̧t.à̧n although they have not been formally manumitted.
Indeed, hardly anybody continues to describe himself publicly as a slave in
contemporary Mauritania, and the use of h.ara̧t.à̧n as a euphemism hence is far

32from resulting from bà̧z.a̧n practices alone.
ßßßIn order to defy this problem, h.ara̧t.à̧n and ^abà̧d, when wishing to refer to
themselves as one group, commonly use other terms than ©h.ara̧t.à̧nª which
are considered to be less pejorative and also not to devaluate the meaning of
h.ara̧t.à̧n as a freeman'sstatus. In the area of Achram-Diouk the term most
frequently employed to this end was ©su̧da̧nª. It is for this reason, and in
order to be able to distinguish consistently between̂ abà̧d (slaves) and h.ara̧t.à̧n
that throughout this study the designation su̧da̧n will be employed whenever
both groups are considered as one. Su¸da̧n, however, is not the only term used
to avoid the pejorative connotation of h.ara̧t.à̧n. There are also other words,
denoting dark colour too, which are in use among su¸da̧n in Nouakchott to
refer to themselves as a distinct groupÚ h

²
ad. a̧ra (derived from ah

²
d.ar, dark

33green) and göal akh.al (literally black skin;  cf. Brhane 1997aÚ 59).
ßßßAs among the h.ara̧t.à̧n, and among thê abà̧d too, a number of distinct groups
are distinguished. Similarly to many other slave societies, a distinction is
made between slaves closely associated with the masters as a consequence of
a slave ownership lasting for generations on the one hand and slaves having
no affective ties with their bà̧z.a̧n overlords on the other hand. Two terms are
used to refer to the former group of slavesÚ tila̧d and na̧nme (cf. Ould Cheikh
1993Ú 183). Of these two in the region of Achram-Diouk only na̧nme
appeared to be in use. While among the bà̧z.a̧n and among a few slaves who
still maintain a close relationship with their masters, this term effectively
bears affective connotations, the designation na¸nme has come to be used by a
number of su̧da̧n in quite a different way. Saying that other slaves are na̧nme
(which is done more often with regard to women than men) is indeed a
means to distinguish oneself from others supposed to be backward, and

34hence to stress one's own independence and autonomy from former masters.
A second differentiation occurs in the terminology for slaves as far as slave
men or women are concerned. While the singular form for a slave man is

35^abd, the slave woman is called h
²
a̧dem (cf. the story of M'Barke, p.ß67-69;

Ould Cheikh 1993Ú183f.; Villasante-deBeauvais 1997Ú 615; see also note
2, chapter 3).

Bà̧z.a̧n
ßßßThe notion of bà̧z.a̧n has shifting meanings. As Raymond Taylor (1996Ú 3f.,

thß47ff.) argues, bà¸z.a̧n came to be used in the course of the 18 century by
western Saharans in order to refer to themselves as distinct from the neighÝ
bouring black African ethnic groups, which by this time still appeared as
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36su̧da̧n and hence conform to classical Arabic terminology. However, even
more than today the bà̧z.a̧n at that time were a heterogeneous group. Many, at
least in the Gebla region close to the river Senegal, were polyglot. For a
considerable number of Gebla inhabitants the h.assa̧niyya language was even
not their native language, as this was still the Berber dialect of the western
Sahara, the zna¸ga language. One of today's two distinct notions of bà¸z.a̧n,
namely that of an ethnic group defined by its members sharing the

thßh.assa̧niyya language, underscores that ever since the 18 century a decisive
transformation and homogenisation process has been taking place. ComparÝ
ing past meanings with present ones provokes the query whether today's
differential in the meaning of bà̧z.a̧n, as either including su¸da̧n because of their
h.assa̧niyya language or excluding them for not being integrated into bà¸z.a̧n
genealogies is a recent phenomenon or can be traced back to the origin of the
notion bà̧z.a̧n. While specific considerations of this issue are still lacking, it can
be argued that the present dichotomy in the meaning of bà̧z.a̧n does not
contradict its early use as a means for expressing a distinct identity. Much
like the Greek polis, bà̧z.a̧n society was conceived by the freemen and these
most naturally thought themselves to be the sole constitutive elements of
society. Regardingslaves,pawns or other dependent and unfree elements as
being incorporated into or associated with the freemen's society hence was
not a matter to be considered. Nevertheless, this does not mean that when
speaking of bà̧z.a̧n, the freemen excluded the dependent strata altogether.
While they were not constitutive elements of society, the dependent and
unfree strata were still part of bà̧z.a̧n society Ä with the only difference that
they belonged to it much like other kinds of bà̧z.a̧n patrimony. This alienated
incorporation into bà̧z.a̧n society became increasingly contested in the course

thßof the 20 century. The members of the dependent and unfree strata began
not only to claim their social integration, but struggled also to define their
own bà̧z.a̧n-ness and hence to compete with the bà̧z.a̧n on symbolic grounds
(cf. chapter eight).
ßßßSuch a perception of bà̧z.a̧n identity and statusgroups, or else bà̧z.a̧n orders
(cf. Bonte 1987a), as historical and dynamic entities is also illuminating for
the issue of what makes up bà̧z.a̧n socialhierarchy. Classical descriptions of

37bà̧z.a̧n society differentiate three orders among the freemen. The h.assa̧n
(warriors), the zwa̧ya (clerics) and the zna̧ga (tributaries). While all members
of these groups shared the characteristic of having been bornfree, asocial
hierarchy did exist among the groups and also the members of the distinct
orders. The h.assa̧n tribes (h.assa̧niyya/ArabicÚ qabà̧la) were politically
dominant, but accounted for only a small proportion of all bà̧z.a̧n. Their
counter-pole was constituted by the zwa̧ya tribes. Thesewere strong in
numbers and also held control of most economic resources. Nevertheless
many zwa̧ya remained, despite tribal autonomy, in a dependent position
towards the h.assa̧n to whom they had to pay tributes. The zna̧ga were on the
lower edge of the socialhierarchy. They were most often closely associated
with h.assa̧n overlords and sometimes zwa̧ya spiritual protectors too. Zna¸ga
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tributes contributed essentially to the maintenance of the h.assa̧n as a group of
warriors only marginally involved in productive activities, and also helped
zwa̧ya to accumulate a greater wealth.
ßßßThis static representation of bà¸z.a̧n society, however,coincides only marginÝ
ally with the real picture and fails to reflect the dynamics by which tribes and
members of the three orders continued to struggle for a relocation in the

38social space (cf. Ould Cheikh 1985aÚ 366). The major rationale in this
competition was the issue of leadership in bà̧z.a̧n society. While military and
thus political power was held by the h.assa̧n (who prefer the designation of

39^arab (Arab), for h.assa̧n bears some pejorative connotations), the zwa¸ya
40(often called t.olba in the eastern parts of Mauritania), by their management

of the divine sphere, had a powerful means of claiming at least moral leaderÝ
ship. Further, by producing the vast majority of written accounts of bà̧z.a̧n
society, they were able to transport their perception of society and social
order much more effectively than the h.assa̧n, who were, however,helped in
this respect by the igga̧wen (bards) singing the praise of their h.assa̧n protecÝ
tors and benefactors. Despite these many practices of producing difference
between h.assa̧n and zwa̧ya, the nature of this divide was by far not as
clear-cut as one might suppose and many descriptions of bà¸z.a̧n society
portray. Social mobility among the bà̧z.a̧n orders occurred and indeed the
©repentingª of h.assa̧n, and abandoning warfare and converting to an existÝ

41ence as zwa̧ya (towba) was almost institutionalised (cf. Bonte 1988).
However not only individuals crossed the borders of the zwa̧ya and h.assa̧n
order but whole tribes too. The Kunta and the Ahel Sà̧di Mah.mu̧d are only
two examples of tribes or else tribal confederations difficult to classify as

42either h.assa̧n or zwa̧ya.
ßßßThe characteristics outlined here make h.assa̧n and zwa̧ya modes of life
appear as complementary models of bà̧z.a̧n virtues, the opposition to which
was essential to the creation and maintenance of two distinct spheres of
power in bà̧z.a̧n society. While in general the h.assa̧n were the more powerful

43group, the zwa̧ya were by far not powerless. Their religious prestige
allowed them to mediate conflicts, and in some cases zwa¸ya with great
spiritual authority managed to acquire an even greater influence on the
supra-tribal level than leading h.assa̧n chiefs had (cf. Ould Cheikh 1991b;
Stewart 1973). Finally the integration of both orders by some tribes further
underscores the view that the distinction between zwa̧ya and h.assa̧n was seen
by many bà̧z.a̧n less as representing a social hierarchy than as representing

44complementary patterns of bà̧z.a̧n-ness.
ßßßThe case is different for the zna̧ga, the tributary order among the bà̧z.a̧n

45(also called lah.me). On the one hand the designation zna̧ga refers to a not
very prestigious professional specialisation in livestock rearing, and on the
other hand is used as a name for tribal groups or individuals that have been
defeated in battle and forced into tributary relations with a more powerful
tribe or personal overlord. The readiness to accept the latter unfavourable
status, however,seems to have changed overtime. Today designating people
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as being of zna̧ga status is even more of an offence than claiming someone is a
slave. This, however, does not hinder persisting traditions telling of bà¸z.a̧n
tribes which once became reduced to zna¸ga status, butlater managed to

46regain their strength and defeat their enemies and overlords. While these
memories of inglorious periods of tribal history are only partially suppressed
in public discourses (a fact that may be explained by the outcome of these
traditions), zna̧ga people are very keen to get rid off their status affiliation.
The means to achieve this end, however, are no longer the shifting luck in
warfare and concluding of alliances that once enabled tributary tribes to
achieve social ascension. Today more subtle strategies are applied. The zna̧ga,
who are known for their light complexion, first of all exploit their physical
appearance to underpin their bà̧z.a̧n-ness.Direct inquiries about individual
status among bà̧z.a̧n nowadays hardly ever reveal zna̧ga, but only h.assa̧n and
zwa̧ya. That the issue of zna̧ga status nevertheless is still not banished
completely from the bà̧z.a̧n social topography is at least partially a result of
the contestation of this social order by su¸da̧n wishing to stress their closeness
to the bà̧z.a̧n by demonstrating their superiority to the zna̧ga. Discussing the
location of zna̧ga status in a representation of social hierarchy encompassing
not only the bà̧z.a̧n but all groups of bà̧z.a̧n society paves a way for the su¸da̧n
to enter into competition with a group which is Ä according to the predomiÝ
nant view Ä considered to be part of the bà̧z.a̧n social universe. Claiming the
zna̧ga status to be worthless by stating that zna̧ga are uprooted people who
are no longer able to ascertain or defend publicly their genealogical ties
towards their origins, is indeed a rhetoric by which su̧da̧n place themselves
above the zna̧ga, and hence locate themselves among the bà̧z.a̧n, i.e. the

47people of known origins (cf. chapter eight; Ruf 1998b).
ßßßProfessional specialisation is the distinctive criterion for a number of
further groups in bà̧z.a̧n society. Theigga̧wen are bards and musicians much
like the griots in most of West Africa. This group evolved to become the
praise singers of the h.assa̧n elites and were (and sometimes still are) rejected
by zwa̧ya adhering to a strict interpretation of Islam, which sees music
accompanied by instruments as evil. Nevertheless listening to the music of
the igga̧wen today is a favourite pastime of most members of bà̧z.a̧n society

48and competes well with imported music of western style. The mâalimà̧n,
the blacksmiths of bà̧z.a̧n society,constitute another distinct group. Despised
for a number of reasons,such as the accusation of cowardice and their habit
of living by selling the products of their work, the ma^alimà̧n were also
feared. Their mastery of fire and iron made it seem likely that they maintainÝ
ed close relations with the world of the supernatural powers and spirits.
ßßßTwomore groups have to be named for the sake of completeness in this
overview of groups inhabiting the western SaharaÚ the nema̧di and the
imragen. The former are a group of hunters and gatherers, of whom a few
still live in the interior of Mauritania. The nema̧di, who used to hunt with the
help of dogs, are not considered to be part of their society by the bà̧z.a̧n, who
disdain the nema̧di lifestyle. The imragen are a people of fishermen living on
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the Atlantic coast. They used to be subjected to tributary relations with the
nomadic pastoralists of the interior, who also depreciate this group and its
mode of living.

A Methodology of Rural Slave System Studies

Researching slavery is a complex task involving major difficultiesÚ one serious
issue for a study like the present one is the difficulty of obtaining empirical
evidence pertaining toslavery. Slavery and the slave past of individuals are
neither topics generating glorious accounts and traditions, nor likely to be
among those experiences one would tell freely to strangers and researchers.
Besides leading to a deliberate veiling of the past, the structures of slavery
contribute to a distortion of memories as well. Slave experiences like
enslavement are likely to become repressed and to slip out of memory once
acculturation into the slave society becomes the nodal point of the enslaved.
Likewise the incorporation of many slaves into the slave society at an early
age meant that these children lost the memory of their origins and indeed
knew nothing else but the life of a slave (cf. Miers/Roberts 1988aÚ 6).
ßßßIn looking for a strategy to enter into a dialogue about these sensitive issues
of the past, and sometimes the present too, without introducing the topic of
slavery directly, I came up with the idea of taking interviews about personal
life histories as a starting point for field-research. By tape-recording the

49overwhelming majority of these, and in general translating and transcribing
them into German on the same day, great care was taken to document not
only the interview but also observations and other relevant circumstances
besides note-taking during the interviews. The emphasis on direct treatment
of the interview data much enhanced an ongoing process of reflection which
contributed significantly to uncovering new issues for research, adapting the
research strategy and to revising the interview guideline. This approach soon
proved to be both feasible and productive as regards coming to grips with bà̧Ý
z.a̧n slavery.Asking about life and living conditions in the present and in the
past enabled both the interviewees and me to speak about sensitive issues
without Ä in most cases Ä making too explicit any personal involvement in
master-slave relations that now seem offensive to many. Many of the
questions arising in this context, such as personalstatus,were communicated
as part of a subtext, or when a particularly intimate atmosphere had evolved,
also directly. Taking individual life-histories and their localisation in a wider
framework of circumstances such as nomadisation patterns, customs of
nutrition and the like, were fruitful also in another way. This approach later
on greatly eased the process of localising individual experiences in a wider
context of social and economic life of bà¸z.a̧n society as well as cross-checking
distinct information.
ßßßCrucial to all empirical research is the question of sampling. From the
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beginning this study was meant to cover not only one community or village,
but to focus on a number of villages and localities with distinct characteristics
within the region of Achram-Diouk. Experiences from an earlier stay in the
area significantly eased this undertaking. When I arrived to undertake this
study in 1995 I already knew many settlements as well as a number of su¸da̧n
and bà̧z.a̧n living in the area. The choice of interviewees was based on a
number of diverse rationales. On the one hand there were distinct personalÝ
ities playing a central role in social life who were interviewed for this reason.
Within communities, snowball sampling, and later information from survey
data, were also used as a means to find further people fitting into distinct
social categories for interview. On the other hand, looking for those deprived
of social power meant investigating on my own and wandering around the
villages (and later, during the cultivation season, going from one field to
another) to look for people displaying little evidence of being influential in
society and hence easily overlooked by local informants. As the region under
research covers an area of about eighty kilometres in length and fifty in
width, looking up particular people (who quite often were temporarily
absent) and embarking on follow-up interviews later on, meant having to be
highly mobile, i.e. having access to a motorised vehicle. This I was lucky
enough to have been lent by the local development project.
ßßßThe focus on interviews with individuals made it possible to seek points of
view of dependents and other people and groups who have difficulties in
making their voice heard in public. Consequently the majority of interviewÝ
ees were su¸da̧n, both slaves and h.ara̧t.à̧n. Interviews with women make up
about one fourth of the interviews (the total number of which is close to one
hundred). Besides this perspective, the point of view of the masters had to be
explored as well. Interviewees among bà¸z.a̧n were chosen according to many
criteria, in order to get a highly diversified sample. Members of both the h.asÝ
sa̧n and zwa̧ya elite had to be interviewed and special attention was paid to
getting information from people central to the public life of the region, such
as the local qa¸d. i, the local director of the school, as well as people active in
local business, politics and administration. Second came the quest for bà¸z.a̧n
with close and ambivalent relations with both the su¸da̧n and the bà̧z.a̧n
because of a split ancestry, i.e. amother of su̧da̧n origin and a father of bà̧z.a̧n
origin. Th ird, networks of dependent relationships were to be uncovered by
interviewing former masters and their slaves in order to be able to contrast
their visions of the past and of the master-slave relationship. While the two
former goals could be achieved in a satisfying way, the last aim proved to be
difficult. In many cases the residential dispersion of former masters andslaves,
death and other factors made it impossible to get hold of the people concerned,
while wherever these people still lived in close neighbourhood, information
about these relationships remained effectively obscured. Nevertheless one case
of specific people (a h.art.a̧ni, his mother and the son of their former master)
reflecting on just one shared experience could be unravelled and is presented in
in the following chapter (cf. the narratives of Brahim and Zeyneb, p.ß59-66).
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ßßßAnother aim was to conduct interviews with as little public attendance as
possible in order to protect those talking about sensitive individual issues
from the threat of gossip. Interviews were generally held at the residence of
the interviewees, either in their homes or under their tents and during the
cultivation season most often at their workplace in thefields. A few interÝ
views with local notables were held at my own place at Debissa near Achram.
While the goal of conducting interviews in an atmosphere of privacy could
not be achieved by a long shot in all interviews, sensitive issues could be dealt
with in the great majority. On many occasions it even seemed as ifslavery, as
a kind of a vanishing problem, raised fewer emotions, and hence produced
less reluctance to cooperate in interviews than did topics more closely related
to issues of the present, such as politics.
ßßßThe individual life accounts, despite these many advantages, also proved to
have characteristics making them difficult to exploit systematically. Their
highly individual character gave them a kind of a monolithic nature, and
pulling out sections and single phrases seemed to do a good deal injustice to
this material. Indeed the topics treated in the interviews are closely interrelatÝ
ed, and the internal dynamic of the interviews often overruled the researchÝ
er's wish to gather data systematically or confirm evidence moreprecisely.
Unlike the impression after a period of retrospective reflection and detailed
analysis that had begun once back home (described in the following chapter,
p.ß50-56), the interview data during the field research seemed to be largely a
mess. There were endless contradictions both within the interviews and
among different interviewees asked about the sametopics. And whenever I
tried to remedy this situation after periods of frustration by a stronger
emphasis on systematicinquiry, this incited even greater discomfort. Instead
of becoming more precise and accurate, the data on distinct issues seemed to
become ever more confused and contradictory rather than to condense into
evidence. On such occasions it was most often the interviewees who put an
end to the dilemma. Pretending a certain kind of ignorance towards endless
circular questions focusing on details which seemed completely insignificant
to them, the interviewees shifted the topic and hence made clear to the
interviewer that time was passing and that it was limited too.
ßßßComfort to the aching researcher's soul came from almost daily afternoon
meetings with Khalifa Ould K ebab, my research assistant during all of the
stay at Achram, who also did all translations from h.assa̧niyya into French for
me. Sipping the traditional three glasses of sweetened mint tea, which Khalifa
Ould Kebab knew how to prepare in a masterly way and used to flavour with
lots of fresh mint he grew for local sale, bà¸z.a̧n society became less an object
of confusing research but a mode of life toenjoy. It was the many discussions
on these afternoons that offered me essential insights which both helped to
readjust current research strategies and tactics as well as later helped greatly
to develop the present analysis. Discussing with Khalifa Ould Kebab
interviews and questions that had come to my mind during interview
transcription was an experience crucial for increasing my insights into the
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meaning of the narratives. On many occasions what first had seemed to me a
contradiction thus became related by a distinct logic. These discussions and
the reflective process they underwent also were an important complement to
the strong reliance on translation during interviews. The h.assa̧niyya dialect,
despite the efforts of Khalifa Ould Kebab and many others to make me learn

50it, still remains strange enough for me to be far from able to conduct
interviews of my own. However, my knowledge of standard Arabic enabled
me to engage in developing my own list of vocabulary of h.assa̧niyya key
terms and to develop transcriptions not only in Latin characters but in Arab
ones. Togetherwith the discussions I had on numbers of key terms with
bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n, this enabled me later to compare the h.assa¸niyya expressions
with the meanings of the corresponding roots in standard Arabic.
ßßßA smaller number of interviews with local intellectuals were held in French,
but also in presence of Khalifa Ould Kebab. Thesubsequent discussion and
reflection process, like that usually following the interviews held in
h.assa̧niyya, proved to be most fruitful in these circumstances too. However the
number of translations the interviews later underwent in transcription was
reduced considerably.
ßßßBesides the interviews focusing on lifehistory, participant observation was
an important source of insights into relations of hierarchy anddependency.
Indeed body talk often revealed much of what discourses tried to deny in this
domain (cf. Henley 1988). Systematic field research was undertaken especialÝ
ly to uncover current modes of land tenure. The action of the local developÝ
ment project, of the GTZ (Deutsche Gesellschaft f•r TechnischeZusammenÝ
arbeit) and the SO.NA.DE.R (Soci‚t‚ Nationale pour le D‚veloppement
Rural) were also a topic of specific research among both project employees
and the local population. As external support is a crucial issue for the modes
of life in the Mauritanian countryside the action of the most important local
Mauritanian NGO, the UCT (Union des Coop‚ratives du Ta gant), was
discussed with both people of the region and a leading employee of this
NGO. Finally, in order to get a grip of the demographic significance of
slavery in the region of Achram-Diouk, a survey aiming to unravel the status
of the leading members in all households of eleven villages and neighbourÝ
hoods was undertaken. As this was certainly the most sensitive issue of
research, data were not obtained by direct inquiry on the ground, but
through a number of informants coming from the villages and neighbourÝ
hoods (cf. chapter four, p.ß129-133).
ßßßResearch in the field was complemented by archival studies. In Moudj‚ria I
was fortunate enough to have access to both the land register and the archives
(henceforthÚ AM). The latter consisted of an old cupboard where, stowed
away behind an old, apparently once confiscated gun, a number of colonial
records about the region especially in the 1930s and 1940s had survived the
vagaries of time. Scattered information on tribes, tribal chiefs and conflicts
and finally the mental state of many administrators complemented this set of
data, giving an initiation into local history according to the colonisers' point
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of view. A second attempt to get hold of documents in local archives,
however, failed. In Tidjikja, whence I had undertaken a trip for this reason, I
was told that rains had damaged the archives (AT) which therefore were
forbidden to be used until the damage had been repaired. As this reconstrucÝ
tion was likely to exceed not only the few days I had for my stay at Tidjikja,
but also the duration of my research grant, I cancelled the undertaking. A
subsequent trip to several remote locations having plaid a major role in
Tagant history, however, did much to compensate for this disappointing
experience. In the meantime, Ilearnt that the Mauritanian former regional
archives (at least in theory) had all been moved to the national archives
(ANM) in Nouakchott. Th erefore, it is unclear whether any major docuÝ
ments remain in locations like Tidjikja. In the national archives, after waiting
several weeks for permission for access I was lucky again. While numerous
authors have mentioned that orientation in these archives is impossible, I
cannot confirm these statements on the whole. Indeed the archives do seem
to have been emptied of a number of documents containing sensitive inforÝ
mation on certain personalities andtribes, or perhaps they were lost during
transfer, but nevertheless there is an interesting stock of documents to be
found. In my attempt to explore some of these, I was effectively helped by
one old employee who seems to know most of the documents all too well,
but is also probably the only person with this knowledge. While I had to
choose the documents I wanted to consult from a rather ill-organised list
(originally established by the French colonial administration, not MauritaniÝ
ans) it was his few but pointed comments that helped me enormously to filter
a few documents of great value out of heaps of insignificant material. UnforÝ
tunately, time constraints and later a computer breakdown, destroying a
number of notes I had taken, did much to limit these researches. This gap was
later filled to a large extent by Roger Botte, who, when we met by chance in
Paris, generously offered me access to his copies of archival documents
microfilmed in the late 1970s.
ßßßFinally the independent press of Mauritania, which despite the threat of
censorship in many cases produces journalism of a high professional standÝ
ard, was a source from which to follow ongoing discussions about national
politics and naturally the issue of slavery in Mauritania.
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Chapter 2
Changing Configurations of Hierarchy
and Dependency

Coming to grips with an empirically based analysis of present day social life
in the region of Achram-Diouk meant engaging in a process needing both
empathy and distance towards the subject of thestudy, aswell as the people I
came to know and the experiences I had. To reflect how the arguments of this
book were developed, three perspectives on the empirical data and analytical
reasoning are presented. This triad is introduced by methodological consideÝ
rations based on theoretical assumptions, the fieldwork carried out, and the
strategies implemented to transform field data into the final text. Life
histories of su̧da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n reveal contrasting experiences ofslavery. The
historical dimension which these narratives offer opens insights into the
evolution of webs of (inter-)dependency between su¸da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n. This
makes it possible to discern the su¸da̧n's complex struggles for increased
autonomy, aswell as the dynamics of the bà̧z.a̧n society's transformation in
recent decades, thelatter aspect being a major concern of the bà̧z.a̧n narratives.
Finally, these life-stories are successively examined to develop the different
meanings of ©getting freeª in the context of the rural bà¸z.a̧n society under
study.
ßßßThese changing patterns of hierarchy and dependency carved out of the life
histories are presented as differentconfigurations, a term introduced by
Norbert Elias (1990Ú XIII, XX, IL, LXVIIf.) in the attempt to systematise his

1approach to ©social changeª Ä a term he vehemently rejected. ConfiguraÝ
tions, or Figurations, meaning ©webs of interdependency built by peopleª
(Elias 1990Ú LXVIII, author's translation), are best illustrated by the metaÝ
phor of dance. While dancing different kinds of dances,people perform a
plurality of relations, thus being interdependent. What the theory aims at is
to link structural and individualistic approaches and to demonstrate the need
for a holistic view. While the individual and the individual's disposition are
essential to the constitution of a corpus of dancers, thedance itself, i.e. the
performed interdependency,cannot be reduced to the action of the individual
dancer. Both a structural and an individualistic perspective are needed to
fully determine social significance. To Elias it is fundamental that the
individual dancer is always a visible element in a play that can only be
interpreted in relation to its non-individual, specific setting. The dancer both
performs and reveals the interdependency he is bound to. Humans engage in
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relationships that are animated by an inherent dynamic. The evolution of
(social) configurations is neither the result of planned action nor of mere
change, it is structured along its own characteristics. An appropriate underÝ
standing of processes of social change thus has to trace their genesis (cf. Elias
1990Ú LXVIII, X).
ßßßElias' theorising does not stop at this point. He embarks on enlarging his
theoretical outline into one of a general process of civilisation, or to use a
term a little less laden with teleological implicationsÚ a global theory of social
development. The key concept advanced is a sort of correlation between the
development of human mental structures and the evolution of social configuÝ
rations. This Elias tries to prove through abundant historical studies,discovÝ
ering analogies between the historical development of the human psychoÝ
logical structures towards self-control and an increasing civilisation and
pacification of social structures. This attempt has been denounced by AnthoÝ
ny Giddens (1992Ú 295ff.) asbeing a ©homologyª. The argument goes to the
core, as itcalls into question the mutual transposition of psychological and
sociological analysis by pointing out its methodological weakness. Elias'
theory for this reason will paradoxically always remain contested on the very
feature supposed to be its greatest strength Ä the integration of intense
empirical studies in history into sociological reasoning. A deconstructive
reading reveals the interpretations Elias extracts from his historic material to
be bound much too closely to his interpretative framework, which is suspiÝ
cious of teleological determinism (for a prominent elaboration of this
argument, evoking the question of a change in human mental constitution
over the centuries, cf. Duerr 1988).
ßßßLeaving out these potential flaws, the questions and the general orientation
of the empirical approach laid out by Norbert Elias are still a tempting
incentive to the interpretation of processes of social change and development.
Here the configuration approach will be related to the permanent redefinition
of the status of both the dependent and the free people in the rural area of
Achram-Diouk. The actual processes of social change there, together with
their various settings, cannot be explained without an accurate understanding
of past developments and the heterogeneity of the individual's experience of
dependency.

2Methodological Considerations
ßßßWhy present the same empirical data through different perspectives? One
of the merits of recent self-reflexive and post-modern sociology is that it has
put a question mark over uniformity in scientific writing and thus makes a
plea for multivocality and plurality of styles. The enforced quest for new
forms of textual representation of scientific reasoning was generated by
critics of the misrepresentations or the ©white patchesª produced by
traditional approaches. Emerging feminist research has made a major
contribution to the development of these arguments.
ßßßIn Anthropology one main concern of criticism was to give a voice to the
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other. Two early approaches in this respect are from Marjorie Shostak (1983)
and Camille Lacoste-Dujardin (1977). Both focus on the life of a single
woman, to offer insight into the life of women in an alien society. The
subjectivity involved is not denied, but rather put to use to work out the
process of research. The informants are no longer anonymously subsumed
under the authority of the anthropologist, but are given space for their own
articulation. Once the anthropologist's knowledge is contextualised, it
becomes vulnerable to enhanced critiques. James Clifford (1986Ú 109) notesÚ
©The new tendencies to name and quote informants more fully and to
introduce personal elements into the text is altering ethnography's discursive
strategy and mode ofauthority. Much of our knowledge about other cultures
must now be seen as contingent, the problematic outcome of intersubjective
dialogue, translation and projection.ª It is precisely the contingency of
knowledge resulting from the intersubjective and fragmentary character of
fieldwork that post-modern writing wants to reveal by turning from repreÝ
sentation to evocation (cf. Tyler 1986Ú 130f.). The chapter at hand acknowlÝ
edges this challenge by presenting empirical data and evidence through
different perspectives. However, this is not identical to the project of
polyphonyÚ

We better understand the ethnographic context as one of cooperative
story making that, in one of its ideal forms, would result in a polyphonic
text, none of whose participants would have the final word in the form of
a framing story or encompassing synthesis Ä a discourse on the discourse.
(Tyler 1986Ú 126)

Despite these objections, the following texts are all considered to be framed.
Tyler rightly stresses the (omni-)presence of relations of domination in the
reproduction of the other's discourse. Interpretative practices are already
included in the generation of the original dialogue (cf. Tyler 1986Ú 127). This
impregnation of any of the discourses with the author's work and ambition is
hardly ever to be eliminated, as the perspectives presented cannot escape the
total control of the author, and because polyphony is not a matter of stylistic
devicesÚ ©Dialogic texts can be just as staged and controlled as experiential or
interpretive texts. The mode offers no textual guarantees.ª (Rabinow 1986Ú
246)
ßßßThe following biographic life accounts, their interpretations and the
following systematic elaboration of distinct configurations of social hierarchy
and dependency, are notsupposed to constitute another cornerstone of
stylistic devices. On the contrary, much more obviously it relates to a
classical arrangement of different levels of data aggregation, a shift from
supposedly ©softª to ©hardª scientific reasoning, from description to analysis
Ä with a strong emphasis on analysis. The post-modern challenge consists
precisely in enforcing a re-reading of this classification. Not only does
presenting biographic accounts in such a prominent place add a facet otherÝ
wise difficult to integrate into system-oriented analysis. These narratives



52ßßßßßßßßChapter 2
ß
ß
present an integrated, though not hermetic set of individual interpretations.
They present life-stories that organise events, contexts andmeanings
according to individual patterns, and thus reveal in which situations social
structures interfere with individual action, and how everyday life produces
contradictions to challenge social settings. This is described from the individÝ
ual's experience and according to his enunciation. For this reason, the
biographic accounts provide two perspectivesÚ they evoke typical traits of
social hierarchy and its transformation as well as the distortions and deficits
of the typologies and ideal type social categorisation involved. Therefore the
different sections within this chapter and the following chapters are not only
to be seen as a stepwise initiation into bà̧z.a̧n society's webs of social hierarchy
and dependency, but asdistinct complementary analytic perspectives, each
trying to get a grip on the same topic as well as evoking different spheres of
imagination.
ßßßIn fact the interrelations between the different chapters of this book are
much closer than a first hand classification along different levels of reference
to field data and other sources and references might suggest. All result from
the same fieldwork and set of data. Their writing included mutual reassessÝ
ment and reasoning, thus the chapters cannot be conceived as totally indeÝ
pendent of each other. Although the interview representations were not
changed after their initial elaboration, later editing would have been possible
and provided a powerful means of evoking meaning. But the question of
interpretation has to be put moreradically, for it is still tempting to draw a
border between data presentation and interpretation and thus associate the
biographic account with authenticity and the systematic analysis with
interpretation. However, the contours of this distinction are blurred. Any
description portraying meaning assumes and incorporates interpretation, as
has best been demonstrated by Clifford Geertz (1973) in his reasoning on
©thick descriptionª. The biographic narratives tape-recorded in the field are
descriptions of life histories produced in response to the request of a stranger.
In this respect the (biographic) interview reveals a prominent characteristic
inherent in fieldwork. Engaging in a process of understanding (©verstehenª)
implies permanent shifting between different interdependent perspectives of
reasoning (fact, context and meaning; cf. Clifford 1988Ú 16f.). Conducting an
interview requires the maintenance of mutual understanding (or at least

3recognition), assumed through mutual interpretation. Each interview is a
co-construct of the interviewer and the interviewee along interpretative
patterns of the specific interview, as well as of the interviewer's evolving
interpretative scheme throughout the fieldwork. By their very nature, these

4accounts are not authentic emic discourses tapped by the anthropologist.
On the contrary, the case studies presented here are descriptions most
obviously resulting from interpretative action on two distinct levels. They
were developed from specific contexts of reasoning in the field in Mauritania,
i.e. from the immediate historicity of field research, and later in Germany
selected and edited to present stories telling of social change and stratification
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in the region of Achram-Diouk. As the edition of these somewhat co-
authored narratives marked the beginning of the systematic written elaboration
of this book, a cross-reading of the different chapters is revealing of the
development of the interpretative framework and its ties with people's
personal experiences as expressed in the life-stories.

Writing Biographies
ßßßCarving a biographical life narrative out of dialogic interviews, consisting
of a constant flux and re-flux between questions and answers (sometimes also
a question-question-question-answer scheme is more suited to describe the
situation) already raises in itself important questions of textual representaÝ
tion. How to put a text that originated in a spontaneous, topic-shifting
dialogue on biographic subjects into an easy-to-read monologic narrative,
accurately centred on the topics most crucial to the study presented? Most
commonly biographic narratives take the form of a monologue. Although
introductions can make the reader aware of the existence of interviewers and
later transcription and translation, these factors and processes are invisible in
the narrative (cf. for examples Cross/Barker 1992; Olivier de Sardan 1976).
The reader is confronted with individuals obviously intrinsically motivated
to present their life and other narratives in either a chronological order or
focused on keyevents. Thebiographic narrative seems addressed directly to
an audience the imagined narrator most probably does notknow. If not
impossible, this rarely is the case (Richardson 1990Ú 130). The interviewer and
the editor become an indiscernible part of the final product, the textual
account. Performed as such the genre is a lure to the reader, trapping him into
imagined representation. The ©Iª the reader is confronted with is not the
single self-narrator it is in an authentic autobiography, but a co-authored I.
What at first seems to be first hand, descriptive narration, is in fact the
outcome of complex interactive and interpretative work. The naturalistic

5look then is a feature added by the almighty author in the background.
There are attempts to deal with these shortcomings of textualised biographic
information. Two strategies are to be distinguished. Strategies of involving
the intersubjectivity of fieldwork and those aiming to give most accurate
representation of the emic discourse by employing highly articulated translaÝ
tion. Intersubjectivity as the constituent and driving force of the narrative is
best worked out in biographies of individuals (e.g. Lacoste-Dujardin 1977;
Shostak 1983). A different strategy is developed by Smadar Lavie (1990). She
elaborates allegories of Mzeini Bedouin life by a typified collage of interviews
conducted during thirteen years of field research. The implications of
intersubjectivity are integrated and expressed throughpolyphony, here put
into the form of dialogic text. The argument also has a further dimension, as
it tries to display the making of these dialogues, and thus makes a bit more
transparent the excluded ©middleª of text and fieldwork (cf. Agar 1990Ú 73).
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I wanted to engage my voice with the voices of Mzeini men and women,
while avoiding the poetically powerful exoticizations typical of Western
multivocal depictions of Other worlds .ß.ß. I also wanted the text to be
written in such a way that it could be translated back into Arabic, its
language of origin, and be read by those about whom it was written.
ßßßThe solution was to transcribe, whenever appropriate to my purpose, a
polyphony of v oices,including my own, directly out of the raw material
of my diary-style fieldnotes .ß.ß. I chose to transcribe verystrictly, as
theater-script-like polyphonic dialogues .ß.ß. I accompanied these lines by
stage directions straight from my diary. (Lavie 1990Ú 36)

Stating the author's deep concern with intersubjectivity up to the final text is
a major concern of this writing, but this strategy has a second outcomeÚ to
produce a strong appeal to the reader, to accept the author's ability to write
the other's narrative. Thus it accomplishes a most classical element of
anthropological writingÚ the establishment of the anthropologist'sauthority.
This double bind is most obvious with Smadar Lavie when citing one of her
intervieweesÚ ©Comparing my work to the other ethnographies, the old man
said, `All these people write about us, about what they think we are, except
one Ä the one that just writes us, exactly as we talk, and laugh, and gesture
[with our hands], just as we are.'ª (Lavie 1990Ú 37) This passage, as well as
many others throughout the book, recall the experiential mode of ethnoÝ
graphic authority criticised recently (cf. Clifford 1988Ú 16f.; Rabinow 1986Ú
245). Camille Lacoste-Dujardin presents a similar confirmation of her work,
although with a slight self-doubting undertoneÚ ©Il approuve mon projet.
Quand plus tard, je lui transmettrai les premiers r‚sultats de mon travail, il
me d‚cernera ce pr‚cieux complimentÚ `C'est tout … fait ‡a! Comment
avez-vous fait? .ß.ß.'ª (Lacoste-Dujardin 1977Ú 37) These statements most
directly show that the need for the anthropologist's authority to write the
Other is not altered by the choice of textual representation (cf. Clifford 1988Ú
15f.; Geertz 1988Ú 4f.). What is changed indeed, is the author's concern with
making his aspirations at least partially visible to the reader.
ßßßThere is no standardisation of the methodology, the use, andpresentation
of life stories. Nevertheless two main trends can be identified, one focusing
upon the ©symbolic in social life and meaning in individual livesª and a
second, considering ©interviewees as informants Ä in ethnographic fashion.
The aim is to get accurate descriptions of the interviewees' life trajectories in
social contexts, in order to uncover the patterns of social relations and the
special processes that shaped them.ª (Bertaux/Kohli 1984Ú 215)
ßßßThe narratives presented here are best associated with the latter approach.
Carrying out interviews focusing on the interviewee's life history was
conceived as a means of both introducing the topic of slavery and social
dependency, and ofproviding data for a general contextual framework.
Indeed, the concern with the interview's biographic foundation grew
throughout the fieldwork. A topical, and a chronological, event-oriented
interview-guideline was developed and constantly revised. Included in this
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ongoing process of refinement was a constant shift in topics in the main
focus, much resembling the saturation that marks off the point where new
cases merely confirm the validity of former findings (cf. Bertaux/Kohli 1984Ú
226). However, this I only came to uncover back home while reflecting on
how to come to grips with my data. Insofar, all narratives have a strong
emphasis on questions of social hierarchy and dependency Ä as far as these
topics could be unearthed Ä and are marked by a fragmentary character, due
both to the historicity of the research and the eventuality of the interviewees'
remaining mute for various reasons.
ßßßReading and re-reading interview transcripts in a quest for hidden meanÝ
ings, I realised that most interviews told astory. This was unexpected for
me, for most of the interview settings opposed arrangements to facilitate
personalised narration. The topical focus and the initial concept of the
biographic interview as a means to unravel webs of dependency as well,
rather hindered the unfolding of a fragile, not previously conceived narrative.
Finally, many problems had occurred in collecting biographic data, which
forced me to the provisional conclusion that my chronological, key-event
driven concept of life history was strange to the overwhelming majority of
rural Mauritanians. This hypothesis is strengthened by the exceptions to the
ruleÚ it was no problem to ask openly for a life account when speaking to
local intellectuals, i.e. secondary school trained people, and some h.ara̧t.à̧n
©organicª intellectuals in the Gramscian use of the term (cf. Gramsci

6[1929-35] 1971Ú 3, 6). In fact, these h.ara̧t.à̧n were among the few to have
participated in either traditional Qur \a̧n education or modern-type schooling.
Nevertheless the narratives produced, especially by school trained interview
partners, took the character much more of a curriculum vitae than of a rich
life-story. What follows is a somewhat paradoxical conclusion, the narratives
produced during the interviews have a hybrid character. They reveal the
individual's life through the medium of external incentives, the result of a
complex co-operation. It is this, right from the beginning, most obvious
co-constructive character of the biographic texts that hindered me in treating
them as emic, auto-biography-like narratives.
ßßßSomewhat caught fast between these restrictions on authenticity, further
increased through (in the most cases), various stages of translation, and a
fragmented but on the whole highly instructive content, I had to choose an
option for the presentation of these data. What the biographic data, taken as
life-stories, were able to narrate was the diversity of life experiences people of
different social strata, but all originating from the same small rural region,
had gone through, and how differently they both perceived and were coping
with their actual situation. To present the stories, somewhat cramped in the
transcripts, I chose to take the plunge of interpretation and shape out of the
interview dialogues more or less monologic biographic narratives (cf. RichÝ
ardson 1992).
ßßßThe texts presented are all based exclusively on interview transcripts and
field notes. They are fictive, as they perform a collage of the interviewees'



56ßßßßßßßßChapter 2
ß
ß
statements resulting in a monologue revealing interviewer-induced key topics
and comprising elements of dramatisation as a result of the editing and
collage process,driven by the fieldnotes andmemory. Thesedevices are not
applied monolithically, and the narratives differ with regard to the degree of
their implementation. Some narratives, or some of their sub-paragraphs
present only slightly edited transcript material, while others result from
intensive use of collage techniques and textual rearrangement. In addition the
monologic structure of the text is interrupted in several cases. The single-
person/single event focus in one case is split up. Several narratives of
interviewees who are closely interrelated are synchronised and thus present
to the reader an imaginary communication. Also Ä if found necessary Ä the
original dialogue of the interview is brought back into the account, e.g. when
a sudden, unexpected shift in topic, in the mood or something else which was
directly related to questioning occurs. Thisespecially is true to the narrative
of M'Barke, an old slave woman (h

²
a̧dem). One question in an already

difficult interview setting proved to be most offensive. Although I am
personally still ashamed of unknowingly disrespecting the old woman's
sentiments, the crisis provoked in the interview proved to be most instructive
to the anthropologist. In fact, much as in a crisis experiment (cf. Garfinkel
1967), the old woman's insults revealed the extreme sensitivity of matters of
legal descent amongslaves, andthus former slaves Ä a matter much obscured
among the younger generation, busily engaged in ©forgettingª these aspects
of family history.
ßßßFinally, the texture of thenarratives presented, despite editing and collage,
will not deny their origin in various interview settings, the main aspects being
highlighted in introductory rem arks. The interviewees' identities, and some
names ofplaces, arechanged in an attempt to protect the informants'privacy.
Unfortunately, up to today the narratives presented have not been approved
by those they are supposed to represent. Nevertheless I hope to show them
to the interviewees on a later occasion. For the moment all I can do is to
thank all persons involved in my interviews for their will to co-operate and
the trust Ä I wish to affirm once more Ä they expressed towards me.

Contrasting Life Stories

The stories presented have been chosen to create an insight into the diversity
of life experiences I encountered. In this respect they aim to give an impresÝ
sion of the region's life stories as a whole. The stories also present typical
aspects,although the individual cases presented are rather experiences at the
margin of the rural society. As sooften, typical or stereotyped images are
best revealed in an atypical setting. And as the stories presented are based on
authentic, individual accounts, they are not ideal-types, and there is no
aspiration to create any. What instead is intended, is to trace cross-cutting
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patterns and ties characterising and relating those involved in the configuraÝ
tion of hierarchy and dependency.
ßßßThe first narrative presents the story ofBadeyn, who discovered his slave
origin only at the age of fifteen. Having formerly been fully integrated into
the household of his mother's master, he then started a career typical for the
many h.ara̧t.à̧n who created independence through their own work.Brahim,
another h.art.a̧ni, is a sort of organic intellectual. He attended traditional
religious education of his own will to cope with what he called ©ignoranceª
among the h.ara̧t.à̧n and slaves,hence he experiences being at the margins of
his own community. He has to cope with the contradictions between his own
(and his family's) aspiration to emancipation and his commitment to tradiÝ
tional bà̧z.a̧n ideology. Brahim's story is occasionally backed up by narratives
of Zeyneb (his mother) and in one caseMoustava (the son of both Brahim's
and Zeyneb's former master), both providing contrasting perspectives of
Brahim's narrative.M'Barke's story is of a completely different kind. The old
slave woman evokes most impressively the woman slave's condition, clearly
distinct from the men's. Valha is a member of thetributary, zna̧ga stratum of
bà̧z.a̧n society. Thisstatus nowadays is hardly ever admitted publicly, for it is
conceived of as being even more dishonourable than h.ara̧t.à̧n or slavestatus.
The narrative gives a very interesting perspective of bà̧z.a̧n women's everyday
life, asneither Valha's family, nor anybody in their camp ever hadslaves. It is
just one example that pastoral life was to a certain degree independent of
slave labour and itsinputs. Two more narratives reveal the bà̧z.a̧n perspective.
Tourad is a true intellectual in the term's western sense. He is a teacher, fully
bilingual in French and classical Arabic, took part in the country's early
seventies leftist student movements, and is now engaged in local tribal
politics. His life-story exemplifies much of the bà̧z.a̧n intellectuals' attitudes.
A commitment to a western type of modernity is paired with a fundamental,
western-like misconception of their own society. Tourad'sidentity is split, as
his father was of noble zwa̧ya origin, while his mother is of h.ara̧t.à̧n-status
(probably of slave origin and manumitted to engage in a legal marriage).
Youba finally faces similar identity problems induced by his split origin of a
noble h.assa̧n father and a h.art.a̧niyya mother, but the outcome of his social
positioning is differentÚ he chose to integrate in a h.ara̧t.à̧n community. His life
is characterised by long wage labour migration, indeed much of it would
resemble that of other h.ara̧t.à̧n, were it not for some decisive differences.

Su̧da̧n

Badeyn
ßßßBadeyn's narrative refers to the grey zones of slave dependency in a
generalised household slavery context. It reveals two contradicting principles,
both ruling the master-slave-relationship. First comes a sentiment of nearÝ
ness, and in many cases affection, resulting from the close co-residence in a
household, or else tent. This aspect is most immediate to the individual level.
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Second comes the social division into free and unfree, in this case as the
difference between affiliated and associated parenthood. This is how social
texture forms the basis of individual types of dependency.Badeyn lived
successively in contradicting status positionsÚ noble origin, slave descent, and
a sort of self-attained freedom and independence. Although this life-history
confirms the normative power of the hierarchical value system, it also reveals
contradictions in it resulting from everyday life practices. Here it becomes
apparent what weaknesses an approach based solely on an elaboration of the
dominant ideology would have. Domination depends on the knowledge
needed to create and maintain (cultural) distinctions, but this monopoly of
knowledge can be disruptedÚ Badeyn lived a noble's life until recognition of
his origins was enforced by a thirdparty, and he wasthus excluded from this
kind of existence. The textpresents a major episode of the interview along
with detailing, chronologically organised information.

Badeyn:I was born in S. It was a b¸àz.a̧n family who brought me up, without father or
mother. In the60s, there was an epidemic in S., it's called Mahamrou. At that
time I was two years old, perhaps three years, because I just had a littlesister.
That year, the people tell, it got the whole of S., perhaps one hundred people
were killed by the epidemic, my father, my mother, my sister and more. For six
months I couldn't see anything, because there was something coming out of my
eyes.
ßßßThere was that b¸àz.a̧n family, it was them who took my family as slaves, they
brought me up. When I was young, I thought that family is mine, that it is my
own family. Ibelieve, the man is my father, the woman mymother. Itcontinued
like that until I was fifteen. I thought they were my parents. I knew nothing. Only
while having fun with the children out in the street I got to know Ä it was the
children who taught me about my parents.
ßßßI ran home, there was my [adoptive] mother sitting and weeping till the end. I
tell you, after that I entered my second class in school. That was still in S. I did
school until my fourth year, the CFD exams, then the woman [the adoptive
mother] divorced and another man married her. At that moment my studies
were wrecked. It was him who destroyed them, he was a b¸àz.a̧n without any
colour, he had something he should be saved of, hestartedtreating me as a

7black.  And my youth did not understand of what use studies are.
ßßßI left S. with them and continued another two years in that situation. I did all
construction for them. Finally, I went to the mother, I treated her as mother, I
told her I have been happy with everything she did for me in those days, but
that now I am no longer happy, that I want to go where I am able to live. She
would be my mother as long as she would be in need of me and I would be her
son. But she being like that, I'd leave. When I went off she ran behind me. It
wasn't her who had changed, it's only the man, it is him who decides, not her.
ßßßI visited a militarycamp. There they needed a washer, Istarted to do the job.
After a while I left andstarted asherdsmen for the camels of a friend of mine,
also from my tribe [a b¸àz.a̧n]. Later I went to town and worked as washer once
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again. At the same time I built bricks for the construction of houses and was an
8apprentice to a baker. I also worked as day-labourer loading and unloading

trucks, and I built wells.
ßßßAfter some time I came back to the Tamourt en-Naaj and married for the first
time. The SO.NA.DE.R hadstarted the first development project there. In one
year I earned enough money to rest for a whole year, 240,000 UM! I organised
myself to go on with the money, then the SO.NA.DE.R left, they moved to
Achram. I managed to find a Òar¸àv, for whom I washed the clothes some time
ago. So I had a friend there, who was chief of the garage there. That was how I
came here. I did the job until the first wave of discharges occurred. I was the first
on the list to be fired. It was because the first, here people say, is the one who
has two arms, i.e. the one who has two brothers. With him it won't be like that,
he who has the brothers is right. One won't be able to put him off.
ßßßIstarted to work on the fields, to grow some millet. The harvest was good.
After that half a year I went back to the SO.NA.DE.R and they employed me
until now.
ßßßDuring my first time here I travelled every month to S. in order to visit my
family.After two years I wanted to change that situation, and get her to move
with me to Achram. But she was what one nowadays would call a slave. I went
and asked her parents to give consent to my wish, they agreed that she moved.
It was her masters who refused. I kept on with this situation for another year,
and looking for a solution in S. Later I married here in Achram for a second time.
Here I have five children, in S. are two from my first marriage. Every two to
three months I send money to their mother for the children there.
ßßßHere I have bought some fields. In total I have five fields now. Some of them
are behind a dam, the others behind a small dam. Every year I work the fields
together with my wife. I also have some goats, all in all about 40, I do not like to
have sheep, they are too stupid! Goats are much more intelligent and much less
complicated than sheep. I also have one cow. For some years I also worked as
baker here in A., but now I find it too tiring to get up so early and do my job in
the garage afterwards.

Brahim and Zeyneb
ßßßBrahim's narrative is characterised by being both very typical and untypical
of slave/h.ara̧t.à̧n biographies of the region. Again, as in Badeyn's narrative, a
tension is obvious between the well-defined ©indissolubleª origin, i.e. the
slave estate defined through birth, and on the other hand an achieved social
knowledge, which put into practice contests the status-defined role set. The
ambivalence of Brahim's situation is evidentÚ through personal effort he

9gained certified religious knowledge that enables him to respond to the
hegemonic discourse of social hierarchy and thus to surmount the boundaries
drawn for him by social structures. A second outcome of the knowledge
gained through traditional learning is the at least partial adoption of the social
hierarchy's framework, whose effect is to cement Brahim's original low
status.
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ßßßIt should also be observed that Brahim's excellent memory Ä and his
mother's too Ä constituted a never-ending stock of topics for discussion (and
the generation of questions) for me. The following compilation, however,
stands out, for it contrasts several points of view on a substantially commonÝ
ly lived and deeply intertwined experience, as expressed bypeople of close
relationshipÚ Brahim, Zeyneb, his mother, and Moustava, her (or else his)
zwa̧ya master's son. Of special interest are the different perceptions Brahim
and Zeyneb have of the process of their successive liberation.

BrahimÚI was born about 1956 in the Oued El Abiod, near the well Kharge. I was
with my parents, the herds of goats and cattle, there was nobody else with us.
We had some date-palms too, it was my father and some of his brothers who
planted them when I was very small. The name of the well was Kharge, because
it was so effectively hidden by the trees and bushes, one had to look carefully to
find it, so dense was the vegetation at that place. I stayed with my family and at
the same time I attended Qur\a̧n lessons. I herded the goats and worked the
fields and at the same time went to the Qur\a̧n school. During summer I stayed
with the master [of the Qur\a̧n school], during the rainy and the cold season I
went home and herded the goats. The master [of the Qur\a̧n school] was of
another tribe, he was of the Awla¸d ̂ Alà̧, who are not part of the Tagöaka̧net.
ßßßWhile we were at the well of Kharge, the two camps were always close to
each other. During the rainyseason and winter, we then moved to Liwa, where
we had the fields. It lies to the west of here, some of the people here and I
myself still have fields over there. Every family has a small dam of its own and
every member of the family cultivates and makes his own field.
ßßßThere were a lot of b¸àz.a̧n with the [Qur\a̧n] master, they passed a lot of time
in that activity. In fact, I was the only su¸da̧n there.

AuthorÚ How did that come?
BrahimÚWell, I was thethird son in my family, at that time we were nearly rich, so I

was not really obliged to work. But I was bothered by the ignorance [of the
su̧da̧n], I did not want to stay without learning. That's the reason why I looked for
a task, the possibility to study. I foundthat man [the Qur\a̧n master] and asked
him if he would accept me to study with him and he agreed. With him I learned
the alphabet andstarted the Qur\a̧n. When the rainy season came, he went off
to look for pasture for his livestock. I looked out for another [Qur\a̧n] teacher.
He gave me a book, by that time I already could read andstarted to write.With
another master I found two more books dealing with questions of prayer and

10zaka̧t, the Òarà̧^a. Every time the [Qur\a̧n] masters left with their livestock for
the south I stayed there at Kharge; I did my studies always only half a year, during
the dry season, the rest of the year I worked on the fields. I spent six years with
the first master, from 1970-76, and another two with the second one. You
know, once you are able to read and write, studying becomes less complicated,
because then you can continue the work on your own and afterwards ask
somebody to correct your mistakes.
ßßßThere were a lot of students with the [first Qur\a̧n] master, he lived in a camp
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of about 60ßtents and had about 90ßto 100ßstudents. His wife gave lessons too,
everything concerning the women and girls was herduty.While the camp of the
master was near to the well of my parents, I could walk home every evening, but
when they left for more distant places, we had to stay with them. We did not
bring our own food with us, I never saw that with the students coming from
other camps. We helped the master's family with its work. He had about
60ßgoats, 30ßcows and 3ßcamels. Everybody helped to water the herds or to milk

11them. My family also gave the master sometimes 10ßmu¸d of millet while the
harvest was going on.
ßßßWe left the place of Kharge in 1982, there were only some palm-trees left,
growing only a small amount of dates. All the people who once came to that
well left it to come here when the new well was constructed. We too wanted

12to approach the new dam here, that was constructed in 1978 for the first
time. We hoped to cultivate a lot of millet here.
ßßßI am the only one of my brothers still here. The first left in 1982 for NouakÝ
chott, in 1986 he went to the Arab Emirates to work there as a policeman, two
more brothers are traders inNouakchott, the younger one left here in 1993, the
older one in 1989, then there is one of my brothers who is now taxi-driver in
Nouakchott and one who is with the National Guard there. Two of my sisters
are married and live here in the village. Three of my brothers' wives live here as
well, two of them live at Nouakchott.
ßßßI prefer staying here instead of going to Nouakchott. Here I have my own
millet, my own field, my own work, here I have something to do, and I have
food enough to eat. In Nouakchott everything is related to work. Relying on my
animals there, I would survive for only one month, I couldn't let them graze
there, for there is no pasture. I would be obliged to buy them fodder, and I can't
afford that. I would be obliged to sell them and live off the money.After ashort
while the whole money would be eaten up, and I would remain with nothing!
Then all those goods, being cheaper in Nouakchott than here, won't make any
sense to me. No, without getting a job you can't live in Nouakchott. I never
stayed there for long.

Experiencing the 1969 Drought
BrahimÚI remember 1960-65 there was a drought, that was a time without millet,

but the animals were only slightly affected. 1966ßwas a good year, 1967ßran
short ofpasture at the end, 1968ßagain was without problems, and in 1969ßfiÝ

13nally, there was nothing at all. At that time we had two herds of small stock ,
270ßsheep and 100ßgoats and another 60ßcows. After the drought there
remained only three cows. The goats were the least affected, they remained
with a number of 50. Altogether we had about 100ßsmall ruminants left when
the drought was over. We didn'tstart a big movementwith our animals during
the drought. We stayed at Khaoulete, that is near, about 30 km to the east.
When the pasture was finished we came back, but not to the well, there were
too many people there at the time. We chose another well in order to get clean
water for the animals.
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After the drought, we responded to the death of the animals by increasing the
number of our fields.

Zeyneb (mother)Ú It was my husband who had some animals. .ß.ß.
I think there were about 60-100ßsmall ruminants and about 10ßcows with my
husband. After the heavy drought [1969] he lost nearly everything. He remained
with 3ßcows and in 1970 he died.
Our master lost a lot of his animals too. That's why we kept together and didn't
move around that year.
I then stayed with my children, until today. We continued to cultivate our fields.
We had our work. I did not return to the master, why should I? The master,
when he comes and asks for something, we will give it to him. He has got
nothing to give us. In those days he had something, and I didn't, he gave me
what I needed. In that time he didn't ask me to give him anything. I continued to
cultivate with my children, we had good harvests. When he came, we gave him
a part of our millet. And we continued eating our millet and buying animals of it.

Moustava (master's son)ÚBefore the drought, there were already a lot of diseases
diminishing the number of my father's animals. These years were not terrible, it
just killed some animals every time. At the beginning of the drought in 1969, my
family was left with 30ßcows, no other animals remained with us. At the end of
the drought all cows were finished. We lost all animals.
As there was nothing left, I went off to look for work. I mounted a truck and
went to Bogh‚, where I found a job as manager of a boutique [shop]. There
were people of the Legwa¸t.it., they were big traders, it was them to give me the
work. And I continued to work for them for about six or seven years. They paid
me 4,000ßUM, every time I got money I sent it home to myfamily.They never
augmented thesalary,they even wanted to lower it, because there was a lot of
people looking for work. Nevertheless I accepted the situation, I was even
fortunate, for they had trust in me, otherwise they never would have paid as
much as 4,000ßUM.

Brahim's Father's Life and Death
BrahimÚIn 1970 my father died. He had worked to get the animals, every time he

had a lot of millet he sold some to buy animals with the money. Healso had a
second job, herding. Every two months and ten days he had the right to receive
one goat. He had done that work for several families since his early youth, so he
had got a lot of animals. Then he had another job, he watered the animals, that
is the only work I saw my father do. Ißnever saw him herding, I only heard of him
doing that sort of work.
ßßßEach time someone wanted to sell a female goat or sheep for slaughter, we
exchanged one of our male animals with him. So we could manage to get the

14herd growfaster. Ißdon't remember exactly what size were the parts of my
father and my brothers in our herd, but every one of us had his own animals,
with his own brand. My father didn't give some of his animals to us, we were
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paid for our work of herding other people's animals. When after my father's
death his master came to pick up his animals, he took all of my father's, but left
those of my brothers and me. At that time, my father also gave him a part of the
harvest, but this was not fixed, the fields were not fixed to one place and neither
was the contribution.

Zeyneb (Brahim's mother)ÚAlready at the time of the presidency of Mokhtar Ould
Daddah the su¸da̧n lived in adwaba [sedentary camps composed only of su¸da̧n].

15I remember we paid thêaÒu̧r . The animals we had were our own, they didn't
come from our master, but from our own work, my husband's, my children's
and my own work on the fields, and herding of other people's animals.
ßßßYes, I am likethem [her masters], I married after they married. My husband
sometimes stayed with me and my masters, sometimes we also went to his
masters. We were always together and never separated. For some time after
the marriage, I continued to work for mymaster. Myhusband had fields. And we
continued like that, moving around with my masters, until they didn't need us
any longer.Then we settled with my husband's family, near their fields. We had
no masters! He was a sa¸yib [slave who wasn't guarded]. His master didn't need
him, and if he did, he came to him and asked.
ßßßWhen my husband died, his master came and took off two of the three cows
that remained with us after the drought, and some of the small ruminants too!

16He told us that my husband had been his h.art.a̧nà̧, and therefore he had the
right to take my husband's animals. Yes, he was right about that point, he did not
want to be unfair to us, he was even kind with us, as he didn't take all the
animals that were left with us. This is part of the Òarà̧^a, it is a Mauritanian habit.
This did no harm to us. I am not saying anything, I only tell you because you
don't know the habits of Mauritania.

Seeking Manumission
AuthorÚ The white family you told me you belonged to, are they still around here?
BrahimÚYes, they live in Leqraye and in Kdƒn, that is between Ghabbra and Foum

Gleita, there are a lot of Legwa¸t.it. there [a zwa¸ya tribe], one of them [of the
family] is a municipal counsellor and a trader. We arealmost like brothers to
him. .ß.ß. Yes, it is possible that they do help us when we are in need, that's true
for all of them, that's mutual, I help them, they help me. .ß.ß. Once Ißreceived a
darrâ̧a [men's traditional dress] worth 2,500ßUM from them. I helped them
with the construction of a small dam [FrenchÚdiguette] once, Ißwent to the
project in order to get them some assistance in the construction. I also sent

17them [the family] 125ßmu¸d of millet, that was at the time of harvest, and it
constituted my whole harvest that year. I did that several times, it is part of our
mutual relations. I also herd his cows, if we have pasture around here whereas
he has not and comes and asks me to do so. He is my comrade, and every time
I go to Leqraye Ißvisit him and stay with him, as he is the only one I know there.

AuthorÚThe last times you occasionally mentioned that Ould Haidalla [leader of the
militaryregime 1980-84] announced the end of slavery on the radio. I am still
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confused about the question when he held this speech, do you remember the
year?

BrahimÚI remember well the time of Haidalla, normally you would speak of two
years related to Haidalla, first the year he came into office, second the one he
was pushed out. His announcement concerning the end of slavery, that was at

18the end of his first year in office, the beginning of the second. In this anÝ
nouncement he proclaimed a deadline. It meant that anyone having a slave had
to prove the slave's origin, i.e. he had to provide proofs. If he failed to do so,
then the slave no longer was his slave. He had to enumerate the slave's fathers
up to the tenthfather. If he onlycould trace about four or five fathers, then the
slave was no longer a slave.

AuthorÚ Did Haidalla say that in the radio?
BrahimÚNo, that is a question of jurisprudence, that belongs to the domain of the qa¸d.i

[judge]. That was the time Haidalla introduced the Òarà̧^a .ß.ß. he was very
severe about everything he did, everything he ordered had to be executed. .ß.ß.
His announcement concerning the liberation of the slaves was on the radio, but
he didn't speak of slaves or anything like that, he just said that all people were
equal, that there would be no-one to oblige another [to do something]. All
people, the white and the black are equal, they are like brothers. He did not
speak of h.ara̧t.à̧n or slaves, he just said Mauritania should be acountry ofequals,
where all people work together and don't oblige one another [to do anything].
That was also the time of problems between the b¸àz.a̧n and the su¸da̧n, because
the bà̧z.a̧n wanted to force the su¸da̧n to come back to them. If the b¸àz.a̧n went to
see a judge, the judge would send them back, he would let the su¸da̧n be totally
free. This happened after the announcement of Haidalla in the radio. Before it
wasn't like that, but after I never again saw a white beating a slave or a su¸da̧n.
Before, I saw that frequently with the su¸da̧n of A. [village nearby], they are not
like the other su¸da̧n. .ß.ß.
ßßßSlavery is something which has officially come from Allah, which has always
existed in the times ever. I know very well the difference between a freed
person and a slave. The announcement Haidalla made, that was of a general
sort, but I, I know what I know, I didn't trust that announcement. What I wanted
was something official, a public declaration, because they [the government] also
can say that they will undo their decision. I wanted manumission directly from
my master. I found himhere, so we went directly to the qa¸d.i. There were also
some others, i.e. there are others belonging to the master, who were not my
brothers, but of other families. They were already manumitted before the
announcement. After the announcement, I went to the master too. I followed
him and told him that there has been an announcement, that there are no more
slaves in Mauritania, and that everybody has heard of this message on the radio.
You have slaves, I told him, but you know very well that they won't be of any
use to you, that they won't work for you. Thus there is no need to say that you
have slaves. At that point he accepted [my argument]. First he liberated me, and
later he made a written manumission for the wholefamily.There were two
copies of the manumission act. One for the master and one for thefamily. It was
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him [the master] who made a further copy forhimself, for one never knows
what will be in future. If there is only a manumission contract with me, perhaps
his [the master's] sons would think that there are still slaves. If the contract is
only with me, it is less clear than with a copy [being with the master]. Today we
are like brothers, if one sees us together, he would think we are father and son.

Zeyneb (Brahim's mother)ÚWhen I was small I lived with the b¸àz.a̧n. The master and
my mother [she only remembers little of her mother, whom she considers not
to have worked much], my brothers and my sisters. We had a tent beneath the
master's tent. The master had one son, and we lived with him, we were one
family, black and white. That was the time when there were only few fields and
everybody in the camp had animals. They were neither rich nor poor, they had
cows and goats. In that time there weren't many fields, and herders and
cultivators could stay together [in one camp] and the owners of the herds could
watch them. I didn't dress at that time [i.e. she was under the age of seven].
ßßßI did the work of pounding millet, fetched water and also herded goats, there
were a lot of animals. Herding was unusual for girls, but the men all had to work
on the fields. My mother didn't herd. Cultivating the fields behind the small dams
started by the time I had children, then it increased one by one.
ßßßIn this time the camps of the su¸da̧n and of the bà̧z.a̧n were [already] separated.
The adwaba was the camp of the su¸da̧n, the su¸da̧n always remained near the
fields, whereas the b¸àz.a̧n moved around with the herds to get good pasture.
This continued until the harvest, then the b¸àz.a̧n came to take their share of
millet. When everything was distributed the bà̧z.a̧n left and the su¸da̧n remained.
ßßßFor some years, until I had four or five children, I kept with the master during
summer, I fetched water.Whenever the rain started Ileft for the fields. When I
didn't want to carry on like that, I fortunately had my daughters. All of them did
one year with the master, one after the other they went to him, to do him his
work. Before, I had shared the work for the master with my sister, one period of
the summer it was her turn, the other mine. This continued until we had
children. It was the sons, who were the first to leave him [the master], they
couldn't bear the work with him, they kept with the adwaba or they went off to
work. He [the master] wasn't in need of them, they left him when he couldn't
resolve their problems anylonger.That's why they left in order to look for work
and give something to the master, if they didn't it didn'tmatter. Ifthey came
back from their work, they only came to the adwaba [not to the master], they
were already married men. In order to marry, they properly asked [the master],

19and he did them their marriage.
ßßßOur master was a very good man, he was very kind to us, he didn't make us
work for somebody else, he only took what was left behind us, he gave us
clothes and shoes, he always did things that pleased us, and he was full with
animals [i.e. rich in animals]. People came to stay with him and drink milk. We
kept with him until the times when the animals were diminishing and finally all
had disappeared. The master kept with us like a family member, every time he
was in need of something, we gave it to him. We always kept in relation to him



66ßßßßßßßßChapter 2
ß
ß

until last year, when he died, he was already old. There is his son who comes
after him now, he is like our brother, he drank of my milk when he was small.
He frequently visits us when he is in need of something. Nowadays we only give
him the zaka¸t, but if he has no millet we also give him some more. And he too, if
he has got something he will give it to us.
ßßßWe left the master in 1969. It was because he had lost his animals. He no
longer had the means to sustain us, and we too did not have any means. The
separation between us took place because I was the mother of a family, I had a
tent of my own and my children, and I worked for myself. They [the master] also
had their work of their own. The only thing shared between us were the fields.
We take a part and they take a part of the harvest. Nowadays, we only give him
the zaka¸t.
ßßßDuring the drought [1969] we lost a lot of our animals as well. But we
remained on good terms with themaster.This continued until the time of the
first democracy in Mauritania in 1982, that was the SEM [Structures d'•ducation
des Masses; cf. p.ß272f.] at thattime. With this, we found ourselves in two
opposing camps. It was just politics that divided us. At that time, I already had my
own tent. Since 1960 I have had my own tent, my husband, my children, and we
just gave him a part of our harvest. Since 1983 we have been freed, we no
longer belong to him.

AuthorÚ How did that come about?
ZeynebÚIn 1983 there was a presidential decree, it was transmitted over the radio

[cf. noteß18, this chapter]. The president said, all should see each other as
brother, if one would like to get something from somebody, he should ask for it.
What was theproperty of the slavesshould remain their property. Our master
had already manumitted four men before that decree. These were two of my
sons and two of my sister's sons. All the others he only manumitted after the
decree. It was us who asked him for manumission after the presidential decree.
We asked either for paid or unpaid manumission. We sent Brahim to go and
speak with him about our manumission. The master then manumitted us for
free, we didn't have to pay. He made us an official document on a paper. He did
that for every member of myfamily.Then we made another document conÝ
cerning the whole family. That one today is with Brahim.
ßßßToday themaster's son comes to us when he is in need of something, but we
have stopped working for him. But if he is in need of millet, he will receive
something from us. We give him the zaka̧t, and if he is in need, we will give him
more than that. If he has millet of his own, we will just give him the zaka¸t. He
sometimes gives us some of his dates.

M'Barke
ßßßMy introduction to M'Barke resulted from a favour to a zwa¸ya interviewee.
His wish for a lift to Khouba, a place some 35ßkm to the south, offered the
opportunity to visit a place of very recent sedentarisation. In the middle of
May the spot was nearly deserted. The sun was beating on the barren, stony
plain, temperature in the shade was around 45§C. Besides some distant zwa¸ya
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miserable su̧da̧n tents I had ever seen anywhere in thezone. Desperately
seeking a su¸da̧n interview and always under the attentive eyes of my bà̧z.a̧n
hosts, we ended up under the tent of M'Barke. She was a very old slave
woman (h

²
a̧dem), hard of hearing and almost blind. My research assistant,

Khalifa Ould Kebab, was uncomfortable about starting an interview with
her, as he classified her among the ©complicated personsª, i.e. people reacting
at best unpredictably to a stranger's questions. I for my part felt uncomfortaÝ
ble as well. The village's appearance was depressing, the most bitter poverty
was obvious in every corner. Except for two tattered chickens, no signs of
animal property were to be seen, and the few su¸da̧n around, above all the
children, were visibly suffering from malnutrition. Even the tent we were
sitting under was so small that, small a group as wewere, wehardly managed
to shelter from the midday sun. Interviewing M'Barke was an experience of
learning from one's own mistakes Ä and at the expense of the interviewee.
The occasion of severe dissonance was created by asking a question employÝ
ed numerous times before without problems. However, changing circumÝ
stances may change experience. To ask an oldwoman who had lived a slave's
life about her marriage can be an insult in that these people often were not
allowed to contract legal marriages. Legal exclusion from parenthood,
however, does not mean exclusion from parenthood-like practices amongst
the master's familyÚ indeed a boy of about seventeen from the master's family
joined the interview to see and hear what was going on. Sitting close to the
old blind woman, he could not escape being intensely caressed by her,
although this embarrassed him severely. He nevertheless had to respect
someone who had participated in bringing him up.

M'BarkeÚI was born in a place called Twueyle,which is near Djonƒba. That was in
20the year of the first banknote, it also was the year of the diseases. Khalil [her

zwa̧ya master] is older than me, I drank of his mother's milk when it was nearly
finished, it was just before his mother stopped breast-feeding him. I am not of
this place, I am not of the people of Khouba, I am a h.art.a̧niyya for the Ahel D. of
the Tmoddek and they are backed by Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar [the former
âmà̧r of Tagant],that Allah may welcome him in paradise. I've been to the east
until Khouba belongs to the Tmoddek. Then we came here to watch the place
for the people wanting to make their fieldshere. We stayed here, me, my
children and mybrother. Wecame here in the year of the battle between the
Tmoddek, those born in that year now are already grown up [this means an age
of about 20 years, probably the event took place in about 1974]. In those days
we were always in the east, we kept close to theâmà̧r Abderrahmane, someÝ
times we went up the Tagant. Wecultivate the fields near Achram and Chelkhet
Arkham, for everybody who knows the Tmoddek, knows them in these places.
ßßßThe Tmoddek are based on livestock, they have no fixed place, they are
always found where there is good pasture. Ouneije, Djonƒba, Asmaâ, all these
places are for the Tmoddek, they belong to them. When I was young the
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Tmoddek had all sorts of animals, goats, sheep, cattle, some male camels too,
camels were only used for transport.There were a lot of donkeys too. And
there were mah.az.ra [Qur\a̧nic schools] as the Tmoddek were zwa¸ya, they did
not make war, they were defended by Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar.
ßßßI only remember my mother, we were all with my mother with our masters.
There were three brothers to me and two sisters. I worked with my mother,

21who fetched water, pounded millet and gatheredâz [wild grains suited for
22food]. She also gathered another sort of grain that was found on trees [eyzin].

You had to lay it into water for five or six days before it was ready to be eaten.
All this has stopped now, there is no eyzin any more. It was tiring, it took much
time to prepare food with it, and it smelled bad. It also provoked a disease called
igwindi, you started coughing, and there was no milk to cure the pain.
ßßßMy mother pounded the millet three times a day, there was breakfast, lunch
and dinner. Weprepared ba̧si,̂aiÒ and couscous with the millet. Millet was
eaten three times a day, but all of it was not a lot of millet, for we had milk.
Today we pound the millet only once a day, in the afternoon.
ßßßWhen I was young, I worked a lot, fetched water from the well, watered the
cows, cultivated the fields in order to get my millet, gathered grains from the
trees, pounded millet, I am a su¸da̧n woman. The work of watering was during
the dry season, then we were near Achram. It was up to us, the women to do
that work, we watered a lot. We watered the cattle, the goats and sheep, the
donkeys, we pounded the millet, we cooked, prepared the couscous, herded the
goats if there was no shepherd, all that work we did in one single day. For sure, I
was a na¸nmiyye [tent-slave woman]. The times I worked like that are long ago, I
worked until I got faint, I have sons and daughters to do that work now. All that
work I did for Allah.

Author/Research AssistantÚ When did you marry? [M'Barke ignores the question]
Author/Research AssistantÚ[louder, as M'Barke was hard of hearing] When did you

marry? [Now most people around start giggling, this is when M'Barke gets angry]
M'BarkeÚWhen did I marry? It takes a long time you ask too much. What will that

be about? You don't know and I don't know. You are impolite. You ask for
things that nobody ever asks for. I told you I am mad, I just know ten and ten.
And you will get headaches of asking all your questions. You [two, author and
research assistant] are young, I told you, you are young. The youth has itstime.
You now are writing, and I don't know what you are writing. The young women
stay with their parents until they marry, or they get a child without marrying.
I am tired of telling, my tongue is tired, I told everything I know.
ßßß[Once M'Barke had denounced our failure to meet the very special conditions
of respect applying to slave women, our awkward silence made the situation
gradually ease off. The peculiar hierarchy of two young men intrusively asking
questions of an old woman considering herself deserving of more respect, but not
disposing of the means to achieve this position in discourse, was re-established.]
ßßßMy first child was born during the drought when the people had nothing to
wear [1942-43]. One of my sons is in Nouadhibou, he is a mason, until some
years ago he always sent some money to me, but that has stopped nowadays.
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All other children keep here all the time. We have our fields aroundhere. We
have fields behind dams and also behind the small dams [constructed two years
ago by the project]. We have been here for a long time, but in the time we
cultivated the fields with our masters, the fields were nothere. The fields here in
Khouba were initiated by us, we were three [su¸da̧n] families. Only later all the
others came here to join us, they came one by one. There have been people
from the L^aweysya¸t who had come here to cultivate fields, some from the Idewa¸Ò

and the Ta¸ga̧t. too. But the Tmoddek always destroyed these fields [the
dams]. All this was only done by the su¸da̧n of the Ta̧ga̧t. and the Idewa̧Ò. We will
stay here now. Every time one of them comes to make a field, we will send him
back and destroy his field. We will stay here forever. Thepeople you see here
already have a well [constructed by an NGO]. We came here in the time the
old man who just went away was still young [a man of about 60-70 years, who
just had withdrawn from the conversation]. In that time, the only problem here
was that of water.There was no water here, only thirst. Every day we had to
make long walks with the donkeys, to fetch water from Djonƒba. It was us who
proposed the well here, and Ahmed [a Tmoddek zwa¸ya], he works in NouakÝ
chott, he got the well for us. He is an important person and works in an
institute. We want to have a big village here, we want to become a centre. The
well isn't carrying much water, it should be deepened.
ßßßWe don't have any sheep or goats, some of the people here have one or two,
these often are mnih.a [a loan in animals restricted to the usufruct] by zwa¸ya
people. We'd rather like to have goats, but we lack the means to acquire them,
you will help us. If we have a good harvest, we get more millet than necessary
for eating. Then we can buy animals. This is possible, but it is not my concern.

Zna̧ga

Valha
ßßßValha is awoman of zna̧ga origin born around 1960. Until some years ago,
she lived in a highly mobile camp specialised in the rearing of goats and sheep
on the Tagant. Thiscamp experienced slow but continuous decay through
the ongoing drought conditions, which degraded the pastoral resources.
Valha now lives alone with her very old father and her twelve-year-old son in
S. She mainly lives off the money her husband, working as petty trader and
night watchman in Nouadhibou, sends to her. She runs some petty trading
activities and is engaged in some of the economic activities of the local
women's co-operative. In addition she cultivates a small garden where she
grows vegetables for her own consumption and sometimes for sale.

ValhaÚI was born in a place near Kiffa in a region named Saba, it was in a camp. I
don't have any sisters, but four brothers. My mother died early, when I had
reached the age of about twelve years. My father is still living, he is very old now,
and stays with me in my house.
ßßßIn my youth I had a lot of duties, I fetched water for my family with the
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donkeys, pounded millet, went to the Qur\a̧n school, spun wool, tanned hides.
The wool was spun only for ourselves, we made the tents out of the wool. To
make a layer of woollen cloth, you have to take a wooden stick, one just like a
pen, and turn it in your fingers to make a yarn out of the wool that you twist
with the other hand's fingers. Before you canstart tospin the yarn, you have to
beat the wool with some wooden sticks. Spinning is done by several women at a
time. During one day, a woman can spin between three and five rolls of yarn,
each weighing about one kilo. To weave a layer of woollen tent cloth of ten
meters [50ßcm wide], you have to use about 7ßkilos of yarn. The weaving was
done by a weaver and paid for. The women just spun the yarn.
ßßßFetching water was sometimes easy, sometimes tiring. It depended on the
camp being near to or distant from a well. The camp moved from one place to
another, sometimes it did so after ten days, or just after one night, and someÝ
times it only moved once a month. At the age of seven Istartedpounding millet.
My mother was a bit lazy, she then stopped preparing meals. Every day
I pounded two kilos of millet, it took me two to three hours of work, afterwards
I prepared the couscous. My mother spun wool and tanned hides, she also went
to the market places in Tidjikja and Moudj‚ria to sell goats and buy clothes,
millet, and tea. No, it wasn't my father who sold the animals, I think he never
was good at commerce, he didn't know the prices or didn't know the places to
go to for trading.
ßßßI don't remember exactly when I attended Qur\a̧n school, I remember well
how once the master beat me, because I didn't learn my lesson. I finished two
parts of the Qur\a̧n [two out of sixty h.izb]. Today I can read, but I don't write.
At the time I was very interested in the [Qur\a̧n] school, but I had a lot of work
to do. It was my father who encouraged me to go there, but my mother
opposed him, she thought it would prevent me from drinking enough milk to

23grow fat. Today getting big is no longer important for young girls, butthen it
was an obligation. Now I can read, but I don't write. I haven't gone far in my
studies.
ßßßMy father was always out with the animals, led them to pasture, milked them.
He did this work together with his sons. We had about 200ßgoats and sheep,
sometimes the herd grew in numbers, sometimes it diminished. I heard my
father tell he had once cultivated fields, but I never saw him doing that work.
ßßßPrevious to the big drought in 1969 we had 400ßgoats and sheep, of which
only 30ßsheep and 60ßgoats remained one year later.1970 was a good year and
we gained 100ßnew animals. With these 200ßanimals we left the Tagant in1971
for the south, it was the first time we left the Tagant.That year my mother was
already dead. She never left the Tagant.There was no fodder to be found there
in that year. We stayed five months near Bark‚wol before returning to the
Tagant.Some years later we stopped going back to the Tagant and kept in the
Aftout, for it made no sense to go up the Tagantwhen we knew it hadn't rained
there. In 1986 we went further south than Bark‚wol, we went to S‚libabi [most
southern town of Mauritania] to find pasture for the animals.
ßßßOur camp was on the Tagant, we arepeople of the Tagant. Weused to make
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24long migrations from the Oued el Abiod on the Tagant to theAssaba. The
number of tents in the camp always changed. It happened that there were up to
twenty tents, but often there were between eight and ten. There were just
these tents, all the people there were my parents, they were my mother's
sisters.
ßßßIt happened that we had su¸da̧n with our camp. This was during the dry
season. It was always the same two families of h.ara̧t.à̧n who came with us, in
order to fetch water and pound millet for the whole camp. They came from the
south and were not of our tribe. They were just looking for work. We paid
them according to the amount of millet pounded, for example one mu¸d of
millet per day was paid with 1,000ßUM per month. Fetching water was included
in this salary. The h.ara̧t.à̧n families were big, and all of them pounded millet, very
tiring work if you do it the whole day. We were between five and six tents in
the camp during that time, otherwise two families of h.ara̧t.à̧n wouldn't have been
enough to do all that work of pounding and fetching water.This arrangement
started when we met the su¸da̧n families on our way to the south in the
beginning of the hot, dry season. They always came to the same well near Foum
Gleita where we met. The su¸da̧n didn't move around as we did, they either
cultivated their fields or kept close to the well. This arrangement with the su¸da̧n
families started in about 1980.
ßßßI got married at the age of fifteen, it was the son of my father's brother [wuld
^amm, patrilineal cousin]. He came from Nouadhibou on that occasion, where he
already was engaged in commerce. They didn't ask me, I was still small at the
time. After the marriage I kept in the camp with my parents, and he went back
to Nouadhibou and sent money. I neverleft the tent of my parents, for my
husband didn't want me to live with his father's tent. He was in discord with his
father, because of the second marriage the father had entered into with a
woman my husband disapproved of. His father came here regularly, once a year
he visited me, in order to get some money and I gave it to him. You always give
money to the parents, even if they are notpoor. Ashorttime ago he came here
with his wife, on that occasion he died. Later his wife came again, and I gave her
money too.
ßßßI came here to Achram in 1988. My father was ill and we looked for a
treatment here in the health station. Later he didn't want to return to the camp,
he felt too old to move around all the time. So we stayed here. By that time
two of my brothers had already left our camp. In 1970 the first of my brothers
left and went to town, the second followed him in 1984. Today only one of my
brothers is still herding animals. Two of them now are traders and one is a
fisherman. When I left the camp and came here in 1988, there were only three
tents left with the camp. I took 40-50ßgoats and sheep with me. I lost nearly all
these animals during the drought in 1992. Today I have 12ßgoats again. It is a
long time ago, we distributed our father's herd among us. Normally this happenÝ
ed with the marriage. Thefather decided on the share each child was given on
that occasion.
ßßßMy husband was in Achram already from 1983 on. He was engaged in trade
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here. But in 1993 his commerce worsened and he left again for Nouadhibou.
After one year he came back for two months, then he left again. He sends
money regularly, about every two months. He also sends me cassettes, so I can
get news from him. All this he sends me by people we know well.
ßßßThe time I lived in the camp I liked being there. Nowadays I know life in the
village. Before I just knew life in a camp and couldn't imagine what life in a village
was like. Today I live well here. I wouldn't return to the camp nowadays. Once, a
long time ago, my husband asked me to accompany him to Nouadhibou, but I
refused. I have never been there, and I don't know thecity. I'veheard life is
difficult thereÚ the food is very expensive and a lot of poor people come and beg
for money or food. But actually I'm thinking about moving there again .ß.ß. Here
I am running a smallshop. All the merchandise is with me in my house. I buy
everything I sell from a trader in Achram, he gives me the merchandise on credit.
When I get money sent by my husband, I go to his shop and pay my debts. The
profit I make out of trading is just enough to buy something to eat. I don't want
to get more out of it. I also work in the shop of the women's co-operative. This
happens about once a year. The last time it was my turn, I worked for one
month in the shop and my share of the profit was 10,000ßUM. I never worked in
the fields, I have a small garden to cultivate vegetables for my family and forsale.
Last year I sold for 2,000ßUM, but this year I stopped selling, as I didn't want to.
This year I grew tomatoes, onions and carrots.

Bà̧z.a̧n

Tourad
ßßßAs a school teacher Tourad is one of themajor intellectuals of the region.
He went through what can now be considered a classical career in the public
sector. Although born in a still predominantly nomadic Mauritania, he spent
nearly his whole life in towns and villages. Having been educated almost
exclusively in French, he now mainly teaches Arabic to hispupils. While in
the early 1970s he adhered to the leftist movements in Mauritania, he later
converted to what he calls ©tribal politicsª. As a son of one of the region's
most famous religious learned men, he is of noble origin. With regard to this
last point, however, the situation is in fact somewhat complex. The father
successively entered into several marriages, and Tourad was born of his
father's late liaison with a h.art.a̧niyya, a freed slave woman. His mother in
those days was adored for herbeauty, and married several times as well.
Today she and her present husband, a h.art.a̧ni, live together with Tourad and
his family. Having to care for his mother, Tourad, is constantly forced to
confront his split descent in daily life.

TouradÚI was born in D. in a camp .ß.ß. on a hill, but I have lived my whole life in the
city. I was born in acamp where my mother was, but my father was in town. It
was in 1954 and I never went to live in the bush. In 1969 I went to the collŠge
in T., I was fifteen at the time, until 1971 I was a pupil there. With the national
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strike [of the leftist students movement] that year, I was expelled from school, as
all participants in the strike were. That marked the end of my formal studies and
in the beginning of 1972 I was back in [his natal town].
ßßßThe strike had two objectives, first we wanted a rise in the state's scholarships
and that all pupils should be boarders, i.e. should live in the school's dormitory.
Second there were objectives related to the MND [Mouvement National
D‚mocratique] that concerned the nation. The pupils everywhere represented
the spearhead of the movement. We wanted an Arabisation of the schools and
a higher quality of education. I for example, I didn't learn Arabic at school, in T.
we only had French teachers, and there was only one hour of Arabic a day. Thus
we only had five to six hours of Arabic a week, all the rest was in French. The
movement demanded that the French teachers be sent back home, we wanted
a real Arabisation, to make Arabic the official language in the primary and
secondary schools. Therefore we exerted pressure on the government and tried
to convince the population of our goals.
ßßßAt that time there was a dialogue between the leaders of the movement
[MND] and the government, it was Mariam Daddah, the president's wife, who
built up serious contacts to some young leaders of the movement. This resulted
in the liaison between the government and the movement that split thelatter. It
took eight to nine months to take place and finally there was a majority within
the movement to join Ould Daddah [Mokhtar Ould Daddah, Mauritania's first
president after independence]. It was said the party should be exploited for the
sake of the country, but inreality the people have been corrupted. There still
are these two [political] factions nowadays. Those who were with Ould Daddah
are closely tied to Morocco, the former minority now is with the UFD [main
opposition party, Union des Forces D‚mocratiques]. Finally there is a third
fraction, composed of people like me, who left politics. I left politics in 1974,
ever since I have been affiliated to local politics, tribal politics. .ß.ß.
ßßßAfter spending some time in [towns] B. and C. I went to Nouakchott to take

25an exam . I became ateacher. The first two years I was in towns in the interior
and near the river [Senegal], during this time I acquired the Arabic certificate.
Ever since I have been Arabic teacher, I am bilingual. Most of the time I teach
Arabic. Until some years ago I was transferred to a lot of places, mainly on the
Tagant. Every two tothree years I went to a new place. Bilingual teachers were
in great demand, because with them you can economise by not having to
employ two teachers, a French speaking and an Arabic speaking one. .ß.ß.

AuthorÚ Did you never live under a tent?
TouradÚIn my youth I never lived under a tent. But since I have been living here in

Achram, I regularly go out to the bush duringwinter. We spend four to five
months under the tent. We take some cows and goats with us. I havestarted
this habit since I have had my own family, since I married a second time in 1982.
You have to know, in the bush you can save a lot of money! There are a lot of
advantages in being there, for you can avoid many of the problems you have in
town. There is not the problem of bread, as there is no bread there, there is
much less the problem of meat, because sometimes there is meat to buy and
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sometimes not, also you won't buy all these little things for the children, etc. All
this saves an awful lot of money. Howlong we stay out there is defined by the
amount of rain. One therefore could say our life is divided into two parts. But
our life is not that of most people here, I think it even is an exception that a
family lives like that. Normally you will find those people who always live in the
town and those people always living in the bush. In order to be able to switch
between the two modes you have to have animals. Those without animals can't
live like that.

Research assistantÚ[present in the interview held in French] But there are also
people living out in the bush in order to cultivate!

TouradÚThat is the bush of the cultivators! We are not like that, the people here
make the bush of the fields without having animals, that's feasible. It's even
widespread, as all people here are cultivators.

AuthorÚ But you are solely engaged in animals?
TouradÚWe only are engaged in animals, most commonly we do not exploit the

fields. We have other people, we have parents who care for the fields, so the
problem is not imposed on us. Whenever the winter season is coming, we go
off to the bush and leave the question of the fields to ourfamily.It's my mother
who is always here, she occupies herself with the fields. She does this work on
her own. If there is a profit with the millet, I will take a part of the millet and she
will too. In fact, she worked in order to get millet, and it is my field she works on
as well, the land is my property. Thus it is quite usual that she will give me a part
of the harvest. .ß.ß.

AuthorÚ Your father, did he live under the tent?
TouradÚYes, he lived under the tent for a long time, he lived there until he reached

the age of thirty or forty years.Until he became qa¸d.i [an official qa¸d.i paid by the
state] in A., he had always lived in this region. Until some time ago he had
everything, sheep, goats, even camels, houses, date palms, everything. But all
these things were gone before he died. First there was the drought, that
decimated the animals, then successively the problems began. The houses were
sold, the palm-trees too, and so on, until there remained nothing. I got nothing
from his estate, there was not a sou left when he died [in 1971, after ten years
of retirement from his office]. But for us Muslims this is good, a truly religious
man often does not leave material goods.

AuthorÚ And in your youth you didn't herd the animals of your father?
TouradÚNo, no, it was the time of slavery, of course! There were women and men

to care for the animals in those times, this was not the job of the big chiefs.
AuthorÚ And do you remember any number of slaves with your father?
TouradÚAt that time I had hardly come to exist, I was a child, I knew nothing of it, I

didn't occupy myself with it. There are people who do the work, people who
stay with my father in his family, they do everything, there are the ones who take
care of the camels, others take care of the cows and so on. All that relates to
these people didn't interest me. Why should I care about them? Care about the
fate of people occupied with herding animals that don't exist anymore? These
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people don't exist anymore and neither do these animals, the father [Tourad's
father] doesn't exist anymore, so all this is of no interest.

Youba
ßßßYouba is a son of one of theâmà̧r Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar's brothers,
who being themselves of noble origin by fatherand mother, in the first
decades of French colonisation had opposed their h.art.a̧niyya-born brother's
ambitions towards the emirate (cf. p.ß105-108). Youba,equally well born by a
h.art.a̧niyya, was less lucky than the famouŝamà̧r. Today he is not with the
rich and influential people of noble origin, but lives, after returning from a
long cycle of wage labour migration, in simple circumstances amidst the
su̧da̧n in A., one of the villages inhabited almost exclusively by su¸da̧n.

YoubaÚI was born in M. in 1949. My mother, an .ß.ß. was there because her mother
was from M. and the mother's husband .ß.ß. was already dead at that time. My
father here is from the Ahel Swayd Ah.med. He married my mother here, I was
the only one to be born in M., all my other brothers and sisters were born here.
Today only we children, like my brothers and me remain. Father and mother are
dead.
ßßßAt the age of seven I went to school. I passed the CFD and went up to the
fourth class. Then I left school, and went to Nouakchott andstarted working there.
After some years there I came back here. Ever since I am here, I have been in
this village, I built this house, I built some dams, I cultivate this soil, that's my
occupation.
ßßßAt the age of seven there were about 16 tents in my father's camp. During
the rainy season we were on the Tagant, wandering around Daber, Kehmeit,
Bourraga and Achram [a second Achram on the Tagant]. During the dryseason
we were down in the Aftout, most often the camps then were near Garaouel [a
permanent source]. All tents in the camp were of h.assa̧n, there were no ma^alimà̧n

26and no zwa̧ya, but there were servants.
AuthorÚ So did you count the servants within the 16 tents you mentioned?

 YoubaÚYes I did, one counts the tents of the servants, these are tents, there are
27people living in there, one counts them.

AuthorÚYes, sometimes there are people who don't count them, who tell that they
are just one family, together with their servants.

YoubaÚThey are just a family as everybody's. Look, if a servant has houses here, and
if you thenstart tocount those houses, then do you count the servant'shouses
or not?
ßßßThe servantspounded the millet and they also fetched the water from the
wells or sources. They did this work with the help of donkeys. At this time, the
camps were always near the water places, they did all the work. They also
herded my father's animals. He had two herds of goats and sheep. Each one
with more than 200ßanimals, most of them were sheep, both black sheep and
white sheep. These herds were herded by two servants.They were not paid,
they were ours. My father had about 120ßcows, too, and 6ßhorses and 4ßor
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5ßcamels, all of them males, they were just for riding. These herds were not
much work, even milking wasn't, as during the rainy season [major lactation

28period] many of the females were given as mnih.a to poor people. There were
29also h.ubs , not many, only with a few people. All this is finished nowadays. All

these loans were for the poor people. You have to know them before giving a
loan, and if you don't, you can ask somebody who knows about them. He will
tell you everything.
ßßßOur family had four servants and four women. Each of them being together
with a woman had a tent of his own. There were three such tents with us. In the
whole camp there were five tents with servants. The h.assa¸n had thirteentents.
There were h.assa̧n without servants as well, and sometimes our servants
worked for them too. Some of the h.assa̧n were poor, some only had two or
three cows, and a few goats and sheep, say 30-40. About five families had
nothing at all, another five were modestly poor, with only few animals, the rest
were better off.
ßßßI passed my time at school in A. They had a kitchen and a house where the
children attending school lived and could eat. School lasted from October till
June. My father came to visit me and give me some money. I was his only son to
go to school, I had brothers bigger than me, but they didn't go to school. There
are also brothers of my mother, and sisters too. At that time somebody who
had many animals didn't like to send his children to school. The one who took
me to school was thêamà̧r, Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar [it was theâmà̧r's duty
to recruit the children for school]. He came to my father to ask for me, then my
father gave me to him. He didn't come a second time, my father was a brother
of Abderrahmane. My brothers kept beneath the tent all the time, they did not
attend the school run by the state, they had their education with some zwa¸ya.
They learnt onequarter or half of the Qur\a̧n. They also rode camels and
horses, they did nothing but ride them, they never herded animals. There were
other people to do that, one of them is called Dedoud, another Messaoud,
another Ahmed, and one Laghlave. This is the one who is still here [with me].
ßßßMy father always had these big herds, from time to time he sold some animals
to somebody who took them to Senegal in order to sell them there and bring
back tea, cloth and clothes. In those times these transactions were profitable. In
the past money wasn't like it is today, in former times you could buy a cow for

30only one Ougiya [UM]. We didn't suffer shortage, we had agood life. The first
time we experiencedshortage was 20ßyearsago, it was during the big drought
[1969]. Out of all the animals only 100ßgoats and sheep remained, together with
four cows, one horse and one camel. They all died. We stayed here in the
Aftout throughout the whole year. Yes, there were people moving to the south
in quest of pasture, and there were those stayinghere. At that time we didn't
have anything to move with, with those animals remaining we couldn't move any
more. My father was always here, in the Aftout and on the Tagant, he neverleft
this area. He has a lot of dams here and on the Tagant, theanimals always found
pasture around here. The only reason why all the animals died was the drought,
the animals got diseases and died. There are a lot of diseases .ß.ß. After the
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drought we increased cultivating the fields. So we found a lot of millet. EveryÝ
body did so, the shepherds too, they now are cultivators. My father died much
later, in 1979.

AuthorÚ So when did you leave for Nouakchott?
YoubaÚThe time I left, Nouakchott still was very small, my mother was married by

another man .ß.ß. [a famous journalist at radio Mauritania, member of another
h.assa¸n tribe], so I started a training at the radio in1962. I left the job after eight
months, there was no remuneration with it and no hope that my situation there
would change. In 1963 Ißjoined the army, we earned 300ßUM per month, but we
got food and accommodation for free. Two years and three months later I left
and started work astimekeeper with SACER, the company building the road
between Nouakchott and Rosso. Later I did another seven months with the

31SNIM in Nouakchott, until Haidalla took their house. This happened about
1980 or 1981, then I came here. In fact I didn't spend the years of the drought
here. Everything I know about the drought comes from my brothers. They told
me what happened.
ßßßIn the city I found some money, but not much. Here it is better, much better,
one can find much more. There one finds nothing, there is nothing, there are a
lot of bandits around there nowadays. They don't get work, they just steal, they
eat the theft. Here everything is calm. If somebody is working he will be better off
here than in Nouakchott. You know, all these Mauritanians that were in Dakar,
ever since they returned, there is nothing left to get in Nouakchott. Before it

32was always possible to get something, this now has stopped completely.
ßßßI have a lot of plots here, dams and small dams. There are six on the Tagant
and seven or eight around here. All the plots we have are for our tent [h

²
aima],

the family of A.M., I own them together with my brothers, some of whom are in
Nouakchott now. It happens that they come and cultivate here. We own a
quarter of the A. dam, which measures about 1,000ßmetres width to
1,000ßmetres length, eight mu̧d of seeds are needed to cultivate it, and the yield

33can be as much as 4-5,000ßmu¸d. And there still are other plots, Amriche,
Aoudach, Asma^a, Jreif. Some of these are exclusively for ourfamily. We
normally lend plots from them [to people needing land for cultivation], Amriche
for example is shared amongthirty families cultivating there, and there are other
plots like that. We are not paid for lending them to all the people asking for
them. The habit of lending plots in return for a part of the harvest is only
practised by the Leg°wa̧reb [a neighbouring zwa̧ya tribe]. We don't do that, we
just give. The Leg°wa̧reb, if they lack the facilities to cultivate, they have to get
somebody to do the work in their place. In order to do so, they provide him
with the necessary seeds, and he will later share the harvest with them.
ßßßMy harvests usually are between 200 and 300ßmu¸d, it's just enough to eat of
during the year. I can't afford to buy more animals, although I would like to.
I have two sheep and two goats. My eldest son, who is now seventeen, doesn't
cultivate with me, he is in Nouakchott.
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Exploring the Change

The Paradox of Manumission
ßßßThe biographic narratives reveal the image of a highly diversified, often
contradictory social landscape, where status positions are achieved and
maintained by making use of various sets of social practices andvalues. With
regard to the slaves struggling for enhanced autonomy and to gain social
recognition, the fundamental difference, as explored by Claude Meillassoux
(1986Ú 11), between the individual condition a slave experiences and his estate
is obvious. Thegame of ending slavery from the slave's perspective is about
successively cementing practised condition into statuary definition (cf.

34Glassman 1991Ú 289). This is a paradoxical project as such, because the
condition always symbolises the individual's relationship to the slave estate,
even if this might be vanishing over time. This ambivalence,which is
fundamental to any slave condition, reveals that the whole process of social
ascension is precarious forslaves. It isonly possible through the tacit consent
of all people involved, and therefore is always open to reversal. In this regard,
it is true, there can be no real freeing ofslaves,manumission merely repreÝ
sents a new condition constructed on the foundations of the slave estate (cf.
Meillassoux 1986Ú 121f.). The practice of a public, focused taboo as regards
the former slave's origin that is at the core of either legalised or self-attained
manumission, finds itself subverted by the persistent knowledge of the event,
i.e. the true origin. The notion of h.ara̧t.à̧n, which has come to mean ©manuÝ
mitted slaveª in the Mauritanian context, is the best evidence of this (cf.
p.ß39). Although the former slave receives the legal rights of a free man, the
reference to his former estate, his slave origin, is a public matter. Claude
Meillassoux is perfectly right when stating that real freeing of slaves needs a
complete anonymity, the complete deletion of the slave's past and originÚ

Parmi les populations que j'ai ‚tudi‚es, les v‚ritables affranchis, c'est-…-
dire les esclaves ayant r‚cup‚r‚ toutes les pr‚rogatives et l'honneur des
francs, on ne peut les nommer, ne mˆme admettre qu'on les connaŒt
commetels, sans leur faire perdre aussit“t le b‚n‚fice de la franchise dont
l'objet est pr‚cis‚ment d'effacer … jamais le stigmate originel de la capture
ou de la naissance servile. De telles familles existent. (Meillassoux 1986Ú
122)

The fatal determination which the slave estate entails is evident. To one of
slave descent, any social status will in effect be a slave's condition. The act of
manumission, the legal attainment of a free man's rights bears a fatal double
bindÚ without knowledge about the personaldependency, theslave estate,
there can be no such socially powerful act as manumission. Manumission
thus always manifests what it is supposed to end, the knowledge and control
of origins, and the power of those possessing it. Of course, knowledge of
origins as a matter of power and control will vanish intime, or rather in the
course of generations, but as long as social categories such as h.ara̧t.à̧n do
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prevail, there is only a shift from specific, personalised to abstract, social
knowledge of descent. Nevertheless today's struggle for social ascension and
integration is real and ongoing, thus some ways out of the impasse have to
develop. Neither demographic change nor the instruments of legal manumisÝ
sion can keep up to the pace set by social change (cf. chapter eight).
ßßßAs much as the fundamental category of estate is needed to apprehend the
circularities of slavery and manumission, any attempt at understanding the
institution whilst neglecting the dynamics of the slave's condition must fail.
Being a slave follows the logic of a perverted dialectic of estate and condition.
There can be no slave estate (and use of slaves) if in practice the humanity of
the slave were not recognised, i.e. if there were not a slave's condition
partially neglecting the inhuman logic of the estate, associating the slave with
a legal commodity (cf. Meillassoux 1986Ú 9f.; Finley 1968Ú 308). This condiÝ
tion, on the contrary, could not be upheld without the master's permanent
option to withdraw from practising condition and to apply estate. This is
only one aspect of the condition-estate relationship, one which does not
consider temporal and spatial evolution. Maintaining slavery and thus the
slave estate requires the maintenance of the hegemony of the social system.
The initial violence of the slave appropriation has to be transformed into
structures of domination, preserving the slave estate through the social
control of space in time.
ßßßMost probably the change in the topology of social dependence during this
century has been the most determining threat toslavery.Colonisation ended
the territorial and political hegemony of the masters and thus called into
question the founding element of the structural violence needed to maintain
the slave estate. If a slave had the option to go where nobody knew him, then
unlike manumission truly liberation took place. This logic provided the
decisive incentive for some West African slave populations to leave their
masters shortly after colonisation had become effective (cf. Klein 1988 and

351993c, Roberts 1988; Cooper 1979Ú 118). Besides this fundamental, abrupt
end to the slave estate, change was induced on a small scale level. Colonial
forces,especially in Mauritania, were far from exercising an evenly distributÝ
ed control of the local territory. Far more their power ripped strategic
patches of territory out of the indigenous people's control. Thus the master's
web of social control was infected by white patches of an anomictype,
inflicted by the colonists. It was first in the few nuclei of modern (colonial)
urban areas where the control of the other's origin failed to work properly,
due to the lack of reliable references induced by increasinganonymity. The
process would not have been possible, however, without offering a material
basis the new existence could be based on. Wage labour performed this

36function (cf. Roberts 1988). With these patches becoming more and more
numerous and consolidated, leaving the territory of slavery did not even have
to be permanent. Shifting between the different spheres of social hegemony
became possible, with a new, free-type status achieved in the new social
context, and the individual backed with the means to defend it even on
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hostile ground. The pertinence of this new topology of dependency is the real
threat to slavery, for it challenges its framework, or in the terms proposed by
Patterson, its outer dialecticÚ

There is an inner dialectic, by which the basic forces of slavery are
revealedÚ master against slave; power against powerlessness; alienation
against disalienation; social death against social life; honour against
dishonour. This inner dialectic, however, works itself out as part of a
wider, outer dialecticÚ that of the dynamics of the relationship between
slavery,seen as a single process, and the total complex of processes which
we call society or the social formation. It is this outer dialectic which, in
the last analysis, determines the outcome of the struggle within the inner
dialectic. It determines, for example, whether master or slave wins;
whether powerlessness is what it appears to be or something else. (PatterÝ
son 1979Ú 47)

In the internal logic of the slave estate, there has never been space for systemÝ
atic counter-power from the slaves. Although there always was slave
resistance, the better conditions achievable for the slave depended on the
master's grace. Manumission thus, according to Islamic jurisprudence, was
conceived as ©a pious act that was good for the master's soulª (Patterson
1982Ú 227). Honour in the unchallenged master-slave relation thus always has

37to be on the master'sside. Theslave as the ©social outsiderª (Finley 1968Ú
308) is by no means considered to contest the master's honour, hence this
fact has to be enacted in interaction in order to constantly reproduce the
structures of social representation. The case has strong analogies to the play
of honour and shame in the North African Kabyle society as instructively
described by Pierre Bourdieu. This play is a deeply relational one and to step
out of the relation, i.e. end it by force, is to stop performing honourably,
hence to dishonour oneself. Handling insults by a social outsider under these
circumstances is a tricky matter, for one who is honourable has to ignore any
actions anamahbul, an impudent, shameless man undertakes Ä annoying as
they may be. Responding publicly would mean the noble's acknowledging an
inferior's ability to insult him, hence making responsible for his action
someone conceived as principally irresponsible for his own behaviour. To
solve conflict, or better to get rid of harassment, the noble can appeal for
mediation by a third party, e.g. by arelative of the amahbul (cf. Bourdieu
1972Ú 15ff.). The most important aspect of behaving honourably in the
Kabyle society thus is to maintain the public fiction of the non-provocative
character of anyamahbul action, to maintain as distinct the spheres of social
life.
ßßßMany aspects of this interplay between deviant and honourable behaviour
can be traced within the master-slave relation. The production of honour for
the master depends on the reproduction of the social dichotomy of honour
and ignorance, of master and slave behaviour. This relation is found at the
basis of the fictive paternalistic ties between the two parties,which define the
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slave as a legal minor, and the master as being responsible for him (cf. Ould
Cheikh 1993Ú 182). To a considerable extent this fiction works. The slave has
no honour to lose when offending anybody, he thus can even enact his social
opposition to the master by speaking of the unspeakable, e.g. publicly
referring to matters of sexuality (cf. Tauzin 1989b). Conflict with another
party raised by a slave is handled much like those involving anamahbul. The
slave, the legal minor, is irresponsible, hence his master, obliged to watch the
slave, has to compensate for the damage. This legalrule, in fact very much
resembling an owner's responsibility for damage inflicted by his livestock,
could be made work to the advantage ofslaves. There areseveral narratives,
especially from Mauritanian colonial administrators, that slaves adopted the
habit of changing masters by cutting or biting off a piece of their hoped-for
new master's ear. Their old masters thus were obliged to hand over the slave

38in compensation to the mutilated individual. The slave's non-honour, hence
the non-responsibility of his behaviour is most clearly demonstrated here; the
mutilated bà̧z.a̧n is not supposed to inflict any punishment on the slave who
has injured him, but is to be given justice by the slave master (cf. Ould

39Mohamed 1988Ú 57). This interplay of honour and shame could be juggled
successfully, aslong as the triangulation of the relations between nobles and
slaves worked out. But the slave is an outsider of a different kind than the
amahbul. While the latter will always remain part of the society, this is not
necessarily the case for the slave, nor is it always necessarily his wish.
ßßßA slave running away from his master explodes the paternalistic framework
which at this very moment is revealed to depend on the master's ability to
watch his slave. It is not the master's individual honour the fleeing slave thus
challenges, as he can be compared to animals getting lost, but he does
threaten the slave society's paternalistic ideology. Individually, a master
could ignore a slave's flight despite the economic loss this might entail, but
such a decision hardly results from individual reasoning. The masters'
reactions have to meet the exigencies of coping with the undermining of slave
control resulting from the slave's ultimate disobedience. Dealing with deviant
behaviour such as slave flight is not a matter that produces honour, it is
simply beyond the fictive social ties of paternalism and hence beyond the
spheres of honour. Getting a slave back means re-entering the grounds of
honour and re-establishing the master-slave relationship which is the preconÝ
dition for the production of symbolic goods like honour. Nevertheless,
catching an escaped slave and forcing him back ultimately dismantles the
relations of power poorly veiled by the paternalistic practices following the
initial violence of slave raid and trade. Slave punishments too were designed
to maintain the system in moments of latent crisis of the masters' hegemony.
Individual loss experienced by the masters through the mutilation or killing
of slaves was not enough to enable slaves to publicly demonstrate some sort
of power. There are reports of slaves being mistreated, and most brutal
punishments were inflicted on slaves who had tried to escape. One such
practice is reported by an old slave recaptured after an attempt at flight from
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his host Rgayba̧t tribe. Back with his masters, he wasmounted on a camel not
watered for a longtime, and hislegs bound together beneath the animal. The
camel was watered, and its expanding belly dislocated the slave man's hip

40joints, hence disabling him for the rest of his life (cf. Caratini 1989Úß102).
ßßßWhenever the outer dialectics made the master-slave relation change to a
degree that meant that masters had less power to threaten fleeing or otherÝ
wise disobedientslaves, theslaves' power in bargaining about their condition
grew considerably. This is why, though there was no consistent colonial

41anti-slavery policy (in some regards,colonial policy was indeed reactionary),
colonisation brought a new pace to changes in slave conditions. While during
colonial conquest many French commanders had behaved much like

42indigenous conquerors, colonial administrators following them frequently
developed a taste for enmeshing themselves in the game of local tribal politics
(cf. F‚ral 1993). In the eyes of the colonised this made the new rulers appear
to be nothing but new masters superimposed on the old ones during the
initial years of colonisation. They also introduced a new ©master's lifestyleª Ä
but not necessarily one more desirable for the dependents. This new style can
be seen at its most imaginative in the term ©esclave du commandantª. Such
was the common designation for people living in the ©villages de libert‚ª,
installed by the French during their conquest of the western Sudan as early as
1849 to attract dependent people, and build up an unfree labour-force (cf.

43DeßChassey 1984Ú 92; Ould Cheikh 1993Ú 187). More significant to the
change in master-slave relations were the French military posts, introducing a
new element into the rather limited bà̧z.a̧n urban sector, and hence rapidly
restructuring the topography of urban settlements (cf. Ruf 1995Ú 138f.). These
urban nuclei provided new patterns of sociallife, which, based largely on
wage labour, provided slaves with a real alternative to their previous state of

44life, or at least the model of one.
ßßßUnder these circumstances masters had to cope with a double contestation
of their power. Colonisation called into question both the slave condition
and the foundations of the slave estate. While coercion as a medium of
maintaining the master-slave relation on the individual level might have
worked for a long time due to the limited extent of colonial power, it broke
down as a general means of upholdingslavery, once many slaves lived in
areas where it was relatively easy to withdraw from the direct control of their
masters, anopportunity obviously used in the Tagant region (going by the
complaints of local notables; cf. note 35, this chapter) and the south-western
zones of the colony (cf. DeßChassey 1984Ú 93f.). As only a limited number of
slaves absconded, those continuing to stay near their masters, or at least
maintaining relations with them, probably had good reasons to do so.
Economically, leaving meant taking considerable risks. Wage labour opporÝ
tunities emerged in relevant numbers only after the independence of MauriÝ
tania. Until then the bulk of opportunities of working for money was located

45in the cities and the plantation sector of Senegal. Seasonal migration
patterns of both slaves and h.ara̧t.à̧n give a hint that instead of an abrupt
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interruption of ties with the masters, many preferred their slow and mutual

46change. To comprehend this option, the discussion of the relations of
honour between slave and master has to be taken up again.
ßßßWhile the slave was unable to challenge the master's honourable position
within the master-slave relationship, the slave's existence was the precondiÝ
tion for unfolding the space for honour manifested in the distinct lifestyles of
slaves and masters. A slave staying close to a master now became ever more a
deliberate choice, and as a consequence slaves had the means to bargain about
their condition. Symbolically maintained, the master-slave relation gradually
transforms itself into an affair of mutual interest. Here it is the paternalistic
ideology surrounding with slavery that provides a whole stock of representaÝ
tions, including a configuration where strong slaves confront weak masters
but do not abandon the interplay of honour within the master-slave relationÝ
ship. Involving the slave in the relationship, admitting him into a role as actor
means acknowledging him some honour, recognising him socially. This
practice marks the breakdown of a rigid distinction between master-slave
relations on the one hand, and patron-client ties on the other (cf. Patterson
1979Ú 36). Increasing slave autonomy within the dominant ideological
framework up to the point of being accorded manumission, i.e. a status
transformed from that of slave, (̂abd), into manumitted slave, (h.art.a̧ni), is
revealing in this regard. Although it might result from an inverted power
relationship between slave and master, the act of manumission is able to
maintain the fiction of the master as the dominant actor, the one providing
the most honourable action. Direct submission is replaced by relations of
patronage and guidance, wala̧\ (cf. Patterson 1982Ú 241ff.). These relations can
be enacted publicly to the honour of both, slave and master, whereas the
struggles leading to status transformation are of no public concern, and no

47matter of honour.
ßßßThese tracks channelling changes in the master-slave relation enacted
within the paternalist ideologies framework are one fundamental reason why
the formerly uncertain practice of social taboo on social relations of dependÝ
ence is condensing more and more into a real ©culture of amnesiaª, creating a

48sort of mutual muteness aimed at respecting each others' honour. AchievÝ
ing such consent on keeping silence on matters ofstatus, andespecially
relations between estate and condition, in fact means joining an accelerated
process of subversive status transformation. To besure, thestep is gradual,
for in private most will go on knowing about their own, and many others'
slaves, butalready the manner of speaking of these in public is changing, and
the empathy of the interests involved is dwindling. It is much like a MauritaÝ
nian proverb, used by my research assistant, Khalifa Ould Kebab, tocharacÝ
terise the ambivalence in master-slave relationships in the face of the slave's
flightÚ ©Don't try to get back someone fallen into a torrent.ª There is no way
to withhold a slave who has decided to leave; instead one must prevent any
such decision, for otherwise one would also be swept away by the stream, i.e.
experience another defeat. This of course is a h.art.a̧ni's view. But it refers
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clearly to the mutual character of the consensus on keeping public silence on
the subject of former master-slave relationships. Again Khalifa Ould KebabÚ
©If for example you see a white family now paying some su¸da̧n to work on
their fields and they didn't do that before, this will mean that they don't have
su̧da̧n any longer, i.e. their su̧da̧n aren't with them any longer. You know
this, because otherwise they wouldn't have paid somebody for the work. If
ever they have somebody to do this work for them without payment, they
wouldn't choose to give away their money like that.ª Changing status, or
rather changing the individual master-slave relationship, is not a public
concern; it will always have to remain a private affair, for otherwise it would
not work within the framework of honour. In the context of rural life and
most close face-to-face relationships privacy in fact is alure. Changing the
master-slave relationship privately under such conditions does not mean that
nobody will know what is going on, but that there will be an unspoken
agreement not to allude to the subject publicly. Again it becomes evident that
changing the slave condition is not the locus of collective action, but rather is
a matter of individual bargaining on relations of power and honour.

Getting Free
ßßßWhen Badeyn left his adoptive bà¸z.a̧n mother, he did so upon his individual
decision, for he had no option of regaining his former condition of being
treated like a free-born child. This surely was not the result of a changed
attitude of his fictive bà̧z.a̧n mother, to whom he still has an emotional
attachment, and who cried about the fact Badeyn had learned of his origin.
Neither was it a consequence of the adoptive mother's new husband behavÝ
ing like a ©bà̧z.a̧n without colourª, i.e. behaving ©whiterª than most other bà̧Ý
z.a̧n. It was rather due to the impasseBadeynhimself now had to face in local
society. Individually his condition perhaps could have changed for the better
with passing time and new constellations in the coming athome, but socially
and in his own mind, he never would have had a chance to escape an existÝ
ence as a mere slave child, having no legal, i.e. parental ties with his host

49family. What else was there for an ambitious young man to do, than rely on
what most probably is at the core of h.ara̧t.à̧n identity, and what Ann McÝ
Dougall (1988Ú 379) called the h.ara̧t.à̧n ©work ethicª? In fact, in most of my
conversations with h.ara̧t.à̧n work was a major topic, but then it was in many
of the conversations with bà̧z.a̧n as well. What differed was the emphasis laid
on the subject and the work-related topics stressed (see chapter five).
ßßßBadeyn leaves his mother with virtually nothing in his hands Ä and nothing
but uncertainty ahead. To go out and look for a job to rely on is an astonishÝ
ing biographic pattern if evoked by a member of a society in which the
corollary of social security first and foremost is achieved through family and
affiliate networks. Neither were available to Badeyn. He had no parents to
rely on (they all died in the epidemic when he was a small child), nor had he
direct access to affiliates, e.g. closely associated members of his tribe, for he
had to leave his masters, i.e. thesupporters of his tribal affiliation, without
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approval. Although this cannot be proven empirically, he presumably really
had nothing else to rely on, than to sell his labour power to gain his Ä now
independent Ä living. The self-made h.art.a̧ni at this moment of personal
history thus bears startling resemblance to the Marxian proletarian who is
defined by being free both of means of production, and free to sell his labour
power (cf. Marx [1867] 1983aÚ 182f.). The difference is that he had not been
deprived of his property in means of production, for a slave never had this,
but at best precarious rights of use over land and animals.
ßßßOf course, again I have tonote, this case is at the margins of themaster-
slave relationship, but only in that it reveals the most extreme edge of what
the basic configuration of a self-manumitted slave's condition is. Badeyn is
well aware of his deprivation, he remarks that he was without any ©armsª to
support him when fired for the first time from his job as a mechanic at the
local development project. Later, when the project was gradually closing
down after the expatriate experts had left, again the question was raised of
who of the 65ßemployees would have to leave first. Again he presented the

50image to me of being without ©armsª in the project to help him (the Òarà̧v
who once helped him to get a job had moved to another place a long time
before). Already foreseeing my next question he reiterated that in this
locality he was completely alone, for he had no family to rely on. Affiliate
support was weak because he had married into a foreign tribe, thus lacking
nearly any local support except for solidarity from a small h.ara̧t.à̧n communiÝ
ty among which there were many members of his own tribal origin. At the
time I doubted that he would be among the first dismissed, for I knew him to
be a well trained mechanic; but as often was the case, he was right, not me.
ßßßIt was always work which determined Badeyn's life Ä for the good and the
bad. Getting a particular job offered access to specific resources, among those
the creation of new affiliations, thus reversing the pattern revealed in some bà¸Ý
z.a̧n narratives (cf. Moustava's job in a Bogh‚ shop and Youba's first job at
Radio Mauritania). The first stage in the long and multi-faceted working life
of Badeyn marked the break with all his former relations. Working as a
washer in an army camp was wage labour without any allusion to traditional
bonds. Away from his home area, Badeyn had time to grow out of his former
condition, perhaps a prerequisite for his later return as a camel herdsman for
a ©friend of hisª, who in fact is one of the major bà̧z.a̧n of Badeyn's tribe.
Discussing the various aspects of different jobs was a never-ending topic with
Badeyn, who turned out to be a sort of practical labour encyclopaedia. The
narrative in fact represents only a part of his knowledge. Building a well in
different soils, herding camels or goats, healing men and animals by tradiÝ
tional means, cultivating any sort of localplants, constructing clay houses,
baking the bà̧z.a̧n type of French baguette, or repairing a four-wheel-drive
Mercedes, Badeyn had at least one answer to any kind of question, hardly
any kind of work existed, apparently, he had not yet mastered.
ßßßThe way in which the commitment and necessity to work is decisive in a
h.art.a̧ni's life becomes most evident in the history of Badeyn's first marriage.



86ßßßßßßßßChapter 2
ß
ß
Having had some good time working for the SO.NA.DE.R (Mauritania's
national company for rural development) in his natal region, he married a
slave woman. Problems arose when the company closed down its local
operation and moved to Achram, some 60ßkm to the south (linked to the
place by a, then partially verysandy, andhence difficult track of 100ßkm).
Having both gained some experience on the job, and being in need of a new
remunerated job, Badeyn decided to leave for Achram. By chance he found
that a Òarà̧v for whom he once had washed clothes was the leader of the project
garage. Having one ©armª at the right time at the right place turned out to be
helpful also for Badeyn. While on the job side, thanks to his self-elected,
work-mediated affiliation with some bà̧z.a̧n nobility he waslucky, this turned
out to be fatal to his small, youngfamily. After living for some years as a sort
of monthly weekend commuter, he wanted to get his wife to move with him
to his work-place, Achram. This most normal aspiration failed due to the
woman's slave estate. It was not up to the woman's parents (whom Badeyn
had asked first, thus enacting bà̧z.a̧n customs to the full) to give consent to the
project, but her masters, whom he had asked second. As long as she stayed
close to her masters, Badeyn's wife could live under conditions much like
those of formally manumitted h.ara̧t.à̧n, but her masters' attitude changed
when threatened by a slave willing to leave with her husband for a place
60ßkm as the crow flies south, and out of their tribalterritory. Direct control
of the slave, profit from work delegated to her, and control of her children,
legally property of the masters, in this case would have been seriously
weakened. And when the passing of a couple of years' time had not changed
the masters' mind, Badeyn had to found a newfamily, marrying a true
h.art.a̧niyya of the local Ahel Swayd Ah.med tribe.
ßßßGetting free in Brahim's case reveals both similarities and contrasts to
Badeyn'scase.Brahim grew up in a slavefamily, thus he took on his mother's
status and belonged to the mother's master. His father continued to belong to
his own master. Neither of the zwa̧ya masters were bad; they let the slaves
marry and left them on their own much of the time (an attitude by no means
shared by all bà̧z.a̧n, as can be seen in the narrative of M'Barke). As his family
was relatively well off, Brahim even had time for traditional education during
summer. This is remarkable, for his father died as early as 1970, i.e. before
Brahim began his learning. Later, after colonel Ould Haidalla's announceÝ
ment of suppressingslavery, the master formally manumitted the whole
family Ä on their request Ä by a written contract, and without claiming

51compensation.
ßßßIt is Brahim's mother, Zeyneb, who alters this imageÚ things have not
always been so harmonious, for her master's family was in need of slave
labour for a long time, but above all female slave labour. In the course of her
life Zeyneb managed step by step to change the scope of obligations towards
the master. First, after marrying, she could limit work in the master's
household to the summer season, while during the rainy season and winter,
she cultivated with herfamily. In the summer the master's family was most in
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need of support, because fetching water was hard work, with water-places
often distant from a camp moving in quest of ever-rarer pastures. Milk at this
time of the year also was running out, so that dishes prepared with millet
became much more important to the pastoralists' diet, hence demanding
much (female) work of pounding and preparation. Finally Zeyneb's personal
involvement in the master's household work ended with her having daughtÝ
ers old enough to be sent to the master to replace her. Only then was she
able to stay with her husband all year long in theadabay, thesedentary camp
of the su̧da̧n located near thefields, still contributing to the master's income
by sharing the harvest with him.
ßßßThe career of the slave men differed significantlyÚ they left the master much
earlier for such spurious reasons as ©not being able to bear the work with the

52master any longerª. They were primarily engaged in cultivating thefields,
and apart from sharing their harvest with the master, interest inmale slave
labour seems to have been low when compared tofemale slave labour. This
might be specific to the case under discussion, for the master's herd obviousÝ
ly had already declined before the severe drought in 1969 decisively decimatÝ
ed its numbers,which in turn reduced the amount of predominantly male
tasks of watering and milking animals,especially large animals. Therefore it
can be argued that agricultural revenues had gained in importance to the
master's household, even before the long drought challenged the region's
pastoral production system. At any rate agriculture, together with the
gathering of wild plants, was animportant asset to the subsistence of the
slaves themselves, and hence helped to keep the costs of slavery low. As a
consequence of the decline of pastoral productivity, the master's son preferÝ
red work as an employee, a shop manager for one of the well-off members of
his tribe, to reconstituting the father's herd. While the master's son left the
rural area to work for a wage,Brahim's family continued and even increased
their agro-pastoral activities Ä and continued to share their harvest with the

53master'sfamily. In addition Brahim, his father and his brothers had started
doing paid work for some other bà̧z.a̧n to their own benefit. Herding,
following a widespread rule, was paid for with one goat every two months
and ten days, and watering small stock and cattle was remunerated in animals
as well. As these were respected as a slave's individual belongings (until the
slave's death), these activities demonstrated the limitations of the slave men's
commitment to the master's income. Times apparently were not too bad. The
family, though lacking a father, was able to constitute some herds and hence
some wealth by their own work. Brahim, the youngest of all of his mother's
sons, was free to leave during summer for his Qur\a¸n studies.
ßßßAlthough there seems to have been no clearly defined rule about sharing
external revenues with the master, to state that the masters never profited
from their male slaves working on a wage labour or otherwise remunerated
basis, would be to ignore the characteristics of the master-slave relationship.
This is revealed in the passage concerned with those su¸da̧n already working
abroad. Should they comehome, they were supposed to give something to
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their master, but according to Zeyneb it didn't matter if they did not meet
this exigency. Brahim in a way reinforces this impression when describing
the flux and reflux of goods between his master and himself. The master
provides merchandise like the darrâ̧a, the traditional men's dress mentioned
earlier, while the slave/former slave provides millet when he harvests; helps
cultivating the master'sfields, herding animals and in this case even negotiÝ
ates assistance from the project for the construction of a small dam. Whereas
the slave contributes to the master's undertakings by means of his labour
power and its outcomes, in certain situations the latter provides goods
acquired by market exchanges. Inview of the different attitudes expressed by
slaves with regard to sharing harvests and wage labour benefits or animal
possession, however, another reason for this pattern can be advanced. The
output of harvests is much easier to measure and control than individual

54property in money or animals.
ßßßThroughout their lives, Brahim's family was engaged in increasing their
independence from the master and hisfamily. The first and major medium of
performing autonomy was to increase spatial and symbolic segregation. The
increasing affluence of su¸da̧n to the adwaba (sedentary settlements of slaves
and h.ara̧t.à̧n) marked their at least seasonal physical separation from the
master's family and camp. Residing sedentarily near the fields meant
furthermore a lifestyle distinct from the master's. Although this difference
manifested itself gradually, for both nomadic camps and adwaba in those
days (some still now) lived under the same type of tents, bred animals and
occasionally moved around, the ascriptive features associated with both
camps and adwaba reveal a difference in the conception of these spheres of bà̧Ý
z.a̧n and su̧da̧n. The latter are immobile, always bound to theirfields, while
the former are mobile, and follow their animals' needs for good pasture.
Getting out of the camp thus meant taking a part in shaping this dualistic
representation of the su¸da̧n as cultivators and of the bà̧z.a̧n as pastoralists,
despite the fact that many su¸da̧n worked as dependent or hired herders and a
number of poor bà̧z.a̧n already to a considerable extent engaged in agriculture

55(cf. p.ß267-270).
ßßßWhile separation in space was a major medium of increasing independence
in the case of Brahim'sfamily, the aim was not to disrupt these ties, but
rather to alter them gently. Their action fits most neatly into the concept of
aspiring to enhancement of estate by means of a step-by-step improvement in
their conditions (cf. Glassman 1991Ú 289). Therefore their strategy in terms of
space is not to move out of the range of control of their master, as Badeyn
did, but to move to a well-known place at its borders. However, Brahim's
relative independence from his childhood on, is not to be misinterpreted as
the family being independent of their master's will as a whole. Zeyneb's
narrative reveals very clearly the hardships slave women had to face when
trying to increase their independence. As the master already was a kind one,
he let his woman slave marry ©officiallyª, i.e. she was allowed to enact some
ceremony and he respected the marriage and accepted that it entailed some
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56change in the practice of slave labour. Zeyneb's commitment to the
master's household's work from this event on was limited to the dry hot
season and she had the right to live together with her husband under her own
tent, and hence to constitute a proper family residence effective at least for
some parts of the year. It was a most important achievement to be able to live

57an honourable life, i.e. close to the ideal presented by the masters. This
arrangement, which also served to reduce the costs of maintaining a whole
slave family throughout the year, could only be changed further in Zeyneb's
interest by having her daughters replace her. Although Zeyneb's condition
changed, her estate could not be improved. She was still personally in charge
of providing the labour power claimed by the master. Nevertheless, this
configuration marks a breaking point in the balance between slave condition
and estate, for it now is the mother who mediates the master's access to her
children. As a reminder, one of Zeyneb's major arguments why she stopped
living with the master was the existence of her childrenÚ ©I then stayed with
my children, until today. We continued to work our fields. We had our
work. I did not return to the master, why should I?ª. This type of downsizÝ
ing control over the slave women's offspring via the formation of a nuclear
family might have happened in earlier generations too, but with the installaÝ
tion of the segregated patterns of mobility, reinforced by an increased
economic autonomy through cultivation and breeding of small stock, and on
the other hand the decline of the master's economic resources, the slave
families' potential to withdraw their children from the master's exigencies
grew considerably.
ßßßThe importance of not confusing slave condition and estate becomes
evident with the incident accompanying the death of Brahim's father.
Directly after he had died, the master appeared to get back the father's
animals,part of the master's legal property, as he is theinheritor of his slave's
belongings. There are different aspects to be considered in this action. The
master might have been in a difficult economic situation forcing him to take
this action, for Brahim's father died in 1970, i.e. directly after (perhaps in
consequence of) the heavy drought. Had the master not been in severe need
of reconstituting his own stock of animals,perhaps he would not have relied
as heavily on his dead slave's animals. Asecond idea is less speculative. None
of those concerned really wondered or complained about the master's
intervention, for all declare it was his right to do so. There is no obligation of
the father's master to sustain his male slave'sfamily, because these are the
property of the wife's master (cf. Abd el Wahed 1931Ú 297). Once the father
had died, his master no longer had any sort of relation with thisfamily. So if
there ever was one, now there was then no longer any question of bothering
about disturbed relations towards this slavefamily, nor of bothering about
their survival in a difficult economic situation Ä this was the task of the slave

58wife's master.
ßßßTreating aslave man merely as a slave, i.e. as a slave ©who is not guardedª
does not mean giving up the prerogatives resulting from the slave estate; they
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are just postponed. Regression from condition to estate could be enacted at
any time, e.g. in thecase of the master in need or entering into conflict with
his slave. The pursuit of this logic reveals another fundamental crux of any
benign slave conditionÚ it is individual up to the point that it depends on the
very relation of a (living) master and a (living) slave. What else but the slave's
death could better symbolise both the end of the slave's struggle for better
conditions and the end of the master's obligation to meet these individual

59exigencies? Thus acting as Brahim's father's master did did not offend
anybody. This is why nobody bothers about the event, there is no respect to
be expected for the dead non-person the slave is. Brahim's family was always
aware of the threat resulting from the precarious legal situation their
property was exposed to. Rather unusually for a pastoralsociety, Brahim
claims that from his youth on, every member of the family had his own
animals,marked by separatebrands. This isnothing less than the attempt to
construct a niche in the de-socialising framework provided by the denial of
kinship, and thus legal personhood, toslaves.Even a marriage, concluded and
publicly celebrated with the two masters' consent, does not imply any of the
common social or legal rights free people attain by this contract (cf. Abd el
Wahed 1931Ú 294-98; Meillassoux 1986Ú 128ff.). A slave marriage is not only
bound to the masters' consent as its prerequisite (the masters replace the
missing legal parents), but to its continuation. The due slave marriage is valid
until revocation by one of the masters (see also the failure of Badeyn's first
marriage). Herein lies the fundamental difference between marriage among
free and unfree. For the former the first marriage is a means to step out of the
parents' household andpatrimony, i.e. to leave this sphere of control (cf.
Tauzin 1984aÚ 89), but for the latter it is nothing more than a reallocation and

60reconfirmation of their relation of dependency towards the master.
ßßßWhile in everyday practice slave families attained a condition enabling them
to maintain patterns of family life much like those of their bà̧z.a̧n masters,
they could not completely reproduce the household-economic model these
were based on. Instead of building a familypatrimony, the slave families were
forced to manage their rights to belongings individually on a level not
experienced among free bà¸z.a̧n. Among slaves living under conditions like
Brahim's family's, goods were gained individually and Ä at least legally Ä had
to be treated alike. Inner-familiar co-operation was drastically constrained
by the fear of the master being able to take goods arbitrarily. In case things
would come to the worst, the situation had to be handled to the family's
advantage. The clear-cut dispersal of belongings among the individual
members of thefamily, which resulted from the individualistic mode of their
appropriation, was manifested through the application of distinct brands to
the animals. Thismeasure fitted neatly into a strategy aimed at securing the
family's belongings as well as possible. The many limitations arising from the
slaves' legal situation threatened above all the assets of deadslaves. Whereas
this intra-familial organisation of belongings could diminish the risk of
collective expropriation, it cemented the constraints on collective accumulaÝ
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tion as well. Because slaves were denied social parenthood, their kin had no
rights in heritage. It was the masters who were the legal guardians of their
slaves and thus had the right to appropriate their dead slaves' belongings (cf.
Teffahi 1948Ú 13f.). This is why Brahim takes so much care to explain that he
never got animals from his father, but earned all of them on his own. The
logic of accumulation in a household economy based on redistributive
arrangements between the generations is thus turned upside down in the
context of slave families struggling for enhanced autonomy. Rather than have
the young work as long as possible for the jointpatrimony, and eventually
give them a share (cf. Caratini 1989Ú 54), the slave elders are interested in
seeing the young accumulate on their own as early as possible, while they
resign control of these resources themselves. Although this most refined
version of economic slave existence might be untypical, it is revealing of the
main direction the attempts of slaves took when trying to fix spheres of

61autonomy within the legal framework of bà̧z.a̧n slavery.
ßßßAn analysis of symbols serves to stress this aspect. Bà̧z.a̧n mark their animals
only with a tribal sign. Within bà̧z.a̧n families property is organised individuÝ
ally as well, but these distinctions are not revealed through the use of distinct
brands; branding furthermore is reserved for the big animals which wander
around without constant observation (cf. Caratini 1989Ú 52, 96ff.). The logic
behind this differentiation in symbolism is evident. Free people's property in
animals is threatened by the outer world, i.e. animals have to be identifiable
on objective grounds if lost or stolen. The tribal brand informs potential
thieves whose revenge they will have to fear, or more simply facilitates
inquiry after lost animals.Only very rich families thus have their own brand
in addition to the tribal marks (e.g. different branches of the emiral family).
Within the bà̧z.a̧n family, and usually within the unit of nomadisation, the
animals are known individually by their many characteristics, hence there is

62no need to introduce a symbolism of property on this level. The case of
slave families owning animals is different, as revealed by Brahim. They are
unable to defend themselves or their belongings directly against intrusion
from the outer world. Due to their estate they are legalminors. In any case of
conflict exceeding the narrow boundaries of theircamp,they have to rely on
their masters to be defended in the tribal context, and be able to negotiate
conflicts. The slaves' animals, whenever necessary, thus bear first and
foremost the brand of their masters' tribal affiliation. The power to manage
conflicts with the outer, intertribal world could only be achieved by this
appeal to the masters' symbolism. Those brands slaves occasionally introduÝ
ced on their own are of an altogether distinct character. They are located in
the interior of privacy, not the outer social world. They distinguish family-
members, nottribes and fractions. These brands therefore symbolise both the
slaves' subsumption under the symbolic world of their masters, and therange
of their social actions, effectively limited to self-enacting a further variety of
the masters' conception of their estate relegating them to be social outsiders.
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Chapter 3
Slave Women

Tent Slaves and Female Slave Affection

The true and profound emotional affection the relationship of slave women
with their masters can be laden with, is obvious both in the narrative of
Zeyneb and of M'Barke. M'Barke's commitment to her master's family led
her to introduce herself alreadyindirectly, by the reference to her master and
his statusÚ ©I am not of the people of Khouba, I am a h.art.a̧niyya for the Ahel
D. of the Tmoddek and they are backed by Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar [the
former ^amà¸r of Tagant].ª M'Barke presenting herself as a h.art.a̧niyya for her
master's family leaves no doubt that she still is a slave woman, a h

²
a̧dem. Her

commitment to the masters' fate seems perfect, as she adopts the euphemism
commonly used among modern-time masters when speaking of those still
regarded as theirslaves,rather than claiming to be a free h.art.a̧niyya, as almost
all interviewees did in their introduction. M'Barke virtually seems to have no

1words of her own; having lived such a long time in the universe of her
masters she adopted their phraseology in trying to cope with the change in
her own situation.
ßßßFormally this uniform image is confirmed with her saying laterÚ ©Forsure, I

2was a na̧nmiyye [tent slave woman].ª Rather than being a confession the
statement conveys pride. Not all slaves were tentslaves, not allslaves were so
close to their masters as these. Probably life was much better under such
conditions than being completely at the margins. But M'Barke's pride in
having been a na¸nmiyye is located also in another sphere. Being a tent slave
means being different from her masters. She was a su¸da̧niyya, a slave woman
because she was obliged to do all sorts of work all day long; this marks the
difference between her and her masters. Speaking of her work, she rememÝ
bers her own life, not her master's. A decisive break in her life as na̧nmiyye
appears with her stopping work, hence at the times she became faint, later
blind and had her children replace her. Her work was the obligation of her
life, which she devotes to Allah. No masters can interfere with this retrospecÝ
tive interpretation, can deprive her of her own definition of honourable
devotion contrasting with the masters' attitude. Although never leaving the
framework of her deep commitment towards her masters, andnever opposÝ
ing her masters,M'Barke is neither able nor willing to withhold the ambivaÝ
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lence of her condition when conceptualising her own life in her account. This
certainly is due to the many dishonouring experiences in herlife, the most
prominent of which is her being denied marriage, fundamentally negating her

3social personhood. Presenting herself as being a h.art.a̧niyya ©forª the Ahel
D. is revealing, her sociality is bound to her allocation within the master's
family, but paradoxically this is precisely the place where she is inflicted with
social deprivation. Affection and deprivation are inseparable and come part
and parcel from the masters. The ambiguity of affection and rejection, of
inclusion and exclusion hence is the fundamental experience of living this
configuration of master-slave relations.

Slave-Master Milk Kinship

M'Barke's engagement with the master'sfamily, stated in her initial presentaÝ
tion to the strange visitor, is much more than putative. She is of the same age
as Khalil, her master, and as a baby M'Barke drank of Khalil's milk, i.e. she
was suckled by his mother, and thus became his milk-sister. Zeyneb's case
differs slightly, but is characterised by the same mechanisms of integration.
She too was committed to doing reproductive work for her master, thus
freeing the master's wife from the most menial work. Although she does not
identify herself with her master to the extent M'Barke does, the master still is
the major category of referenceÚ ©Yes, I am like them [her masters], I married
after they married. My husband sometimes stayed with me and my masters,
sometimes we also went to his masters. Wewere always together and never
separated.ª This is a revelation as it marks just what it is supposed tohide,
the precarious character of her condition of being like the masters. Despite
not being able to be equal to the masters, sheknows very well how to be like
them, or more precisely, how to be like the mistress whom she serves and
observes throughout the day. The aim of her life thus is clearÚ to adopt some
of the most significant aspects of a noblewoman's behaviour. The most
prominent of these, and undoubtedly one of the most visible, is the withÝ
drawal from specific tasks. This habit of achieving the status of a ©bigª
woman, i.e. a woman of elderstatus, is notunique to Zeyneb, for already her
mother, she tells, did not work much, she merely fetched water and stayed
near thefields. This probably was the case at the time Zeyneb and her sisters
reached the age at which they could replace her mother's work for the
masters. Although she stresses the ambivalence in the relations to her
master's family by enumerating many of his good sides as well as the
problems remaining for her own family, it is clear that there are complex,
affective ties towards the master'sfamily. There has been and still is an
intimate relationship between the two, and there are ties manifest, cross-
cutting the fundamental hierarchy between the freeborn noble master and his
slave. Both Zeyneb and M'Barke gave accounts of their relations with their
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master's family in terms of milk-parenthood. Zeyneb suckled her master's
son, thus becoming his milk-mother, and M'Barke was suckled by her
present master's mother, and therefore is his milk-sister and her milk-
daughter.
ßßßGetting parents by milk is strongly reminiscent of the fictive integration of
slaves through the masters' paternalist ideology, expressed bylabelling slaves
as children and legalminors, but the differences are crucial. Milk-parenthood
is a tie actively established out of consent between two women. In the cases
at hand, it implies on the one hand a freeborn noblewoman and on the other
her slave woman. Unlike transferring existing social categories into a differÝ
ent context, i.e. using kinship terminology to hint at slaves and masters,
milk-parenthood is contracted intentionally, and the reciprocal legal rights
involved are known, and even more important, controlled by the women
involved. The great import of this institution will become apparent from the
following overview of the legal aspects and the definition of milk parenthood.
ßßßMilk-kinship, rid. â̧a or rad. â̧ a, as it is called in classical Arabic (rza̧^a in

4h.assa̧niyya), is common among all social strata, either bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n, and
until today frequently practised throughout Mauritania. It is established by a
woman breast-feeding another woman's infant. The relationship thus
established between the two children is rationalised by Islamic jurisprudence
as a shared (milk-)descent from the same father, i.e. the woman's husband at
the time of breast-feeding. This is because women's milk is considered to be
caused by the men'sfluids, a point of view which clearly superimposes
patriarchal conceptions of parenthood onto this female-controlled resource

5of parental ties. Milk-kinship entails marriage restrictions analogous to
blood-kinship. Having once drunk from the same woman's breast results in
being considered as milk brothers and sisters, and having the woman as
milk-mother. These relations are the most intimate within the framework of
milk parenthood, which also considers more distant levels of parenthood (cf.
H‚ritier-Aug‚ 1994). Legally the institution's range varies according to the
interpretations provided by different schools of jurisprudence. The Risa¸la
elucidating the ma̧liki school of jurisprudence, the one prevailing in North
and West Africa, defines marriage restrictions due to milk-parenthood, either
with regard to the offspring of the breast-feeding woman and her husbandÚ

Sont prohib‚es pour vous .ß.ß. vos mŠres qui vous ont allait‚es et vos sÖurs
de lait .ß.ß. Quand une femme allaite un nourrisson [‚tranger], les filles de
cette femme et les filles de son ‚poux, n‚es avant ouaprŠs,deviennent les
sÖurs du nourrisson. Mais il est permis au frŠre par le sang de ce dernier,
d'‚pouser les filles de cette nourrice. (Ibn AbŒ Zayd Al-QayrawƒnŒ 1983Ú
179, 193)

The restrictive aspect of milk brother- or sisterhood is obvious in the
h.assa̧niyya terminologyÚ a brother or sister by milk is called meh. rem (sing.), i.e.
forbidden to marry, or relative of a degree prohibiting marriage (cf. Taine-

6Cheikh 1990Ú 89, 110; Taine-Cheikh 1989cÚ 400ff.). Besides its legal implicaÝ
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tions of marriage restriction, the institution is important to the practice of
social life. Being related by milk offers girls and boys the opportunity to
communicate with members of the other sex, of different socialstatus, and of
the same age in public as intimately as with brothers and sisters of their own

7blood. An important asset in a gender segregatedsociety, laying especially
severe restrictions on public communication between young men and women
who are potential spouses. Aproblematic aspect of the institution is that not
all relations of milk-parenthood might be known when a marriage is conÝ
cluded. The consequence is relationships entered into which only later,
through a third party's testimony, will turn out to be incestuous, and then
have immediately to be dissolved (cf. H‚ritier-Aug‚ 1994Ú 157). These cases

8can lead to serious mentalstress,hard to cope with. Another point is that
intensive practice of joint breast-feeding over several generations within small
communities could lead to marriage restrictions being so numerous, that
milk-kinship turned out to be a social nuisance (cf. Cleaveland 1995Ú 47).
ßßßTo my knowledge little has been published on the topic of milk-parentÝ
hood and the most detailed studies available focus on the impact the instituÝ
tion has on marriage prescriptions practised by the Saudi-Arabian urban
population, among whom the institution is described as vanishing (cf. Altorki
1980; H‚ritier-Aug‚ 1994Ú 149). Occasionally the topic surfaces in local
studies providing further insights such as the sensitive discussion of the
emotional dimension of milk kinship by Carol Delaney (1991Ú 157f.). Until
today dependent drawa woman continue to breast-feed children of the
dominant Òurva in the Moroccan deep south. This unidirectional flow of
milk continues to create intimate and enduring bonds between families
cross-cutting social hierarchy (cf. Ensel 1998Ú 80-87). With regard to MauriÝ
tania Abdel Wedoud Ould Cheikh (1993Ú 186) highlights that the complex
and ambiguous sentimental ties ancient slaves had to their masters were often
strengthened by milk parenthood, as well as shared affiliation to an age-set,
^asr. Timothy Cleaveland, in a study on Oualƒta, cites an informant who

thasserted that milk-kinship during the 19 century was important in facilitatÝ
ing social access between non-kin males and females, including the slaves
often living in the same (urban) household (cf. Cleaveland 1995Ú 46). Ann
McDougall (1988Ú 378) provides indirect evidence when stating that for slave
women in the Adrar ©Even in the late 1940s, their best options were still the
`traditional' onesÚ becoming a favored concubine, family wet nurse, or in rare
cases, the wife of a noble or a well-off hartani.ª This type of slave woman's
involvement in the master's household is also reported by Poulet (1904Ú 11,
cited in Mart¡n 1991Ú 44), a former French administrator in Mauritania. He
mentions that in early colonial times, bà̧z.a̧n women rarely breast-fed their
children, but took a wet-nurse among their husband'sslaves. Thepractice is

9common and carried on even until recent times, but its frequency seems to
be diminishing. Throughout the 24ßinterviews I carried out with su¸da̧n and
bà̧z.a̧n women, Zeyneb was the only one to tell of a slave nursing a nobleÝ
woman's child. There are multiple explanations for this phenomenon. First
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there might be a lack ofintimacy, hindering the women from telling of this
experience.Although this is possible, various other reasons might be more
feasible. Both bà¸z.a̧n and su̧da̧n tend to limit the extent of interrelations and
intimacy with each other admitted to in their accounts, and hence are both
likely to obscure such sorts of slave contributions to the master's household.
As revealed in the previous chapter, increasing autonomy on a large scale was
linked to increasing spatial segregation. Legally married slave women
attained this level of autonomy often following the birth of a child. Co-resiÝ
dence during the period of breast-feeding, a prerequisite to establishing
milk-kinship, thus became more seldom, or from the opposite angle, more

10easy to avoid than before.
ßßßUnderstanding the practices and strategies related to milk-kinship between
masters and slaves is difficult, due to the lack of direct empirical evidence.
Conclusions can only be drawn from the transposition of the general
characteristics of milk-kinship into the context of a master-slave and more
specifically mistress-slave women relationship. Probably one of the best
descriptions of social practices related to milk-kinship is presented by
•douard Conte (1991Ú 74). Milk-kinship in the beginning of Islam, as it
transpires in reports from the prophet Muhammad's surroundings, had a
profoundly ambivalent character. It either served to extend matrimonial
alliances or aimed to hinder them, depending upon its association with
sanguine or elective parenthood. The more complementary than contrasting
character these two different strategies of alliancehave,becomes evident in
the light of bà̧z.a̧n practices. Matrimonial relations were often rather unstable
in bà̧z.a̧n society,divorce and re-marriage were Ä and still are Ä frequent and
not socially disregarded. Under these conditions especially women had to
seek security within a stable support group. This was provided above all
by their own family, to which they returned in case of divorce, but solidarity
could also be found within the circle of milk-kinship (cf. Cleaveland 1995Ú

1147), which was more stable than the unsteady matrimonial alliances. It was
the mothers who decided which relations of milk-kinship were established,
and hence it was they who had the power to prevent specific matrimonial
alliances of their children. Besides intentionally precluding later marriages,
milk-kinship was most frequent among close kin and people living in great
intimacy, and therefore also restricted options to pursue close-range matriÝ
monial alliances, such as e.g. the preferential marriage with the patrilateral
parallel cousin (cf. H‚ritier 1994Ú 316f.).
ßßßWith regard toslaves,milk-kinship might have been treated less rigorously
than among noble families. Discerning the vertical extension of milk-kinship,
including the ties to the breast-feeding woman's husband, is a rather complex
matter (cf. Altorki 1980). How bà̧z.a̧n treated these relations with regard to
their slaves,living at best within precarious marital relations, and with slave
men who by definition were unable to fulfil the social role of a genitor, is an
interesting question I am unfortunately unable to elucidate neither on the
grounds of Islamic jurisprudence, nor on the basis of empirical data. In social
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practice, the lack of the male element might have been less important, and
rather strengthened the character of milk-kinship as an exclusive form of
female alliance implying milk-sisters, milk-brothers and milk-mothers but no
milk-fathers. This degree of relation also is the one unanimously presented as
implying the right to treat non-kin publicly as intimately as one's own kin
(Interview Ahmed Ould Aly, qa¸d. i 24.12.1995, cf. note 7, this chapter).
Milk-kinship between masters and slaves as a means to facilitate everyday
interaction within the intimate space of a tent might be one aspect of the
complex. But given the fact that the possible intimacy is an outcome more or
less remote intime, implying more the children of opposite sex than their

12parents, it seems to be at best a secondary issue. More important is the
intimacy relations of milk-kinship establish between two women, in this case
a noble and a slave woman. Becoming the ally of her mistress, much like
other noblewomen involved in milk-kinship is a means for a slave woman to
become more equal. Breast-feeding and establishing a Ä although secondary Ä
legal parental relation is to act socially like the mistresses. It means leaving
the framework of the slave existence as eternal non-kin and social outsider,
and hence achieving social ascension. This is the major outcome of a slave
woman's relationship with her noble milk-daughters and -sons. These bà̧z.a̧n
members of the master's family have to treat their slave milk-mother with
respect, much like a kin-mother, and to respect rules of social intercourse
with regard to their slave milk-sisters and -brothers as well. Becoming a
parent by milk does not mean stepping out of slavery, although it does
provide the chance of improving one's condition decisively. One achieves
individual respect and the right to enact recognised social relation, otherwise
withheld from slaves. However, as thecase of M'Barke shows, these
achievements did not necessarily coincide with the end of all aspects of social

13deprivation resulting from the slave estate.
ßßßThere are two distinct contexts explaining this transformation of the
master-slave relationship. As shown in the different slave narratives affective
ties Ä although remaining ambiguous Ä developed frequently between slaves
and masters. Thisaffection could result, if not in manumission, in the master
wanting to have his slave treated with respect by his successors. Revealing in
this respect are stipulations concerning slaves to be found in bà̧z.a̧n last wills.
In one such case a mistress was reported to have assigned her six slaves the
status of a h.ubs, a pious endowment that brought about a legal state of
indivisibility bound to various regulations of usage (Interview Abderrahmane
Ould Ahmed, zwa̧ya, 13.7.1995). This decision forced the woman's four
inheriting children at least not to sell off single members of this slave family
but to keep their ownership collectively bound to it. The spirit of indivisibiliÝ
ty resulting from their status as h.ubs, however, did not prevent the slaves
from being assigned to work for individual heirs, and hence from being
separated at least from time totime. The relevance these kinds of post-
mortem arrangements had in changing the status of slaves is also highlighted
by the numerous regulations Islamic jurisprudence developed on the topic of
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post-mortem and contracted manumission (cf. Ibn AbŒ Zayd Al-QayrawƒnŒ
1983Ú 221ff.).
ßßßQuite a different aim could be achieved through the practice of mistress-
slave woman milk-kinship ties, once matrimonial relations between male
masters and female slave offspring are in focus. Noblewomen letting their
infants be nursed by theirslaves, orthemselves nursing their slaves' children,
induced both close social ties and matrimonial prohibitions, a highly ambivaÝ
lent resultÚ the slaves are recognised as equals in a distinct sphere of social
relations, for they are prohibited from marrying in the same way as free
people could, but this similarity only applies to femaleslaves. TheinterdicÝ
tion on female hypogamy in bà̧z.a̧n marital relations prohibits women from
marrying men of lower social rank. Although nowadays occurring in a few
cases, a marriage of a bà̧z.a̧niyya with an ^abd still is socially most inconceivaÝ
ble and has far-reaching consequences (cf. Bonte 1987aÚ 64; Villasante-de
Beauvais 1995Ú657f., 666). For a bà̧z.a̧n woman realising such a liaison this
step will mean changing sides and opting for living among the su¸da̧n. It was
far more likely for the bà̧z.a̧n men to enter into a marital relations withslaves.
Within a rather limited range, milk-kinship established by noblewomen with
their women slaves was able to preclude such alliances, as either marital or

14sexual relations of the milk siblings became incestuous. Extended relations
of milk-kinship between masters andslaves,besides creating intimate bonds,
also strengthened segregation between the social strata in the second generaÝ
tion. Bà̧z.a̧n women wishing to preclude their sons from marital relations with
particular slaves,had, in the establishment of relations of milk-kinship, a
means to expand their control well beyond the first marriage, concluded
under the parents' auspices, and most likely to fulfil the norms and values of
preferential marriage providing equal status through matri- and patrilateral

15ties (cf. Villasante-de Beauvais 1995Ú 678f.).
ßßßEstablishing milk-kin ties between masters and slaves in this perspective
becomes more a move in the game of handling gender relations within bà̧z.a̧n
society. Slaves,either female or male, had to pursue alliances with their
masters in order to enhance their condition within the slave estate. Slave
women had two options, albeit opposing ones laden with ambivalence. Either
they became the slave master's favoured slave and a sort of concubine, and
hence sought support from a free man, or they allied themselves with the
mistress, became a wet-nurse, and entered the female world of alliances the

16bà̧z.a̧n women mediated by milk-kinship.

Concubinage

Concubinage in its common sense is a vaguely defined term, bearing
pejorative connotations. Primarily it denotes a more or less fixed extra-mariÝ
tal (sexual) relationship between two people of different sexes. The subject
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has a long history; it is dealt with at some length by ancient Greek and
Roman law and even before. Concubinage was a means to circumvent
problems resulting from misalliances especially between free people and
slaves.Islamic jurisprudence, while giving the slave master the right to share
his woman slave's bed, later took up this last point. Concubinage was in this
context regarded as a distinct legalstatus,lower than that of married women,

17which could be attributed to slave women (cf. Abd el Wahed 1931Ú 296ff.).
Sexual intercourse, however, did not of itself create a relation of concubinage

18(although it could in specific circumstances). If as a result of a sexual
relationship a freeborn man and a slave woman a child was born and recognisÝ
ed by the master to be his, the slave woman was assigned the status ofumm
walad, mother of a (free man's) child. This status gave her well defined rights
clearly superior to those achieved by concubinestatus. Thoughstill a slave,
the woman through this act attained a legal status providing her with signifiÝ
cant rights. She is nolonger to be sold, and the master is bound to renounce
making profit out of her, or exploiting her in any other way. Furthermore
she, as well as all her children not originating from the master, had to be
manumitted by the time of the master's death. On the other hand, the latter
got the right to enjoy her, and to claim all his rights towards her children.
These remained Ä following their mother Ä bound to the slave estate until
manumission became due with the death of the master (cf. Ibn AbŒ Zayd
Al-QayrawƒnŒ 1983Ú 225ff.; Abd el Wahed 1931Ú301f.; Fisher/Fisher 1970Ú
99f.).
ßßßIn theory this seems quitenice, but there were numerous circumstances by
which the obligations resulting from concubinage could be avoided. The
most important obstacle to obtaining the status of umm walad was getting
the master to acknowledge hispaternity. Although slave women were in no
legal position to dispute their master'stestimony, the question under which
circumstances a denied paternity will be accepted or not constitutes an issue
analysed in detail by the Ma̧liki school of Islamic law (cf. Ibn AbŒ Zayd
Al-QayrawƒnŒ 1983Ú 227). The masters' obligation to recognise his offspring
from concubinage was more or less a question of morality. Denying the fact
simply meant that you owned your own children as slaves or at least, that
you had nothing against them living as yourslaves. The extent towhich the
question was tainted with hypocrisy becomes even more apparent in the
blatant gender bias in the attribution of the status of umm walad. Everything
was fine if the child was a boy, but if it was a girl, both mother and child
remained slaves (cf. Abd el Wahed 1931Ú 256ff.; Lovejoy 1983Ú 216; Lovejoy

191990Ú 180f.).
ßßßWith regard to bà¸z.a̧n society the question of concubinage is a controversial
one. Some authors deny the institution existed, while others advance the
opposite view (cf. e.g. DeßChassey 1977Ú 82). The problem with these
statements is the lack of underlying empirical studies, andhence the little
they tell about what kind of relations existed between bà¸z.a̧n masters and their
slave women. One definite case of concubinage, reported from an ancient
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thurban centre in the Adrar in the first half of the 20 century, however,
increases insights into bà̧z.a̧n practices of concubinage. There a notable bought
from some Rgayba̧t a slave woman who had been kidnapped in the Trarza, to
install her as his concubine in the town of Ouadƒne (cf. McDougall 1988Ú
368f.). What seems at first glance a typical case of concubinage is hardly an
indicator of practices of concubinage in bà̧z.a̧n society. Thesocial as well as
economic milieu of the few small Adrar trade towns differed in many
respects from life in bà̧z.a̧n pastoral nomadicsociety. The bà̧z.a̧n trader who
bought the slave woman and wanted her to become his concubine in his
second residence thus reproduced a pattern of slavery more common among
the Saharan urban trading communities than among the overwhelming

20majority of the pastoral nomadic bà̧z.a̧n. Besides this singular and atypical
case,another argument for the significance of concubinage in bà̧z.a̧n society
can be developed from the lack of distinct phenotypes for bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n.
Being black is neither a characteristic unique to slaves and their descendants,
nor does it denote inferior status. Many noble bà̧z.a̧n are black, a most
prominent example being the former âmà̧r of Tagant, Abderrahmane Ould
Bakkar. Sometribes, such as the Ñurva of Oualƒta and N‚ma, are as black as

21their Bambara neighbours (cf. Misk‚ 1970Ú 111). More detailed, due to its
recognition of the aforementioned arbitrary attribution of the status of umm
walad, is the position of James Webb, focusing on the historical period from
1600 to 1900Ú

Many female slaves were the concubines of their owners. The male
progeny of these master-slave unions were Bidan, if the union was legitiÝ
mized by freeing the slave woman as usually seems to have been the case;

22female offspring had slave status. (Webb 1984Ú 159)

Compared to this conviction, the almost opposite view held by Abdel
Wedoud Ould Cheikh is somewhat startling, and the contradiction thus
raised needs further explorationÚ

Soulignons encore que la soci‚t‚ nomade maure, ignorant g‚n‚ralement la
polygamie, n'a guŠre connu l'usage d'esclaves concubines et l'emploi des
eunuques dans la garde des harems, et n'a donc jamais, semble-t'il,
pratiqu‚ la castration sur ses serviteurs. (Ould Cheikh 1986Ú 55)

Another statement that fits in this second line of argumentation is made by
thßRen‚ Cailli‚, an early 19 century French traveller, who lived for about five

months, disguised as a scholar seeking Islamic education, among the Brakna
bà̧z.a̧n. In his later fascinating eye-witness report Cailli‚ (1830Ú128f.)portrays
the bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t, the bà̧z.a̧n women, as proud and powerful, and Ä apparently
without having noticed any exception to this rule Ä concludes that they

23would never allow their husbands to have a concubine besides them. A
more or less public practice of concubinage hence seems less to be bound to
the existence of the institution as such, than to the balance of power implied
in the society's gender relations. An argument stressed by observations made
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by Aline Tauzin (1989bÚ 77), who depicts the bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t as being most
concerned about possible relations between their husbands and the slave
women. Therefore the bà¸z.a̧niyya̧t watched the attitude of the slave women
towards their children Ä a slave child enjoying better treatment from his
mother than his siblings might indicate the noble, but obscured origin of his
father. Although practised, institutionalised concubinage was socially
inconceivable; the bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t's concern about their husbands extra-marital
sexual relations reveals adultery to have been a real concern, no matter what
status the women implicated had. This becomes evident from the consequenÝ
ces such an affair could haveÚ a wife becoming aware of her husband commitÝ
ting adultery had the right to Ä and often did Ä leave him to return to her

24parents. Ahusband wanting his wife to come back hence had to present her
numerous gifts in order to calm down her anger, and bring her around (cf.
Tauzin 1984aÚ 89). The question whether concubinage between masters and
slaves existed therefore has to be reformulated. As an institution, following
the precepts of Islamic jurisprudence and paralleling a marital relation,
concubinage, or the attribution of the more far-reaching status of umm walad

25was very likely to have been marginal in bà̧z.a̧n pastoral nomadicsociety.
There was no consensus on the institution among bà̧z.a̧n women and men. As
it had already been the case in pre-Islamic times, concubinage Ä or here more
precisely the attribution of the status of an umm walad to a slave woman Ä
remained a kind of a last resort saving masters from the pain of having a child
of theirs be a slave. However, only boys tended to evoke this sort of mental
anguish that would entail bà̧z.a̧n masters to claim fatherhood.
ßßßThe various institutions of concubinage, now understood in a wider sense,
designating varying forms of legitimised extra-marital sexual relations as they
were handled in many Sahelian rural societies (cf. Meillassoux 1986Ú 135;
Olivier deßSardan 1983Ú 141), were a solution to a specific problem of free
men in slave-holding societiesÚ namely how to manage sexual relations
between free men and slave women. Its application was a matter of specific
circumstances, and Ä much like the concubines of royal and other courts (cf.

26Meillassoux 1986Ú 191ff.) Älikely to be a matter of social standing. DisputÝ
ing the frequency of bà̧z.a̧n concubinage therefore provides no direct means
to apprehend the impact of sexual interrelations among masters and their
female slaves, but rather the number of these to be kept insecrecy, or
resolved by this or other means compatible to the social framework. One
major bà̧z.a̧n solution to the problem was successive marriage, resulting in the

27complete liberation of the slave woman and her childrenÚ

QuestionÚMais est-ce que le maŒtre peut avoir des relations sexuelles avec
sa h

²
a̧dem [slave woman]?

AnswerÚOui, bien s–r, il peut coucher avec elle et avoir mˆme des enfants;
mais il ne le reconnaŒtra jamais, carpour cela il faut qu'ils soient mari‚s.
Par exemple, si lemaŒtre est mari‚ et que la h

²
a̧dem habite avec eux dans la

maison, ils peuvent avoir des rapports sexuels, mais toujours en cachette
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de l'‚pouse. Si la h
²
a̧dem a des enfants, il peut consid‚rer que ce sont ses

enfants … lui mais il ne le reconnaŒtra jamais parce qu'il n'y a pas eu de
mariage l‚gal; il va dire que sa h

²
a̧dem a couch‚ avec un autre.Alors, si le

propri‚taire n'‚pouse pas sa h
²
a̧dem, ses enfants seront en mˆme temps ses

^abà¸d et ils seront mˆme h‚rit‚s par ses fils l‚gitimes. Le mieux dans ces cas
c'est qu'il l'‚pouse, aprŠs l'avoir affranchie bien s–r; comme ‡a les enfants
de sa femme h.art.a̧niyya auront les mˆmes droits que les autres. (Interview
with Bullah Mint Zenvu¸ r, bà̧z. a̧niyya (h.assa̧n), Ka‚di 8/9 October 1991;
cited in Villasante-de Beauvais 1995Ú 670)

The central role attributed to marriage for the legitimation of sexual relations
between the male masters and female slaves apparent in this statement by a
bà̧z.a̧n woman is reflected in bà̧z.a̧n terminology as well, but there are some
ambiguities that have to be highlighted. Marriage could mean different things
depending on whether it concerned free or slave women. This becomes
apparent once the different meanings of the term göa̧riyye are explored.
According to a contemporary bà̧z.a̧n interpretation, a göa̧riyye appears to be a
slave woman who has formally recognised sexual relations with her master,
despite the latter being married (cf. Brhane 1997aÚ 73f. and personal correÝ
spondence 2.12.1997). In this light, the göa̧riyye appears to be nothing more
than a concubine whose ©lower than married womenª status fits neatly into
the framework drawn by legalorthodoxy, which allows the men polygamous
relations and thus contradicts the monogamous practices resulting from the
bà̧z.a̧n gender relations described by Bullah Mint Zenvu̧r (cf. Interview above).
More traditional meanings, probably less influenced by contemporary
re-evaluation and codification of Islamic jurisprudence, however, attribute a
different significance to göa̧riyye. According to Catherine Taine-Cheikh
(1989bÚ 312, 346) the term designates a concubine, a slave spouse, a slave
woman married by her master, and thus refers to a whole range of ascending
statuses slave women could achieve and had to struggle for when seeking
social promotion by becoming a göa̧riyye. The goal slave women entering
such relations had was clear. They did not want to remain concubines, but to
be married by a bà̧z.a̧n man. This is also stressed by the meaning of the verbal

28derivative göowre, meaning ©marrying one's slaveª.
ßßßThe emphasis su¸da̧n women laid on marriage as prerequisite for establishÝ
ing göa̧riyye is further accentuated by the h.art.a̧niyya̧t and h

²
edma̧n (slave

women) terminology relating to the issue. Rather than using their masters'
term, they prefer to speak of being a Òedu̧ni, i.e. ©being married by the
mastersª, which is used explicitly in the plural (personal correspondence with
Meskerem Brhane 2.12.1997). While the conditions stated by the marriage
contracts in these circumstances could differ from those concluded among bà̧Ý
z.a̧n (and hence discriminated against the slave women, as can be seen below),
the terminology strongly suggests that marriage was the central institution
slave women aspired to in order to achieve full social recognition of their
master-slave (concubine) relationship. Marrying in this context, however,
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meant different things to bà̧z.a̧n men and slave women. As Bullah Mint
Zenvu̧r (cf. interview above) stressed, a man manumitted and married a slave
woman because of his concern for the fate of his children resulting from this
liaison. For the slave woman, becoming a göa̧riyye meant less marrying a
single bà̧z.a̧n man, and establishing an individual, lasting relationship, than
ultimately leaving the slave estate by merging into the circles of the powerful

29in bà̧z.a̧n society.
ßßßNotwithstanding that the framework outlined so far makes it possible to
recognise and legalise sexual relations between masters and slave women, it
remains subject to the bà̧z.a̧n practice of monogamy. At any time, and with
very few exceptions, there can be only one legitimate spouse, irrespective of
the woman's initial status.Establishing a new relationship, might Ä as in the
case of concubinage Ä precede the end of an existing marital relation, and thus
have to be done in secret.Secrecy, however, is not an issue in sexual relations
between male master and slave women only. It is just as much a feature of the
extra-marital sexual relations of men and women of any status; and these are,
as I will limit myself to suggesting, quite probable to occur in any society.
ßßßOnly very recently has attention been drawn to an institution peculiar to
bà̧z.a̧n interpretation of Islamic jurisprudence, revealing both of the bà¸z.a̧n
will to respect social norms and of problems arising from this will which are
only resolved by a sort of legal safety valve applicable to sexual relations

30parallel to the primary legal framework. Sarriye means a ©secret, clandesÝ
tine marriageª, derived from the original meaning of©secrecy,confidenceª in
standard Arabic (cf. Wehr 1976Ú 404). It is concluded much like a regular
marriage, as it involves two testators and a qa¸d. i, who will compose a written
testimony of the act, but differs in its secrecy. The aim of theceremony is to
preserve honour, and hence to avoid illegitimate children resulting from the
secret sexual relations. Sarriye by these means can resolve various problems
arising, amongothers, from the fact that emotional affinities are of minor
importance within the framework of preferential marriage patterns. Sarriye
can also bridge divergence in status or age of the spouses, and canhelp men
to handle monogamy a bit more ©flexiblyª. Nevertheless the institution does
not definitely challenge the bà̧z.a̧n practices with regard to marital relations.
In the case of a secret spouse becoming pregnant by her secret husband, the
latter can divorce his presentwife, and turn the secret marriage into an
official one (cf. Villasante-de Beauvais 1995Ú 681ff.). This setting, in which the
principle of successive marriage succeeds in superseding all institutions

31paralleling marriage whenever the issue of legitimate offspring is concerned,
fits again neatly the scenario of the liberation of master-slave woman offÝ
spring, as outlined by Bullah Mint Zenvu̧r (cf. interview above). Rather than
by attributing the legal status of a concubine to the slave woman, the master
will legitimate his future children by manumitting the slave woman, and

32marrying her.
ßßßMuch like the arbitrary role men take in the attribution of institutional
concubinage, sarriye is revealed to be a means used by men to deceive their
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spouses, and toenter the fields of polygamy. While the men gain within
sarriye, the women engaging in it offend the women's consensus to uphold
monogamy, a commitment which also has a prominent place in the oral
marriage contract (cf. Ould Ahmedou 1994Ú121f.; seealso note 24, this
chapter). This female consensus has developed from shared interests.
Bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t have to defend and manifest their status and power within the bà̧z.a̧n
gender relations and matrimonial alliances. To this closed circle, a h.art.a̧niyya
offered sarriye by a bà̧z.a̧n man is an outsider and will remain unable to enter
the net of solidarity developed by the community of bà̧z.a̧n women. NeverÝ
theless,being legally married provided an important step in social ascension
to a slave woman, for besides her being manumitted together with her
children, the latter would follow the status of their father. The essence of the
bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t statement that a woman concerned with matters of status dependÝ
ing on marital relations first of all has to consider the fate of her children,
rather than her own (Interview with Bullah Mint Zenvu̧ r, cited inÚ VillasanÝ
te-de Beauvais 1995Ú 671), reveals the impact strategic considerations have on
the establishment of matrimonial alliances no matter whether su¸da̧n or bà̧z.a̧n
are concerned. H

²
edma̧n (slave women; sing. h

²
a̧dem) and h.art.a̧niyya̧t thereÝ

fore are likely to have subjugated themselves more often to sarriye, göa̧riyye
and other similar inherently risky relations with bà̧z.a̧n than the bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t,
the free women, who had much more to lose than to win from such alliances
(cf. Tauzin 1989bÚ 89).

Status and Split Origin

All legitimate children of a bà̧z.a̧n men follow his status irrespective of the
mother's. This patrilineal structure of parenthood is the precondition for
such institutions as concubinage, and on a larger scale, the incorporation of
dependent and slave women into the free and noble strata ofsociety. While
formally there is nothing to distinguish siblings with the same father but
different mothers, in practice the knowledge of both paternal and maternal
descent was a latent issue in any discourse on nobility, and hence remained

33preserved. This becomes most evident in situations where descendants of
mothers of different status but with one and the same father enter into
competition. A competition frequent among brothers of different mothers,
especially within the h.assa̧n tribes, andtheir emiral lineage (cf. Interview with

34Bullah Mint Zenvu̧ r inÚ Villasante-de Beauvais 1995Ú 671). A prominent case
of this type of factionalism is the rise of the last^amà¸r of Tagant, AbderrahÝ
mane Ould Bakkar. He is famous for having been totally black and born of a

35slave woman, made h.art.a̧niyya on the occasion of her marriage. Following
the death of his father, Bakkar Ould Soueid Ahmed, in a battle against
French invaders, rivalry broke out between the different aspirants to the
office of ^amà̧r of the IdaŵI̧Ò Abakak tribal confederation, and lasted for
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more than a decade. The situation might have been complicated by the more
than fifty sons Bakkar had during the ninety to one hundred years of his life
(sons were listed to me each with his full name!).Finally, the strife crystalliÝ
sed around some main competitors with Abderrahmane and a few supporters
on the one side and several of his brethren of noble origin united on the

36other. Numerous are the narratives displaying the force and intelligence
Abderrahmane was endowed with, and which made him resist and lastly
defeat his treacherous rivalsÚ

In those days Abderrahmane [Ould Bakkar] was pursued by his brothers.
These aimed to kill him because they wanted to take his place, they
wanted to hinder him from becoming mightier than themselves, or
perhaps they did it because of his inferior origin.
ßßßOne day they called upon him to come and see them. Abderrahmane at
that moment was somewhere in the bush, together with his wife. When he
heard of his brothers calling him for a visit, he knew they were calling him
because they wanted to kill him on that occasion. His wife told him he
would be killed by his brothers if he went to see them as they wanted.
Abderrahmane didn't know what to do. He was unable not to go, for it
were his brothers who called him, and going there was impossible because
it meant being killed. Finally Abderrahmane went to the place indicated
by his brothers. On his way he saw a she-camel whose young camel had
managed to tear off the bag covering his mother's udder, and was suckÝ
ling. Abderrahmane set out completely calmly to fix the bag back in its
correct position, and hinder the young camel from further suckling and
hence wasting his mother's milk. During this operation he had been
observed by his brothers, who were already waiting for him. AbderrahÝ
mane's conduct raised a dispute between them. When Dey [Ould Bakkar]
saw Abderrahmane, who was fully conscious of being under the acute
threat of being killed within the next few minutes, take his time to care for
a stranger's she-camel, he told his brothers that Abderrahmane was a good
fellow, and therefore they could not kill him on that occasion. Finally he
convinced all his brothers of his opinion, even Ely [Ould Bakkar], who
was most opposed to Abderrahmane (Interview Mohamed Ould Mbarek,
h.art.a̧ni, by Khalifa Ould Kebab 17.1.1996).

There are many legendary narratives like this one, telling of the bravêamà̧r
managing again and again to escape the assaults led by his hostile brothers.
Many aspects of the story seem symptomatic of the battle the young AbderÝ
rahmane striving for his father's office had to fight. As a h.assa̧n, a warrior, he
had to prove his courage to assert his status (cf. Ould Cheikh 1985aÚ 368), but
this was not enough. An^amà̧r had to behavehonourably, even if this might
lead to his peril. Facing the dilemma his brothers had put him in, he therefore
chose the combination of honour and death over life in the dishonour of not
having responded to the call of his noble brothers. What makes him finally
defeat his enemies is his deep commitment to a lifestyle different from his
brothers'. To accept or not the date set by his brothers was carefully considÝ
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ered by Abderrahmane, who took into consideration his wife's opinion.
Naturally he opted for the obligations of honourable behaviour. Later,
already facing his death, his action develops without hesitation or uncertainÝ
ty. Caring for a stranger's animal, and daily ration of milk, is depicted as
being self-evident for Abderrahmane. Confronting his brothers with this
peculiar type of honour puts them in disarray. They hadagreed on killing
their brother in an ambush, on unequal grounds but in a fight between
warriors. Now facing a most cool-minded warrior, selflessly attending to a
herd-animal's problem in a moment of extreme personal danger, the setting
changes. They notonly have to kill a simple warrior, but one displaying the
virtues of a true leader, one who cares for other people's goods and shows his
selfless bravery in a moment of severe danger. Though controversy over the
issue arises among the noble brothers, Dey Ould Bakkar is successful, and

37manages to postpone the assassination, overruling Ely Ould Bakkar, who,
neglecting the honour angle, simply wants to get rid of the rival.
ßßßWhile the noble brothers engage in treachery and risk sliding into dishonÝ
ourable behaviour, Abderrahmane gives proof of his cool mind, and above all
of his abilities. Quite unusually for a person of high office and the most noble

38descent, he is uniformly presented by bà̧z.a̧n and h.ara̧t.à̧n as the greatest
worker possible. There is no job he is not reported to have managed to the
highest perfection. He could cultivate, hoe thefields, milk, handle all kinds of
animals, etc. He was thefastest runner, the best rider, the best shot, the best
hunter, able to feed a whole camp with game etc. Obviously not all these
stories about the labour qualifications were invention, for Abderrahmane
once had herded sheep and goats for a bà̧z.a̧n called Haime. Later he often
made a joke of it when meeting the noble, but now poor, Haime by asking
him for his shepherd's payment (Interview Khattar, zwa̧ya, 12.10.1995). Last
but not least Abderrahmane is presented as being highly intelligent. By this
virtue he was able to outwit his many enemies numerous times. One story
presents Abderrahmane, together with his wife and small baby, again in an
ambush, first noticed by thewife. Abderrahmane invents a ruse to get out of
the messÚ he tells his wife to take his gun in his place, and give him the baby.
With the child in his arms and without a weapon he then approaches the
ambush where his hostile brothers again postpone the assassination. They
cannot shoot at him while he is not carrying his weapon, and they risk killing
not only him, but the baby too (Interview Mohamed Ould Mbarek, h.art.a̧ni,
by Khalifa Ould Kebab 17.1.1996). The double blood-price to pay and the
feud hence risked, meant much too much trouble to allow the situation to be
exploited. Behaving completely unconventionally, and offending the rules of
bà̧z.a̧n emotional management, once more saved Abderrahmane from death. A
father, whether su̧da̧n or bà̧z.a̧n, should never show affection for his children,
neither by taking them in his arms, nor by other means.
ßßßThe mythical accounts of thêamà̧r's life and struggle portray a person
outclassing everybody by his unique combination of physical and intellectual
skills, which is believed to result from the blending of bà̧z.a̧n and su¸da̧n
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virtues. Children of a bà̧z.a̧n father and a su¸da̧n mother (who will be a
h.art.a̧niyya, if she is legally married), are thought to gain in physical strength
over their siblings of pure bà̧z.a̧n origin. ©Normally he [the son of a
h.art.a̧niyya and a bà̧z.a̧n] will be solid, his eye is red, every time he looks at
something, he looks right at it, just like one has to look, without hesitation.
He will be harder then the other who has a h.assa̧n father and mother.ª
(Interview Khaite Mint Mohamed, h.assa̧n, 21.10.1995) A h.art.a̧ni of the Ahel
Swayd Ah.med had an even more dramatic characterisationÚ ©Such a son will
never be among the mediocre, he will always tend to the extremes.Either he
is of the best people you can imagine, or he is one of the worst. Both are

39possible.ª (Interview Ely Ould El Abd, h.art.a̧ni, 5.2.1996) Despite these
advantages, the union of bà¸z.a̧n and su̧da̧n has its risks, for it will be the father
who is responsible for teaching the children to meet the exigencies of their
parental status. The h.art.a̧niyya mother is considered to be too weak to be
able to lead her children, especially to control her sons in the way her noble
husband is able to do. While primary education of boys and girls is a
uniquely female affair in bà̧z.a̧n society, theslave woman who has ascended to
nobility obviously still is recognised and blamed for her lack of sociability.
ßßßThe life-stories of Tourad and Youba, two bà̧z.a̧n with a h.art.a̧niyya mother,
reveal many of the cleavages that have to be bridged in order to transform

40inherited status from the father into living a noble's life. Tourad had a
considerable amount of success. To alarge extent he has made his life on his
own. From his childhood on, he was committed tomodernity, for apart from
being born in the camp of his mother, he never lived under a tent. Only
recently has he started to go to the bush, not to engage in pastoralism or
cultivation, but to find relief from life in town. His well-known and highly
reputed zwa̧ya father does not appear to have lent him a hand in his career.
Though Tourad obviously never lacked the material means to pursue his
school studies, there is no situation in which his father is reported to have
intervened in his career. As such this is not an exceptional constellation.
Among prominent clerics it was an obligation to leave the family and take up
studies with prominent religious teachers. This lifestyle reflects the devotion
of the student to his studies, butalso the problems he faces in trying to study
effectively when constantly interrupted by his own family's multiple needs.
Besides, thefather was quite old. He died as early as 1971, and therefore
could hardly intervene during the most turbulent years of his son's biograÝ
phy. What raises some doubts about this being the single reason for Tourad
keeping rather mute on the subject of his father, is his emotional outbreak at
the end of his narrative. He does not want to speak of the former times, i.e.
those times he lived with his father, his animals and hisslaves. For Tourad all
this hasgone, thefather's property had vanished, the father is dead, all this
past is remote and of no significance to him and hislife. This turn in his
narrative also raises further doubts about the causes of the mysterious
disappearance of his father's large inheritance, and Tourad's proclaimed pride
about this chance to lead a more humble and asceticlife. There areplenty of
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accounts of quarrels about inheritance. In most cases sons still young at the
death of their father are cheated by their paternaluncles.Analogous patterns
of conflict over inheritance might have arisen between brothers having
different mothers, much like the case of the^amà¸r Abderrahmane. Being
young and of less noble origin (and far away for studies) in the case of
Tourad might have been a major reason for being unable to take part in the
game of pre-inheritance and inheritance.
ßßßToday,though a school-teacher, involved in local politics, and a highly
respected person, Tourad lives somewhat apart, at the very margin of the
town, together with his mother and her h.art.a̧ni husband. Their relations are
at best ambiguous, and the distinction Tourad draws between himself and his
mother is marked. Portraying his seasonal, leisurely migration to the bush in
order to drink fresh sheep milk during the rainy season, he refers to living
under a tent as the way of life of the pastoralists. To him at first sight, there
are no other people out there under tents, and there is no legitimate reason
for there to be so. It is the objection by the research assistant, Khalifa Ould
Kebab, a h.art.a̧ni, that many people leave the cities and villages to live under a
tent near their remote fields, that brings Tourad back to the realities of
present daylife, and the recognition that this is a the lifestyle of most rural
su̧da̧n, among them his own mother. The distinction made between ©usª and
©themª is manifest. When Tourad and hisfamily leave for the bush to enjoy

41life in the vicinity of well-fed, lactating animals , there are just others
working in the fieldsÚ ©we have other people .ß.ß. parents who care for the
fields .ß.ß. we go off to the bush and leave the question of the fields to our
family. It's my motherª. The ambiguity of performing a bà̧z.a̧n master's and a
family-member's discourse in parallel when speaking of his closest relatives is
striking. Behind the progressive attitude (naturally Tourad insists on always
including the number of su̧da̧n tents in the total amount of tents in his former
camp) surfaces a struggle for personal identity based on the notion of a
cleavage between su¸da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n. As such, the mother becomes somebody
©otherª, a special and distinct branch of thefamily. This rationalisation of
family relations into master-slave or patron-client relations is manifest in the
arrangement held between son and mother with regard to the joint exploitaÝ
tion of the fields. Tourad stresses that he is the proprietor of the land, and in
effect his own mother, together with her new husband, appear to be working
almost as his sharecroppers. If there is a surplus, both give Tourad a part of
the harvest. These conditions are just the same as those practised among the
local bà̧z.a̧n landowners and sharecropping su¸da̧n. Although To urad, by living
together with his mother, shows his responsibility for her, and hence is far
from obscuring his maternal origin, he is at pains to demonstrate that he is of
another kind than her, and has developed into a full-blooded bà̧z.a̧n.
ßßßYouba'sactual situation and his career are of quite another kind. He lives in
an almost exclusively su¸da̧n village. There are no material signs to distinguish
him from his h.ara̧t.à̧n neighbours. His house, though one of the better off, is
much like those around it; there are no signs of any luxury, or at least
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42affluence within the household. His biography reads much like a h.ara̧t.à̧n
one. After some basic school education, Youba leaves for the big city to enter
the wage labour market.Finally, tired of this life, he returns to the hinterÝ
land, builds a house and starts to cultivate. Nevertheless Youba is no h.art.a̧ni;
after all, going to school and passing the CFD-exam was a rarity in his times.
The problem here is that Youba did not attend school of his own free will,
but was the one of his fathers' sons who had to go when thêamà̧r came to
recruit children for the French school. While he, as the eldest son of his
mother, went to this kind of boarding school, his elder, more noble brothers
continued their leisurely life filled out with camel riding and little Qur \a̧n

43education. After school, and still in the prosperous years before the big
drought, there seems to have been no good place for Youba beneath his
father's tent. Rather than staying, he prefers to leave and start some unpaid
practical training at the national radio station, an opportunity mediated by
his mother, who had married an influential journalist there. Some months
later, having given up hope of the job being paid, he prefers to enlist with the
army as a simple soldier. Later, after leaving the armed services, he profits
from his schooling when looking for jobs. He is able to work as a checker
and hence can avoid the most menial tasks, which are above all performed by
su̧da̧n. Despite this small success, thecity does not provide him with more
than a modest living. Youba decides to go back and start cultivating. In

44building his house among h.ara̧t.à̧n belonging to his father's tribe, he decides
to affiliate neither with his bà̧z.a̧n parents by the father, nor is there any tie left
with his mother, who now lives far away with a new husband.
ßßßAmong the h.ara̧t.à̧n Youba stands out for two reasons. He still has one of
his father's former slaves with him. And despite all his efforts to appear a
good cultivator, Youba can hardly hide the fact that Laghlave, the slave
sitting besides him, is the backbone of his personal agricultural commitment.
Unlike any h.ara̧t.à̧n, Youba Ä as anheir of his father's belongings Ä has a share
in the rights to many fertile plots behind dams his father once registered with
the colonial administration, and which now form part of the collective
property of the h

²
aima (h.assa̧niyyaÚßtent), i.e. the emiralfamily. Therefore

Youba is among those deciding about the distribution of plots, but has no
individual ownership rights that would allow him e.g. to sell a plot.
ßßßThough representing contrasting life-stories rather than similar ones,
Youba and Touradhave much in common. Both lack social ties, i.e. ancestry
through their mother. The case of the ©successfulª Tourad with his ©unsucÝ
cessfulª mother, and Youba with quite the opposite constellation of winning
and losing, shows mothers and sons living a life detached from each other.
Tourad's mother becomes a h.art.a̧niyya and enters client-like relations with
her son (who nevertheless acts like one and consequently supports her).
Youba's mother, devoted to and successful in her life as a highly esteemed
spouse, is much too involved in her new affiliation to give her son any more
significant support after the aborted attempt at the national radio. Both

45mothers live a life determined by the status of their present husbands. For
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their sons, who inherited a noble status from their fathers,they are unable to
provide uncles and aunts corresponding to status so they remain segregated

46from the father's family. Di vorce, as can be concluded in the case of
Badeyn, the slave without knowing it, had most serious consequences for
support that depended on the affection of one woman (in this case the
adoptive mother). Slave women who ascend to the status of h.art.a̧niyya̧t
through being married by a bà̧z.a̧n, and later choose to return to their natal
milieu, endanger rather than help their sons in the struggle to fill out the
status inherited from the father. Such mothers, when entering a subsequent
new marriage with another freeborn man, are very likely to have to leave
behind the past of their former marriage, including their sons. These in turn,
if they want to assert their bà̧z.a̧n status,have to keep a distance from their
mother, for their alliances too are in the present, and are self-attained. This
constellation might throw a light on the prominent place the wife of AbderÝ
rahmane Ould Bakkar takes in the two narratives presented. In the settings
described, she is the only person whom he can entirely trust and rely on.



ß
ß
ß



ßßßßßßßßß113
ß
ß
ß

Chapter 4
The Demography of Western Saharan Slavery

An aspect of bà̧z.a̧n slavery deserving particular attention is the demographic
significance of slaves in bà̧z.a̧n society. Availabledata on the slave trade in the
western Sudan strongly suggests an increase in slave sales towards the interior
of Africa subsequent to the closing of the Atlantic trade and new waves of
enslavement in the course of several gö iha¸ds. Bà̧z.a̧n, strongly involved in the
trans-Saharan slave trade, and having a significant resource Ä salt Ä at their
disposal, entered the trade in slaves along the desert-edge and across the
Sahara, and acquired slaves on a new scale. The use of slaves within the
western Sahara varied according to a wide range of variables. Demographic
data underscores the assumption that h.assa̧n and zwa̧ya had different
interests inslaves, andconsequently acquired them in different numbers and
for different purposes. As demographic material differentiating between men
and women at the desert-edge is scarce and elusive, hypotheses on gender
differentials between su¸da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n are difficult to prove with regard to
historical times. Colonial records and contemporary demographic data,
collected in a number of villages in the region of Achram-Diouk, and
focusing on status as well as sex, however, provide insights into how relations
of power affected, and continue to affect su¸da̧n women differently from
su̧da̧n men.

Africa and the Slave Trades

Expressing the significance of African slavery and slave trade in numbers is a
difficult, but crucial undertaking in the attempt to gain a proper understandÝ
ing of the impact this practice of social deprivation had on African societies.
Difficulties in such an approach arise for numerous reasons.African slavery
and slave trade was not a monolithic system, but composed of different,
partially overlapping and interdependent elements. Many African societies Ä
though not all Ä practisedslavery, andslavery itself, though sharing major
common features, was subject to highly varying practices. The use of slaves
could range from a marginal to a predominant characteristic of the society
concerned. The African slaves' conditions varied too. In some cases they
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Table 1Ú Estimations of Atlantic, Oriental and Inner-African Slave Trade

ß Estimates (thousands)

ß
Destination

aManning
(1500-1900)

bManning cAusten
(1500-1900)

dAusten
(650-1910/20)

Atlantic 12,000 10,000 11,500 ß

Orient 6,000 5,000 6,700 17,000

Africa 8,000 15,000 ß ß

ßßßßdead in Africa 4,000 ß ß ß

a: Manning (1990bÚ 257).
b: Manning (1990aÚ 171). Unfortunately there is no information regarding the time-

span covered by this estimate.
c: Calculation of the slaves traded into the three trade systems from about 1500 to

1900 on the basis of data provided by Ralph A. Austen (1981Ú 136), which
corrected former estimates upwards (cf. Austen 1979Ú 65ff.). More recently the
volume of the so-called ©Islamicª slave trade (trans-Saharan, Red Sea, and Swahili
Coast) was corrected downwards (cf. Austen 1992Ú 229, 235).

d: Austen (1981Ú 136). While trans-Saharan trade according to this estimate ended in
1910, the Red Sea and Swahili Coast trade continued until 1920.

lived much like their masters,while at the other extreme they had to work on
plantations. As using slaves depended on having the means to acquire them,
African slavers depended on an inner-African slavesupply. Both war and
trade were sources of newslaves. Throughout WestAfrica, a trade network
developed. Communities which specialised in the trade with slaves and other
commodities were supplied by warriors specialised in living off the producÝ
tion of this human commodity. Although they concentrated entirely on the
inner-African market, the development of this association of trading and
raiding societies cannot be explained without reference to external incentives
and influences. Africans not only became slaves of other Africans, but also
constituted the stock traded to two other major regions of slave useÚ the

1Americas and the Arab-Oriental world.
ßßßThe question to what extent the Atlantic slave trade and the subsequent
population drainage, or else inner-African factors contributed to Africa's
current underdevelopment is a highly sensitive issue given its political
connotations, and is until today disputed among scholars (cf. Klein 1990;
Manning 1990a,b; M'Bokolo 1998; Rauzduel 1998). One important means to
apprehend the dimensions of the distinct but interconnected slave trades are
estimates of the number of slaves traded. These figures, although still
tentative, and equally subject to theoretical assumptions, make it possible not
only to differentiate between internal and external factors, but to unravel the
dynamics arising out of the interaction between the distinct slave trade
systems (cf. Tableß1).
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ßßßThe numbers estimated for the three major trade destinations, the Atlantic,
the Arab-Islamic Orient, and the sub-Saharan African continent, are subject
to different levels of error tolerance. While the estimates of the Atlantic trade
proved to be quite robust, and rely on a number of sources (cf. Curtin 1975a,
b; Richardson 1989), they are already much more spurious for the Oriental
trade, where evidence is generated both directly and indirectly (cf. Austen
1981, 1992). The African trade in fact is almost undocumented, and the few
estimates provided by Patrick Manning (1990a,b) therefore remain contested.
Despite these many limitations, the numbers presented in Tableß1reveal
that all three slave trades were of significantsize. The transatlantic slave
trade, rather short-lived and with a major peak between 1700 and 1850, drew
about twelve million Africans off the continent. Although the estimates of
the Oriental trade are less certain, evidence is strong enough to state that a
number of slaves,comparable to those of the Atlantic trade, were brought
from sub-Saharan Africa to the north of the continent and southern Asia.
This continuous flow continued over a long time-span from 650 to 1900, and
only came to a peak during the nineteenthcentury. The average annual rate
of slaves entering the Atlantic and Oriental trade thus differed considerably;
24.7ßthousand slaves taken to the Americas per year opposed to 13.4
thousand transported annually to North Africa, the Near East, the Red Sea

2and South Asia (cf. Austen 1981Ú 136; Manning 1990aÚ 83). Slavery and the
slave trade within sub-Saharan Africa probably preceded the Oriental trade,
but had many different configurations.
ßßßThe scholarly debate on this topic focuses on the impact external factors,
i.e. the Atlantic and Oriental trade, had on African societies, and hence
African slavery. Patrick Manning's computer simulation of African demogÝ
raphy suggests the strong impact the Atlantic slave trade had on the evoluÝ
tion of the population of the western African coast, while the oriental slave
trade, mainly fed by the Savannah and Horn, only slowed down population
growth. While these estimates have some plausibility with regard to the
overall number of slaves and population development, they nevertheless rely
heavily on several theoretical, and hence debatable assumptions used to build
the simulation model, and fail to explain the many variations in the slaves' sex
ratio and the regional variations of slave density occurring within the

3time-span observed (cf. Klein 1992Ú 39ff.; Manning 1990aÚ 81ff.).
ßßßTracking theinterdependencies between the distinct slave trade systems
and African slavery from the desert-edge perspective of the western Sahara is
fascinating because the region was involved in both the trans-Saharan and the
Atlantic slave trade, and was a destination of the African slave trade as well.
The trade of slaves from sub-Saharan Africa might have antedated the Islamic

thßconquest of North-Africa from 667ßAD on, but only from the 11 century
does direct evidence of slave trade on the western Saharan route, linking the
western Sudan and Morocco exist (cf. Austen 1981Ú 31). This route, however,
although better documented than those to the east which were less involved
in the gold trade, was never the most important in the trans-Saharan slave
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trade. Slave caravans leaving Timbuktu, which was for a long time the major

4slave market in the western Sudan, and heading to the markets of the north,
could choose one of several trajectories. For those caravans leaving for
Morocco, one major route passed through the trade towns of the Mauritanian
Adrar (cf. Schroeter 1992Ú 188). From there slaves could either be sold into
the bà̧z.a̧n slave markets, or be transported further north to the Oued Noun
and the major Moroccan slave markets,like Marrakech. The network
character of the trans-Saharan trade, in which commodities were traded along
a multitude of trade routes intersected by entrep“ts of varying importance,

5and operated by short as well as long-distance traders, adds a further
difficulty to the elaboration of estimates of the number of slaves traded in
this context. Although still tentative, available data nevertheless is instructive
as it shows that the trade in slaves from the western Sudan towards Morocco

thßevolved dynamically. While during the 18 century about 2,000ßslaves per
year were brought to the latter destination on various traderoutes, their

thßnumber grew during most of the first half of the 19 century to 3,000ßslaves
and rose after a period of decline in trade to 5,000ßslaves per year from

61876-1895 (cf. Austen 1992Ú 227).
ßßßThe western Saharans' direct involvement in the Atlantic slave trade was of
minor importance. Annually about 1,000ßslaves were transported from the
western Sudan to the isle of Arguin, where the Portuguese (and their succesÝ

thßsors) ran a trade post from the middle of the 15 century on, which in many
aspects still paralleled the trans-Saharan trade. Later Arguin fell into decline
and frequently changed possessors. Its role was taken over by Saint-Louis,
which was founded in 1659 and gained in importance from the early

thß18 century on (cf. Ca da Mosto 1967Ú 17f.; Lovejoy 1983Ú 35; Ruf 1995Ú
96ff., 107). In fact the post at Arguin had only tapped the western trans-SaÝ
haran trade route running from the western Sudan through the Mauritanian
Adrar northwards to the Oued Noun (cf. McDougall 1992Ú 61), as well as the
coastal route linking the Mauritanian Adrar (the departing point for the trade

7with Morocco), and Senegambia. Although in no way opposed to selling
Africans across the Atlantic, and actively engaged in selling slaves to the
French colony (cf. Saugnier/Brisson [1792] 1969Ú 270), the bà̧z.a̧n commitment
to the Atlantic trade remained marginal compared to the volume of the
western Saharan slave trade and the numbers of slaves traded in Saint-Louis.
This pattern persisted until the end of the Atlantic slave trade. The few slaves
bà̧z.a̧n occasionally sold to Saint-Louis seem to have been largely the spin-off
from their trade in slaves on the coastal route, and on the way to Morocco
(cf. Webb 1995Ú 89; Curtin 1975aÚ 183). Throughout the era of the Atlantic
slave trade in Saint-Louis, the Senegal River remained the major route linking
the town with the slave-producing areas of the interior. Price differentials
between Saint-Louis and the river were so high that the slave traders first
established temporary, fortified posts along the river (e.g. at Podor and
upriver in the region of Gajaaga), where in order to cut costs, the slaves were
acquired and stocked until the ships were able to go upriver. Subsequent to
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1730 this pattern of trade was replaced by direct trading with African
middlemen (cf. Curtin 1975aÚ 174f., Searing 1993Ú 59f.).
ßßßThe marginal role the bà̧z.a̧n had in the slave trade to Saint-Louis is largely
due to the specific economy and ecology of the Senegalvalley, which in some
areas resembles much a riverine oasis. Already a short time after the Atlantic
slave trade had started in the area, only a minority of slaves traded to this
destination came from the coastal area and the states of the middle and upper

8Senegal River (e.g. Fuuta Tooro and Gajaaga). The major zones of enslaveÝ
ment had already moved east to the Bambara states of Segu and Kaarta

thßduring the 18 century, thus creating new east-west slave trade networks
which were most prominently run by juula communities, and to some extent
by bà̧z.a̧n from the Hodh too (cf. McDougall 1995Ú 224). With the establishÝ
ment of the Atlantic trade much of the lower Senegal River valley moved into
new patterns of trade and production. The need to feed the slaves in the
various entrep“ts, together with demand from Saint-Louis, caused a market
for local provisions like grain to develop. These exchanges,realised by means
of imported commodities, added to already established relations of exchange

9between agriculturists of the valley and pastoral nomads of the north. This
development created in many of the riverine areas a demand for labour
leading the region to import rather than export slaves (cf. Searing 1993Ú29ff.;

1060f.). The tendency towards an increase in the region's production and
exchange was reinforced with Saint-Louis not only having a demand for
grain but also other local products, of which gum arabic was the most
important. This commodity, obtained from the Acacia senegaltree, rapidly
became a crucial resource in the developing European textile industry, and

thßhence in the early 19 century grew to be the city's major trade item, thus
11overtaking even the slave trade. Within this evolving trade, more valuable

than the slave trade had ever been, the bà̧z.a̧n were the most important
12suppliers (cf. Curtin 1975aÚ 216f.).

Saharans in the Senegal River Valley
ßßßThroughout the centuries in focushere, the political topography of the
lower and middle Senegal River valley remained fragmented into Wolof and
Fulbe states on the left bank and the Trarza and Brakna emirates on the right
bank. All of these profited from the increase in trade. Tolls were levied on the
slave traders,especially by the left bank rulers, and local commodities
exchanged against import products ranging from iron bars to guns and cloth
(cf. Searing 1993Ú 72). The evolution of new patterns of trade and production,
constantly rearranged by shifts in the major export commodities, laid the
material basis for a continued struggle over the political structure of the
region. James Webb, arguing from a long-time perspective of ecological
degradation in the north, interprets the increasing bà̧z.a̧n hegemony the valley

thßexperienced in the course of the 18 century as an outcome of a general
southward movement of the Saharans (cf. Webb 1995).
ßßßLooked at moreclosely, thepolitical history of the valley proves difficult to
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Table 2Ú Slave Exports from Senegambia to the Atlantic, 1700-1800

ß Estimates

Period Lovejoy Richardson

1700-10 18,400 a22,230

1711-20 30,900 36,260

1721-30 22,500 52,530

1731-40 26,200 57,210

1741-50 25,000 35,000

1751-60 22,500 30,100

1761-70 14,400 27,590

1771-80 12,400 24,400

1781-90 22,100 15,240

1791-1800 7,000 18,320

Totals 201,400 336,880

Estimates are based on Lovejoy (1983Ú 50); Richardson (1989Ú 17).
a: Richardson makes use of a different chronology (1700-09, etc.). This was ignored,

for the change does not significantly affect the comparison.

fit into a unidirectional scheme. A first attempt to expand Saharan hegemony
to the south and well into the Senegal valley had already occurred in the

thßsecond half of the 17 century. In the war of Bubba (Ñurr Bubba, ca. 1645-
75), as it later was called, Na¸s.ir al-Dà̧n tried to spread a revival of Islam, by
uniting the community of Muslims and ending tribal and political fragmentaÝ
tion, both to the north and to the south of the river Senegal. At first the
movement quickly gained adherents among Saharans, and popular support in
the south where to missionaries were sent. These successes and the moveÝ
ment's aim of interfering with secular administration raised resistance among
established chiefs and leaders. Na¸s.ir al-Dà̧n responded by shifting to military
action. He declared a göiha̧d in accordance with legal guidelines (cf. Gomez
1985Ú 548), and deposed several western Sudaneserulers, among them those
of Fuuta, Kajoor and Waalo. They were replaced most often by people both
loyal to the movement and affiliated to the former leading dynasties. The
reformers' influence was secured by surrounding the new leaders with a staff
of advisors from the zwa̧ya elite. When after his successes in the south Na¸s.ir
al-Dà̧n turned back to the north and tried to expand his power there, military
resistance grew further. A number of h.assa̧n groupings, but zwa̧ya too,
opposed the reformer's claims. The balance of power shifted, and Na̧s.ir

13al-Dà̧n was killed in battle in 1674. Several successors to his office tried to
maintain the already vanishing movement, which was defeated definitively in
1677 (cf. Curtin 1971Ú 14ff.).
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ßßßLittle is known about the initial reasons leading to Ñurr Bubba. One
explanation might be an ecological crisis at thetime, a supposition gaining
some plausibility from southward migration processes of Saharan populaÝ
tions and millennial undertones within the reform movement (cf. Curtin
1971Ú 16; Ould Cheikh 1985aÚ 852ff., 1991aÚ 200ff.). Boubacar Barry (1972)
was the first to embed the conflict in the wider context of Senegal valley
economics and politics, and suggested that it was the result of the incipient
competition between trans-Saharan and Atlantic trade. Subsequently several
scholars have questioned this interpretation as presenting too neatly an
opposition between French and African trade. What remains is the evidence
of nascent French economic interests in thevalley, developing precisely at
that time. The report of the contemporary observer Chambonneau (cf.
Ritchie 1968) gives a detailed account of how Na¸s.ir al-Dà̧n aimed to install
himself as the major intermediary among all parties involved in trade in the
valley, rather than using his power of control in order to interrupt exchanges,
including the trade in slaves. Themovement incited by Na̧s.ir al-Dà̧n thus can
be seen as a first attempt to construct a unified political entity cross-cutting
the diverse ethnic and political entities of the Senegal Rivervalley, and take
control of its emerging economic and trading potential (cf. Ruf 1995Ú 108-

14115).
ßßßWhile the reformist movement failed to alter social structures on the left
bank, the conflict contributed to the building of new patterns of zwa̧ya and
h.assa̧n identity, aswell as to new patterns of relationships among these groups

15in the Gebla (cf. Ould Cheikh 1985aÚ 535). The century following the event
witnessed an increase of bà̧z.a̧n influence in thevalley. Both the Trarza and
the Brakna emirate managed to expand their area of hegemony further southÚ
partly by the power to prey upon their southern neighbours, but more often

16by a variety of alliances, they secured themselves a more direct control over
several of the region's major grain producing areas. The aim was twofold.
The agricultural resources provided a crucial complement to the pastoral
nomads' animal-based diet, and geopolitical dominance secured to a large
extent control of the trade running through the valley. However, as RayÝ
mond Taylor (1997) has convincingly argued, this socio-political evolution
was paralleled by a rise of internal conflicts. The authority of the âmà̧r and
h.assa̧n chiefs became undermined, as they were less and less able to develop
their hegemony among the many local groups which once constituted their
dependents. The latter gained in power once they were able to tighten their
grip on local economic resources, and to exploit h.assa̧n dependency on allies

17in the many factional rivalries (cf. Taylor 1997Ú 149-194). Bà̧z.a̧n predomiÝ
nance in the valley and on the left bank, which had already become more

thßfragile during the first half of the 19 century, virtually ended with the
French expansion in Senegal, which started in 1855 when Waalo was conquerÝ
ed under the rule of Governor Faidherbe (in office from 1854-61, 1864-65;
cf. Taylor 1997Ú 197).
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Origins and Numbers of Western Saharan Slaves
ßßßCompared to the evidence of bà̧z.a̧n contribution and involvement in the
oriental and Atlantic slave trade, little is known about the origin of the
western Saharanslaves.Speculations have often focused on the question
whether the bà̧z.a̧n appropriated the majority of their slaves via the slave
market, by slave raiding, or by the submission of a preceding strata of black
agriculturists. Given the large number of slaves traded through the western
Sahara, and given the large number of slaves and h.ara̧t.à̧n within bà̧z.a̧n society,
the following statement of Abdel Wedoud Ould Cheikh sums up the most
probable point of viewÚ

C'est, me semble-t-il, au commerce et non, comme on l'entend parfois
dire, … la razzia, qu'il faut imputer, pour l'essentiel, la pr‚sence au sein de
la soci‚t‚ maure d'une large communaut‚ d'esclaves et d'anciens esclaves.
ßßßCertes, il a d– y avoir de nombreux rapts isol‚s, et l'ins‚curit‚ entreÝ
tenue par la razzia maure chez les paysans noirs des r‚gions limitrophes de
leurs parcours a laiss‚ … cet ‚gard des souvenirs encore vivants. .ß.ß. Le
substrat de peuplement noir des r‚gions aujourd'hui d‚sertifi‚es Ä et
probablement parmi eux, surtout les Œlots de s‚dentarit‚ Ä, ainsi que le
commerce transsaharien, ont ‚t‚ les pourvoyeurs les plus importants des
nomades en esclaves. (Ould Cheikh 1993Ú 183)

This differentiated portrayal of bà̧z.a̧n slave origins is valuable, because it hints
at the fact that as the bà̧z.a̧n means to acquire slaves probably were not
uniform, the various slaves' conditions were not either. This view is conÝ
firmed by the analysis of the different slave occupations in bà̧z.a̧n society (cf.
chapter five). What nevertheless remains unresolved is the question how, and
in what numbers,slaves were acquired and distributed in the western Sahara.
As African slave populations, like most others, suffered from very low
fertility rates, and were frequently diminished by other spin-off effects, e.g.
by manumission, they were unable to reproduce themselves (cf. Klein 1983Ú

1873ff.; and 1992Ú 69, Meillassoux 1983Ú 51f.). To maintain a given slave
population, most African slave holders thus had constantly to acquire new
slaves. An evaluation based on rough population estimates for the late

thß18 century western Sahara provides the following numbersÚ of a total slave
population of about 41,750-55,667 slaves living along, and to the south and
south-east of theAdrar-Tagant axis, thenumbers of new slaves needed to
compensate for a net demographic loss of about two percent would have
been between 825-1,113 slaves per year. A higher net loss of five percent,
calculated on the same basis, would have needed an annual import of 2,087-

192,783 slaves (cf. Webb 1995Úß67).
ßßßCarefully as these numbers have to be treated due to their highly speculaÝ
tive nature, they nevertheless stress that considerable slave imports were
crucial, not only to constituting a slave population in the western Sahara, but
also to maintaining it. Slaves imported into the western Sahara originated

thßfrom a variety of sources.From at least the 14 century, desert and North



The Demography of Western Saharan Slaveryßßßßßßßß121
ß
ß
African horses were traded directly for slaves from the western Sudan. By
this time horses,which could not be bred and were short-lived in the Sahelian

20climate, had become a core element in Sudanese warfare. The horse and
slave trade was distinct from other trading activities, as horses were essential
to the raiding and capturing of slaves.Horses thus were both the means to
assure military supremacy, and toproduce new slaves to be exchanged for
new horses.Producing and exporting horses, on theother hand, due to this
rather rigid interlink, was driven by the interest in slaves, for thewarriors
largely lacked other commodities (cf. Webb 1995Ú 69f.). The number of slaves
traded according to this pattern was substantial. Cavalries in the western
Sudanese kingdoms numbered thousands, and pure Barbary horses often

thßcost 15ßslaves a piece. Late 17 century Waalo, with a cavalry of roughly
213,000ßhorses, thus exported an estimated 500ßslaves per year to the north.

ßßßA second major source of slaves were the western Sudanese and Saharan
trade networks. To acquire slaves, theSaharans had to offer commodities
needed, and largely lacking in the western Sudan. Desert salt was the most
important single item of this specialisedeconomy, which had developed

thß thßalready between the 9 and 12 centuries (cf. McDougall 1983). Unlike the
horse and slave trade, salt in many areas of the western Sudan became a
currency, andhence could easily be exchanged for all types of commoditiesÚ

22cloth, grain, slaves,gold, and many more. Slaves, however,were of major
interest to the desert merchants transporting salt from the desert mines and
entrep“ts to the trade towns of the western Sudan. High-value rock-salt was
produced in a few desert mines, and amersal, an earth-salt of minorquality,
was scraped from local salt ponds. Control over the resource was centralised,
and production could be adapted more easily to market fluctuations than
agricultural and pastoral production dependent of seasonal and climatic
variation. The centre of exchanges focusing on salt and slaves in the era of the
Segu Bambara State (1712-1861) lay in the trade towns of the Middle Niger
area, located at the southern end of eastern bà̧z.a̧n transhumanceroutes. The
trade thus fitted into, and was backed by the seasonal encounters Saharan
pastoralists had with local agriculturalists. Both groups exchanged compleÝ
mentary products like milk and dung on the one, and grain on the other hand

23(cf. McDougall 1992Ú62ff.; Roberts 1987Ú46ff.). The evolving trade netÝ
works were capable of persisting, and adapting to new circumstances because
they resulted from the composite of many interests,actors, and avariety of
commodities. Short distance local trade and trade from one caravan stop to
another was performed alongside highly specialised long-distance trade.
ßßßNumbering the evolution of bà̧z.a̧n slavery is possible only from the times
of colonisation on, as precolonial accounts give only a glimpse of the pheÝ

thßnomenon. According to one such account from a late 18 century observer,
slaves were so common throughout the western Sahara, that he noted ©An
Arab must be poor indeed, not to have at least one negro slaveª (Saugnier/
Brisson [1792] 1969Ú 99). Later visitors and explorers confirmed the stateÝ
ment. Slaves were numerous, and assigned a whole variety of occupations (cf.
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chapter five). Despite this apparently high level of slave population, several

thß thßfactors indicate that the 18 and 19 centuries witnessed a considerable
increase of bà̧z.a̧n slavery, or to bemore precise, the increase of relations of
dependency, many of which fit into a straightforward concept of slave
relations, while others tend to fit better into what could be called tributary
relations. Southward expansion of bà¸z.a̧n hegemony led to the integration of
many right bank and some left bank cultivators of the Senegal River valley
into relations of dependency with bà̧z.a̧n overlords. These relations were not
static, but were altered by the actors'agency. Whilemany groups were still
forced to pay considerable amounts of tribute, and to provide services to
their masters (sometimes tribute was paid to both bà̧z.a̧n and western SudaÝ
nese overlords), others managed to accumulate wealth, started to develop an
agro-pastoralist lifestyle, and became powerful and feared allies of their
former bà̧z.a̧n masters,rather than continuing to be their dependents. These
changes in status and lifestyle often took the shape of adopting a new ethnic
identity; black Africans of the valley became successively bà̧z.a̧n. Several bà̧z.a̧n
groups strongly involved in the western Sudanese trade became resident
there, began to integrate themselves into their host community too, and
hence managed to shift from ©whiteª to ©blackª (cf. Taylor 1997Ú68ff.; Webb

241995Ú 30, 35f.). Within the Sahara, these changes were less marked. Some
tributary groups managed to change their status as well, and a number of
groups called h.ara̧t.à̧n seem to have constituted themselves as sort of warrior
tributaries, or as skilled workmen too. In the case of the h.ara̧t.à̧n living in the
oasis, the basis of the tributary relations some h.ara̧t.à̧n groups lived in may
have been remnants of an initial ©better than slaveª status that had resulted
from the collective subjugation former indigenous cultivators had experiÝ
enced from nomadic pastoralists. But in the context of centuries of dominaÝ
tion, and with the inflow of manumitted slaves into thesegroups, thepolitics
of identity and dependency are likely to have evolved significantly. The
actual shape that the relations of dependency of either slaves and h.ara̧t.à̧n
took, resulted from an ongoing struggle, rather than being perpetuated past

25arrangements.
thßßßßIn the 19 century major political events reframed the topography of

political and military power in the Sahelian belt of West Africa. The göiha¸d of
Uthman dan Fodio in the first years of the century in the central Sudan, and

26of al-Hajj Umar, who seized Segu in 1861, as well as the later wars of
Samori Ture (in the 1880s), shaped new patterns of increased, and professionÝ
alised, enslavement. Had the spirit of Muslim reform initially been a
guideline to at least the spiritual leaders of these movements, it soon deterioÝ
rated in the face of the need to maintain and equip thetroops. Slave raiding,
regardless of the Muslim or pagan origin of their prey, was the resource at
hand to pay off the bill for horses,imported firearms and thelike. While the
West African market became flooded with slaves, theAtlantic slave trade

thßwent into decline. Since the late 18 century abolitionist movements had
succeeded in having an increasing impact on their respective governments.



The Demography of Western Saharan Slaveryßßßßßßßß123
ß
ß
After a heavy decrease in the preceding decades, theslave trade on the
Senegambian coast came to an end in the 1840s. This however neither
stopped the use of slaves nor the trade in slaves on the continent. During
their conquest of West Africa, started by mid-century, the French participatÝ
ed actively in enslavement and slave trade. Slaves constituted the majority of
the French invasion army, and slave booty was used as a major reward for
theseforces. Theinternal slave trade was brought to an end only by the end
of the century when the conquest was accomplished (cf. Klein 1990Ú 241ff.;
Last 1974Ú 3ff.; Lovejoy 1983Ú154f.; Mahadi 1992Ú 114; Meillassoux 1986Ú
257ff.).

Assessing the Trade in Slaves
ßßßWhat remains controversial in the debate involving the evolution of
enslavement, slave trade, and slavery outlinedhere, is how to interpret the
interrelations between the different branches of the evolution portrayed, and
to some extent, the numbers of slaves involved. Patrick Manning (1990aÚ
140ff.) argues on the basis of price theory that the rapid decline in demand

thßfrom the Atlantic made slave prices drop in the course of the 19century.
The profitability of slave use within Africa thus grew, and incited internal
demand to compensate for the lost external demand. The second half of the

thß19 century, witnessing this evolution, became somewhat the heyday of
African slave societies, with their brilliant courts, vibrant trade and impresÝ
sive cities. Other scholars, however, deny that the end of the Atlantic trade
had such an impact on the interior slave trade, and consequently on the
evolution of prices there. The increase of slave use in the interior is interpretÝ
ed as being a result of internal factors, not externalones (cf. Lovejoy 1983Ú
154).
ßßßConfirmation of either point of view proves difficult. To evaluate the link
between Atlantic and internal trade, it should be pointed out that those slaves
who could no longer be sold to the Atlantic coast effectively entered the
interior market. This increase ofsupply, which according to the above-mentÝ
ioned hypothesis of Patrick Manning should have incited a considerable
drop in slave prices, is contradicted by data for the first half of the

thß19 century, which does not account for any such evolution, except for
short periods in some coastal areas (cf. Lovejoy/Richardson 1995Ú 279ff.,
285). Any comparison of prices, however, only indirectly indicates the
number of commodities traded. A whole set of reasons is possible for the
prices in the interior maintaining their level, e.g. a rise in internal demand
may have compensated for the decline in external demand. Far more illumiÝ
nating therefore are direct indications of the numbers and characteristics of
the slaves traded in the various directions. Most striking in this context is that
the Atlantic trade had preferences in slave gender complementary to the
Oriental, and most of the internal slave trade. About two thirds of the slaves
shipped from the African continent to the Americas between 1811-1866 were

27male (cf. Eltis 1987Ú 256). These preferences were well reflected by higher
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prices for slave men paid at the Atlantic coast. In the interior market, as well
as in the Oriental trade, prices for female slaves were most often higher than
for male slaves.Most marked was the differential for young women and men,
ranging between men costing 80ßpercent of the women's price and women
being four times as expensive as men. Commonly slave women cost between
a third and a half more than slave men, but differences became much less

28pronounced among older slaves (cf. Lovejoy/Richardson 1995Ú 279). These
indicators of slave gender preferences are substantiated by accounts enunciatÝ
ing that female slaves were more important than men both in the internal
and Oriental trade (where they made up two thirds of the slaves exported; cf.
Klein 1983Ú 72f.; Klein 1990Ú 240).
ßßßIt is by this complementary structure that the interior market and the trade
on the Atlantic coast became connected. Paul Lovejoy has calculated that
between 1805 and 1850 the number of slaves traded from the central Sudan to
the Atlantic coast can been estimated at 75,000-124,000slaves, ofwhom

2995ßpercent were prime males (cf. Lovejoy/Richardson 1995Ú 269). However,
what remains unexplored is what happened when this external demand for
prime male slaves broke down. As prices in the interior for male slaves stayed
low, profit from this trade, and hence interest in it, are likely to have been
marginal. It might have been this tendency that became a reason why free
men were slaughtered rather than enslaved during slave raids in the second

thßhalf of the 19 century. Such reports have often been used as a proof of the
slave markets' pronounced gender preferences, and consequently of female
slaves dominating within the internal and Oriental trade (Lovejoy/RichÝ
ardson 1995Ú 281ff.). Opening up this narrow focus provides a more
differentiated image. Preferences for femaleslaves,most clearly pronounced
with regard to young women and girls, did not withhold male slaves from the
market altogether. Those men massacred in the slave raids of the late

thß19 century were the free men, hence those most likely to resist enslaveÝ
ment. Slave men in the same event were simply captured and later resold
along with slave women and children, as well as free women and children.
Therefore the economy of slave raiding and trading depended not only on the
logic of demand andsupply, but on the patterns of production as well. From
this point of view, free men, in the eyes of the slave raiders and traders,seem
to have been more difficult to transform into slaves, i.e. tosubjugate to the

30will of slave masters, than women, children andslaves. Themarketability of
31slaves depended largely on their presumed mood and capabilities. Slaves

threatening their future masters with their propensity for running away, such
as ©the male slave calledk'etara shimgeÄ `the one who crosses the fence' Ä
because of his great height and strengthª (Dunbar 1977Ú 162, original emphaÝ
sis) only attracted poorprices. Theywere a headache for the traders too, who
often put them into chains to prevent flight.
ßßßSlave use was another determinant of slaveprices.Several authors note that
slave prices in the interior of West Africa rose in those regions where either
agricultural or artisanal production became a major domain of slave use,
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especially in the course of the increased commodity production during the

thß19 century. Demand for slave men, and consequently prices paid for them
on the slave markets, arelikely to have risen too, as slave men were needed

32for the emerging new sectors (cf. Klein 1983Ú 72). The rather one-sided
price differential between slave women and men reported from the interior of
West Africa therefore might be a result of contemporary observers focusing

33largely on the export market, namely the prices paid in the Oriental trade.
thßIn 19 century Damagaram, in the south of today's Republic of Niger, slave

prices varied according to market location, and hence the assumed destinaÝ
tion of the slaves. While inoriginal Damagaram, where agricultural producÝ
tion relied heavily on slave labour, adult slave men attracted higher prices
than women, the latter were much more expensive in Zinder, one of the
major export markets frequented by Tuareg involved in the trans-Saharan
slave trade, and renowned for its preference in slave women (cf. Dunbar
1977Ú 161f.).
ßßßIncreased demand for slave men nevertheless did not necessarily alter a
trade pattern favouring femaleslaves. Thesoldiers of the western Sudanese
slave armies are reported to have been rewarded for their services with slave
women, who were supposed not only to serve the soldiers, but to cultivate

34for them Ä and hence to feed them (cf. Klein 1983Ú 80ff.). Many of the slave
men living in slave settlements and paying their masters fixed agricultural
tributes, lived together with slave women (cf. Meillassoux 1983Ú 59ff.).
ßßßGiving a slave man a woman was always a means for the master to secure
the goodwill of the former. The aim of breeding slaves is likely to have been
part of the masters' strategy too. An overall low fertility among slave women,

 35and the negative growth which many slave populations experienced,
provide no rationale for the individual master to dismiss this option altogethÝ
er. These numbers only underline that there were few slave children, or else
that few slave children survived, and not that there were no slave children at
all. Again market conditions are likely to have influenced the masters'

thßinterests. During the 19 century slave prices were low, so low that acquiring
slaves on the market was less expensive than breeding them (cf. Meillassoux
1986Ú 285ff.). The end of the slave trade during the first years of the

thß20 century altered this situation. Now masters had to rely almost exclusiveÝ
ly on biological reproduction to obtain new slaves. This rationale,manifest in
present day strategies of manumission, is very well expressed by the stateÝ
ment that a slave master would be crazy to manumit his female slave, for this
act would entail giving up not only the rights in her person, but in all her
children (Khalifa Ould Kebab).
ßßßIn conclusion on the historical evolution of bà̧z.a̧n slave demography two
major hypotheses remain, although the scarcity of data leaves much room for
contestation (cf. McDougall 1995). Gender preferences of pastoral bà̧z.a̧n slave
masters involved in domestic slavery are likely to have matched those of their
western Sudanese fellows, which means they opted for the acquisition of

 36slave women rather than slave men. Contradicting patterns nevertheless are
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likely to have occurred. Wherever the production of marketable goods, such
as gum arabic, dates, and grain, as well as the organisation of caravan trade
became a major concern, male slave labour was to be employed on a larger
scale. The rise of these different economic sectors within the Sahara and at

thßthe desert's edge throughout the 19century, together with the low prices for
male slaves on the slave markets, therefore are likely to have fuelled the
diversification of bà̧z.a̧n pastoral economy into different, complementary
branches linked by master-slave relations. Slavery became the most promiÝ
nent means to organise both social hierarchy and economic specialisation. In
this respect, slavery easily fitted into a social landscape marked by a multiÝ
tude of relations of dependency,such as patron-client ties, spiritual leaderÝ
ship, and military supremacy. Thesepatterns of social hierarchy provided a
framework which enabled slave masters to draw analogies between the
various relations of dependency,including slavery. Neverthelessslaves, and
to a large extent slave descendants, remained apart from the social body.
Analogical reasoning saved the masters from confusing dependents of free
and slave status.

Numbering Su̧da̧n

While the foregoing paragraph tried to elucidate the demographic importance
of bà̧z.a̧n slavery in historic times, the present one focuses on the recent past,
and contemporary data. The last official Mauritanian population inquiry to
publish numbers distinguishing bà̧z.a̧n and su¸da̧n goes back to 1965. Then the
bà̧z.a̧n were estimated to make up 70-60ßpercent, and the su¸da̧n at 30-
40ßpercent of only the bà̧z.a̧n society, i.e. theMauritanian population without
the black African ethnic groups. More detailed numbers can be deducted
from a survey of the literate (either Arabic or French) population older than
twelve years. According to these estimations h.assa̧n make up 15ßpercent of bà̧Ý
z.a̧n society, zwa̧ya 36ßpercent, zna̧ga 5ßpercent, and artisans (igga̧wen and
ma^alimà̧n) 2ßpercent. The su¸da̧n together constitute 42ßpercent, with h.ara̧t.à̧n
representing about 29, and slaves 13ßpercent of the total bà̧z.a̧n population (cf.
De Chassey 1984Ú 452f.; Davis 1997Ú 96).

The Colonial Records
ßßßFurther demographic information comes from the colonial period, when
the administration registered all inhabitants by both tribal and social affiliaÝ
tion. For the ©cercle du Hodhª in 1957 the su¸da̧n were estimated to make up
49ßpercent of the total population. The further south bà̧z.a̧n tribes lived, the
more su̧da̧n were attached to them. While the almost completely sedentarised
Awla̧ d Mbarek consisted to about 80ßpercent of su¸da̧n, a northern, small

37camel-rearing fraction of the Idebussa¸t. had only a share of 11ßpercent su¸da̧n.
Data on the population of the whole Assaba region from 1950 presents a
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more balanced relation. Here 45,265 (68ßpercent) bà̧z.a̧n live together with

3821,252 (32ßpercent) su¸da̧n (cf. Munier 1952Ú 40).
ßßßFor the region under study here a fairly complete inventory of population
in the district of Moudj‚ria in 1950, which covers a large part of the area of
Achram-Diouk, offers very detailed insights (cf. Tableß3).Among the local
tribes, the su̧da̧n make up an average of 33ßpercent. Inner-regional variation,
however, is strong, ranging from 14ßpercent su¸da̧n among the Kunta Awla̧d Sà̧di
HaiballaßI to 62ßpercent in the adabay of Moudj‚ria. Another significant
characteristic is the rather low percentage of 26 and 27ßpercent su¸da̧n in the
tribal groups of the Abakak and Kunta, compared to 39 and 47ßpercent su¸da̧n
among the Tarkoz and Messu̧ma. One explanation might be that the latter
two are zwa̧ya tribes, anumber of which are known to have relied more
heavily on slave labour in the past than their h.assa̧n fellows (e.g. the Idaw^I¸Ò
Abakak). The limited range of this explanatory scheme, however, becomes
apparent, once the exceptions to it are taken into account. The Kunta,
although having only a very low percentage of su¸da̧n in their midst, do not fit
into the status category of either h.assa̧n or zwa¸ya properly, but have gained a
reputation for both groups' virtues alike. On the one hand there are tribal
traditions drawing heavily on the religious prestige of their eponymous
ancestors which allow the group to be commonly classified as zwa¸ya (cf.
Withcomb 1975, Batran 1979). On the other hand, besides these roots of
piety and learning, the Kunta were a major actor in the military confrontaÝ
tions of the last few centuries. In this, much like the Ahel Sà¸di Mah.mu̧d of
the Assaba and Hodh (cf. Villasante-de Beauvais 1997Ú 592ff.), they gained a

39reputation for zwa̧ya and h.assa¸n virtues alike.
ßßßEven more pronounced is the demographic imbalance occurring between
su̧da̧n men and women, with the latter making up as much as 58ßpercent of the
total su̧da̧n population. Variation among the individual tribal fractions is
strong again, and ranges from a sex ratio of 71 to 49ßpercent women, again a
constellation that cannot be explained consistently in terms of the assumed
patterns of h.assa̧n or zwa¸ya master-slave relations. The great number of
su̧da̧n women is the more surprising, as the data concerns population patterns
almost five decades after the slave trade came to an end, which also meant the
end of the option to buy slaves according to gender preferences, and hence to
be able to create a bias in the sex ratio of the slave population. The most
feasible explanation for the greater numbers of su¸da̧n women is an already
manifest outmigration of su̧da̧n men while su̧da̧n women continue to remain
behind with the bà̧z.a̧n. This evolution was noted already by colonial adminisÝ
trator Gabriel F‚ral (1983Ú 138), who ruled the Assaba district successively
during the 1940s and 1950s. In several cases bà̧z.a̧n even continued to enlist
slaves in the colonial registers who had left them long before, for admitting
this fact would have meant dishonour to them.
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40Table 3Ú Population in the Moudj‚ria District, 1950

ßß

bà̧z.a̧n su̧da̧n

Total population
ß
ß
tribe
fraction

Men
Women

Children
Total

Men
Women

Children
Total

ß share
su̧da̧n/
total
pop.

share
su̧da̧n

women/ß
su̧da̧n

Abakak
Ahel Soueid
Ahmed

459 439 387 1,285 94 145 103 342 1,627 21% 61%

Ahel Soueid
Baba

91 103 111 305 42 49 58 149 454 33% 54%

Aoueissiat
Mama

60 61 58 179 25 32 22 79 258 31% 56%

Aoueissiat
Hamoud

88 51 98 277 19 43 44 111 388 29% 69%

Legouanit 163 142 191 496 40 63 68 171 667 26% 61%
Oulad Ely
N'Tounfas

278 244 179 701 114 142 58 314 1,015 31% 55%

Total Abakak 1,139 1,040 1,024 3,243 334 474 353 1,166 4,409 26% 59%

Kounta
Haiballa I 466 446 450 1,362 74 84 59 217 1,579 14% 53%
Haiballa II 52 63 55 170 17 26 17 60 230 26% 60%
Oulad El Bah 108 106 105 319 12 29 18 59 378 16% 71%
Oulad
Tenakayas

190 214 198 602 52 65 73 190 792 24% 56%

Ask‚ras 69 56 67 192 47 46 61 154 346 45% 49%
Ahel Elewa 79 74 97 250 21 25 36 82 332 25% 54%
Legraiers 55 59 69 183 62 84 95 241 424 57% 58%
A. Mhmd. Ould
Sidi Elemine

83 71 125 279 10 20 18 48 327 15% 67%

Zenaktas 208 214 152 574 76 99 96 271 845 32% 57%
Oulad Sidi
Ahmed Bouhjar

64 78 32 174 57 56 71 184 358 51% 50%

Total Kounta 1,374 1,381 1,350 4,105 428 534 544 1,506 5,611 27% 56%

Torkoz
Oulad Sidi
Ahmed

340 338 361 1039 140 197 262 599 1,638 37% 58%

Leghouareb 204 149 124 477 95 151 114 360 837 43% 61%
Sidi Reyoug 147 120 128 395 54 115 97 266 661 40% 68%
Total Torkoz 691 607 613 1,911 289 463 473 1,225 3,136 39% 62%

Messouma
Moctar 101 78 57 236 63 94 102 259 495 52% 60%
Hamady 88 75 77 240 52 64 53 169 409 41% 55%
Total Mess. 189 153 134 476 115 158 155 428 904 47% 58%

Isolated
Adabaye
Moudj‚ria

63 82 84 229 105 140 134 379 608 62% 57%

Ahel Cheikh
Ould Meni

216 193 140 549 147 160 142 449 998 45% 52%

Ahel Obat 122 105 70 297 78 112 72 262 559 47% 59%

TOTAL 3,794 3,561 3,415 10,810 1,496 2,041 1,873 5,415 16,225 33% 58%
Total 1947 3,589 3,598 2,968 10,155 1,420 2,040 1,778 5,283 15,393 34% 59%
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ßßßIt could be asked whether the figures provided by colonial documents
might be put in question for being biased. Indeed the administrative populaÝ
tion registers were developed for the purpose of colonial rule and did often
not rely on inquiries on the ground, but depended on information from local
chiefs. Nevertheless the data from 1950 seems to be quite accurate, as it
reflects knowledge generated and confirmed over several decades of colonial
administration. Questions remain with regard to the correct appreciation of
sex-ratios among su¸da̧n. It might be supposed that administrators interested

41above all in the tax on livestock failed to assess scrupulously the population
in some independent adwaba, i.e. su¸da̧n agricultural settlements. There su¸da̧n
men might have had less reason for migration than while living among bà̧z.a̧n.
The data available on the adabay of Moudj‚ria (subsumed under the ambiguÝ
ous category of ©isolatedª tribal groups), however do not confirm such a
hypothesis. While this settlement, developing around the local French
administrative residence, offered the largest employment opportunities to
male workers, i.e. su̧da̧n men throughout the region, the sex ratio among the
numerous su̧da̧n living there was most close to the average sex ratio of all
other tribal groups (57 versus 58 percent). Sex ratios in rural adwaba expeÝ
riencing even more control by the bà̧z.a̧n therefore are unlikely to have

42contradicted the patterns found in Moudj‚ria. Within this context it seems
noteworthy to hint at the opposite imbalance among the bà̧z.a̧n, where the
men, in contrast to what might be expected, slightly outnumber the women.
Although the administrative register cannot be regarded as a source attentive
to migrational movements and therefore might underestimate their number,
it has to be reminded that the data from 1950 presents a situation hardly to

43compare with the present one. Today the Mauritanian rural hinterland has
become characterised by men of all social strata emigrating to the urban
centres and above all women, elders and children staying back home.
ßßßThe data of 1950 is most accurate in the sense of being an exhaustive census
of the district's population by means of registering every inhabitant as a
member of one tribe or fraction. It is therefore able to limit the distortions
arising from a territorially-based assessment of population data, which would
cross-cut these territorially mobile social entities of nomadicsociety. This
advantage is opposed by the difficulty of constructing and maintaining a
©tribeª as a fixed unit of observation. The bà̧z.a̧n qabà̧la not only used to
change its territory of nomadisation, but size and memberships too, thus

44challenging the records. Finally the heavy migrational movements triggered
off by the droughts of the recent decades,concentrating about one third of
the national population in the capital Nouakchott, brought an end to both
the further viability and practicability of this method of gathering population

45data.

Contemporary Rural Population
ßßßIn the quest for an estimate of the importance the various status groups
have in contemporary rural areas eleven villages and neighbourhoods of one
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big village were studied to gather data for something akin to a census of these
socially heterogeneous settlements. The results presented in Tableß4 are
unconventional in so far as they do not rely on interviews with all the people
concerned. Given the sensitivity of the information required most crucially Ä
namely servile and dependent status Ä a large-scale, open inquiry focusing on
this topic would have firstly been a vain effort due to false information by the
respondents. Second, and much moreseriously, any such procedure would
have raised resistance and opposition to further cooperation with my work.
Third, as much of the population is still highly mobile, wandering around
various fields and village-basedhouses,moving to pastures, and migrating
seasonally to thecities, inquiry on the ground, seeking a nominal population,
incurs further serious problems. Information therefore was gathered from
several paid informants, who in many cases in turn sought assistance among
further informants. The result was census data based on the number of
households considered to be permanently settled by the informants. The
depth of information yielded by the informants varied strongly from one case
to the other. Several informants withdrew their initial consent to the project,
others limited their information so as to avoid touching on any sensitive
matter. This happened in one third of the total projected case studies.Data in
the remaining eleven cases varies too, due to the informants' differing ability
and willingness to provide information. Figures are most accurate for male
householdchiefs,while women's status failed to be indicated in several cases,
or available data remained superficial. In these cases the more ambitious goals
of research were abandoned rather then forcing the male informants to
release information they were apparently less ready to provide, and in some
cases obviously less familiar with. Nevertheless in a number of cases suppleÝ
mentary data concerning various aspects like property in land and animals,
migration and children could be gathered and provided valuable background
information.
ßßßDepicting status categories in a matrix as in Tableß4seems to contradict
a perception of these as dynamic social constructs, emerging in social and
economic interaction, and thus to give a static description of bà̧z.a̧n social
hierarchy Ä an image which was hardly ever appropriate, and completely
disregards the actual diffusion into new meanings of many sociallabels.
Indeed one might argue that distinguishing between̂ abà̧d and h.ara̧t.à̧n, and
additionally ©slaves liberated during their lifetimeª as is donehere, is futile,
for these people all share by and large the same situation. Most probably all
of them would describe themselves as h.ara̧t.à̧n to any outsider. Insiders on the
other hand continue to know personal histories, and thus origin and status in
many cases. While this knowledge is withheld in much of today's everyday
interaction, it is maintained for occasions where it might become important,
such as marriages. Another reason to maintain distinct categories is that
many h.ara̧t.à̧n insist on being a h.art.a̧ni by birth, and having no servile
predecessor, or as in some more dubious cases, to descend from a h.ara̧t.à̧n
grandfather. To many of these, it is of crucial importance to distinguish
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Table 4Ú Frequency of Status Group Members in Different Villages

ß
village sex

absent
^abà̧d

liberated
h.ara̧t.à̧n

zna̧ga
Òurva

zwa̧ya
h.assa¸n

aothers
missing Tot.

Achoueibir M 8 5 3 4 7 0 3 9 0 0 39

ß W 0 4 0 14 6 0 4 9 0 2 39

Hella M 39 14 3 37 16 7 14 33 10 5 178

ß W 2 29 6 39 26 3 15 33 16 9 178

Idabouzeid M 7 3 4 0 0 0 32 0 0 0 46

ß W 3 6 1 0 0 1 35 0 0 0 46

Achram I M 14 0 2 11 2 0 11 4 3 0 47

ß W 3 4 0 15 3 0 11 6 2 3 47

Achram II M 5 6 48 12 0 0 8 6 0 0 85

ß W 1 5 9 54 1 0 7 8 0 0 85

Achram III M 8 1 5 3 0 0 25 0 3 0 45

ß W 4 2 7 1 0 0 26 1 3 1 45

Leklewa M 12 8 16 26 0 1 16 0 0 0 79

ß W 5 19 20 14 0 0 14 0 1 6 79

Labde M 3 8 7 13 0 0 0 0 0 0 31

ß W 0 14 5 12 0 0 0 0 0 0 31

T‚jal M 13 12 15 15 0 0 0 0 0 1 56

ß W 0 40 9 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 56

Legned M 13 0 0 28 2 0 4 1 0 0 48

ß W 2 0 0 40 2 0 1 3 0 0 48

Leqraye M 2 0 27 1 0 0 46 46 7 2 131

ß W 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 129 131

Subtotal M 124 57 130 150 27 8 159 99 23 8 785

ß W 20 123 57 196 38 4 115 60 22 150 785

Total ß 144 180 187 346 65 12 274 159 45 158 1,570

a: igga̧wen, ma^alimà̧n and kwa¸r

themselves from those h.ara̧t.à̧n who acquired this status only recently, and in
correspondence to its folk etymology, meaning ©freed slaveª, especially if
doubts persist whether this was achieved via a formal act of manumission.
Trying to represent this distinction put forward by many interviewees, I will
introduce here the category of ©liberatedª, meaning people actually claiming
to be h.ara̧t.à̧n, but having achieved this status during their lifetime, i.e. not by
inheritance. This of course is an arbitrary distinction, as any manumitted
slave becomes h.ara̧t.à̧n. The aim is rather to give a hint at the pace of what
could be called ©h.art.a̧nisationª, the disappearance of people of formal slave
estate in recent times. Here again the data is to be treatedcautiously. While
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the informants frequently distinguished clearly between liberated and h.ara̧t.à̧n
as far as men were concerned, they did so much less often with regard to
women. These, if not classified asslaves, areoften directly subsumed under
the label h.ara̧t.à̧n, clearly representing the euphemistic use of this term
referring to all su̧da̧n, i.e. slaves,liberated and h.ara̧t.à̧n. In this respect the
numbers presented reveal the limitations of the data in some case studies
(especially Achoueibir, AchramßII), rather than slave women's achievements
in their struggle for social ascension. Another category quite uncommon in a
description of bà̧z.a̧n social hierarchy are the Òurva. While a tribal confederaÝ
tion of this name does exist, in this case the term is employed only for people
of proclaimed Òarà̧fian descent, disregarding affiliation to either h.assa̧n or

46zwa̧ya tribes.
ßßßThe study focuses on households, and hence ideally couples rather than
individuals. However, it should be noted that there are cases in which these
are led by only one person. This configuration is revealed by the category
©absentª, representing the men or women missing from the households. This
distinction shows that throughout all villages, many more women lead a
household on their own, and without support of a husband, than men do.
The overall number of 124 households lacking a man (vs. 20 lacking a
woman) constitutes about 16ßpercent of the total number of households. This
number is effectively still a low estimate of male absenteeism in the rural area.
It only recognises cases in which either member of the couple is deceased or

47divorced. Many men, however, are absent from home for long periods,
mainly in the dry hot season, or even permanently due to migration. The last
official national population census in 1988 thus witnessed a continuous rise
of female heads of households, with the average frequency being 25.3ßpercent
in rural households (maximum 39.1ßpercent in the rural sedentary settings)
and 36.8ßpercent in urban households (maximum of 45ßpercent in the squatter
areas of Nouakchott; cf. Davis 1997Ú 115; Simard 1996Ú 83, 103).
ßßßThe different villages and neighbourhoods have quite distinct characterisÝ
tics. Achoueibir is a small village inhabited by h.assa̧n of one tribe and a few
zwa̧ya families. Hella is the settlement of the former emiral camp of the Ahel
Swayd Ah.med. The name of this village, which corresponds to the word for
an emiral camp in h.assa̧niyya (h.ella), is reminiscent of this more glorious
past. Although by definition a h.assa̧n settlement, quite a number of zwa¸ya
from a wide variety of tribes have moved to Hella. All cases from Idabouzeid
to AchramßIII represent neighbourhoods of one big zwa̧ya village neighbourÝ
ing Hella. While Idabouzeid and AchramßI are inhabited by su¸da̧n and
zwa̧ya, and also a number of h.assa̧n in the case of AchramßI, the majority in
AchramßII is constituted by su̧da̧n. In AchramßIII the zwa̧ya have only one
h.assa̧n woman living among them and only a few su¸da̧n live in this quarter.
Leklewa again is a smaller zwa¸ya village, with one fifth of the population
being bà̧z.a̧n. Labde is a small and recent settlement of su¸da̧n from Achram,
i.e. of zwa̧ya affiliation. T‚jal is a similar case, but of su¸da̧n from a h.assa̧n
tribe. Legned finally represents a settlement of h.ara̧t.à̧n from the Ahel Swayd
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Ah.med, who claim to descend not fromslaves, but tohave always been an
autonomous body of h.ara̧t.à̧n within the tribe. Leqraye finally is a medium-
sized village inhabited by many, diverse tribalgroups, constituting small
neighbourhoods, and comprising su¸da̧n and zwa̧ya as well as h.assa̧n.
ßßßThis short overview illuminates how diverse the social landscapes in the
settlements under study are. While the cases clearly differentiate along such
classical categories as zwa̧ya/h.assa̧n, or bà̧z.a̧n/h.ara̧t.à̧n dominated villages, this
typology proves unable to apprehend the full scope of social formations.
Clues to an understanding of the villages' social topography are given rather
by the exploration of a varying set of factors. One such strain is the evolution
of relations of dependency distinct from one tribe to the other. A glance at
the highly diverse tribal histories including the still recent sedentarisation
shows how bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n individuals and groups reconfigured their
relations differently. While tribal cohesion was in most cases strong enough
to make at least a considerable number of su¸da̧n settle with their former
masters, it was thelater management of su¸da̧n aspirations by the bà̧z.a̧n that
was decisive to whether su¸da̧n left to build their own villages or remained
with their former masters. Besides different types of master-slave relations
prevailing in bà̧z.a̧n camps with distinct professional and economic specialisaÝ
tion (cf. chapter five), it is first of all tribal access to land that today shapes
both old and new relations of dependency (cf. chapter seven). As the
demography of bà̧z.a̧n slavery proved to be characterised by a marked
preference for slave women and thus underpinned the perception that slave
men and women were incorporated differently into society, it remains a
major question whether the data on status affiliation in the area of Achram-
Diouk gives evidence of these patterns living on until the present.

The Demography of Rural Su¸da̧n Women
ßßßA major differentiation with regard to the shape of gender relations in the
eleven villages of the region of Achram-Diouk under study here occurs
between su̧da̧n of either h.assa̧n or zwa̧ya affiliation. While the ratio of
women and men across all categories from slave to h.ara̧t.à̧n is balanced in the
villages and quarters where the majority of su¸da̧n are affiliated to zwa̧ya (e.g.
AchramßII, Leklewa, etc.), this is not the case where su¸da̧n are of h.assa̧n
affiliation. In these villages and quarters su¸da̧n women clearly outnumber su̧Ý
da̧n men, but this imbalance does not represent the number of women actually
living without a husband. Some su¸da̧niyya̧t (su̧da̧n women) are in fact
married to bà̧z.a̧n men, but their number is far from balancing the effects of
the portrayed female overhang. The reasons why so many households (the
number of which is probably largely underestimated in the present study)
simply lack a man vary. Many women stay alone after the death of their
husband, while others decide to continue to lead their own household after
divorce (cf. noteß48, this chapter). The marked differential in the sex compoÝ
sition of the many su̧da̧n households is remarkable for another reason. It

48applies to the second major subordinate group, the zna̧ga too, and proves
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to be a phenomenon more pronounced with respect to subordinategroups,
and less prevalent among bà̧z.a̧n of either zwa̧ya or h.assa̧n status. Thenumber
of the su̧da̧n women actually leading a household alone in the permanent
absence of a man ranges in the h.assa̧n dominated villages from 20ßpercent in

49Hella, to 42ßpercent in AchramßI. Ratios in the zwa̧ya dominated villages
generally are lower, Idabouzeid and AchramßII have null or almost null
percent of the su̧da̧n women leading a household alone, Labde has about
10ßpercent, Leklewa 13ßpercent, and AchramßIII stands out with about
30ßpercent. In most villages the respective ratios among the bà̧z.a̧n (zna̧ga
excluded) are lowerÚ about 10ßpercent in Achoueibir and Hella, 16ßpercent in
Achram II, about 20ßpercent in Idabouzeid and AchramßII. Exceptions are
revealed by the cases of AchramßI and Leklewa, both with 26ßpercent of
bà̧z.a̧n women single head of household.While in AchramßI even more of the few
su̧da̧n women (42ßpercent) as compared to the bà̧z.a̧n women live alone, the
situation is the complete opposite in Leklewa. Here 13ßpercent of the women
of the large su̧da̧n community live without a male counterpart. AchramßI
therefore presents a case where both bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n women face problems
with marital insecurity, while in Leklewa this is a more serious problem for
the bà̧z.a̧n than the su¸da̧n women.
ßßßReasons for this situation are specific to each case in question. While in
AchramßI those factors leading to a surplus in women, and consequently of
unmarried or widowed women, apply to both su̧da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n, with an even
stronger emphasis on the former, they apply in Leklewa foremost to the
bà̧z.a̧n, and thus contradict the general trend. The two villages differ not only in
being either h.assa̧n or zwa̧ya. While in AchramßI there live a conglomerate of
bà̧z.a̧n from diverse strata, and su¸da̧n of h.ara̧t.à̧n status from the Ahel Swayd
Ah.med, in Leklewa the bà̧z.a̧n are of a small, formerly predominantly pastoral
nomadic faction, who in order to obtain some control over cultivable land
had to quarrel with, and dissociate themselves from the elite of their Legwa¸t.it.
tribal body. The su̧da̧n in this case found both a sort of ally in the bà̧z.a̧n, and
access to new plots for cultivation. AchramßI therefore represents a case of a
quarter with low social cohesion, and no direct link to natural resources,
whereas Leklewa marks the case of su¸da̧n gaining in many respects, and bà¸z.a̧n
experiencing an ambiguous situation both with reference to natural resources
(the gains in land cannot compensate for the losses in the pastoral sector), and
probably more importantly in symbolic terms, by the experience of marginÝ
ality.
ßßßWhy h.ara̧t.à̧n of h.assa̧n affiliation more often have their households led by
women without a male partner, while those of zwa̧ya affiliation do not,
remains open to speculation, unless further evidence confirms the findings
developed from the survey, and increases the insights into reasons. The
motives for women leading a household on their own are manifold. While in
the different quarters of Achram a considerable number of zwa̧ya women
simply are not married, but nevertheless live on their own, the majority of
the h.ara̧t.à̧n women in the same situation in Legned are old and widowed. As
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marriage patterns with regard to marital age and other demographic factors
do not differ significantly among the statusgroups, habits of integration of
old people may vary from one village community to another.
ßßßIn view of the scarce resources of the region of Achram-Diouk being the
major reason for rural emigration and the male seasonal migration to the
cities, different constraints on the access of the two different h.ara̧t.à̧n groups,
those with a zwa̧ya and those with a h.assa̧n tribal affiliation, to local resourcÝ
es can be discerned as another factor responsible for sex imbalance and
households led by women alone. Indeed, as will be analysed below (cf.
chapter seven), zwa̧ya and h.assa̧n in the region practise different modes of
land tenure, and attribution of land to dependent people. In addition, some
tribes are better off with regard to control over land than others.
ßßßA more pronounced, and often permanent male migration out of the rural
area necessarily influences marriage patterns. Older, divorced or widowed
women who already have several children may face more problems than
young ones in contracting a new marriage with one of the few men in the
area willing and able to pay for a marriage. This is the predominant constellaÝ
tion in T‚jal, where many women living alone have children still going to
school, and very few are old and widowed. Many young women nonetheless
leave for the cities in order to get the right husband there, and only later
come back. An overaged population, resulting from the migration of many
men and some women at their most active age, leads to disproportion in the
number of men and women, and many women being unmarried. As men
normally are much older than women in bà̧z.a̧n marriages, the number of
widowed women in a community is likely to increase in correlation to its
mean age. All these points emerge as being dependent on the evolution of the
rural area's attractiveness to young residents. Obviously su¸da̧n perceive
fewer opportunities in the rural area than bà̧z.a̧n do, or else the cities are more
attractive to su̧da̧n than to bà̧z.a̧n. This is revealed by the male absenteeism
among the former being generally stronger than among the latter. The reason
for this unbalanced and uneven evolution of rural demography has to be seen
in the various settings of social and economic deprivation experienced by
either su̧da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n in the rural villages. Relations of dependency between
su̧da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n, and the gender aspects of this relation, vary from one
community to the other. Hence the greatest number of su¸da̧n women
actually without a husband is found among the h

²
edma̧n (sing. h

²
a̧dem), the

slave women of Hella and T‚jal. Here low women's status appears as
inhibiting to marriage. Second, in a few cases the absence of marriages still
results from the bà̧z.a̧n social practices of domination that denied slaves the

50right to marry. A lack of economic opportunities leading to the young
men's rural exodus thus is at the basis of further social deprivation experiÝ
enced by women, and here especially the women of low status remaining in
the rural hinterland.
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Sex, Gender and Servile Demography

One major thread links the demography of servile groups in and beyond
Africa throughout the centuries, and until the present. The relations of
dependency manifested inslavery, andmore recently in patron-client ties,
have always been, and continue to exploit gender as a means of domination
(cf. Glassman 1995). Women and men living in conditions of servility
experienced different modes of domination. This only partially resulted from
slave women and men being acquired for different purposes and uses, and
thus being more or less valued throughout West Africa. The deprivation of
kinship which slaves had to experience meant different things to women and
men respectively. Consequently,masters adopted different practices to
exploit this important means of domination with regard to slave women and
men. The greater hardship slave women experienced compared to slave men
when they struggled for increased autonomy from their masters, asinferred
above from the life histories of women and men who experienced slave
relations (cf. chapter two), can be traced in the demographic material presentÝ
ed in this chapter. Both the colonial census (cf. Tableß3), and thecontemÝ
porary study of villages in the region of Achram-Diouk reveal that women
are more often bound to the slave estate than men. Manumission in recent
times, i.e. the opportunities of enhancing one's status (though the data here is
less precise for the women's cases), has also been achieved by many more
men than women (cf. Tableß4). Thefigures for the h.ara̧t.à̧n seem to alter this
image, for they show a greater number of women than men belonging to this
category. The number of h.art.a̧niyya̧t, i.e. h.ara̧t.à̧n women, is likely to be
overestimated in Tableß4 and Tableß5,because data provided for women
was less precise than for men. The delicate question of whether a woman
classified as ©h.ara̧t.à̧nª had achieved this status through her parents, or had
achieved it by manumission, was less often possible to confirm. Any person
whose status was in doubt in the present survey was classified as belonging to
the highest possible status group. However, the total number of 56.8ßpercent
h.art.a̧niyya̧t is less dramatically biased in favour of the women than one
would expect. It is indeed quite close to the sex ratio of either the artisans or
the h.assa̧n. Such relations can already be expected to result from the high
ratio of male migration among the h.ara̧t.à̧n.
ßßßA major objection to this conclusion can be derived from the nature of this
very data. It provides only a glimpse of sex ratios in recent times, and it
displays a great variation among the villages and neighbourhoods. As the
relations of dependency were subject to massive changes throughout this
century, andprobably throughout the preceding ones too, conclusions on the
basis of this data on the nature of gender relations and sex ratios in earlier
times run the risk of portraying the past in terms of the present. There are
factors in the evolution of slave relations in bà̧z.a̧n society which probably
favoured an increase of the masters' pressures to preserve their rights in the
women slaves.After the end of the African slave trade during the first years
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Table 5ÚStatus Affiliation of Women and Men

51ß (Data from Ten Villages in the Region of Achram-Diouk)

ß Men
(row percent)

Women
(row percent)

Total
(column percent)

^abà̧d 57 (31.7%) 123 (68.3%) 180 (15.8%)

liberated 103 (64.4%) 57 (35.6%) 160 (14.0%)

h.ara̧t.à̧n 149 (43.2%) 196 (56.8%) 345 (30.3%)

zna̧ga 27 (41.5%) 38 (58.5%) 65 (5.7%)

Òurva 8 (64.3%) 4 (35.7%) 12 (1.0%)

zwa̧ya 114 (50.2%) 113 (49.8%) 227 (19.9%)

h.assa̧n 52 (46.4%) 60 (53.6%) 112 (9.8%)
aothers 16 (42.1%) 2 (57.9%) 38 (3.3%)

Subtotal su̧da̧n 309 (45.1%) 376 (54.9%) 685 (60.1%)

Subtotal bà̧z. a̧n 217 (47.8%) 237 (52.2%) 454 (39.9%)

Total 526 (46.2%) 613 (53.8%) 1,139 (100%)

a: igga̧wen, ma^alimà̧n, kwa¸r

thßof the 20 century, these women had become the sole source of newslaves.
Manumitting slave women, unlike manumitting slave men, had the conseÝ
quence of giving up rights in their progeny. While the exact impact this
change in the outer dialectics of bà̧z.a̧n slavery had is difficult to discern, its
relevance as a factor contributing to a change in bà̧z.a̧n master-slave relations
has to be affirmed. Nevertheless, its occurrence, which by now is almost one
hundred years past, did not alter the gendered structure of bà̧z.a̧n slavery
altogether. It rather solidified structures already present. Slave women
became an important source of slave reproduction not only with the end of
the slave trade in the region. Although the demography of the bà̧z.a̧n slaves is
likely to have been negative, like those of the other African slave populations,
slave women had children, and these continued to beslaves.Other factors,
such as e.g. the gendered structure of slave labour, and the ambiguities in
slave women's and men's divergent options for status enhancement, as will be
shown in the next chapter, also shaped relations between slaves and masters.
They were the reason why the control of slave women by the masters was
stricter and tighter than that of slave men.
ßßßIt is not intended here to assume that the gendered experience of the slave
condition in recent times is identical to that of the past. Rather the conclusion
to be drawn from the present data is that gender, i.e. the changing configuraÝ
tions of gender relations in bà̧z.a̧n society, hasbeen essential to the definition
of master-slave relations. The rise of slave emancipation and manumission
did not alter this configuration. As it was possible to show in this chapter,
those relations of power and dependency embedded in gender relations were
not directly challenged by the emancipation project. Alsotoday, men have
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better chances than women to formally surmount servile estate. Maintaining
women's servile estate is a strategy for many bà̧z.a̧n who wish to preserve
their mastership. The denial of manumission remains a powerful means in the
hand of the bà̧z.a̧n masters,because it enables them to maintain relations of
domination and symbolic supremacy over these women, but in some respects
over their men and their progeny too. This is true although the emancipation
of the servile and dependent strata has achieved many successes todate, and
continues to move on as the growing number of h.ara̧t.à̧n and liberated slaves
shows. With regard to this process, theanalysis of gender relations proves to
be crucial in discerning where the new emerges, andwhere the past continues
to shape the present.
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Chapter 5
Gender and Status in the Topography of Work

Gendered Labour

Work is most prominent in the narratives of Zeyneb, a h.art.a̧niyya of slave
origin, and M'Barke, still bound to slave estate (cf. p.ß62-69). The su¸da̧n
women work in the master's household, and they work on thefields. They
do all kinds of workÚ work which is ©not normalª for women, because
conceived as being Ä according to bà̧z.a̧n categories Ä men's work, and typical
female work. They herded goats, watered animals, cultivated and pounded
millet, prepared food, collected wild plants, breast-fed the mistress' children,
and muchmore. All this work M'Barke claims to have done ©in one dayª, i.e.
to have worked without interruption. Very much the same image is transmitÝ
ted by a number of bà̧z.a̧n oral traditions on slavery. Thesestories tell the fate
of slave women, almost crushed by the load of work their masters oblige
them to do (cf. Tauzin 1993Ú71ff., 1989b). What goes almost unrecognised is
the gender bias of these storiesÚ there are none presented at any rate telling of

1male slaves working under conditions similar to those of femaleslaves.
These observations hint at another domain of gender-specific conditions of
slavery. Thequestion isÚ to what extent did gender and status differentiation
shape the topography of work?
ßßßBroaching the topic with the broad intention of tracing gender distinctions
within bà̧z.a̧n slavery, one has to beaware of several limitations any such
attempt necessarily faces. The historical depth of available empirical data is
limited. Besides the life-stories at the core of thisstudy, there are only a few
sources speaking of slaves and slave occupations in former times. Women's
work, either free or slave women's, in these sources (as in many others) very
often remains neglected, if not obscured. Nevertheless some statements and
accounts give a general idea of the primary occupations and the (work-)
places of slave women and slave men in historical times. Wherever appropriÝ
ate to illustrate contrasts, those activities which were predominantly assigned
to slaves are compared to those of free people, hence illuminating the division
of male and female labour andspaces, aswell as the social connotations of
distinct kinds of work.
ßßßThe question whether there were practices of a gender division of labour
not only among free members of bà̧z.a̧n society, but among slaves too, is



140ßßßßßßßßChapter 5
ß
ß
crucial for an understanding of the relations of domination, and therefore will
be analysed in detail throughout the present chapter. Slaves by their estate
had their sociality negated and as virtual non-members of society had no
right to be treated in accordance with the gendered patterns in use among the

2free. As a consequence, thepractice of a strict gender division of labour not
only for the free, but for the slaves too, would open up for the latter a social
field Ä gendered patterns of work Ä on which to act as social beings like the
free. Conversely, thedenial of respect for the gender attributes of particular
tasks is a means by which masters could force slaves to enact their own
de-gendering, or else de-socialisation, and thus highlight and reproduce the
fundamental difference between masters andslaves. Onemight now argue
that the practice of slavery, especially in a household context like in bà¸z.a̧n
society, never succeeded in being a total institution, and that therefore the
exclusion of slaves from society remained largely part of the masters' legal
fiction of this institution. I share this point of view (which can equally well
be held with regard to plantation slavery), but would like to reframe it. Slaves
were well aware of the de-socialisation they experienced when performing
tasks not complying with the patterns of the gender division of labour in use
among the free (cf. the bitterness M'Barke expresses when telling she had to
herd animals, i.e. to do typical male work; cf. p.ß68). The location of slave
work in the right gender domain thus becomes an open ground for dispute
defining the master-slave power relation, and the slave's ascension to a
condition more respectful of his sociality. The thesis explored here moves
beyond stating the development of a distinct kind of gender division of
labour among slaves. Theargument put forward instead is that themaster-
slave relations slave women and men experienced through their work were
structured differently. Slave women and men, for a number of reasons,were
effectively assigned different spheres of (sometimes overlapping)duties.
These distinct experiences, and theresulting different social relations with
their masters,meant that slave women and men resided not only in different
locations of the social and symbolic world, but also assigned them different

3locations on the territorial topography of the slaveholding society.
ßßßDiscerning the gender characteristics of work, and especially of slave work,
is crucial to an understanding of slavery not only in bà̧z.a̧n society. Themuch
greater demand for slave women as opposed to slave men observed in West
African and Arab Muslim societies, and the primarily female slave population
witnessed among the bà̧z.a̧n (cf. chapter four), raises the question whether
these gendered patterns of slavery had any distinct impact on the work
performed by slaves in bà̧z.a̧n society as well. It goes without saying that the
import of slaves, i.e. ofslave labour, transforms the social organisation of
work in the enslaving society. Masters and mistresses may withdraw from

4manual work, and shift to other occupations, or have more leisure. IntroÝ
ducing slavery,ending slavery, ups anddowns in slave supply and the size of
slave populations, as well as other economic factors affect the distribution of
work among members of different social strata and gender attributes of
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work. Patterns of slave labour, as well as those of the free members of
society, are not fixed categories, but are dynamic and change overtime.
Response to new conditions, as will be shown, was often quick. Enslaving
societies in this respect were not static. The bà¸z.a̧n, as well as other Sahelian
slave holders,knew very well how to profit from their slaves, andincrease
their number for this end. However they also managed to face the decline in
slave supply that was inflicted on them by the French colonisation of the

thß 5Mauritanian territory at the beginning of the 20 century.
ßßßThe following paragraphs examine labour within bà¸z.a̧n society from two
different angles. First the major lines structuring the gender division of
labour among both bà̧z.a̧n and slaves are developed. In a second step this
analysis is detailed by sector-oriented studies of work, elucidating where
slaves and other dependent strata were put to productive work in bà̧z.a̧n

6society, and how other social strata were related to these tasks. Although
this section of the present chapter will focus mainly on the ©visibleª work
beyond the household, which is generally represented as male work, women
Ä above all slave women Ä appear working in these sectors too. They make up
an important part of the workers in the agricultural and pastoral sector.
Finally the interpenetration of different ideologies, of a gender division of
labour, and of labour segregation by social hierarchy is analysed.

Slave Women's and Free Women's Labour
ßßßElucidating female slave work is a difficult task, for much of it remains in the

7obscurity of the many duties of household-labour. Historical eye-witness
accounts, little interested in any kind of women's work, at best neglected to
pay much attention to the issue. And, until recently, thesocial sciences took

8much the same attitude. Contemporary interviews face the problem that
verbalising the supposedly self-evident, but in fact manifold and complex
tasks daily household labour consists of, is difficult both for the interviewee
and the still unknowing interviewer. Therefore only limited means exist to
explore past work. An ethnographic approach to labour first of all relies on
(participant) observation, and thus refers to the present (cf. Beck 1988Ú 23f).
In the context of dismantling slave work in the household, which Ä although
remnants persist Ä by and large is an outdated phenomenon in Mauritania,
further restrictions arise from the slave interviewees' interest in limiting the
representation of their recently surmounted humiliation as regards work, as
well as the master interviewees' interest in downplaying their personal
involvement in practices ofslavery.Besides remaining silent on the topic, two
major distortions appear in the narratives, idealisation and denunciation of
past master-slave relations. Despite these limitations some major female slave
tasks can be traced.
ßßßProbably the first account providing some details on the life of slaves in bà̧z.a̧n
society comes from Saugnier, a Frenchman shipwrecked on the western
Saharan coast in January 1784. He noticed free women had to serve their
husbands, but in effect rarely did so, as most had a black slave woman
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relieving them of this duty. The slaves' condition was far from good. While
working in the household, the slave women were constantly ordered around
by their mistresses (cf. Saugnier [1792] in Saugnier/Brisson 1969Ú 88, 94f.).
ßßßRen‚ Cailli‚ (1830), who made his five month long trip to the Brakna bà̧z.a̧n
in 1824, started in Podor, a French trade post (©escaleª) on the northern bank
of the river Senegal. He headed north-east for several days, until he met a
camp of slaves of the^amà̧r of Brakna. Theseslaves, living together in
families, cultivated millet and were headed and supervised by an old zwa¸ya.
To honour his host, this chief commanded that Cailli‚ be given some
©sangl‚ª, a porridge prepared from pounded millet and water called̂ aiÒ in
h.assa̧niyya. Who prepared the dish is not mentioned by Cailli‚, but probably
it was done by a su̧da̧n woman. However, it was another circumstance that
attracted the attention of the young FrenchmanÚ the whole slave camp lacked

9the milk that among freeborn had to accompany^aiÒ. One of the slaves
Cailli‚ met at this occasion was a woman of Wolof origin. She told him in her
native language Ä which Cailli‚ spoke well Ä that the rich bà̧z.a̧n sent slaves

10each year to sow and cultivate millet. Once the harvest was finished, they
would return to the camps of their masters. Visiting the fields,Cailli‚ saw the
slaves weeding with hoes, a technique he supposed to be one of bad cultivatÝ
ors, for it only turned the ground superficially (cf. Cailli‚ 1830 53f.). While
Cailli‚ failed to detail whether specific tasks were carried out by men or
women, the account is important, for it proves that already in the first half of

thßthe 19 century slaves were living as couples in seasonal adwaba, and jointly
cultivated millet on plots flooded by the rain. The presence of a slave woman
aware of her Wolof origin suggests that these slaves perpetuated, or at least
profited from their ancestral customs of cultivation (cf. Cailli‚ 1830Ú 58, 85f.,

1195ff.).
ßßßThe measures necessary to fatten the young bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t to make them
conform to the bà̧z.a̧n model of female beauty was often conveyed to slave
women. Being charged with the task of fattening these girls meant the slaves
were, exceptionally, put in a position of considerable authority, and they
forced the young bà̧z.a̧n girls to drink enormous amounts of milk and other
foodstuffs using all means at their disposal. They pinched their victims until
they bled, beat them and worse. Less unusual, and hence less noteworthy was
the slave women's contribution to work in the household, e.g. the churning
of butter in a goat-skin (cf. Cailli‚ 1830Ú99ff.; Meyer 1959Ú 53; Interview
Benne Mint Ahmed, h.assa̧n, 29.10.1995). It was the slave women's duty too
to fetch water for their masters' requirements, as well as for the animals
remaining for various reasons in thecamp. Thisoften collectively performed
walk to a well or pool of rainwater had a light-hearted quality, encouraging
the unwatched slave women to enjoy their temporary liberty by singing and
dancing together (cf. Cailli‚ 1830Ú 168).
ßßßMost of the tasks described in the historic accounts reappear in the
contemporary life-stories of women of slave origin I gathered in the region of
Achram-Diouk. Their primary occupation Ä at least for a period of life Ä was
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with the masters' household. As best portrayed by M'Barke, the focus of the
slave women's duty was to relieve the mistresses of all menial and repetitive
tasks. Therefore slave women had to pound millet and prepare meals, fetch
water, care for young and sick animals remaining within thecamp,spin and
weave wool, and so forth. The amount of work entailed in many of these
tasks varied throughout the seasons.Consumption of millet was drastically
reduced, if not stopped completely during the various animals' main lactation
period (cf. Cailli‚ 1830Ú100f., Oxby 1978Ú 153). While the amount of millet
pounded diminished, the processing of milk increased, e.g. zebde (butter), or
Ònà̧n (sour milk mixed with water) had to be prepared. The hardship of
fetching water too was determined by the season's being dry or wet. How
much time had to be spent collecting firewood also depended on a variety of
factors. Themore arid the region the masters' camp was in, the more difficult
it was to get hold of the necessary amount of wood suited to being burnt near
the tents and for cooking. Different cooking habits, too, influenced the
distribution of tasks within the household. While in historic accounts some
pastoral nomadic bà̧z.a̧n living in the north are described as eating only once a
day (cf. Saugnier [1792] in Saugnier/Brisson 1969Ú 124), this austerity was
more easily overcome where climatic conditions were more favourable, and
agro-pastoral production and trade more developed (cf. Vincent 1860Ú 486).

thßßßDuring the 20 century the avenue of newly emerging patterns of pastoral
production and consumption led to further change. The rise of rice from a
luxury side dish to a major staple food is but one example of this evolution.
Rice, in the cities nowadays mainly prepared for lunch, has the advantage of
needing no pounding and being much quicker in preparation (cf. Ould
Cheikh/Bonte 1982Ú34ff.; Ruf 1995Ú 136ff.). While seasonal variation could
reduce the amount of slave women's work, the need for female support never
stopped, and could always be extended by transferring work formerly done
by the mistresses to the slave women. This is why some tasks in different
reports are presented either as female or slave tasks (e.g. taking down and
setting up the tents; cf. Saugnier [1792] in Saugnier/Brisson 1969Ú 83Ú 143;
Bourrel 1861Ú 529). To meet the mistresses' expectations, and relieve them
permanently of all kinds of undesired manual work, the slave women had to
keep close to their tents all day long. They left only if in charge of a specific
duty outside the camp. Theslave women's ability to withdraw from the tent
could be diminished by the imposition of specific tasks like nursing and

12watching the mistress' children, which needed her permanent presence.
ßßßAnother complex of slave women's work is independent of a direct
commitment to the masters, but related to their own physical reproduction.
Although it is one of the masters' main duties to feed their slaves (cf. Schacht
1964Ú 128; Lewis 1990Ú 6ff.), this obligation in a number of cases was met only
partially. Ren‚ Cailli‚ (1830Ú 84f.) tells of an old slave woman who procured
him porridge in exchange for some of the milk she had from a cow her
masters had given her to live off. However, as Cailli‚ does not fail to remark,
the masters had taken care to choose a very bad animal. Slave women
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regularly collected ^az, a wild grain used as a substitute for millet, but conÝ
sumed regularly only by slaves. Themasters preferred millet porridge (cf.

13Bourrel 1861Ú 41f.; Cailli‚ 1830Ú 58, 85). It might have been that the slaves'
knowledge of substitute food provided by wild plants and roots was much
more developed than the masters'. Saugnier reports that he was only able to
cope with his permanent hunger by using a part of his time out in the bush
herding to look for this kind of food, and eventually secretly barbecue a
sheep he took from his master's herd (cf. Saugnier/Brisson [1792] 1969Ú 38).
Much later the Dahom‚an human rights activist Louis Hunkanrin (sentenced
to detention in the 1930s in Tidjikja and other Mauritanian towns) made the
failure of the slave masters to feed and clothe their slaves one of the most
prominent of his many complaints concerning the persistence of slavery in

14Mauritania (cf. Hunkanrin 1964Ú 33,ß36).
ßßßSlave women leaving their masters' camp to cultivate millet or dates along
with slave men, and often together with their children, left the narrow circle

15of chiefly reproductive work in the household and camp, andbecame inÝ
volved in the production of material goods directly benefiting their masters'
income. For these reasons the female slaves' contribution to work beyond the
ideological boundary of feminine work is discussed alongside the description
of agricultural labour in the section on agricultural labour (cf. p.ß158-161).
ßßßGiving an impression of the free women's occupation, proves difficult
because the ideal of noble femininity propagatesinactivity. This ideal, howÝ
ever, is a relative measure which can only be defined in terms of a comparison
to the range of activities someone is abstaining from, and compared to a sort
of social average. A look at the most important female slave tasks reveals,
however, that not all tasks arising in the context of household work in like
manner have to be omitted for the sake of noblefemininity. Tasks like
collecting firewood, fetching water, pounding millet etc., are less compatible
with a noble's life than e.g. spinning and weaving, often performed in female
groups. This becomes apparent in the following accountsÚ

When I was young my only work consisted of showing the su̧da̧n to make
tents and how to work with the wool. Of course then it was only the
su̧da̧n who did this work. T herewere some bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t doing this work too,
but I never shared this occupation. I only made somemats. (Interview

16Loughaye Mint Driss, zwa̧ya, 18.9.1995)

To prepare the food there were slaves; in those times there were a lot of
slaves,every family had one, they brought the water and did much other
work .ß.ß. There was aslave to assist our mother with the upbringing of the
children. (Interview Benne Mint Ahmed, h.assa̧n, 29.10.1995)

In those days I always remained sitting. It's no good for me to work with
my hands. I come from a family where this is unusual, therefore it would
be no good if I would be the only one to work with the hands. .ß.ß. My
daughter too does not pound millet. At least as long as I stayed with her.
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Actually I don't know if she works, because she is not here. She lives in
the city now. Normally there she must have a maid to do the work. .ß.ß.
Working on the fields is no good to me, but my husband and sons work

17there. .ß.ß. I don't need to do other work like sewing [leather] pillows or
weaving mats. We have money to buy thesegoods. (Interview Khaite
Mint Mohamed, h.assa̧n, 21.10.1995)

When bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t, i.e. freeborn women, had to face situations constraining the
amount of slave labour at their disposal, the hierarchy inherent to female
labour became obvious. One such case is reported from a Rgayba̧t houseÝ
hold, still living together with its slaves in the 1980s. The tent, residing in the
Zemmour region on the northern edge of today's Mauritania in February,
consisted of a couple of already somewhat advanced age, one young slave
man, two slave women, a slave girl of about eight and a slave baby. The
married sons of the family had migrated to thecities, andworked as traders.
All the slaves were occupied with herding, although the amount of livestock
was modest. The young man left the camp every morning with the 20ßcamels,
the two women herded the 30ßsheep divided into two small herds, and the
girl took care of the 10ßgoats. The chief of the family decided every morning
where to graze the animals throughout the day. Hiswife, assisted by a young
relative of her husband's, prepared the food Ä even for the slaves (cf. Caratini
1989Ú 101). Rather than accept Sophie Caratini's interpretation, stating this
configuration of master and slave occupations to reveal the end of slave
practices among the Rgayba̧t, I suggest the case illuminates how free women
manage to sustain difference between themselves and the slave women. The
locus of this battle Ä in fact reflecting much of the changing circumstances
master-slave relations are nowadays subjected to Ä is both the nature and the
location of work. The free women stick to the camp and even remain within
the tent, while the slave women go to the pasture. Hence they refrain from
joining in herding, a practice which the Rgayba̧t are denounced for, and
which makes them the targets of mockery from other bà̧z.a̧n (cf. Caratini
1989Ú 95).
ßßßThe tent is the domain of the bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t. It is their possession, and they
have the know-how, as well as the responsibility to manufacture and repair it.
Localising isolated, female spots distinct from the vast entity of the outside
world assigned to the men produces a gendered map of space. Distinguishing
the tent's shade from the brightness of the outside world reminds one greatly
of the practices producing shifting boundaries of gendered spaces analysed
by Pierre Bourdieu (1972Ú 45-69) in his ethnographic study of the North
African Kabyle house. Homologous distinctions are reproduced on different
levels.Once the focus is on the house itself, the front is the locality of the
men, and the back belongs to the women. In addition many of the house's
elements and utensils are either attributed to the women's or the men's
world. But the situation is inverted when the focus changes, and thehouse is
set in relation to its environment. During the day, the house becomes the sole
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domain of the women. The men have to avoid going in, in order not to give
rise to suspicion. This dichotomy is one of private and publiclife, day and
night, fire and water. Through the shifting boundary, the house represents
ambivalence, it is both female and hybrid, female-male.
ßßßIdentifying social spaces and associating them with distinct material
localities emerges as an ambivalent project. Stating the tent to be the locality
of the women and the outer world to be the men's is both right and wrong. It
would be neglecting the nature of social organisation to classify such distincÝ
tions as invariable and static. To have the boundary shift between private and
public, between the male and the femalespaces, isessential to make this
distinction work. Both domains are interdependent, and constituted from
their opposition to each other. Complete separation, ending the encounter
producing difference, would make the distinction senseless. A shifting
boundary has also been localised by Sophie Caratini (1989Ú 111ff.) in her
interpretation of the symbolic meanings of the bà̧z.a̧n tent. The frontier of in
and out, male and female, represented by light and darkness, can shift from
distinguishing the exterior and the interior of the tent to distinguishing its
front and back. This is the case when visitors are received in the daytime, and
hence the distinction of outside/inside is incorporated into the tent's small
universe. While during daylight privacy is compressed either into the tent or
its back, once the night has fallen, it expands to the tent's surroundings.
ßßßThe darkness of the night is also important in another way. In its shelter the
young women and men can gather and have fun without offending the rules
of social conduct. The night also is used to resolve dilemmasÚ when young
couples do not constitute their own tent immediately after marriage, the
woman continues to live with her parents. As the man by bà¸z.a̧n customs is
advised not to meet hisfather-in-law, he would hardly ever have an opportuÝ
nity to meet his spouse. This absurd scenario is circumvented by the woman
installing her bed at some distance to her parent's tent. Once the night has
come, shewill leave the tent and spend the night with her husband, until he

18leaves at sunrise.
ßßßSlaves living in a small tent, and not in the master's, were not unconditionÝ
ally allowed entrance into the privacy of the master's tent. They are only
allowed to enter the tent and step on the mats if the man was outside, and
their duty located within the tent (Caratini 1989Ú 111ff.). Getting into the
tent, and even more so being accorded a place within it, was a major step
forward in a slave's struggle to be treated like the free Ä and distinguish

19themselves from slaves not granted these privileges. Getting into the tent
first of all was a slave woman's concern. Its success was bound to the patterns
of integration analysed above as slave woman-free woman relations (cf.
chapter three). Establishing intimacy and maintaining it among slave women
and free women necessitated allowing for close co-residence. Slave women
nursing their mistresses' children, and hence establishing milk kinship, had to
enter the tent to be able to do so. When replacing the free women's reproducÝ
tive labour, the slave women had to follow a time schedule largely independÝ
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ent of their master's will. Slave women thus were not only able to obtain the
free women's confidence, and to learn much about what it meant to behave
like a noblewoman, but achieved rights to locate themselves within the core

20locality of femininity.
ßßßFacing the subversive side-effects of entrusting slave women with a wide
range of female tasks, and having them reside mostclosely, the bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t
had to rely on other means to produce difference between themselves and the
slave women. As revealed by the case of the Rgayba¸t family above, attribuÝ
ting different kinds of work also serves to establish difference between slaves
and masters. Justlike the shifting boundary of male and femalespaces,
distinguishing slave from noble work is the outcome of a relational undertakÝ
ing. A noblewoman who has all her slave women go out and herd, will not be
compromised by herself working in the household. A different case is that of
a noblewoman like Loughaye Mint Driss (cf. above, p.ß144), who abstained
almost completely from working herself, but reproduced her supremacy by
her knowledge of the tasks enabling her to instruct and supervise the slaves.
ßßßBesides these relational modes of defining noble and slave work, some fixed
patterns of honourable or dishonouring work evolved. Pounding millet is the
most prominent task incompatible with living a noblewoman's life. ConseÝ
quently avoiding pounding plays a major role in today's struggles for status
enhancement. The narrative of Valha (cf. p.ß69-72), a woman of zna¸ga status,
is intriguing on this point. While the zna̧ga women, who in this case lived
without support from slave women, did everything considered to be womÝ
en's work, from cooking to fetching water, they later managed at least to
delegate the tiring pounding and fetching water. During the dry season the
camp was joined by some h.ara̧t.à̧n families. The women of these engaged in
pounding the zna̧ga families' millet for payment. As pounding was a female
task, but the payment of the h.art.a̧niyya̧t had to be effected in cash generated
by the men's trade in livestock, introducing this new division of labour
manifested a new definition of gender relations among free men and women.
Pounding millet is today even more a symbol of inferior status as contracts
applying to household maids make obvious. These arepaid fairly poorly on a
monthly basis (about 2-4,000ßUM in the region of Achram-Diouk), and get
food and accommodation. Despite comprising all other work in the houseÝ
hold throughout the whole day, the contracts generally exclude the pounding
of millet. If it is to be included, another 2,000ßUM have to be paid (Interview
Khaite Mint Mohamed, h.assa̧n, 21.10.1995). However, money seems not to
be the sole objective in this arrangement, as many maids refuse to pound at

21all. Facing these problems, and with the modern, motor-driven mills
 22proving to be cheaper than rarely available manual pounding, most people

nowadays eat ground millet Ä despite the many negative features attributed to
23it.
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Slave Men's and Free Men's Labour
ßßßSlave men, as already revealed in the life-stories, had a variety of jobs. Most
prominent were cultivation of millet, date-palms, and herding. As the
different bà̧z.a̧n groupings' commitment to these distinct branches of producÝ

24tion varied, the major duties of slave men differed too. With the bà̧z.a̧n being
either pastoralists or agro-pastoralists, or even traders, the slave men's
occupations could vary between herding, a seasonal combination of herding
and cultivation, just cultivation, work in the caravan trade, and other jobs.
The following paragraphs explore the slave men's work and elucidate how
these correspond to their respective social, ecological and economic context.

thß thßßßßThe accounts of the involuntary shipwrecked 18 and 19 century visitors
to the western Sahara provide a concurring image of male slave labour.
Therefore, male slaves' most important occupation in the northern region of
bà̧z.a̧n territory was herding. Without any delay and almost without apprenÝ
ticeship they had to leave the camp with either sheep and goats, or else
camels,lead them to pasture, guard them throughout the day, and get back to
the camp by sunset. Poor bà̧z.a̧n possessing no slaves sent their own children
with the herds. One difference was made between the free and the slavesÚ
while the former got breakfast, the latter had to leave the camp with an
empty belly. H owever, also adult free men would herd, as Saugnier recounts
in an earlier passage of his narrative (cf. Saugnier/Brisson [1792] 1969Ú 34, 37,
89). Sometimes the bà̧z.a̧n took precautions with regard to their newly
acquired and inexperienced slave herders. AlexanderScott, shipwrecked in
1810 and held in captivity for six years, had to herd sheep and goats. On the
job he was accompanied, advised and supervised by one of his masters' three
daughters (cf. Scott [1821] in Barbier 1985Ú 81f.). Follie, after having been
sold and resold several times, entered service of a rich man, who started
treating him much better than his predecessors and led him to his small
village in what is now south Morocco, north of the Oued Drƒa. While Follie
described his job as herdingcamels, hisaccount seems rather to be of someÝ
one guarding some newly sown plots from being invaded by the surrounding
camels. These,untypically for grazing camels which are at their happiest
roaming over vast pastures, were hobbled and thus unable to move far (cf.
Follie [1785] in Barbier 1984Ú 76ff.). Besides herding, however, the slave men
also had to join in a number of domestic tasks. The number of duties and the
lack of relief from endless work, combined with poor feeding made Brisson
complain to his master about his miseryÚ ©I make faggots, I churn butter, I
tend the flocks, I pull up roots, I prepare camel's hair for your wife to spin, I
till the earth, I do everything in a word that you require of me.ª (Brisson
[1792] in Saugnier/Brisson 1969Ú 437)
ßßßA different impression of male slave duties is given by Ren‚ Cailli‚ (1830Ú
98ff.). Among the Brakna he saw camels primarily herded by h.ara̧t.à̧n or
zna̧ga, and only rarely entrusted toslaves. Thelatter were rather responsible
for leading the cattle to pasture, and for driving them back to the camp in the
evening. Late at night, around 10ßp.m., they had to milk them under the
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supervision of the bà̧z.a̧n. Children, either free or slave, are not mentioned as
working. Agricultural labour, according to Cailli‚, absorbed a considerable
number of maleslaves. This islargely due to the location of his stay. Unlike
the shipwrecked men, Cailli‚'s trip led him to places within the Òema̧ma, the
southern Mauritanian area with major agricultural potential on the border of
the Senegal river. To the north-east of his starting point Podor, he visited
places like Aleg, where the cultivation of millet was common on the large
plots inundated by rain (e.g. seasonal lake of Aleg). Additionally, he travelled
during the cultivation period, and thus experienced the season with the
fewest demands on herding labour, but the largest exigencies upon agriculÝ
ture. Besides cultivation, the collection of gum arabic was a slave task too.
Beginning in mid December, slaves were sent to form a small camp near the
gum-trees and start the harvest. Again supervised by some zwa̧ya, the slaves
had to work all day and were equipped only with a leather bag containing
some water, and a second one to receive the gum. Getting back at sunset,
they had the milk of one cow provided by their masters for food; the superviÝ
sing zwa̧ya had the milk of two cows and some millet. The supervisor was
paid by having the right to the yield of every sixth day of harvest. Sometimes
impoverished zna̧ga joined the work. These had to pay half of their harvest in

25order to get the concession to collect gum (cf. Cailli‚ 1830Ú 133ff.).
ßßßEven more pronounced is the report of Ah.mad al-Amà̧n aÒ-Ñinqà̧tà̧ (whose
name was transcribed as Ahmed Lamine Ech Chenguiti by his translator). In
the late nineteenth century Trarza, gum washarvested byslaves,sent out for
this purpose by their masters who had come to the regions with dense stands
of gum-trees. Should a slave fail to deliver the amount of gum desired by his
master, he risked getting a sound thrashing. The collection of gum was not
restricted to the Trarza region, but took place in all southerly regions from
the east to the west (Ech Chenguiti 1953Ú 116f.). Much the same was observed
by the midshipman Bourrel (1861Ú522f.) who travelled from Podor to the
Tagant in 1860, hence revisiting some of the places already described by
Cailli‚. He noticed the zwa̧ ya sent their slaves to collect gum arabic, and later
exchange it at the ©escaleª for guin‚e cloth and even millet. From this trade,
as well as their numerous herds and the cultivation of millet, he assumed the
zwa̧ya had developed a level of affluence unknown to their h.assa̧n fellows. In
the zwa̧ya camps millet never lacked, and milk was drunk more than once a
day. This industry was possible due to large numbers of badly treatedslaves.
Among the h.assa̧n on the contrary, slaves could achieve some respect from

26their masters and even rise to be considered as counsellors.
ßßßAnother important, above all male slave occupation was the cultivation of
date palmgroves,numerous in the Adrar and Tagant. With the objective of

27expanding this activity, slaves were imported in large numbers. Most of
these slaves brought to the capital of the Tagant, Tidjikja, were renowned for
being of Bambara origin (cf. Ech Chenguiti 1953Ú 138).



150ßßßßßßßßChapter 5
ß
ß
Domains of Work

Herding Labour
ßßßGiven that many noble bà̧z.a̧n withdrew themselves from any direct implicaÝ
tion in the daily obligations of herding, and many of their slaves had an
important share of their work-time assigned to tasks other than herding, the
question arises how and by whom the pastoral sector was run. One report
from the early 1950s is highly instructive on the social organisation of
pastoral labour in bà̧z.a̧n society.Abdallahi Ould Cheikh Sidiya, the successor
of the great marabout Cheikh Sidiya (Ñayh

²
Sidyya), at that time owned

500ßcamels, 500ßcattle, 2,000ßsheep, some donkeys and a fewhorses. These
animals represented about one third of all his tribe's animals. The camels,
divided into eight herds (two constituted of lactating she-camels, the
remaining six designated for stockbreeding), were guarded by families of
specialised herders, who hadpassed on their skills from father to son. They
were paid by the right to use one she-camel out of every ten guarded, one
young male camel and two pieces of guin‚e cloth, paid every year, and some
use-right in milk. The camel herders,though to some degree autonomous,
were supervised by a chief herder, responsible for the general management,
veterinary care,castration, the general orientation of pasture allocation and
many other related concerns. Most of the camels were herded far from the
camp of Abdallahi, who had to remain immobile due to his many political
and religious obligations. The cattle, divided into ten herds, were guarded by
black shepherds, either slave and h.ara̧t.à̧n. The cattle were normally watered at
the same well as the camp of Abdallahi, or another onenearby. Theseherders
too were supervised by a chief herder, but were remunerated only by the
right to use a third of the cows' milk. While selling milk is dishonourable to
noble bà̧z.a̧n, the herders were allowed to produce and sell butter to raise their
profit. This was considered legitimate, because the profit was meant to arise
from the labour-input and not from the milk. The sheep and goats were
guarded by bà̧z.a̧n who originated from the Òayh

²
's tribal confederation and

were his tla̧mà̧d. (religious disciples). These shepherds, again supervised by a
chief, but unlike the camel shepherds revocable, were remunerated with half

28of the milking sheep designated to meet the main camp's needs, half of the
wool, butter and hides produced. These goods Ä often subject to dispute Ä
were distributed by the marabout himself to avoid quarrelling. The^amà̧r of
Trarza, Ahmed Ould Deid, living in much more modest material conditions,
hence following the precepts of h.assa̧n morality, owned 100ßcamels, 50ßcattle
and two herds, i.e. about 400ßsheep and goats. These animals were guarded by
shepherds subject to about the same conditions as those of Òayh

²
Abdallahi. In

contrast to the famous zwa̧ya, thê amà̧r received numerous lactating animals
as mnih.a, i.e. loans of use-rights (cf. Dubi‚ 1953Ú 138ff., 173).
ßßßThis pattern of a limited contribution of slave labour to pastoral producÝ
tion, is contrasted by the presence of men from other dependent strata in this
sector (cf. Bonte 1998aÚ 3f.). This division of labour appeared to be predomiÝ
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nant in the Tagant region too. During the 1950s and 1960s Weddou Ould
Jiddou (Interview zwa̧ya 17.4.1995) managed several huge herds, and was
heavily engaged in the region's trade in animals to the Senegalese markets of
Louga and Dakar. Nowadays he still manages the region's largest herd of
cattle, consisting mainly not of his own, but of animals he took into his care
for payment. Weddou Ould Jiddou stated he had had only one slave herder
during the better times, but six paid ones for his sheep and goats, and another
two paid herders for the cattle. A fact he much regretted, because as he said,
with a twinkle in his eyes, the slave was more profitable than the paid
herders, but unfortunately slaves had already been much too expensive to

29buy.
ßßßOn various occasions the marked social differentiation among bà̧z.a̧n
pastoralists has been stressed. Variation is such that estimates relating to
average pastoral households and their economic assets contain no evidence
(cf. Ould Cheikh 1990Ú 71). My own findings confirm the statement that
there hardly ever was anything like a ©standardª type of pastoral household
and herd. Rather there were large disparities in wealth within eachcamp, met
by a number of redistributive practices, and involving relations of dependenÝ
cy and clientage. Some approximate estimation of a securely self-sustaining
pastoral household derived from the interview information might advance a

30number of 10-40ßcows and one herd of small stock, i.e. 100-200ßanimals.
ßßßIn his narrative, Youba reported his father to have been the biggest
animal-owner in his camp.Before the big drought he had two herds of sheep
and goats, approximating to about 400ßanimals, 120ßcattle, 6ßmale horses and
4ßor 5ßmalecamels. Of theapproximately overall thirteen h.assa̧n tents in the
camp, five were reported to have been extremely poor and another five to
have had only modest possessions, i.e. about two or three cows and between
30ßand 40ßgoats and sheep. The remaining three families, among them
Youba's father's, were the better off. This uneven distribution of possession
was reflected in the number of slaves possessed as well. Only a few h.assa̧n in
the camp ownedslaves, or atleast had them live within thecamp. It wasagain
Youba's father who owned the largest number of slavesÚ three slave tents, i.e.
slave families belonged to him (cf. p.ß76). The emphasis Youba put on the
issue of the slaves constituting tents, i.e. true families, besides proving his
sensitivity on the matter can also be interpreted as a hint at a distinct slave
condition in this mainly pastoral context. Male slaves,given major jobs which
like herding involved a high personal responsibility, were often treated
differently from those held closest to the slave estate. A master wanting his
male slave to be pleased and grateful e.g. could buy him a slave woman to
marry (cf. Brhane 1997bÚ 26; Oxby 1978Ú 196). In doing this, he could secure

31himself both the slave's gratitude, and his offspring. Once confidence was
established between the master and his slave, the latter could be entrusted
with a major part of the care for the animals with much less risk than an

32unruly slave renowned for his voracity for meat.
ßßßTrust is amajor factor in the organisation of pastoral labour. This is true if
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herding is organised within the nuclearfamily, and is even more important if
work is executed by slaves or hired herders. Onemajor means to secure the
herder's devotion to the herd owner's interest is to have him participate in
the gain acquired through herd growth. While members of the family as
co-owners and potential heirs more or less naturally fall into this category, a
similar commitment can be obtained from strange herders.Regular payment
and irregular incentives in animals help the herder constitute his own herd Ä
among his master's or contractor's herd. Herding both together is a fairly
certain way to have the herder do his work properly. Trust however cannot
persist without continuous confirmation (cf. Beck 1988Ú 390ff.; Spittler 1983Ú
67). This applies to all herders, either relatives and strangers. Herding is a
complex task involving much decision-making, and therefore easily becomes
the object of divergent opinions and quarrelling. Furthermore, different
animal species require a different intensity of guarding andcare, andhence
have different requirements in terms of ad-hoc decision-making and personal
qualifications of the herders. Finally, the herd-owner can practice a large
variety of controls, ranging from delegating as few strategic decisions as

33possible, to leaving the herder almost a free hand. All these distinct levels of
differentiation are revealed in the large bà̧z.a̧n herd-owners' practices in
organising herd labour.

Cattle
ßßßIn the case of Abdallahi, cited above, only the cattle were assigned for
herding to either slaves or h.ara̧t.à̧n. Herding cattle among the bà̧z.a̧n Ä as
unanimously stated by all my informants Ä except in very few cases never

34implied any other work than watering and milking. The cattle are supposed
to leave in the morning for the pasture, graze, and come back at dusk. Cattle
have a definite sense of orientation and easily locate appropriate grazing
grounds. Milking takes place late, about two hours after sunset. Only calves
were known to have been herded in order to accustom them to pasture and
protect them from wild animals (Interview Messaoud Ould Soueide, âbd,
17.12.1995). The guarding of full-grown cattle only happened in the case of
danger from wild animals, or severe drought and the cattle being very weak

35(Interview Boueibou Ould Amar, h.art.a̧ni, 1.11.1995). They then were at
high risk of getting stuck and dying in the clayey mud that develops with the
first rains of the rainy season. Responsibility and decision-making by the
herders within this type of herding is almost null. The most prominent and
hardest work Ä watering and milking Ä is easy for the master to control and
hence can be given to any slave no matter what his motivation. Watering,
except in the cold season (January-February) is needed every day, and
requires about 27ßlitres per day per animal during the dry season in the
Tagant region (cf. Toupet 1977Ú 236). If open water sources were lacking, it
was the herders' duty to dig the well needed to water the cattle (cf. Ould
Hamidoun 1952Ú 57). This most menial work however, with the increasing
scarcity of slave labour due to flight, liberation and migration, could be
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passed on to a specialised labourer, paid per watered animal on a monthly
basis (Interview Laghlave Ould Mahmoud, h.art.a̧ni, 13.4.1995). Pastoral
management in these constellations remained solely the masters' or the
owners' responsibility, but the decisions these made with regard to pastoral
nomadic movements were framed by the more or less limited mobility of the
watering labour.
ßßßWhatever the relative ease of cattle rearing, circumstances could entail the
division of cattle herds and the use of herders far away from the owner's
camp. While in former times this seems to have rarely been the case and only

36been used by people poor in cattle or labour power, sedentarised life
nowadays produces the urgent need to send cattle to distant pastures, and
keep only some lactating cows within the vicinity of the village. This job is
nowadays done for a number of the bigger herd owners who originate from
the traditional nobility by some of their former slaves living in adwaba on the
Tagant. Payment is due in cash in the case of a herder caring for a large

37number of cattle, probably composed of animals from variousowners. In
the case of cows sent for care to former slaves now living in adwaba, payment
is more likely to be embedded in the various, more or less reciprocal exchanÝ

38ges taking place between former masters and slaves.

Camels
ßßßCaring for camels bears characteristics almost the opposite of those of cattle
rearing. Camels are extremely mobile. Rather than following a lead animal,
and exhibiting a distinct sense of customary attachment to their habitat, as
cattle do, camels behave much more like wild animals, anddisplay a highly
individualistic spirit. Being both a browsing and grazing species, camels
nevertheless tend to favour fodder from shrubs andbushes,which they are
able to browse on despite their manythorns. In order to browse on these
plants, highly dispersed in the Saharan and Sahelo-Saharianzone, thecamels
scatter around the pastureland, and do not keep together in a herd. These
animal preferences put the camel-herder into the dilemma of either allowing
optimum grazing conditions for the herd, at the risk of losing animals, or on
the contrary applying a strategy of maximum security against loss, but

39reducing the quantity and quality of the grazing. Camel herders thus have
to strike a balance between the divergent interests Ä and regularly set out to
trace lost animals (cf. Beck 1988Ú 223; Spittler 1983Ú 51ff.).
ßßßA major qualification of a herder able to maintain and increase a camel
herd, besides knowledge of the condition of often remote pastures, wells etc.,

40is his ability to read tracks and get back the lost animals. Once the owner
does not move around with the herd himself, the herder far away for weeks
or months is in a position of high responsibility. His decisions amount to a
strategy which in turn is decisive to the fate of the herd. The pastoral
management system developed by Abdallahi (cf. above) is revealing of this
constellation. All his camel herders are employed on an irrevocable basis and
inherit this occupation, hence their familiarity with all aspects of camel care
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from childhood on is assumed; and since trust is not enough to ensure that
the system works, having a chief supervisor replaces control by the owner.
The degree of involvement in camel-herding here becomes a major factor
determining the organisation of herding. If only a few camels are owned,
these are likely to be herded for remuneration by specialised herders. Only
when camel-breeding becomes the major activity, does the development and
appropriation of the knowledge needed become a real concern. Once the
exigencies of labour input exceed the potential provided within thefamily,

41strange, but qualified herders have to be acquiredrapidly. Thesedifferences
explain the overall limited contribution of slaves to camel herding, as well as
the few cases where they did engage in this activity. Slave men among the
camel-holding branches of the Rgayba̧t were rarely sent to herd camels far
distant from the camp; they much more often had to herd the animals which
were kept in the vicinity of the camp and returned there every night. If ever,
only second generationslaves,enjoying a high level of trust from their
masters, andhaving given proof of their knowledge, were employed to go off
on their own with a camel herd. This occupation represented the peak of a
slave man's career, putting him ahead of those slaves only allowed to leave

42the camp within the distance of a day's walk. Once performing such a
responsible task, otherwise performed by a dependent, but free herder, e.g. a
zna̧ga or ruined h.assa̧n, a slave became difficult to replace (cf. Caratini 1989Ú
120). The case throws light on the fact that ascension of slave men to sensitive
tasks was possible, but on the whole remained limited. Slave men in this
configuration had to compete with other qualified herders, more suited to
entering into a trustful, patron-client relationship with the herd owner
(Borricand 1948Ú 89f.). As a temporaryhelp, or to guard animals near the
camp slaves, as themost universal workers, could be employed without
difficulties. Then even slave women could be assigned to herd camels (cf.
Basset 1913Ú 656).
ßßßIn regions such as the southern Tagant andAftout cattle, as well as sheep
and goats, constituted the most important stock due to the region's infestaÝ
tion with flies transmitting tabu̧rit (Trypanosomiasis), a disease similar to the
sleeping sickness affecting camels (cf. Ech ChenguitiÚ 1953Ú 131; Toupet 1958Ú
81, Interview Mahmoud Ould Mnih, zna̧ga, 4.2.1996). Here slave men too
could achieve the position of a highly recognised and trusted herder, but the
nature of cattle and small ruminant herd labour made them less indispensable
than among camel pastoralists. Pastoral specialisation constrained both
masters andslaves. Onesmall, in those times still exclusively pastoral groupÝ
ing of the Awla̧ d Âlà̧ Ntu̧nva h.assa̧n specialised mainly in cattle rearing,
started diversification of its livestock in camels in the 1950s. This new
strategy however did not alter the group's organisation of pastoral labour.
This mainly was performed by a few strongly attached slave families and
some zna̧ga clients,while provision with millet was the duty of slaves living
in the tribe's adabay.Rather than taking any risk by starting to herd themÝ
selves, the h.assa̧n entrusted the newly acquired camels to some specialised
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herders of an alien tribal group (Interview Mâ arouf Ould Eleyatt, h.assa̧n,
26.3.1995). Other bà̧z.a̧n pastoralists organised diversification according to the
same pattern. A zna̧ga grouping of the Kunta Awla¸d Sà̧di al-Wa̧vi, rich in
sheep bred for sale on the meat markets of Senegal before the big drought,

43had the large number of camels in their possession herded by a small
specialised group of five to six families of the same tribal confederation,
called Ahel Lbil (people of the camels). The possessors claimed to hardly ever
have seen their animals. The remuneration for herding consisted of one
young camel per year (normally a two year old male) and of course the use of
the camels' milk (Interview Mohamed Ould Abass, zna̧ga, 5.12.1995).
ßßßTodaycamelhusbandry, both within the region of Achram-Diouk and by
local owners, is of minor importance. Most big herds are owned by rich
traders or other successful participants in the marketeconomy, some of

44whom are h.ara̧t.à̧n. These herds represent capital investments and are led by
paid herders. As these are the only ones to move around with the animals,
and sometimes there is support from a four wheel drive car, the herds are
highly mobile. They move around all of Mauritania, but are concentrated to a
large extent in the country's south. If there is a lack of pasture, they also
easily cross the national borders,hence pursuing strategies at the core of
nomadic pastoralism since time immemorial, but now professionalised and in
contrast to the shrinking range of mobility the few remaining pastoral
nomadic households are able to maintain (cf. RIM 1986Ú 9f.). While in former
times payment for herds larger than 30 animals in most cases was due in form
of the traditional young male camel, nowadays monetary remuneration is

45prevalent. This capital investment type of herding needs to employ already
highly qualified herders, andhence opens up a specific labour market. In my
personal experience,most of these herders are of zna̧ga origin, but there are
pauperised h.assa̧n and zwa̧ya too (cf. Bonte 1998aÚ 3f.), as well as h.ara̧t.à̧n or

46not formally manumitted slaves, nowworking to their own benefit. The
case of close-range camel herding, as practised by a few bà¸z.a̧n within the
region of Achram-Diouk, is different. Here even complete novices to camel
herding are employed, and therefore are submitted to an apprenticeship led
by the experienced owner and chief herder. While the routine work in this
constellation is done by the paid herders, exceptional tasks,like looking for
animals lost for a longer time and transferring animals to distant pastures in
times of drought still are executed under the direct guidance of a skilled
family member (Interview Mohamed Sid'Ahmed, zwa̧ya, 12.9.1995).

Sheep and Goats
ßßßSheep and goats are considered in bà̧z.a̧n society to be much thesame, an
attitude revealed by the use of the generic term ©lg°nemª (best translated as
small ruminants, or else small stock; cf. Pierret 1948Ú 118) subsuming any
composition of the two species in one herd. Although sheep and goats have
different characteristics Ä goats are browsing and sheep grazing animals Ä

47they often are kept together and led to pasture in one and the same herd. In
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the past, however, many pastoralists specialised in either black or white sheep
(n^a̧j), while goats were less frequently kept. The white, or white and black
spotted ©fulaniª sheep is a good meat producer and primarily was bred for
sale to the meat markets of Senegal. The black, long-haired sheep provided
the raw material for the traditional woollen tents, and was a better milk-
producer. Goats (lmâ̧iz), most of which are of ©Sahelianªrace, arelighter
than sheep (cf. Ould Cheikh 1990Ú 70). With the ongoing drought the

48emphasis on sheep was reduced, and the breeding of goats was intensified.
Goats are more robust and less susceptible than sheep, and especially cope
better with the heavy impact droughts have on grazing pasture. Their range
of activity is larger than that of sheep (ability to climb up shrubs), they
browse on even the woody parts ofplants, andthey manage to digest a much
larger variety of vegetation residues, up to artificial cellulose products like

49cardboard. Goats also need less attention, for if the worst happens they
manage to get back at dawn on their own. In a nutshell, goats are considered
more intelligent than sheep.
ßßßHerding small stock needs constant attention and surveillance. The herds,
consisting of up to 200ßanimals, are large, and a single sheep or goat is easily
lost. Jackals are aconsiderable threat; they might track lost animals, or
approach the herd without being noticed and kill one or several animals.
Another danger comes from bad water, which a good herder should be able
to spot (cf. noteß52, this chapter), and herbs and plants harmful or poisonous

50to the animals. Sometimes the negative effects depend on the season, e.g.
tigengilit (Indigofera Senegalensis), if grazed on when in blossom, provokes
severe and frequently deadly inflation to the small ruminants' digestive

51organs. Animal prosperity too depends on some curative practices. Several
times a year sheep and goats have to be provided with salt. In the region of
Achram-Diouk several natural salt deposits are within reach of a one or two
days' march. Salt cures were most often applied once at the end of the rainy
season and another time at the end of the dry cold season, before temperaÝ
tures rose. A third, facultative salt cure could be applied at the beginning of
the rainy season when animals were not watered from wells but surface water
of minor quality. The treatment is supposed to minimise the risk of infection
by diseases (Interview Sidi Ould Salim, h.art.a̧ni, 12.4.1995).
ßßßDespite the considerable responsibilities a herder has to bear, herding small
ruminants is considered above all children's work. Almost any member of bà̧Ý
z.a̧n society,either bà̧z.a̧n or su̧da̧n, is able to claim to once have herded sheep
and goats in his youth. This episode in life ends with the engagement in a
more specialised activity. H. ara̧t.à̧n and slaves most commonly shifted to
cultivation after having participated for the first time in the Ramadan, the
religious month of daytime fasting, while the bà̧z.a̧n ended their most often
temporally limited careers in herding by taking up one or several professional
occupations. Herding small ruminants is well suited to child labourers,

52because it is separated from the more heavy work of watering. This duty is
delegated to some adult, then often responsible for the watering of several
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herds of sheep and goats and perhaps some cattle or camels (cf. the narrative
of Brahim, p.ß59-66), as well as for their milking (cf. Ould Hamidoun 1952Ú
58). Herding small ruminants however was not limited to children. As the
case of Abdallahi shows (cf. p.ß150), free adult people too could engage in
this activity (and sometimes make use of either child or slave labour). Like all
livestock, small stock required professional care to develop to their best. This
could be provided by either skilled free or slaveadults, qualification being
not necessarily related tostatus. The bigdrought in 1969 decimated the over
20 large herds of small stock in the possession of thêamà¸r Abderrahmane.
Having to secure and later reconstitute his animal belongings, he put two of
his most professional herders, a bà¸z.a̧n and a slave man, in charge to set out
with the remaining animals on an emergency migration to the Assaba. There
they stayed until the next rainy season started (Interview Mbarek Ould
Koueriye, âbd, 21.12.1995).
ßßßFree people herding were generally rewarded for their services. Confiding a
herd to a poor member of the tribe or other affiliates was a means to let these
people earn a part of their living, and enabled owners of large herds Ä besides
other strategies such as loans of use-rights Ä to accumulate animal capital
beyond the limits set by their own labour resources. Different arrangements
were made with regard to the different animal species. Whileherding cattle,
according to the accounts gathered in the area of Achram-Diouk, rarely was a
concern to the local pastoralists, and hence did not raise the question of
defining remuneration, the watering of cattle demanded a good deal of labour
during the dry season. With the rapid expansion of a wage labour sector in
the cities after the Second World War, attracting many men of servile origin,
this task became increasingly remunerated. Some more or less fixed tariffs
applied to the herding of sheep and goats. In the minimum case the herder of
a complete herd (between 100 and 200 head, rarely more) received one
young, most often male animal every two months and ten days. If herding
was done by an adult, the payment could be raised up to a ewe with a lamb
and an additional piece of guin‚e cloth. Occasionally gifts were given as
incentive to good herders.Milk, as reported in the region of Achram-Diouk,
was free to the herder, while in other circumstances different arrangements
were possible (cf. p.ß150, the case of Abdallahi's herds).Slaves,although
remaining unpaid for their work, in some cases profited from gifts in animals,
provided by their masters as a sort of encouragement to work (Interview
Laghlave Ould Mahmoud, h.art.a̧ni, 13.4.1995).
ßßßSedentarisation in villages and small rural towns has brought about a
considerable change in herding practices. As individuals nowadays rarely
own enough animals to make up a herd, most animals are sent out with some
village herder, paid 20ßUM a month per goat or sheep. As the job is full-time,
and the earnings low (with a herd of 100ßanimals about US$12.50 per month),
the herders are often children or teenagers. Almost anybody obliged to
confide his few, but consequently the more precious animals to these herders
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only has complaints about this arrangement. The herders are accused of not
caring about the animals, which get lost and frequently eat harmful plants.

Cultivation
ßßßThe perhaps earliest, but still one of the best descriptions of the cultivation
of millet in the southern part of the western Sahara is given by Ren‚ Cailli‚
(1830Ú 117ff.). On his trip from Podor to the area around Aleg, he observed
slaves and zna̧ga set out in November to start sowing. Cultivation took place
on plots formerly flooded either by rain or the river Senegal. Slaves originaÝ
ting from one camp also kept together in one community while cultivating.
All fields were clearly demarcated, and the harvests kept apart. Cultivating
techniques were simple, and apply in much the same mannertoday. A large,
sharpened wooden picket is used to dig holes of about 12-15ßcm depth. These
are filled with a few grains of millet, before the hole is again covered with
sand or earth. Once the seedling emerges, thesurroundings of the plants are
weeded by the hoe, to facilitate the growth of the milletplants. However, this
often is the only supplemental activity, and frequently weeds continue to
grow between the rows. Once the millet spikes are out, the most wearying
period in the cultivation cycle begins.From dawn till dusk cultivators stay in
the fields to shoo away a myriad of birds by shouting, clapping and throwing

53stones and pieces of dry clay with a sling. During the night watching
continues to save the plants from the ravages of wild animals and livestock.

54Harvest finally takes place in May. The men cut off the spikes and throw
them onto the ground, from where they are collected and sorted according to
maturity onto different heaps. After some days of drying the men thresh the
spikes with a wooden stick, and the grains are winnowed. For this the grain is
sprinkled onto the swept ground, so that the wind can blow away the light
residualdebris.Grain is stored either by putting it into leather sacks, taking it
along with the camp and selling the surplus as described by Cailli‚, or by
building a granary of dried clay bricks, or by storing it underground. In the
latter case a hole was dug in the ground, the millet put in, and everything
covered with earth. This method of storage was best suited to hide cereals

55away from enemies and animals.
ßßßWhile the major cultivation techniques remain almost unchanged until
today, the practice of agriculture has expanded considerably during this
century, and especially after the big drought. Ren‚ Cailli‚ (1830Ú 118)
reported that the cultivating slaves he met on the formerly submerged banks
of the river Senegal, favoured ©poorª soils, bare of primary vegetation,
because this saved them from initially clearing the land (an observation
leading him to accuse the natives of laziness). Nowadays most fields not
totally submerged by flooding first have to be cleared and prepared for

56cultivation with the hoe. Sowing is prepared by the picket, and in sandy
soils the hoe is used to dig small holes for the seeds. Besides weeding, hoeing
in between the rows of millet plants also serves to break up the surface of the
clay soil, and thus minimises evaporation. Once the seed-bearing spikes are
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out, cultivators move to their field (or one of them if they cultivate several
fields). These are often distant from the villages (up to 5-15ßkm, sometimes
even more), but temporarily living in a tent or hut near the fields greatly
facilitates guarding plants from nightly destruction by livestock, and the

57chasing of birds. Finally, the spikes are cut with a knife and threshed with a
simple wooden stick.
ßßßWhat has changed in the course of the century have been improvements in
the use of rainfall. The construction of large dams (FrenchÚbarrages) across
some of the slightly inclined seasonal watercourses made possible the

58artificial flooding of large areas of cultivable land. After at least two weeks
of flooding following the last rainfall (usually in October or November), the
dams are opened, either by digging a hole in them, or Ä with modern type
dams Ä opening a concreteoutflow. Sowing and the subsequent tasks follow
the pattern described by Cailli‚. The large dams enhance the security of local
crop production, because their large areas of influx minimise some of the risk
induced by the highly uneven territorial distribution of rainfall in the
northern Sahel (cf. W•st 1989Ú 87). Later thiscentury, after the big drought,
this technique of flooding was complemented by the construction of small
dams (FrenchÚdiguettes). These constructions, known throughout the Sahel
as a medium to increase water retention of agricultural soils and reduce water
run-off erosion (cf. Rochette 1989), represent an improvement of rainfed
agriculture. They are constructed and owned individually, whereas the
majority of large dams are constructed, maintained, and owned collectively
by up to hundreds of participants. The agricultural cycle behind the small
dams begins earlier than behind the large dams. Once the inundated surface
starts to dry up, sowing begins. This can be asearly as in July. For the crop to
grow well, further rain is needed. While the harvesting of fields behind large
dams takes place at the end of January and February,millet grown behind
small dams in rainfed farming can already be harvested in December.
Another technique of sowing in rainfed farming, now only rarely applied in
the Aftout and Tagantregion, but more common in the more humid south of
Mauritania (e.g. around Ka‚di), is to sow already before the first rains. This
technique depends crucially on the soil beingsandy, andabove all on the
right amount and timing of rain, for an inundation of more than 24ßhours will
kill the young shoot. Subsequent longer periods without new rain have the
same effect (Interview Sidi Ould Salim, h.art.a̧ni, 12.4.1995).
ßßßA recent change transforming farming practices is the increasing number of
cultivators. While in former times only slaves, h.ara̧t.à̧n and some zna̧ga were
reported to have cultivated, nowadays many bà̧z.a̧n cultivate too. This is a
major consequence of their impoverishment, manifested by their loss of
animal capital during the big drought in 1969 (cf. chapter six). What persists,
despite economically induced compulsion to have similar living conditions
and work, is the different degree of identification with agricultural labour.
Su̧da̧n identify themselves foremost as cultivators, while bà¸z.a̧n Ä although
nowadays presenting themselves as cultivators too Ä often stress the limits of
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their engagement in agricultural labour in a quest to redraw cultural bounÝ
daries maintaining the difference between su¸da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n (cf. chapter eight).
For this reason, the description of agricultural work presented here is derived
from its ideal-type as presented by the su¸da̧n.
ßßßCultivation nowadays is both men's and women's work, and children of
course make an important contribution too. Nevertheless, subtle distinctions
aim to maintain gendered domains of work.Ideally, digging holes for the

59seeds is done by a man followed by hiswife, sowing two or three grains
into each hole before closing it with a kick of her heel. Some tasks, especially
the construction of large dams and small dams, harvesting and threshing, and
less often weeding, are presented as male tasks (cf. Toupet 1977Ú 265f.). In
daily practice, however, this proves to be something of a patriarchal, male
ideology. Almost all tasks nowadays are performed by women too. Often
there are only women working on the fields, a situation clearly brought
about by the impact of male migration. Only tasks requiring a considerable
labour power, like the construction of large dams, weeding, and especially
harvesting and threshing, are performed principally by men. Friends or else
paid labourers undertake to do the work in one or a few days, thus profiting
from their joint forces. Women in these circumstances are responsible for
preparing meals and tea. If a woman is the head of a household, e.g. because
her husband has migrated or died, a son of hers or a brother most probably
organises this work, while the woman herself is responsible for organising

60and most of the continuous work. Menial work, requiring less quick and
concerted action, such as e.g. the initial clearing of thefields, is done by men

61and women together. It becomes evident that the gender division of
agricultural labour, as primarily performed by the su̧da̧n, is much less driven
by the alleged heaviness of the work, than social conceptions governing the
availability and organisation of work. Women work alongside their husband
and family on the fields, but do not join in the event-driven, collective
work-sessions that remain a male domain (the case of course is different for
exclusively female productive associations and gatherings, and nowadays
female co-operatives).
ßßßThe main staple cultivated is millet in its variant species. Whileazra^a is the
generic term applying to all varieties of millet, a large range of varieties is
distinguished according to the appreciation of taste and maturationtime.
Millet with small grains (mutri; Pennisetum typhoideum) is mainly cultivated
in the Senegal river area and the southern regions, but rarely in the Tagant
region. The most appreciated variety of sorghum (azrâa), to be distinguished
by its larger grains, iscalled taqalà̧t (Sorghum gambicum). It has a maturation
period of five months and needs the least amount of water or inundation of
all varieties. Other, faster growing varieties with about three months until
maturity are biÒna (Sorghum cernuum), and a species of ©whiteª taqalà̧t,
called aÒweyt.ra taqalà̧t. Other crops cultivated are several varieties ofmelons,
called vundi in h.assa̧niyya (distinguished according to colour and the
edibility of the grains), which are fast-growing and do not demand as much
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labour input as millet and sorghum. Apart from these there is a variety of
beans (adlaga¸n; Vigna siniensis) best known under the French name ©ni‚b‚ª

62throughout West Africa (cf. Toupet 1977Ú 259).

Pheniculture
ßßßPheniculture in Mauritania on its present scale has largely been shaped by
recent evolution. Despite the vast majority of the country being located in a
Saharan climate, only a limited number of oases are older than acentury. The
cradle and nucleus of bà̧z.a̧n pheniculture is without doubt the Adrar region in
the north of today's Mauritania. Here wild palm trees, or more probably
palm trees which had not been cultivated, antedate the formation of tradiÝ

thßtional bà̧z.a̧n society,which started in the 11 century and took a decisive turn
thßin the 15 century (cf. McDougall 1985aÚ16ff.; Oáwald 1986Ú 251ff.; Ruf

1995Ú 102ff.). Some outlines of the history of the Adrar emirate, drawn up by
63Pierre Bonte (1985a,b), suggest that in this area a mainly agriculturist group

with only limited involvement in pastoralism and now called Bafu̧r subsisted
and used to collect fruits from the wild palm trees. The major region of these
activities seems to have been in the south and south-west of the Adrar
mountains Ä those regions nowadays having the biggest date-palm oases.
Independent of these centres of agri- and pheniculture there were several
much smaller oases specialising in the trans-Saharan caravan trade. The oldest
and most famous one is Awdaghust,conquered by the Almoravid movement

thßin 1054-55, but abandoned for the first time already during the 15 century
(most probably for reasons of insufficient water supply; McDougall 1985aÚ

64 thß10ff.). Old oases in the Adrar are Abwer, founded during the 8 century
th thßbut now abandoned, Ouadƒne (12 century) and Chinguetti (13 century),

thßboth of which nowadays are in a steep decline. From the 15 century on the
patterns of Adrar settlement changed. The formerly independent Bafu̧r came
under the hegemony of expanding local zwa¸ya and h.assa̧n tribes, of which
the zwa̧ya acquired the property rights in land, and hence established their
dominance. Cultivation and pheniculture expanded from that time on, and
became integrated with caravaning activities and pastoralism into a local,

thßdiversified economy during the 17 century. However, a significant increase
thßin production was only achieved as late as from the middle of the 19 century

onwards, aperiod by which large numbers of slaves had been imported in
order to plant and maintain the vast majority of date-palm groves the Adrar
still is famous for (cf. Ech Chenguiti 1953Ú 119, 138).
ßßßUnlike the Adrar, date-palm cultivation in the Tagantseems to have been
from the beginning closely associated with the formation of trade-towns.
Tradition says the first Tagantdate-palm grove was established at Talmeust
(Talmust) asearly as about 1450, or according to other traditions in the first

thßhalf of the 16 century by the Kunta (Du Puigaudeau 1993Ú 76). This tribal
confederation acquired control of the desert salt mine at Ijil in 1766/67 and
subsequently developed a huge trade network including several towns on the

65Tagant. Among these is Rachid. Situated some 40ßkm north-west of TidÝ



162ßßßßßßßßChapter 5
ß
ß
jikja, the town is located on the slopes of an imposing valley densely planted
with palm trees. Its foundation may have taken place as early as 1564 (cf.
Dubi‚ 1953Ú 198), but is more likely to have taken place either in 1722/23 or
1765. Kasr el Barka, another Kunta settlement and date-palm grove, was
founded even earlier in 1689/90, hence marking the influence the Kunta tribe
had during this period on the development of Taganturbanism and trade, as
well as their commitment to date-palm plantation and agriculture. Tidjikja,
today capital of the Tagant district, was founded in 1660 or 1667. It is
populated by members of the Idaw^Alà̧ whose ancestors had emigrated from
Chinguetti in the Adrar after some inner-tribal conflict. Palm shoots they had
taken along their journey formed the nucleus of the important palm groves of
the wa̧d Tidjikja (cf. Amilhat 1937Ú 63, 116; McDougall 1987Ú47ff., 1990Ú
249ff.; Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 393; Webb 1995Ú 51).

thßßßßTŒchŒt might date from the 8 century as well, but more probable is the year
1153-54 presented in the TŒchŒt chronicle (cf. Jacques-Meuni‚ 1961Ú 58). The
town, although lying some 200ßkm to the east of Tidjikja, and hence on the
northern edge of the Aouker, is commonly subsumed among the Tagant
oases. Being a major market in the trans-Saharan trade, its date-palm groves
always remained secondary, due to environmental restraints. Nowadays
shrinking water resources are leading to an increasing salinisation of

66groundwater (cf. McDougall 1990Ú 250; Du Puigaudeau 1993Ú 204). Other
pre-colonial attempts to spread date-palm cultivation from the Adrar, such as
e.g. the attempt to introduce date palms in the Trarza, failed (cf. Vincent
1860Ú 450; Webb 1984Ú 144). A new era of date palm cultivation began under
French colonial rule. From the 1920s on strong incentives were given to
create new plantations. The following decades consequently witnessed the
rapid expansion of date-palm cultivation in the Adrar and Tagant, aswell as
its introduction to the Assaba (cf. Tablesß7 and 8).However successful in
quantitative terms this policy was, it was hardly able to induce sustainable
growth to the taste of the administrators for two reasonsÚ first despite some
material incentives, many plantations resulted from direct coercion by the
colonial administrators (cf. F‚ral 1983Ú 121; Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 706ff.), a fact
which probably goes far to explain the often mitigated interest many bà¸z.a̧n
had in the maintenance of these date-palmgroves. Second, creating new
plantations meant increasing the demand for manual labour Ä by and large
provided by the dependent strata. These, however, were hardly willing to
endure an ever increasing load of work while at the same time recognising
new opportunities of emancipation (cf. Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 778ff.).
ßßßAssociating date-palm cultivation with the cultivation of millet is possible,
and most fascinating because both are counter-seasonal activities. While the
main millet cultivation activities in rainfed farming take place from July until
late February, caring for the date-palms, with the exception of producing and
planting new shoots, happens between March and July (cf. Du Puigaudeau
1993Ú 80f.; Toupet 1962). However, as much as this association might
represent an ideal use of the scarce agricultural resources at the desert-edge,
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the hardship this agricultural cycle bears for the labourers is obvious. Adding
further obligations to their duties was hardly possible. The extent of agriculÝ
tural diversification by gardening and the cultivation of wheat and rye in the
shade of the date-palms, common in other intensive-use oases, remained

67rather restricted in the Tagant oases. Whilecompetition for labour resourcÝ
es among the different sectors of agriculture was minor, intensive date-palm
cultivation indeed conflicted with the needs of pastoral production. A bà̧z.a̧n
proverb from the Tamourt en-Naaj puts the case as followsÚ a good h.art.a̧ni
can care for either 50ßpalm-trees, or 50ßcamels (cf. Grosser/Ibra Bra 1979Ú 37).
The crucial point here is that the water needs of both animals and palm-trees
are highest at the sametime. Pastoral production and pheniculture therefore
complement each other on the basis of specialisation into different branches
of production rather than integration into a single mode of exploitation of the
natural resources at the desert'sedge. However, anassociation of date-palm
cultivation with pastoral production was possible on the premise of minimiÝ
sing labour input. The necessity of watering date-palm trees, which surely is
the most constant, time-consuming and tiring work in the context of pheniÝ
culture, is much disputed. In the Tamourt en-Naaj, the most fertile valley on
the Tagant, all the su¸da̧n I asked stated with confidence that they never
watered the date-palms except in the very first year Ä and thus contradicted
the above-mentioned saying provided by a bà̧z.a̧n from the local notability.
Research on date-palm productivity under irrigation by a motor pump,
carried out by a SO.NA.DE.R employee in the early 1980s, however, proved
a considerable increase in date output as well as enhanced quality (Interview

68Abdallahi Ould Brik‚, zwa̧ya, 9.4.1995). With what intensity date-palms
are put to use therefore is likely to have always depended on their owners'
main economic interest. H. ara̧t.à̧n and slaves associated with or belonging to
highly nomadic masters, who only owned a handful of trees, might have kept
their presence in the date-palm groves to a strict minimum. Rich bà̧z.a̧n,
owning both palm trees and animals, aswell as having a large amount of
dependent labour, could engage in both sectors. Their su̧da̧n specialised
either in a combination of pheniculture, farming and gardening, or else

69herding or a combination of herding and millet farming. Those su¸da̧n
involved in the oasis sector and living almost permanently in the towns could
establish much more stable communities than their fellows associated with bà̧Ý

70z.a̧n following a nomadic lifestyle. Like the su̧da̧n regularly cultivating
millet, those in the oases were able to develop and maintain a thorough
knowledge of cultivation techniques. This location of agricultural know-how
among the su̧da̧n is universally agreed upon by observers in the first half of
the century (cf. F‚ral 1983Ú 271ff.; Du Puigaudeau 1993Ú 81ff.).
ßßßLittle is known about the living conditions of the slave population in the

thßwestern Saharan oases. However, the events reported from 19 century
Tidjikja, Atar and Oujeft, where the local notability wavered between killing
their slaves for supposed witchcraft, and the need to sustain the labour force
crucial to maintaining and running the already expanding oasis system, reveal
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that bà̧z.a̧n dominance was contested (cf. Ech Chenguiti 1953Ú 138). The
reason why witchcraft was not similarly detected and prosecuted in pastoral
nomadic groupings seems to be that bà̧z.a̧n action in the oases was concerted,
and focused on the goal of getting rid of the threat by the magical forces
supposed to be located within the slave population. This polarisation

71effectively led the bà̧z.a̧n to perceive their slaves as a socialentity. The
problem seems to have been precisely that danger from slaves became more
difficult to identify with individual slaves once these formed large communiÝ
ties. Looking for deviant behaviour likely to be an indicator of possession
was much easier in the small pastoral groupings with intense master-slave

72relationships. The emergence of the nucleus of group formation where
bà̧z.a̧n no longer cared about dominating their individualslaves, butabout
maintaining the community's domination is reflected by the collective action
the zwa̧ya of Tidjikja undertook to get rid of the problem. Rather than
relying on their own spiritual forces, aremedy which should have been at
hand for the Idaw^Alà̧, renowned for their spiritual authority, the bà̧z.a̧n
residents of Tidjikja preferred to undertake an attempt at cross-cultural
mediation. Counter-magic, performed by a Sudanese magician, was supposed
to outweigh bà̧z.a̧n Islamic spiritual authority among a group of slaves hard to
assimilate. A second glimpse of evidence is the occurrence of distinct social
groups associated with date-palm work. The^ag°za̧zà̧r or h.umriyà̧n are

73date-palm cultivators in Tidjikja.

La cat‚gorie des haratin de Tijigja n'est pas homogŠne. Les IdaŵAli y
distinguent en effet les houmriyin (terme qui signifie rouge, … mi-chemin
entre le blanc et le noir) int‚gr‚s au clan, … la fraction et … la tribu depuis

74Abwayr et Tabelbalet,donc avant la fondation de Shinqiti. Ces clients
ont de ce fait une consid‚ration l‚gŠrement sup‚rieure aux haratin, sans
que rien d'autre de particulier ne les en distingue vraiment. Il reste vrai
qu'ils ont le teint l‚gŠrement cuivr‚ et moins fonc‚ que les abid (©escÝ
lavesª) et les haratin (©affranchisª) qui ont, eux, le teint franchement noir.
(Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 281)

The difference in resemblance in the relation between h.umriyà̧n and h.ara̧t.à̧n,
subtly constructed by Abdallahi Ould Khalifa for the h.umriyà̧n of his natal
town Tidjikja, is much the same Odette Du Puigaudeau (1993) enunciates in
her description of the ^ag°za̧zà̧r she observed in the same oasis during the late
1930s. The h.umriyà̧n are like the h.ara̧t.à̧n, for they experience similar relations
of dependence and perform much the same occupations, but nevertheless
enjoy higher esteem. This is expressed by their closer, though not unlimited
integration into the tribal structures dating back some 800ßyears. Finally the
ideological reconstruction of social hierarchy is confirmed by reference to
immobile ethnic categories. The h.umriyà̧n are of ©reddishª phenotype, a
characterisation placing them right in the middle of the scale of nobility,

75ranging from black to white. Leaving aside for the moment the ideological
implications of this interweaving of status and origin, the case of the
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h.umriyà̧n and of the ^ag°za̧zà̧r provides evidence of a group of date-palm
cultivators whose origin is no longer traced back directly to slave ancestry. A
considerable share of the wealth a number of bà̧z.a̧n obtained from their
date-palm groves therefore did not rely on slave labour, but was mediated
through tributary, or else patron-client relationships with partially autonoÝ

76mous cultivators (cf. Moussa/Ould Maouloud 1997). These labourers,
although always remaining highly dependent upon a bà̧z.a̧n aristocracy,which

77for a long time was able to safeguard its exclusive ownership in land, were
probably the first to develop a mainly sedentary,agricultural lifestyle and
communities of their own. Once colonial administration had started to
slightly shift the balance of power among bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n, many of the slaves
and h.ara̧t.à̧n chose to move to villages they had constructed in the vicinity of
the date-palm groves (cf. Dubost 1924Ú 464).

Caravan Trade
ßßßFrom the very first documents describing the western Sahara, trade is
reported to be a major activity in the region. The famous Muslim traveller
Ibn Bat.t.u̧t.a on his journey from February 1352 until December 1353 visited
the desert salt mine at Tag°a̧za̧, apparently a most miserable place with no
trees, a mosque built of rock-salt slabs and roofs made of camel skins. There
slaves of the Masu̧fa dug for the salt, two slabs of which were loaded on each
camel and transported to Oualƒta. Already at Tag°a̧za̧ salt could be exchanged
for gold, but the exchange rate was much more advantageous at Ma¸là̧, another
24ßdays' march for an energetic traveller (cf. Levtzion/Hopkins 1981Ú 282ff.).

thßCenturies later, probably in the course of the 18 century, a new trade
pattern supplanted this barter of salt for gold. Instead of north-African
traders residing on both shores of the Sahara and constituting distinct
©whiteª communities, Saharans themselves engaged in trade and exchanged
Saharan salt for grain from the Sudan. Historian James Webb (1995Ú52ff.)
argues that this shift results from ecological degradation within the western
Sahara, the southward movement of which he named the ©desert frontierª,
confronting the Saharans with an increasing demand for grain. Consequently
the volume of Saharan salt export to the Sudan increased, and the emphasis of

78trade shifted from salt for gold to salt for grain. While an increase in the
exchanges of salt for grain is probable in this era, it would be misleading to
ignore the pastoralists' involvement in such exchanges from the very
beginning of their occupational specialisation. Dependence on trade and
other means of exchange is a common pattern found among pastoral nomadic
societies, who are all obliged to complement their high-protein, milk-based
diet with carbohydrates. Hence besides the trade of salt for gold, which the
North African Arab sources were most interested in, there were probably
various relations of exchange including salt among desert pastoralists and
sub-Saharan agriculturalists (cf. Bollig/Casimir 1993Ú 543.; McDougall 1983;
Ruf 1995Ú 64f.).
ßßßWhile the barter of salt for grain fell rapidly into decline in the western
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79Sahara after colonisation early thiscentury, up to the present day within
the central Sahara, some Tuareg groups rely on organising caravans, exchanÝ
ging mainly salt for grain in the south (cf. Ritter 1986; Spittler 1989a, 1989b).
Organising caravans for long-distance trade with large amounts of heavy-
weight freight commodities, such as slabs of desert rock-salt and millet from
the western Sudan, depends crucially on access to means of transportation.
Within the Sahara, and even far into the Sahel, the camel is the first choice

80among local animals of burden. Work related to caravan trade thus is
devoted to two distinct sectors. First the breeding and maintaining of a large
number of transport camels, andsecond all tasks related to forming and
maintaining the caravan itself. On the trans-Saharan tracks sometimes not
only watering-points but grazing were lacking as well. Consequently, the

81caravaners had to cut the fodder needed throughout the journey in advance.
Once on the way, the animals had to be packed and unpacked every morning
and evening, while during the day they had to be led. The number of workers
needed for these tasks depended on the difficulty of the terrain. Estimates for

thßthe 19 century advance a number of four or five camels per man. As the
camels moved around during the night while grazing, they had to be looked
for, and driven together each morning. Occasional watering, too, was a task
requiring much labour. Further, firewood had to be collected, and meals to

thßbe prepared. During the 19 century all this was slave work (cf. McDougall
1985bÚ 102, 108; 1992Ú 73f.).
ßßßTravelling in acaravan did not necessarily mean riding oncamels.Slaves
accompanied the caravan on foot, and only in a situation of extreme difficulty
were they allowed to mount (cf. Panet 1968Ú 104ff.). But enduring the
hardship of walking from sunrise till sunset is not restricted to people of low
social status. Riding camels are precious. Taking them along on a caravan
journey already means exposing them to great fatigue and risk. In order to
preserve their precious animals' condition, many caravaners used to walk the
entire day, or to restrict riding to a part of the day or else to special purposes
such as scouting (indeed these patterns of caravan travel still are applied by
the few caravaners remaining; cf. Asher 1993). Women Ä except slave women
naturally Ä who used to travel with caravans only as passengers of a kind,
were rarely forced to walk (cf. Panet 1968Ú 104ff.).
ßßßThe management of the caravan trade was highly diversified. The large
caravans, often consisting of several hundredcamels,travelling between the
salt mines and the trade-towns, were composed of a multitude of individual
caravaners. Members of a whole variety of tribes as well as major traders and
poor nomads with no more than two camels walked side byside. While
participation in the trade generally was open to a wide range of Saharans,
continuous engagement on a large scale necessitated control of various
resourcesÚcamels, pastoralists, caravaners, andtrade managers. The latter
became crucially important when many merchants became sedentary in the

thßcourse of economic expansion in the 19century. The Haidara family was
famous for its big trade business run by several brothers and having its
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pivotal point in TŒchŒt. These had their slaves not only do all work related to
camel breeding, oasis cultivation, loading and unloading, but also assigned
some of the most experienced in the business the responsibility of trade
agents. Theseslaves were entrusted with the management of salt transport
and trade, both in the Sahara and the Sahel. With their business developing
well, the family settled a number of slaves in Banamba, where they had to
farm and look after their master's business the whole year round (cf. McÝ

82Dougall 1985bÚ 111 and 1992Ú 75).
ßßßParticipation in the caravan trade increased the slaves' chances of enhancing
their status and condition. By travelling and working with the pack camels
the slaves could acquire a lot ofskills, training them to eventually undertake
caravaning without supervision. With providing transportation services, i.e.
pack camels and caravan workers,becoming a distinct business among the bà̧Ý
z.a̧n, a supply of reliable and trained labourers was crucial for the system to
run. Once travelling by camel caravan, slaves frequently got opportunities to

83do some small scale business to their own profit. Much like the qualified
herders, and other,similar workers, the slave caravaners seem to have been
rewarded for their services by manumission. Possible arrangements were
contracts allowing the slaves to buy their freedom, manumission as a reward
for special services, or contracted as linked to the death of the master (cf.
McDougall 1985bÚ 108ff.; Coquery-Vidrovitch/Lovejoy 1985Ú 17f.). The
latter case was observed by Mungo Park ([1799] 1969Ú 179). On his travels at

thßthe end of the 18 century he met a Bambara who had been the slave of a
bà̧z.a̧n.Having travelled along muchof the central Saharan trade routes onbehalf
of his master, he converted to Islam and became manumitted upon the death
of the latter at Djenn‚. He then successfully established himself as a trader of
salt and guin‚e cloth.
ßßßThe present description proves the caravan trade, and especially the trade of
salt for grain, and later of salt for slaves, tohave been a complex economic
activity, dynamically tying together a whole variety of economic sectorsÚ
pastoral pack-animal production and salt-mining in the Saharanzone,
agricultural grain production in the Sahelianzone, and themaintenance of an

84inter-regional network of tra ders. Acquiring labour was crucial for the
traders to run the system and expand (cf. McDougall 1992Ú 72). In pre-coloÝ
nial Saharan society the only labour-force meeting these needs was dependÝ
ent labour. It remained the only means to exploit and control labour disperÝ
sed among, and moving in between so many locations from a single place.
These conditions of work, in turn, shaped a specific variety of dependence,
one implying much reciprocity. With the dependent workers often living or
being far away from their masters,direct and brutal coercion could not work
as a means of control. More subtle strategies had to be used. Slaves managing
and supervising trade activities at their masters' place were both a means to
cope with the need to be present at different places at the sametime, and to
install a hierarchy amongslaves.Nothing is known about the relations of
first rank slaves and those at the bottom of the scale, but the attraction of
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ascension is very likely to have sustained the masters' hegemony. Those
slaves residing far from their masters' control, as well as from his means to
secure them, had to be granted some autonomy, and an economic means to
subsist, or even the opportunity to accumulate wealth. This tendency of at
least a considerable part of slave use within the Saharan trade to resemble
patron-client ties more than master-slave relations is confirmed by another,
specific socio-economic structure of production evolving in the western
Sahara. Influential religious personalities attracted disciples, the tla¸mà̧d. . These
people, to a large part of modest, or dependentstatus,most often engaged in
productive activities profiting the Òayh

²
, who in turn provided protection and

assistance in case of need. Associating oneself with the Òayh
²

meant being
associated with his baraka, the divine benediction, and thus elevated one's
own social standing. In the central Sahara, the use of tla¸mà̧d. to conduct

thßcaravan trade is already reported from the late 17 century of a Kunta
85 thßmerchantfamily. By the 19 century this practice became widespread along

the southern Saharan border. No longer only trade, but pastoral production
and agriculture, too, came to be subsumed under these Ä like slavery Ä
©supra-tribalª relations of social and economic dependency (cf. McDougall

861985bÚ 106f.; Stewart 1973Ú 112ff.).

Slaves of the Court
ßßßJust as slave men could ascend to highly responsible tasks, and later gain
manumission within the caravan trade, a few slaves became the trustees of the

87h.assa̧n elite, or at least held positions of considerable esteem. Among the
Ahel Swayd Ah.med, an old slave woman of the family of the former̂ amà̧r of

88Tagant keeps and plays the t.bal up to the present day. This big drum once
was beaten to lead the warriors in battle and to organise life in thecamp, as
well as on important occasions and festivities. Playing this highly important
instrument was not restricted to slaves and h.ara̧t.à̧n. The igga̧wen, the
musicians within bà̧z.a̧n society,used to play it in their performances too, and
it was up to them to accompany and encourage the warriors in battle with
music (cf. Guignard 1975Ú 172ff.). However, slave women from the main
camp of the deceased̂amà¸r Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar, the h.ella, vividly
remember themselves playing the t.bal, and accompanying it with solo and
group singing on many occasions like marriages or the reception of visitors.
These women played the big drum in a peculiar mode only a few were

89capable of (Interview Doueige Mint Dvih, ^abd 21.12.1995).
ßßßH. ara̧t.à̧n, and on some occasions slave men too, could become the trustees
of h.assa̧n chiefs, or even an^amà̧r. One very prominent case is that of Abdi
Ould Embarek. This former slave of a subtribe of the Idaŵ Alà̧of Tidjikja
was a close associate of thêamà¸r of Tagant, Bakkar Ould Soueid Ahmed. As
his ©right armª, or in other terms his factotum, he was responsible for
collecting the coutumes the French paid for the trade in gum arabic on the
Senegal river, the tributes of various dependent tribes in the Gorgol, Brakna
and Tagant, aswell the tributes his own tribe, the Idaw Âlà̧ of Tidjikja, had to
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pay to the ^amà̧r (cf. Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 581, FrŠrejean 1995Ú 314). Having
represented the enemy and oppressor within his own tribe, Abdi Ould
Embarek changed sides once the French started their invasion of the Tagant.
Now associating his fate with that of the French, his aim became to weaken
and defeat the^amà¸r Bakkar, and to gain an influential position in IdawÂlà̧
politics. Several years later he succeeded in this attempt, and the French, who
had rewarded him with one fifth of the former Idaw ^I̧Ò date palm grove in
Tidjikja, named him general chief of the various local tribal fractions of the
Idaw^Alà̧. For a long time Abdi remained vital to French local policy and
economy. He provided knowledge of the conflicts and contradictions raging
among the Idaw^Alà¸, helped the French exploit these, and was able to supply
many of the vital goods they needed to maintain their staff (cf. Ould Khalifa
1991Ú 581, 648ff.).
ßßßFrench documents on Abdi and events related to him are almost mute on
the issue of hisstatus.Only Commandant FrŠrejean (1995Ú 285, 314), who
together with Xavier Coppolani led the invasion of the Tagant and who
became one of the first to cooperate with Abdi, gives a few sketchy remarks.
According to his view, which was probably strongly influenced by his other
bà̧z.a̧n counsellors, Abdi Ould Embarek was ©l̂affranchi de Bakarª, i.e.
Bakkar's manumitted slave. However, it remains unclear whether Abdi had
formally gained h.ara̧t.à̧n status prior to his services to thê amà¸r of Tagant, or
had been manumitted by the latter. The colonial documents I was able to
consult provide no direct evidence on the issue. Wherever they refer to Abdi
Ould Embarek as a ©haratineª or ©affranchiª this is as likely to be the
common euphemism the French administrators used to employ for slave as

90to reflect Abdi's true status. Nevertheless, thebackground leading to
Abdi's association with the former ^amà¸r of Tagant hints at him already being
a h.art.a̧ni. Apparently his brother had been murdered by alien tribesmen, thus
forcing Abdi to seek protection from the ^amà̧r (cf. Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 595) Ä
a step hardly conceivable for a slave.
ßßßThe issue of a dependent of slave origin gaining so much power indeed
entered into the discourse of those factions predominantly originating from
the tribe's notability opposing Abdi in his office. In a letter from a council of
Idaw^Alà̧ notables held in 1938, concerning the opposition the signatories
express towards YoubaOuld Abdi, the son of Abdi Ould Embarek who then

91held the office of generalchief, one major argument is the inappropriate
origin of the latter. Besides being accused of collecting illicit dues, he is
considered to be the son of a former slave (cf. Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 693). This
statement, rather than being taken as a reliable assessment of Abi Ould
Embarek's status, is highly instructive of how the idea of a more or less
distant slave ancestry underlying the concept of h.ara̧t.à̧n can be exploited by
bà̧z.a̧n as a means to secure their symbolic supremacy.
ßßßAbderrahmane Ould Bakkar, the last officialâmà̧r of Tagant, who died on
the 19 September 1982, was renowned for having several h.ara̧t.à̧n entrusted
with responsible tasks in his vicinity, and also for having h.ara̧t.à̧n among his
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counsellors (cf. Toupet 1977Ú 179). These people were feared, for they were
free to do almost anything they liked without risking punishment or losing
protection from the ^amà̧r. Other members of h.assa̧n tribes used to have a h.ara̧Ý
t.à̧n entourage too. Abdel Wedoud Ould Mamma (Interview 31.10.1995, h.asÝ
sa̧n), of a prominent lineage of the L^aweysya̧t, passed most of his time before
entering the colonial army in the company of three h.ara̧t.à̧n renowned for
being good shots and hunters. Abdel Wedoud Ould Mama described these
h.ara̧t.à̧n as having a specialstatus. H. ara̧t.à̧n, he explained to me, was just their
name,they were not the h.ara̧t.à̧n of somebody or the h.ara̧t.à̧n of a tribe, but a
group living like the L ^aweysya̧t throughout the year in the Aftout close to
the Tagant plateau.

Gender, Status and the Locus of Work

Male slave labour in the various accounts emerges as being significantly
different from female slave labour. Slave women were compelled primarily to
work in the household. Besides a variety of tasks they had to fulfil under the
direct auspices of their mistress or master, they frequently had to work
outside the camp as well. Slave men Ä although they could also be given any
task Ä were habitually entrusted with distinct, and often multiple, specialised
tasks, some of which relied upon the slave's ability to act responsibly and
take decisions in the master's place. Contrary to what might be assumed of a
pastoral society, theslave men were notsolely, and in many areas not even
primarily put to work in the pastoral sector and to relieve their masters of
work as herders. Many were employed as cultivators of millet fields and
date-palmgroves, aswell diggers,collectors of gum arabic, and in many other
capacities. A few slave men even rose to become assistants in the caravan
trade or advisors to h.assa¸n chiefs.
ßßßThere are many differences slave women and men experienced in the
domain of work. These result from a complex interpenetration and interacÝ
tion between two distinct and contradicting ideologiesÚ the gender division of
labour applying to bà̧z.a̧n society, and the use ofde-socialised and hence
de-sexualised slave labour within thissociety. As hasbeen revealed in the
preceding paragraphs, and is summarised in Illustrationß1, labour is a major
field where gender relations between bà̧z.a̧n women and men articulate. Both
genders are associated with distinct tasks, which in turn are located in specific
localities. While women's work is related to the tent, or at least thecamp,
men's work leads to areas beyond these boundaries. Many of the tasks fit
neatly into this scheme of ©inª and ©outªÚ women process milk, they spin and
weave within the tent, while trading and herding often require the men to

92leave the tent and camp for long trips. Albeit that the production of
difference is most obvious in the occupation of distinct locations, it is not
restricted to this field, but applies to the modes of interaction between the
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sexes too. This is the more important, as several male occupations evolving in
bà̧z.a̧n society have less clear-cut characteristics, and simply are not located
entirely in the exterior. Qur \a̧n masters used to live and teach, i.e. to work
within the camp (though sometimes they had a separate tent). The male
h.assa̧n elite, having a much less steady pattern of life and work, besides hunting,
coercing tributes and waging war, passed a considerable amount of time
within the camp as well. Different occupations closely connected to the
individual's rank within the social hierarchy thus demanded different modes
of articulating gender relations. Much like the articulations of a bourgeoisie

93(cf. Bourdieu 1979), or as in the process of feudalisation, the symbolic
world of gender differentiation among the bà̧z.a̧n nobility was directed
towards the enhancement and refinement of its signifiers (cf. Elias 1988,
1990).
ßßßWomenstruggled to develop their femininity in patterns of a complex mix,
involving ideals of inactivity and obesity, and the practice of a few, most
often collectively performed tasks requiring only minimal physical input (cf.
p.ß144f.). While the topranks concurred in the most refined expression of
their standing, quite a few women failed to meet these standards. Having to
share in more or less numerous tasks conflicting with the ideal-type of
femininity out of economic need, they had to re-shape and adapt their modes
of producing and expressingfemininity. Women of modest origin or wealth,
who like Valha (cf. p.ß69-72) had to pound millet, care for animals, andmuch
more, were women largely lacking feminine appeal, according to dominant
categories. Consequently they found it hard to acquire many of those highly
prized female qualities, such as e.g. seductiveness, which Ä again noblewomen
Ä considered to develop from the ideals of femininebeauty. Far from
representing female submission to male dominance, women's discourses
portray these qualities as essential to the maintenance of female influence and
control over men (cf. Tauzin 1984bÚ 100ff.; Simard 1996Ú 113). Femininity
itself by these mechanisms becomes directly linked to affluence on two
distinct levelsÚ access to food and servile female labour. Women able to
transform these goods into symbols of femininity demonstrated their power
in gender relations beyond the field of symbolic representation. Physically
embodying a considerable amount of the group's capital, these women
demonstrated their ability to maintain control of and access to these resourcÝ
es.
ßßßSlave women in this social configuration became a crucial element, not only
because they purveyed the basis on which an inactive and obese ideal of
noble femininity could develop, but because the control over slave women
became a substantial element in the struggle over the shape of bà̧z.a̧n gender
relations. This interference of female slavery with social relations among
bà̧z.a̧n, and hence the symbolic reproduction ofsociety, is amajor clue to
understanding both the importance of female slavery in the past, and the

94issues of today's gender relations.
ßßßSlave men did not interfere with gender relations among bà̧z.a̧n as slave
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Illustration 1Ú Gender and Status Implications of Work

Desocialisation
All Kind of Work / Menial Tasks

Nobility

Specialised Work

Manliness

¥ Warfare
¥ Islamic Scholarship
¥ Herding

¥ Cultivation
¥ Manual Labour

Few and
Self-Determined
Tasks

Femininity

¥ Administration
  of Slave Work
  and Household

¥ Household Work
¥ Cultivation
¥ Manual Labour

Free Men Free Women

Slave Men Slave Women

women did. One reason for this is the different structuration of what might
be called manliness in bà̧z.a̧n society with regard to the bà̧z.a̧n ideal of femininÝ

95ity. Looking at male h.assa̧n, zwa̧ya, zna̧ga, h.ara̧t.à̧n, and ^abà̧d, their differÝ
ence is marked first of all by segregated professional characteristics that do
not correspond to a rank of manliness, or male attributes. Rather than
unfolding a unifying ideal portraying what virtues make for a real bà̧z.a̧n man,
these stereotypes remain moulded into the framework of distinct status
group identities closely linked to professional specialisation. Behaving in a
©manlyª way therefore comes to mean distinct things to h.assa̧n, zwa̧ya and
zna̧ga. H. assa̧n ideals of manliness are distinct from zwa¸ya manliness, and

96again are distinct from zna̧ga manliness. Although some general consensus
97about basic male virtues exists, e.g.male cowardice is ridiculed, and a man

of a ©great tentª, i.e. of a goodfamily, should be generous rather thanstingy,
the pivotal point of reference for men is less manliness than honour, symboÝ
lised by status, and success in meeting the exigencies of good conduct
inherent to statutory affiliation. Therefore either small and big h.assa̧n or
zwa̧ya or else good and bad herders were distinguished (cf. Marchesin 1992Ú
36), but not more or less manly ones. Hence, a h.assa̧n beaten, and therefore
forced to resign from his status and to become zwa̧ya was affected in the first
place by the devaluation of his h.assa̧n ideals of conduct, disregarded in the

98zwa̧ya host community he then had to adapt to. Slave men in this configuÝ
ration were in a rather ambivalent position. With regard to work, the quality
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of their masculinity was not, or only slightly affected. Unlike slave women,

99slave men experienced no systematic devaluation of their gender identity.
Although they could, and sometimes effectively were assigned tasks contraÝ
dicting their gender identity (cf. Klein/Robertson 1983Ú 10; Brisson [1792] in
Saugnier/Brisson 1969Ú 437), the greater part of male slave labour fitted into
the segregated scheme of male occupations, and therefore slave men could
refer to their work as a means of producing and reproducing their male

100identity.
ßßßThe patterns of everyday interaction among men of various statuses
supported this process too. Men of all strata, whenever eating together, share

101and used to share the same dish, which is separate from the women's.
Although social hierarchy enters this field of cross-hierarchical interaction
whenever service is needed, e.g. meat has to be cut, hands rinsed with water
for washing and the like, its relational character permits the maintenance of
the image of integration. In any situation the one in the group of lowest
standing and age has to do the job, regardless of whether he might be a young
noble or a slave youngster.
ßßßDifferences in dress are less marked among men than among women of
different social strata as well. Already Bourrel (1861Ú 23) noticed in the mid

thß19 century slave women wearing clothes more suited to work than the
bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t's melhava, a large veil consisting of five to six metres of guin‚e cloth.
Among men, the today common darrâ̧ a then still was a luxury item only a few
could afford. Instead a more modest and narrower garment was worn Ä
obviously without significant differentiation between slave and free men.
Analogous differences are prevalent until the present day. As any visitor to
the country quickly realises, outward appearance and clothing is one of the
most misleading indicators of a man's social status and origin. The difference
in the significance clothing has in the production of social differentiation
between men and women, however, does not result so much in an opposition
of diversity and uniformity, although such differences still occur among
bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n women. More important is that women have to wear the
melhava (veil)correctly, i.e. it has to cover the hair (but not the face), the

102whole body, and reach close to theankles. This, however, isalmost
impossible while working manually, e.g. in the fields. While work and
clothing were important in constituting and representing the difference
between noble or slave women in former times, distinct occupations and
individual affluence continue to influence distinguishing patterns of dress
among women of different status until the present day. An analogous
preoccupation with devout dressing cannot be confirmed for men of differing
status.Although also not ideal for manual work because of its wide shape,
the darrâ̧ a can be tightened with a belt, or in the company of men even be
taken off to save it from damage. Again women working manually found it
more difficult to meet the gendered ideals of good conduct than men who
additionally profited from working frequently in gender-segregated locaÝ

103tions, where much less restrictive clothing customs applied.
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ßßßThis male slave self-confidence, however, faced negation within a distinct
field of social interaction. The bà̧z.a̧n rule of female hypergamy brought about
a fundamental difference between slave women and men. While the former
could be married by free men, slave men were most definitely excluded from
alliances with women other than of their own status. While slave women,
consistent with the conception of a patriarchalsociety, could be assigned
certain seductive qualities competing with those of the bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t by the free
men, slave men simply did not enter into any such consideration or competiÝ
tion. While the slave women's struggle for re-socialisation was intertwined
with the struggle for reconstitution of their gender identity (a prerequisite to
subsequent recognition as concubine, milk-mother etc.; cf. p.ß94-105), and
hence operated in the field of work as well as the symbolic world of gender
identity, the locus of the slave men's struggle to reduce de-socialisation was
exclusively focused on work. Indeed, the slave men experienced a deep
paradox. While being able to meet the exigencies of gender symbolism much
better than slave women, they found themselves excluded to the utmost in
the field of practising gender relations. A slave man, properly speaking, could
never gain the social rights ofpaternity. The de-socialising impetus of slave
estate, which de facto denied kinship ties to slaves turned the patriarchal
conception of descent upside-down, and hence inflicted the most serious
blow to the slave men. Slave children were to live with their mother, at least
until a certain age, but there was no consideration whatsoever of the slave
father. While slave men were deprived of the recognition of fatherhood, slave

104women were recognised as biological mothers of their children. Social
motherhood, in as far as it meant granting them rights in their children, was
more or less definitely denied to them, but could be gained in another fieldÚ
milk-motherhood. Milk-kinship ties transferred the affective relations
established through parenthood-analogous practices into a legal framework.
Although dismissing the material obligations arising from real parenthood,
milk-kinship produced analogous social rules of respect Ä one major concern

105of slaves' struggle for recognition as social beings (cf. p.ß94-99).
ßßßSlave men, to gain socialpaternity, had not only to be manumitted themÝ
selves, but had tomarry a free woman, e.g. a h.art.a̧niyya, too. This configuraÝ
tion of master, slave and gender relations is the pivotal point in many h.ara̧t.à̧n
and slave narratives. It is manifest in statements like ©any h.art.a̧ni who
marries a slave woman would be a fool, for he never would gain paternity
over his childrenª (Khalifa Ould Kebab), and the grievance expressed by
M'Barke (cf. p.ß66-69). However constraining these implications of slave
ideology were, it would be to depict a rather leaden portrait of bà̧z.a̧n slavery
if reduced to these specific moments. Mobility, and in this case above all
spatial mobility, was a means to cope with these adversities. If slave women
were unable to separate from their masters, slave men who desired to share
their lives had to move Ä at least temporarily. A proverb from the Tuareg (a
pastoral-nomadic group of the central Sahara, sharing quite a lot of characterÝ
istics of the bà̧z.a̧n) is quite instructive on the matterÚ ©whoever has a slave
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106woman has a slave manª (Oxby 1978Ú 197). Tuareg masters, too, preferred
to give strange slave men who joined their slave women an extra portion of
food (for they otherwise would have relied on that of the woman), and have
them do some odd jobs in return. Slave men of high esteem, e.g. good
herders, experienceddifferent treatment. Rather than let them engage in
affairs which might have led them to leave their master and join their slave
spouse's master, these valuable slaves were advised to form engagements with
slave women by their master. The latter thus could choose an ideal spouse,
one highly likely to always live within the same camp as the master Ä and his

107slave (cf. Oxby 1978Ú 193ff.).
ßßßDrawing on and highlighting the gender differentials implied in the use of
slave labour among the bà̧z.a̧n provides a clue to a comprehensive understandÝ
ing of some major social relations tying slaves intosociety,while nevertheless
rejecting their social integration. Different modes of making use of female
and male slave labour, resulting from the masters' need not to challenge their
own conception of a gender-segregatedsociety, are fundamental to an
explanation of different modes of slave control. Slave men, more likely to be
far from the camp, could not easily be put to work effectively and closely
watched at the sametime. Within such a configuration of the master-slave
relationship, the use of coercive means, i.e. hurtingslaves,tended to be a last
resort to restoreauthority. Slave women on the contrary experienced control
most of the day, and there are numerous descriptions of bà̧z.a̧niyya̧t terroriÝ
sing their slave women. This polarised image is useful in challenging a much
too undifferentiated portrayal of slave conditions, and in opening up a
perspective which introduces gender relations and the structuration of space
into the study of slavery. Transforming the gendered patterns of slavery
revealed so far into a new stereotype, however, would deprive this approach
of its very qualities, and would be misleading. Such an attempt would mean
neglecting the many in-betweens of master-slave relations highlighted by this
analysis of slave work. There were slave men doing women's work and
vice-versa (cf. Klein/Robertson 1983Ú 10; Brisson [1792] in Saugnier/Brisson
1969Ú 437), and some social institutions, such as milk-kinship provided a
means to overcome the restrictions on interaction between non-kin of the
opposite sex, such as slave men and mistresses (cf. Cleaveland 1995Ú 46).
Perpetuating a static image, furthermore, means disregarding the dynamics of
slavery as relations of dependency evolving withinsociety, aswell as transÝ
forming it. Besides being present in the demographic evolution of bà̧z.a̧n
slavery these dynamics are also manifest in the evolution of the bà̧z.a̧n econoÝ
my, focused on in the following.
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Chapter 6
The Historical Dynamics of B¸àz.a̧n Economy

The bà̧z.a̧n economy has evolved significantly in the course ofhistory, and
these changes were decisive to the development of distinct configurations of
master-slave relations. Fundamental to much of the economic process in the
western Sahara were the trans-Saharan trade and the trade along the desert
edge. Based on the exchange of complementary products, these trades
established and maintained links between the pastoral and agricultural
populations. The configuration of these patterns of exchange and commerce
was affected significantly by the arrival of European merchants on the West

thßAfrican coast. First came the Portuguese, who during the 15 century
established a trade post at Arguin on the west Saharan coast near today's
Nouadhibou. The trade in gum arabic in the Senegal River basin from the

th th17 century on grew to what was almost a commercial boom. The 19
century finally saw a general increase of marketing and trade throughout the
whole western Sudan and the Sahara, and witnessed the evolution of complex
interrelations between different trade sectors and trade networks (cf. McÝ
Dougall 1985). Colonial expansion, which had started in the western Sudan

thßby the middle of the 19 century, and reached the territory of today's
thßMauritania by the turn of the 20 century, brought about the decline of

several branches of trade and production, but also created new opportunities.
While social and economic change during the early decades of colonisation
was slow, it nevertheless seriously undermined the relations of production

thßthat had developed in the course of the 19century. This evolution was a
crucial step towards the quicker and more drastic changes in both economy
and social relations that started in the 1950s, and took a decisive turn in the
wake of the big drought of the 1970s, which introduced a period of increased
aridity lasting until the present.

Gum and Guin‚e

Throughout the centuries, the economy in the western Sahara underwent
many transformations. While it here is of minor importance whether these
changes occurred in response to an increasingly arid environment (cf. Webb
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thßMap 2Ú Western Sahara and Senegal River Valley in the 19 Century
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1995), or rather followed a socio-economic rationale (cf. Ruf 1995), it is
important to remember the magnitude of these changes, and howdeeply they
influenced bà̧z.a̧n society, andconsequently bà̧z.a̧n relations of hierarchy and
dependency.
ßßßTrade hadalways played an important role in the economy of the western
Sahara, but for many centuries, the pastoral nomadic inhabitants of the area
played only a minor role in the most prominent trade in the area, the trans-
Saharan trade. During itsheyday,described by Arab authors like Ibn H. awqal
(writing in 378/988), and Ibn Bat.t.u̧t.a (writing in 756/1355), the trade across
the Sahara indeed much resembled trade across the sea (cf. Ibn H. awqal and
Ibn Bat.t.u̧t.a in Levtzion/Hopkins 1981Ú43ff.; 279ff.). Therewere commercial
towns lying on each shore, linked by camel caravans coming and going. This
metaphorical representation of the Sahara lives on. In Arabic sa¸h. il has the
meaning of ©seashoreª, and the designation Sahel, used today for the arid
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1stretch of savannah below the Sahara, is derived from this term. In the trade
towns south of the Sahara North African traders lived in ©whiteª communiÝ
ties. Together with their counterparts north of the desert they managed a
considerable share of the Sudanese kingdoms' trade across the desert. The
Saharans in between had no active role in this business, which focused on the
exchange of Sudanese gold, slaves and a number of other items for luxury
commodities of North African origin and desert salt. The nomadic pastoraÝ
lists were not the entrepreneurs of the trade, but provided caravan transport

2facilities, and occasionally profited from raiding. The development of trade
in the western Sahara, meeting the demands of the internal markets, and no
longer centred on the external markets, took a decisive turn upwards by the

thß 3mid 15 century. An east-west axis of trade across the western Sahara
emerged, linking the Portuguese trade post at Arguin via the Adrar and
TŒchŒt with Oualƒta and Timbuktu in the east. Along this route new poles of
urbanity, small trade towns bearing the nuclei of Islamic scholarship develÝ
oped, and more and more the western Saharans themselves became involved
in the management of the trade business that before had been the domain of

4North African migrants (cf. Oáwald 1986Ú 251ff.).
ßßßWhy the shift in trade occurred and the North African trade communities
disappeared is difficult to ascertain on the basis of the few existing historical
records. As regards the western Sahara and the westernmost trans-Saharan
trade routes, the evolution is likely to have been a consequence of the
competition from the Portuguese. Thesepursued an offensive strategy to
develop their trade at Arguin and to break the monopoly of the North
African traders. To achieve this goal, they either bought typical North
African goods on the Moroccan shore and transported them to Arguin, or

5else manufactured and sold substitutes for these commodities. Later, with
the expansion of the Portuguese trade system along the West African coast,
another factor influencing the nature of the trans-Saharan trade came into
play. The establishment of a factory in Sao Jorge da Mina (Guinea) in 1471
laid the basis for diverting a part of the Sudanese gold to the south. ConseÝ
quently, with the production of gold in the Sudan remaining constant, and
with the trade of the new Portuguese establishments expandingrapidly, less
and less gold entered the Saharan and trans-Saharan market. Both this
competition and the decline of the Sudanese gold supply to the north are
likely to have engendered the withdrawal of the North African traders
primarily interested in gold. Yet another major event fits neatly into this
scheme of interpretationÚ in 1590 troops of the Sa^did rulers of Morocco Ä
after several earlier attempts had failed Ä conquered Timbuktu, the most
famous trade town of the western Sudan, and centre of the gold trade. The
Sa^did attempt to develop direct control over the gold trade, and to tap the
Sudanese gold resources directly, however, failed. Neither the gold mines,
located much further south, could be conquered, nor the decline of the
trans-Saharan trade on the western routes be stopped. Rather the conquest of
Timbuktu accelerated the process of dilapidation already under way by
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destroying the local political structures of the Song°ai empire. The remnants
of the conquerors, soon cut off from their Moroccan homeland, were unable
to establish a regional territorial hegemony (cf. Oáwald 1986Ú 188ff.; Ruf
1995Ú 98ff.).
ßßßA major commodity traded along the desert edge and within the Sahara at
these times was cotton cloth. Formed into bundles of varyingsize, it was a
prime currency along the desertedge, andwithin the Sahara, as well as in the

6Sudan. Other currencies were rock salt from the desert, and, though less
important, cowrie shells, in use throughout West Africa as well. Cloth
entered the western Saharan inner market from many directions. One origin
was North Africa, another one the European trade posts at the coast, and
finally, and for a long time most important, the western Sudan. Many parts of
the Sahel were well suited for cotton cultivation. Spinning and weaving are
good counter-seasonal activities to agriculture, and are mentioned for the

thß 7Sudan from the 8 century onwards. Cloth of all these different origins was
traded simultaneously in TŒchŒt, the trade town which for a long time was the
pivotal point of the bà̧z.a̧n salt trade (cf. Hopkins 1973Ú 48,68ff.; Oáwald
1986Ú 379f.).
ßßßThe home market of the western Sahara got a decisive boost in the second

thhalf of the 17 century when gum arabic (after it had first reached the EuroÝ
thpean markets during the 16 century) began to be needed in large quantities

8by the emerging European textile industry. Exports of this exudate of
acacia trees growing wild in the southern parts of the western Sahara were

9shipped mainly by the French and the British. Their trade registers reveal
thßthat exports of gum arabic almost doubled between the early 18 century and

the 1780s. They doubled again during the decade of the 1830s, and thus
reached an amount of 2,000ßtons per year (cf. Webb 1995Ú 100ff.). The export
of gum arabic was directly linked to the import of guin‚e cloth. The bà̧z.a̧n
rarely bartered their gum with the Europeans for any other commodity than
indigo-dyed cloth of Indian origin, called ©guin‚eª, usually measuring
1ßm in width and 16.5ßm in length (cf. Cleaveland 1995Ú 163). Substitute
products from Europe were rejected by the bà̧z.a̧n traders and consumers, and

thachieved a significant share in the market only by the end of the 19century.
The marked bà̧z.a̧n preferences for guin‚e of Indian origin was a bane to the
traders in Saint-Louis. It took one or two years to receive deliveries from
India, and orders therefore had to be made on quite uncertain estimates of
future gum harvests. As the harvests could fall far below the estimates, or
exceed themgreatly, the ratio of guin‚e on the market and the gum available
hardly ever matched and made prices vary strongly. Thesevariations increasÝ
ed the risk traders had to cope with in this otherwise profitable trade (cf.
Webb 1995Ú 124).
ßßßA proper knowledge of the trade in gum arabic is crucial to an understandÝ
ing of the economic development of the western Sahara, not only because this
product dominated virtually all commercial activities of the French colony at
Saint-Louis by the 1830s, but also because this resource was almost comÝ
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pletely under the control of the bà̧z.a̧n, who had begun to exploit it as a high
value export commodity by then. The trade took place at different entrep“ts,
called ©escalesª, on the river Senegal. There traitants, as the African intermeÝ
diaries were called, awaited the bà̧z.a̧n with guin‚e cloth they had received on
commission from the French merchants based in Saint-Louis. Most of the
cloth was bartered for gum arabic, and the majority of transactions took
place during the time of the ©grande traiteª lasting from the first of January
or February until the end of July (cf. Ould Ahmedou, M.S. 1990Ú 8ff.; Webb
1995Ú 119). This trade proved to be quite profitable not only to the European
traders and traitants, but to the bà¸z.a̧n too. In 1718, the value of one metric
ton of gum arabic was 2.63ßpieces of guin‚e (equivalent to anindex of 100).
This ratio moved more or less steadily up until it reached its climax at a rate
of 70.61ßpieces of guin‚e per metric ton of gum in 1838 (index 2,397), and
then started to decline (cf. Tableß6).
ßßßAs a consequence of this development in the terms of trade, clothing made
of guin‚e became less and less expensive in the western Sahara. There the
market responded by an ever-increasing demandÚ the quantity of guin‚e
imported to Senegambia, of which the largest part (83.1ßpercent) was destined
for the trade with the bà̧z.a̧n, rose inindex numbers from 100 in 1718 to 339 in
1735, and reached 110,373 in 1838, i.e. during the year when the terms of

10barter were at their climax (cf. Curtin 1975aÚ 316, 321). This evolution was
in no way forced upon the bà̧z.a̧n; on the contrary, it was their demand for
cloth that dominated the marketÚ when in the 1740s the bà̧z.a̧n gained control
over the regional trade in grain with the French at Saint-Louis, they forced
the latter to pay with cloth, and nothing else. Wheneverforeign traders did
not meet the expectations of the bà¸z.a̧n, the latter demonstrated their power
by switching either to other traders, e.g. theEnglish or the Dutch on the
coast, or by temporarily withdrawing their gum from the market altogether
(cf. Webb 1995Ú 114). Only later, from the 1830s on, i.e. when gum prices
were at their highest, did the bà̧z.a̧n develop a demand for grain in exchange

thfor their gum. This trend continued for the rest of the 19 century. Demand
for grain in the lower Senegal valley rapidly exceeded local production, and
grain had to be imported from the upper river (cf. Hanson 1990Ú 207ff.; Webb

111995Ú 118f.).
ßßßUnlike the desert salt mines, the exploitation of which was localised and
easy to put under centralised control, the low-density acacia forests were
scattered over a vast belt stretching from the Gebla to the southern areas of
the Aftout and Hodh. Ownership of these territories, and hence control over
access to pasture and other resources, were held and controlled by the zwa¸ya
tribes, whereas the h.assa̧n only held use-rights as well as rights in tribute and
allegiance based on their military and political dominance (cf. p.ß201f.). The
client groups, who were not necessarily of zna¸ga status, butcould have rather
diverse origins, also needed access to pastoral resources. Their relations of
dependency were often multilateral. They frequently included not only
h.assa̧n overlords but both zwa̧ya and h.assa̧n superiors (and often several of
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Table 6ÚEstimated Net Barter Terms of Trade, 1718-1849
ß (Value of One Metric Ton of Gum Arabic Expressed in Pieces of
ß Guin‚e Cloths)

ß Guin‚es Index

1718 2.63 100
1723 4.85 184
1739 6.03 229
1745 3.44 131
1776 14.30 544
1783 27.98 1,069
1788 31.88 1,212
1823-27 51.50 1,958
1830 41.12 1,563
1833 63.05 2,397
1839 70.61 2,685
1849 50.25 11,911

12Webb (1995Ú 114)
ä 1994. Reprinted by permission of The University of Wisconsin Press

them), as well as ties to Fulbe and Wolof leaders on the left bank of the
Senegalvalley, all of which secured access to land and protection. These
multiple relations of dependency, however, did notnecessarily weaken the

thßposition of the dependents. During the 19 century some of these groups
attained a significantsize, andaccumulated considerable wealth. Aware of
their power, they managed to exploit conflict between the different branches
of the h.assa̧n nobility, and notably the different factions within the emiral
lineages, in order to strengthen their own position and minimise tributes (cf.
Taylor 1996Ú 149ff.).
ßßßCompared to these inherent weaknesses of h.assa̧n power, the zwa̧ya
control of land seems to have been much more solid. Ren‚ Cailli‚ (1830Ú
149ff.) reported that zna̧ga who wanted to collect gum on zwa̧ya land had to
pay half of their harvest as a tax. Though zna̧ga occasionally made use of this
opportunity, their overall commitment to gum harvesting and trade seems to
have been limited. Rather than selling gum, they were described as selling
milk and other agro-pastoral products at the escales. Theorganisation of the
trade was definitely in the hands of the zwa̧ya; they managed the caravans
bringing the gum to the escales, andthey negotiated the barter of gum for
guin‚es and other commodities. This monopoly enabled them to channel a
large part of the gum sold to the escales through their own hands. Besides the
trade in gum at the escales, asmall local trade with gum persisted. Not all
collectors were able to move to the escales themselves, and hence sold their
gum to merchants passing by on their way to the escales, orsent it there with
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a trustee. The h.assa̧n role in the trade was limited to the provision of security
during the months of the river trade Ä an activity for which they demanded
and received ©coutumesª, annually negotiated taxes paid by the European
traders.Despite the gum being a widely accessible resource in the Gebla and
other southern parts of the western Sahara the gum business became centralÝ
ised to the profit of the zwa̧ya. Their control over local resources and trade
networks enabled them to manage the majority of the trade in gum, and
hence (besides the coutumes paid to the h.assa̧n) to control most of the guin‚e
cloth, as well as of the other import products flowing into the western
Sahara.
ßßßThe influence this development of a zwa̧ya industry had on bà̧z.a̧n society
was first emphasised by Constant HamŠs (1979). According to his argument,
the rise in gum trade led to the commodification of bà̧z.a̧n economy, andlaid
the basis for a new mode of production, the proto-industrial production of
gum arabic by slaves. While thenumber of slaves traded, and entering the
western Sahara grew, the profits from trade and taxes in the gum economy
facilitated the development and consolidation of the zwa̧ya and h.assa̧n social
dichotomy. Ever since this argument was elaborated, the question whether
the increased production of gum arabic was made possible by a growing
body of servile labourers remains contested. James Webb (1995Ú 98) argues
on the basis of a calculation of the effective need of labour force for the
harvest of gum arabic, that there was virtually no need for further slave

13workers. Other scholars, however, stress the role the gum economy had for
the enlargement of the servile strata among the bà̧z.a̧n (cf. Hanson 1992Ú 111;
McDougall 1995Ú 228f.). As far as an increased production of gum depended
on the control of a greater number of dependents, acquiring more slaves had
an economic rationale for the individual wanting to have a larger share in the
gum trade. In turn, profits from the gum trade could be invested in many
ways, one of them being the purchase of slaves.

thßßßIn the second half of the 19 century the volume of the gum trade remained
high, and new acacia forests in the east became more easily accessible to the
European traders and their representatives when an escale was opened farther
upriver at Medine in 1866 (cf. Hanson 1996Ú 68ff.). This evolution helped
compensate for an incipient decline in productivity of the acacia forests
located to the north of the lower and middle Senegalvalley. This evolution
was largely due to over-harvesting in response to the economic incentives
raised by the gum boom. The acacia trees were weakened by the many
wounds inflicted on them to increase the exudation of gum arabic, and hence
became more vulnerable to environmentalstress.Increased herd sizes as an
outcome of increased wealth, and pastoralists staying longer in the vicinity of
the groves, putfurther strain on the trees. The dying of many acacia trees Ä
which in this perspective is rather the outcome of human agency than of
climatic change Ä reduced the protective cover of the soil, and thus created a

thßvicious circle already leading to desertification during the 19 century (cf.
14 thHanson 1992Ú 111). In the early 20century, the gum production in the
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western Sahara, as well as the world marketprices,quickly fell into a decline.
The role of the world's most important supplier of gum arabic was taken
over from the western Sahara by the Sudan. There extensive plantations of
acacia trees had been put to production (cf. Webb 1985Ú 150).

The Colonial Challenge to Pastoral Economy

Marketing Meat
thßßßThe start of the 20 century brought major changes to the desert-side

economy. While income from the trade in gum decreasedrapidly, new
requirements developed, and those already established Ä namely the demand

15 thfor cloth Ä persisted. By the end of the 19 century, the importation of
16green tea from Morocco had started, and seen a splendid success. To

complement this drink, which soon became the bà̧z.a̧n's favourite, lots of
17sugar had to be imported too. Colonisation brought about another heavy

burden for the bà̧z.a̧n. Colonial taxes were introduced, and had to be paid in
cash. In order to adapt its imposition to the local, pastoral-nomadic context
in Mauritania, no capitation (the standard colonial tax in the territories of
French West Africa) was imposed. Instead the major tax was levied in cash
per animal. As tribes and fractions were taxed collectively through the
intermediary of their chiefs, and theadministrators relied on estimates when
calculating the number of animals to be imposed, there was considerable
room for manoeuvre to be exploited by both parties.Colonial administrators
could reward closely allied tribes and punish more or less dissident ones,
while tribal chiefs could try to downplay the numbers of their tribes'
livestock, but also profit from their position and tax some people more severe
than others. By calling this tax zekat, the French alluded to the Islamic tithe
for the poor (zaka̧t). Agricultural production initially was taxed too, but this
levy, called ^aÒu̧r and supposed to make up one tenth of the harvest, was

18suppressed in 1940 (cf. Toupet 1959Ú 103; De Chassey 1984Ú 70f.).
ßßßThe main question emanating from this obvious gap between income and
expenditures isÚ how was it filled? Besides the declining benefits from the
gum trade, the main resource that could either be directly turned into cash or
bartered by the Saharans was livestock. A shift in the nature of trade and
export from the Sahara took place with the rapid evolution of a meat market

thin Senegal in the early 20 century, centred around Louga. Mauritanian meat
at this time began to feed directly the rapidly growing population of the
Senegalese cities and the prospering peanut-basin, where production for the

19world market had started by 1848. This evolution transformed Senegalese
20society considerably. Migrants, among whom were many former slaves,

were attracted from various regions of West Africa, as well as from the
Senegal valley which lost ever more of its formerprosperity. The peanut
boom caused the locus of the export trade to shift to the south, and the
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construction of the ThiŠs-Kayes railway (1907-23) further reduced what
remained of the trade on the Senegal river.
ßßßThese various factors meant that grain production in the valley became less
profitable, and that less grain was marketedlocally. The little grain still
traded, for the peasants had to pay the capitation too, was now often sold to
the south where the Senegalese peanut basin was. Additionally the people of
the valley started seasonal and permanent migration into the peanut basin
area, thus further weakening the potential of local agricultural production.
The consequence was the region's increasing dependency on imported
foodstuffs like rice, which was paid for with cash income generated by

21migration. Within this changing economic framework, which had taken
thßpace by the turn of the 20 century, the pastoralists of the desert edge were

better off than the cultivatorsÚ the terms of trade involving animals versus
grain and import products developed over long periods to the advantage of

22animal production (cf. Ould Cheikh/Bonte 1982; Delaunay 1984Ú 63ff.).
ßßßThe evolution of these new patterns of production and consumption was

23not immediate. The transformation of the Senegal valley into a reservoir for
a migrant labour force, largely accomplished by the early 1920s, was catalÝ
ysed by several majorevents. Afamine occurred in 1904-05, and a second one
in 1913-14. As the regional agricultural production in the valley was already
weakened, the effects of the famine were especially severe. The years from
1905-08 witnessed slaves leaving their masters in various parts of West
Africa. The most prominent case is that of the Banamba slave exodus, where
an approximated 20,000ßslaves left their masters (cf. Roberts 1988Ú 288ff.). In
the central and upper Senegalvalley, relations of dependency were less
abruptly challenged and few slaves left their masters. Theyears following the
first famine until the famine in 1913-14 did not lead to a recovery, but
brought further deterioration of the environmental conditions. The valley
experienced a slow, but continuous decline of its population. Migration, both
seasonal and permanent, became common for free-born, slaves and ex-slaves.
This trend was dramatically strengthened by the famine of 1913-14, which

24was even more severe than the one of 1904-05. Although many slaves seem
to have stayed with their masters, therelations of dependency were drasticalÝ
ly challenged. Many masters were no longer able to fulfil the most basic of
their obligations, that of feeding theslaves. As a consequence,these received
permission to care for themselves, to migrate, or cultivate on their own.
When in 1914 the French began recruiting for the First World War, this was
another option for slaves to escape famine anddependency.Among those

25enlisted, men of servile estate made up at least 75ßpercent. Those who
survived the butchery on the European battlegrounds were rarely ready to
accept further relations of dependency athome. Often having acquired
specific skills, and speaking French, they had good chances of entering the
colonial administration. Needless to say, these veterans also brought with
them new concepts ofsociety, of liberty, equality, fraternity, challenging

26both traditional and colonial authority (cf. Clark 1994Ú 61ff.).
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ßßßThe most immediate repercussions of the evolution in Senegal and the river
valley were felt in southern Mauritania, as the French had come to call their

thß 27new possession by the turn of the 20 century. The Senegal river never had
the character of a linear frontier. Populations from both sides had shifted
from the left bank to the right bank of the river and vice versa in the course
of history (cf. Leservoisier 1994aÚ 129; Schmitz 1996). Difference among the
ethnic groups living along the river was constituted in the course of interacÝ
tion, and through complementary relations of exchange. Theinterpenetration
of the different ethnic groups, aswell as the shift of ethnic affiliation some
groups performed, reveal that the river valley was (and still is) an arena for
the articulation of a complex social entity, and cannot be apprehended
through dichotomous categories. This explains why those bà¸z.a̧n who were
most closely integrated into the economy of the valley and its society were
more severely affected by the region's decline than the large majority of
bà̧z.a̧n, who mainly lived off their pastoral resources. Thesegroups,which in the

thßcourse of the 19 century and its heyday of trade had developed an increasing
demand for an external grainsupply, now had to face the stagnation and later

28decline of the grain surpluses marketed in thevalley. Thepacification of the
Mauritanian territory by the colonial forces was a crucial prerequisite for the
bà̧z.a̧n pastoralists to respond to this situation. Slaves and h.ara̧t.à̧n were sent in
increasing numbers to fertile areas in order to cultivate grain for their masters
and patrons (cf. p.ß223-225). While in former times warfare and raiding had
often rendered such attempts unprofitable, they now were essential to the
achievement of two goalsÚ providing supplementary grain, and establishing
ownership-rights in fertile land. The latter point became the more important
in the south. Fulbe agriculturalists and pastoralists, who had been pushed

thßsouthwards and across the river by the bà̧z.a̧n during the 19 century, started
29from the end of that century on a remigration that lasted until the 1960s.

They took advantage of the weakening of the bà̧z.a̧n influence on the right
thßbank at the end of the 19 century, andespecially after the installation of the

30colony. This remigration led to the revival of ancient territorial claims,
conflicting with more recent use-rights of bà̧z.a̧n, who meanwhile had

31occupied these areas. These conflicts over land were a matter involving the
colonial authorities, who directed their attention, besides inquiring into the
historical legitimacy, especially towards signs of effective land-use (cf.

32Leservoisier 1994aÚ 69ff.; Schmitz 1990a; Santoir 1993).
ßßßThe pacification of the Mauritanian territory (at least of its southern parts,
for resistance in the north continued until the 1930s), also had an impact on
the development of new patterns of pastoral production. The increased
security from raids helped the bà̧z.a̧n pastoralists to respond to the growing
demand for meat from the Senegalese markets and to produce and export
more and more animals. Thenumber of cattle in the bà̧z.a̧n herdsrose, asbeef
was especially highly valorised in Senegal. However, within Mauritania,
cattle rearing is limited to the south of thecountry, with the southern Tagant
constituting the northern boundary of the cattle zone. Changes in the
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composition of the herds in response to market incentives thus required a
spatial reorganisation of the bà̧z.a̧n nomadic pastoralists too.
ßßßAnother element decisive to this development was colonialpolicy, which
introduced the principle of free access to pasture for all herders.Deliberately
negating all tribal use-rights, and seeking to minimise the grip some imporÝ
tant tribes had on the natural resources, this policy was a means for the
colonial administration to demonstrate its power. On the ground, however,
this policy never came to be fully effective, for the French wanted to
associate tribal authorities with low-level colonial administration, and in

33many respects relied heavily on these intermediaries. Nevertheless, the
proclaimed ideal, and the few steps toward it, gave many herders, and
especially those of the dependent strata, greater opportunities to shift their
regions of nomadisation. Ever since colonisation Mauritania had witnessed
the southward migration of various tribal groups formerly established in the
north. Th ough such migrations had occurred throughout the history of the
western Sahara, they now became more generalised, as this evolution was
closely intertwined with decisive and long-lasting economical and political
changes. With theshift of their area of nomadisation the pastoralists from the
north converted step-by-step from camel to cattle rearing, which was better

34adapted to the wetter climate and the animal diseases in the south. InÝ
creased security from raiding enabled the pastoralists to reduce the size of
their camps and to build satellite camps. Sending out only a few herders with
animals of one species rather than concentrating all livestock species together
in one camp gave a greater flexibility to respond to the animals' needs. By
this strategy, aswell as an overall concentration on less mobile cattle rearing,
the main camps' area of nomadisation was considerably contracted (cf.

35Toupet 1977Ú 300f.; Bonte 1987bÚ 204; Borricand 1948Ú 90ff.).
ßßßMuch of this new trade in meat and import products remained under the
control of some specialised zwa̧ya tribal groups residing in the few bà̧z.a̧n
trade towns. They could profit from their long-established relations of
patronage to acquire animals and other commodities from the pastoral
production of their dependents at favourable conditions. The expansion of
trade, however, did not only strengthen the old commercial elite, but conÝ
fronted these strata with profound changes in the structure of trade Ä a
challenge which by far not all bà̧z.a̧n of this group could meet. The changing
economic environment weakened old bonds of hierarchy anddependency,
and the trading business became accessible to people from lower social strata
too. Animals were traded on any scale, and as it was a long way from e.g. the
Tagant to Louga, often several intermediaries were involved. The common
practice of delayed payment and credit in trade with animals,which by some
clever arrangements circumvented the Islamic prohibition of interest and
usury, further increased the opportunities individuals of modest personal
wealth had to enter the trade. Many started on this basis to assemble a
number of animals directly from the pastoralists, and to pay them with the

36revenues from their trip to the south. The story of Hammodi, a h.art.a̧ni
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from the Adrar ©who made itª is but one case of how some of today's great
Mauritanian fortunes were generated in commercial activities, often centred
around the marketing of meat, and in close contact with the interests of the
colonial administration (cf. D'Hont 1986Ú 157; McDougall 1988Ú 369ff.; Ould

37Cheikh/Bonte 1982; Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 815ff.).
ßßßBà̧z.a̧n herders had one major objective in marketing their animals. It was a
means to acquire grain, and was able to complement the other major export
commodities of the western SaharaÚ salt and gum arabic. But direct bartering
of animals for grain was limited by the cultivators' lack of interest in
livestock rearing. Direct inter-ethnic exchange between agriculturalists and
pastoralists therefore more often centred around the barter of complementaÝ
ry products, such as milk and manure for grain, as the case of Fulbe pastoralÝ
ists in central Mali shows (cf. De Bruijn/Van Dijk 1995). While such exÝ
change systems were practised by transhumant bà̧z.a̧n of the Hodh (cf.
Roberts 1987Ú 47), they were less practicable for those bà̧z.a̧n of the interior
whose areas of nomadisation or transhumance were too far from the Senegal
valley to allow for longer periods of residence in the south. In thiscase, as in

38the traditional caravan trade of salt for grain, the commercial transaction
had to take place in a centralised place and within a short space oftime. This
type of trade was made possible with the stocking of grain (millet) in major
trade towns along thevalley. All types of traders,French commercialhouses,
traitants from Saint-Louis, and ©Moroccanª Awla̧d Bu̧ Sba, bought grain
directly from the peasants, who in turn thus had a means to acquire import
products and cash. Credit was frequently granted by the traders, andenabled
them to hold down producer prices and increase profits (cf. Ould Cheikh/
Bonte 1982Ú 41). Additionally the traders were able by this means to channel
a considerable part of the region's marketable surplus grain into their stocks
immediately after the harvest, thus effectively reducing the amount of grain
pastoralists could directly barter for with the cultivators.
ßßßFor the pastoralists the town-based traders had the decisive advantage of
providing all the commodities they needed (grain, import products, money)
in one place. With the presence of a market for livestock to serve the SenegaÝ
lese demand, the monetisation of exchange developedquickly. Animals were
turned into money, which then was exchanged for millet, cloth, tea, sugar,

39and other commodities. These exchanges involved different traders, for the
meat and the grain business were operatedseparately, adivision eased by the
flexibility of monetised commercial transactions. The individual pastoralist,
wishing to turn his male animals destined for slaughter into grain and other
commodities, thus had to engage in a series of subsequent transactions with
different traders (Interview Bettarmo Ould Cheikh, zwa̧ya, 8.2.1996; Benne
Mint Ahmed, h.assa̧n, 29.10.1995). Pastoralists well acquainted with the valley
also used to buy the grain they needed in cash directly from the peasants, and
thus avoided contributing to the profits of the grain traders (Interview Sid
Mohamed Ould Efatt, zwa̧ya, 15.2.1996). Direct bartering of pastoralists
with cultivators did occur too, but was of minor importance in the Senegal
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40valley,where the monetisation of commercial transactions expandedrapidly.
The dominating position the trade in this area had, together with the practical
reasons outlined, relegated barter persisting in the remote areas to minor

41importance.
ßßßBesides this diffuse and small-scale export of animals,which covered only a
part of the trajectory to the markets of Senegal, there were well-organised
large-scale exports too. Weddou Ould Jiddou, a zwa̧ya (Interview 17.4.1995)
of the Tmoddek reported how before 1969 he used to travel twice a year to
Louga, an undertaking he started in 1946 (the year of the election of Horma
Ould Babana as representative of the Mauritanian colony to the French
national assembly). Together with five or six companions Weddou Ould
Jiddou led between two and three hundred small ruminants from the Tagant
via Ka‚di, where they crossed the Senegal river, to Louga. There a bà̧z.a̧n

42butcher and trader was ready to buy all the animals. Themoney gained by
the considerable price differential between the Tagant(about 200 to 250ßUM

43per animal) and the Louga market (about 500 to 700ßUM per animal) was
partly converted into import products, namely clothing and tea, resold at

44home for further profit. Three camels were necessary to transport these
goods backhome, where they were stocked under the tent, and quickly sold
and exchanged.
ßßßThe second case highlights the different objectives the marketing of animals
had. The long-distance direct trade with Senegal first of all sought to maxiÝ
mise the profits generated by the large price differentials for animals between
the Mauritanian interior and the Senegalese markets. This benefit could be
further boosted by the import of commodities like tea and cloth, the terms of
trade for which were much more favourable near the Senegalese coast than in
Mauritania. Specialising in this trading activity meant adapting to the animals'
needs on the journey (i.e. keeping them in good condition), as well as
returning home quickly, in order to increase the frequency of the transÝ
actions. Thetransport of bulky and heavy commodities, such as millet or sugar,
contradicted this major objective. They could be obtained at low prices in the
Senegalvalley, already half way home from the Senegalese meat market at
Louga, and therefore remained excluded from the activities of large scale

45traders such as Weddou Ould Jiddou. Addit ionally, transporting these
goods necessitated a great many transport animals,which in turn would have
further burdened the already difficult transfer of large herds to the Senegalese
markets. Thepastoralists in turn profited from the traders frequenting their
camps by getting a means to procure cash and commodities without having
to displace themselves (Interview Sidi Mohamed Ould Dey, h.assa̧n,
27.8.1995).
ßßßWhenever animals had to be exchanged for grain, small, decentralised
caravans left the Tagant andnorthern Aftout to go to the nearby market at
Ka‚di. These caravans were accompanied by the animals (pack-oxen,camels,
and donkeys) necessary to transport the grain backhome. Theywere constiÝ
tuted on an occasional basis, and rarely comprised the same people in
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subsequent years. Often just one member of afamily, accompanied by a
slave, left to get the desired commodities. Modest amounts of tea and cloth,

46as well asmoney, could be obtained in Moudj‚ria or Kiffa , as well as the
other small towns where meat was needed to feed the colonial staff and the
inhabitants of the small towns (Interview Isselmou Ould Sidi, zwa̧ya,
8.4.1995). The lack of grain in these locations, together with the less favourÝ
able terms of trade, however, meant this opportunity was not very attractive
to the pastoralists.

Wage Labour and Migration

The Impact of Colonial Rule on Labour and Migration
ßßßColonisation introduced a new kind of labour into bà̧z.a̧n society, namely
wage labour. Within the Mauritanian borders the administrativestaff, as
elsewhere, needed a large body of people to perform menial tasks. The
administration and its members offered jobs for personal servants, washers,
cooks, shepherds and manyothers. While skilled jobs, like interpreting, were
more often given to bà̧z.a̧n, the menial jobs were performed primarily by
su̧da̧n men, most of whom were still bound to the slave estate, but many of
whom managed to enhance their legal status and became h.ara̧t.à̧n (cf. McÝ
Dougall 1988Ú 376, note 26; Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 284; Moussa/Ould Maouloud
1997). To some extent, colonisation meant job opportunities for su¸da̧n
women too, as many tasks involved basic household-work. That su¸da̧n
women were less able to profit from these opportunities with respect to
increasing their personal autonomy, resulted from the gendered structures of
domination in bà̧z.a̧n society. Su̧da̧n women engaged in paid work were often
©hired outª for these purposes by their masters, and the revenue directly
benefited the latter without altering the woman's relations ofdependency, or
allowing her to benefit materially. Besides prostitution, which is reported

47from the colonial cities, and theoccurrence of which increased considerably
during periods of drought and economic depression, slave women had
another more promising option to enhance their social conditionÚ they could
become the wife of a Senegalese tirailleur or even a French administrator. The
latter were not allowed to be accompanied by their family during the first
decades of the French rule on Mauritanian territory and therefore frequently
contracted marriages called ©… la mode du paysª for the duration of their

48stay. Some of these colonial officials, but by far not the majority, did
acknowledge the offspring of these relations. The children thus could profit
from an allowance paid by the colony. The administrators' former slave
spouses in general were manumitted by their temporary husbands' paying an
indemnity to the bà̧z.a̧n slave masters.Often endowed with some property,
they were in a strong position when contracting a second marriage (cf. Ould
Khalifa 1991Ú 803f.; Meyer 1959Ú 90; Hunkanrin 1964).
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ßßßThe outcome of slave women's liaisons with Senegalese tirailleurs was less
evident. Frequently the bà̧z.a̧n gave proof of their canniness in judicial
regulations, and managed not to free their slave women married to a tirailÝ
leur. Once the latter were posted to a new location, the bà̧z.a̧n claimed their
slave women back, thus putting the colonial administration, which had
guaranteed to maintain the bà̧z.a̧n property rights towards their slaves, in a
delicate situation. Reports from Senegal, whence many of the tirailleurs
returned after retiring from service in the army, revealed another threat. Back
home, the su̧da̧n women were often treated like slaves by their husbands.
Originating from black African ethnic groups to whom slavery was in no
way alien, the former tirailleurs saw no rationale to treat the su¸da̧n women
better than other strangers of such minor status (cf. McDougall 1988Ú 370f.).
ßßßMigration to the colonial towns made up only a small part of the total
migration of su̧da̧n seeking employment. In the administrative centres, some
of which were newly established, while others were located in old bà̧z.a̧n

49towns such as Tidjikja or Atar, the number of jobs remained limited. Much
greater opportunities were offered by the Senegalvalley, the Senegalese
towns, and parts of southern Mauritania, like the Gorgol region. Already in
the first decades of thecentury, asouthward migrational movement of su̧da̧n
men, both of seasonal and permanent character, developed in Mauritania. In
Dagana, on the left bank of the Senegal, the colonial administrators commentÝ
ed already in 1925 on the influx of numerous su¸da̧n, as a response to their
mistreatment by brutal bà̧z.a̧n masters. The latter, however,were often able to
get them back under their control by making an appeal to the colonial law
apparatus, claiming fraudulent accusations (cf. Delaunay 1984Ú 72).
ßßßIn 1936, when control in the south of the Mauritanian colony had been well
established for decades, andcame to be achieved in the north as well,
Capitaine Gilles, in a report on the Aftout of Kiffa, described how seasonal
wage labour migration was a fixed element in the life of many su¸da̧n men. In
one case from Bark‚ol el Abiod, the family of a su̧da̧n man living in an
adabay of the Aftout was expected to obtain a harvest of about 800ßkg of
millet, an amount already representing the maximum for a single cultivator in
a year with medium rainfall. The su̧da̧n in the adabay in question owed one
half of this harvest, as well as hospitality to their bà̧z.a̧n patrons,when these
resided near the adabay for about one month. As a result of these obligations,
the family remained with about 350ßkg when the bà̧z.a̧n left after their yearly
visit subsequent to the harvest. From this amount the cultivators had to pay
the colonial tax on agricultural production, the ^aÒu̧r. Calculated at one tenth
of the harvest, the tax withdrew another 80ßkg from the remaining millet. The
h.ara̧t.à̧n family thus had to pay the whole amount of the colonial tax, i.e. for
their own and for their patron's share, from its own half of the harvest! The
270ßkg of millet remaining were just enough to meet the family's needs for
about half a year. As these su¸da̧n were largely independent of their bà̧z.a̧n
patrons, andreceived only sporadic gifts like animals or cloth, the need for a
substantial amount of supplemental income is evident. In many other cases,
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the conditions were even less favourable for the su¸da̧n. They were threatened
in various ways, e.g. by unexpected claims from bà¸z.a̧n, or unjustified requisiÝ
tions tribal or fractional chiefs made when collecting taxes and levies either

50for the colonial administration or for tribal aff airs.
ßßßThe document of Capitaine Gilles reveals how early those su¸da̧n who had
remained in the Aftout had become integrated into a new mode of producÝ
tion dominated by a seasonal alternation of agricultural and most often
wage labour activities, whereas livestock-rearing was of minor importance.
As the su̧da̧n's conditions of life were hardly enviable, many left permanently
for the south, leaving behind their feeble use-rights in land, and a colonial
administration fearing a deterioration in the net agricultural production.
Already in 1921, the counsel of Tagantnotables expressed his concern about
slaves leaving their masters, andasked the commandant de cercle, Anselme
Dubost, to lend support to masters wishing to dispose of their slaves in the
same way they had for generations. The answer was somewhat tempered for
fear of abolitionist pressure from France, as Dubost declared that the colony
did not consider any of its inhabitantsslaves. However, tocomfort the slave
masters, thecommandant added that nobody was permitted to leave the
region, nor the tribe and fraction, as long as the people concerned were not

51mistreated.
ßßßAnother case is documented for the 1940s, when about 100ßslaves of the
Tarkoz in the district of Moudj‚ria were reported to have fled to the Gorgol
area. The bà̧z.a̧n masters submitted their problem to the local French adminisÝ
trator, but the latter only promised to inform his counterpart in the Gorgol

52district on the occasion of a future visit there. Over the years the situation
did not change considerably. Still in 1953, the council of the notables of
Tagantcomplained about the lack of labour power, i.e. the continued drain of
people towards the south, and sought remedies from the administration.
However, times had changed a bit, and the response of the commandant de
cercle remained terse. Whilst acknowledging the described fact of labour
emigration and the problems emanating from this kind of depopulation, he
did not console the bà̧z.a̧n by promising help. Instead he recommended, that
the bà̧z.a̧n enhance the living conditions of the workers, andclaimed himself

53to have already given a good example and raised wages.

The Dawn of a New EraÚ from Colonialism to Independence
ßßßInterview data illuminates the background and the motivation of both
seasonal and permanent migration from about 1950 on. Until independence,
almost all commercial activities of Mauritania were focused on the south,
namely the Senegal valley and the Senegalesecities, and on asmaller scale
Mali in the east. Wage labour employment opportunities on Mauritanian
territory had been almost inexistent besides the few jobs found in the small
administrative towns. All this changed rapidly when the construction of the
country's capital Nouakchott, and of the mining industry at Zou‚rat, created
a large demand for workers in the early 1960s. Until then the su¸da̧n of the
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Aftout had continued to migrate in large numbers seasonally into Senegal. As
Ahmed Ould Aimar (h.ara̧t.à̧n, Interview 29.3.1995) put itÚ ©When the
fields were over, the people here [the su¸da̧n in the Aftout] wanted to go and
gain something else. In these times Nouakchott did not yet exist.ª One
typical job in Dakar was to transport and sell water carried around on the
head in large canisters of 20ßlitres. Other frequent jobs performed seasonally
by su̧da̧n in Senegal were occupations such as butcher, shop-assistant, or
work with a trader of livestock. Often the su̧da̧n relied on bà̧z.a̧n permanently
installed in Senegal, and with whom they shared tribal or fractional affiliaÝ
tion. This was especially the case for the many su¸da̧n who found jobs in the
numerous bà̧z.a̧n shops established in the Senegalese towns until the ethnic
conflict involving Senegal and Mauritania in 1989 (cf. p.ß283f.).
ßßßToday, however, most of the su̧da̧n interviewees are cautious on the topic
of assistance they received from bà̧z.a̧n. Many claim to have found work on
their own, and some indicated the fact that they did not work for bà̧z.a̧n, but

54for Senegalese. Those su¸da̧n who were a little bit better off, or able to raise
loans, could engage in petty trade. While many of those who succeeded
stopped going back home to cultivate, and established themselves permanentÝ
ly, some su̧da̧n of the Aftout developed seasonal petty trading. During the
dry season they left the area and headed to Kiffa, or further south-east to
Mali, in order to buy peanuts, to be resold in small quantities on the way
home. Themoney needed to start this transaction came from the marketing
of millet, and the profit was expected to cover the costs of clothing (InterÝ
views Sidi Ould Salim, h.art.a̧ni, 25.7.1995; Ahmed Ould Breik, h.art.a̧ni,
11.4.1995; Ahmed Ould Aimar, h.art.a̧ni, 29.3.1995).
ßßßMigration of su¸da̧n women did occur too, but was more limited in frequenÝ
cy and in range then men's. In the interviews I conducted with su¸da̧n, the
migration of su̧da̧n women, then working as household maids in thecities,
appeared only after the big drought in 1969. Reports from thevalley,
however, mention that su̧da̧n couples used to migrate there even before. The

55men helped at the harvest, and the women pounded millet and did handiÝ
crafts. The local Haalpulaar population was able to pay for these services
thanks to their cash income generated by migrant labour (cf. Schmitz 1993Ú
611). A quite similar case of rural-rural migration, over relatively short
distances, is mentioned in the narrative of Valha, who describes how her
family was helped to pound millet and do other tasks by su¸da̧n families, who
joined the pastoralists once the harvest was over (cf. the narrative of Valha
p.ß69-72).
ßßßPermanent migration of su¸da̧n had two major reasons. Some seasonal
migrants were able to succeed abroad, and decided to stop returning home to
cultivate every year, when this was no longer profitable or would have
endangered the permanent employment they had found. Others just preferrÝ
ed life in the cities, andtherefore did not go back. Often the reason for this
decision was the relations of dependency the su¸da̧n had to endure in their
area of origin. Moime Mint El Abd (h

²
a̧dem, Interview 26.12.1995), had a
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(slave) father who was known for being an unruly and violent man, one who
did not submit to the will of his masters and was rude to other people as well.
Having achieved a considerable degree of liberty himself, he was unable to
bear the mistreatment and beatings his wife experienced at the hands of her
masters. He ranaway when Moime still was a baby. Others ran away when
they were adolescents, because Ä as Yarba Ould Emine (h.art.a̧ni, Interview
1.4.1995) told me Ä they could no longer bear the subservience of their
parents and the domination of the bà̧z.a̧n masters.
ßßßThe 1960s brought about the rapid expansion of employment opportuniÝ
ties. French policy towards and within the colonies changed considerably
after the Second World War, and became oriented towards the development
of Mauritanian economy and infrastructure. Additionally, natural resources,
like the iron ore deposits at the Kediet ej Jill, were explored, and later mined

56by international investors. Rosso, situated on the Mauritanian bank of the
Senegalvalley, was amajor transit town for Mauritanians wanting to go to
Dakar. When Nouakchott and the mining industry of the north began to
emerge, the flow of migrants passing through the small city began to split up
into one part heading to the north, and one part to Senegal in the south.
Much of the money the seasonal migrants earned was funnelled back into the
rural areas. There it was invested in animals, or, asmany of the then still
young migrants admit, just squandered. These examples incited many other
youngsters to go and try their luck too. As they rarely found support for
such plans athome, theyoung men, many of whom were still boys, often left
in secret not only their masters, but their parents too.

The Impact of Drought
ßßßThe heavy drought of 1969 ultimately increased migration, which now
more than ever became a crucialnecessity. Theperiod of prolonged droughts
paralysed the rural and especially the pastoraleconomy. Bà̧z.a̧n masters were
often no longer able to support their dependents; feeding them was an
especial problem. When the drought decimated the herds, work in the
pastoral sector becamerare. This did not only affect unpaid slave workers. In
the course of the increasing migration and successful emancipation of the su¸Ý
da̧n, many tasks, like the watering of cattle or the herding of sheep and goats
had started to be remunerated. While in the golden times of livestock exports,

57some of these jobs had been quite well paid, the consequences of the
drought put these rural workers, whose emancipation had weakened their
ties with their former bà̧z.a̧n masters and patrons, most immediately into a

58difficult situation.
ßßßWhile the animals of most bà¸z.a̧n were already badly affected, and died in
large numbers, thesituation was even worse among the cultivating su¸da̧n, a
large number of whom had invested in animals during the good years of the
1950s and 1960s. The reasons for this difference are multiple. Committed to
cultivation and migrant labour, many though not all su̧da̧n were less mobile

59than most bà̧z.a̧n. Consequently their livestock, even in years of good
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rainfall, experienced more deprivations than the bà¸z.a̧n's. The su̧da̧n animals
were less well tended because labour was scarce, since it was already invested
in cultivation, migration, and work for the pat rons. When thedrought cycle
started these already physically more weakened animals became the first and
most numerous victims. The effects of the 1969 drought on the livestock on
the Tagant and in theAftout were disastrous. Many pastoralists of these
regions used to nomadise only within a quite restricted area of about 50 to
80ßkm. During the drought, most of these pastoralists just remained at one
location, near a well, or in avalley. Of the former pastoralists now sedentarÝ
ised in the region of Achram-Diouk, amazingly few reported having underÝ

60taken emergency trips, e.g. towards the south, to save their animals. Many
explained their immobility by the arguments that the drought was omnipresÝ
ent in Mauritania, and that therefore there had not been any alternative for
them. Additionally emigration was described as being risky in itself. Many of
the pastoralists who had migrated southwards with their animals, so my
informants claimed, lost even more animals than those who remained in one
place. A more successful strategy to cope with the drought was only develÝ
oped by two interviewees, both of whom were resolute, and experienced
pastoralists. They migrated with their sheep and goats, as well ascamels, far
to the north into the Tiris region, where they reached Zou‚rat and Aoussard
in the former Spanish Western Sahara (thus crossing a distance of about
750ßkm as the crow flies!). This expedition helped them to maintain a large
enough part of their herd to continue their pastoralist mode of life when the

61drought was over.
ßßßThe consequences of increased aridity and massive sedentarisation after
1969 successively put an end to the region's export of livestock from the
Tagant andnorthern Aftout. Only towards the mining towns of the north,
where prices were especially high, and the distance to cross for the Tagant
herders was comparatively short, did the marketing of meat persist. Today
sheep and goats brought along from the Hodh on the hoof or by truck are
even cheaper than those of local production. The overall rapid decline of local
pastoral production forced an unprecedented number of bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n,
both in desperate need ofmoney, to migrate towards thecities. Therural area
needed cash, and the cities were the only location where it could be obtained.
Both young bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n left to look for assistance from rich and influenÝ
tial affiliates in the city, and opportunities to gain somemoney. It is from this
time on that many bà̧z.a̧n life histories begin to include periods of migration
purely to work in the cities.

The men, a large part of the men left [in 1969]. They went to Ivory Coast,
Senegal, sometimes Nouakchott. They went where they could find work.
.ß.ß. Su¸da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n left, the young ones and the old. .ß.ß. They engaged in
trade, they opened up shops [small retail trade]. This is what they did in
all places,nothing but trade. This is what I heard. I do not know what the
people really did there, I just heard what they wanted to do there. HowÝ
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ever, people who did not know how to trade had to look for work
instead. (Interview Laghlave Ould Mahmoud, h.art.a̧ni, 13.4.1995)

In many cases the outcome of ©doing businessª was quite modest. Only a
few succeeded and became part of the large bà̧z.a̧n trade community spanning
all of West Africa, and even parts of central Africa. The overwhelming
majority of migrants, however, was employed as badly paid assistants in
shops, established a small retail trade on the basis of credit, or engaged in
smuggling (especially between the former Spanish Western Sahara and
Mauritania). While the number of bà̧z.a̧n in these non-manual jobs still was
higher than that of su̧da̧n, quite a lot of bà̧z.a̧n (though most often of modest
origin), stopped submitting to status obligations forbidding them manual
work, and started to work e.g. in construction (Interview Abderrahmane
Ould Ali, zwa̧ya, 13.7.1995). New job opportunities arose when the state
invested in a national infrastructure, such as the ©road of hopeª, which was
built from 1975 on, and now links the capital Nouakchott directly with
N‚ma in the country's east. Though a number of su̧da̧n still relied on
patronage from influential bà̧z.a̧n in order to get jobs, the latter were far from
able to help all su̧da̧n, nor could they satisfy the demands of the many bà̧z.a̧n
who were in a comparable situation.
ßßßAs a result of this flooding of the formal job market, the extraction of shells
from the dunes at the coast near Nouakchott became a fixed point in many
urban migration careers. This business,which certainly is among the most
menial one can imagine, is essential for construction in Nouakchott. As there
is no gravel in the capital's sandy environment, it has been replaced byshells.
Exploiting the dunes is free toeverybody, andserves as transitional occupaÝ
tion until better jobs are found. Interests in the rural sector in the meantime
often were (and still are) safeguarded by collective strategies. When several
members of a family migrate, one other member (quite often the youngest

62brother), is put in charge of maintaining all claims over land. While some
migrants are accompanied by their families, more frequently the men leave
alone. Women,children and elderly people remain in the villages and wait for
the migrants' yearly visits and their assistance in cultivation.

Migration PatternsÚ from Running Away to Getting Back Home
ßßßMaterial need, together with the rapid growth of the urban centres and the
emergence of better transport facilities, paved the way for increased migraÝ
tion not only of men but of women too. These no longer migrated only in the
company of their husband or of a male member of theirfamily, but also on
their own. This certainly was further eased by nearly every family having
relatives living in one of the few Mauritanian cities worth migrating to. There
new job opportunities for women developed. Besides work as housemaids,

63the dye of cloth and the preparation of couscous became among others
major underclass urban women's occupations (Interview Ghalim Ould El
Kheir, h.art.a̧ni 17.12.1995). What here remains unspoken, but is nevertheless a
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matter of fact documented since colonial times, is an increase of prostitution.

64Formerly especially marked in times of economic depression and drought,
it has now become a widespread phenomenon.
ßßßIn the course of this evolution, which deeply transformed the modes of life
and production in the rural areas, public acts of slave emancipation and slave
flight became more and more frequent. In 1974, a slave woman of one of the
region's important h.assa̧n families ran away. One night she took all her
belongings, and together with her children, slipped away to the nearby track
(the tarred road now passing by had not yet been constructed). She caught a
taxi that brought her and her children directly to Nouakchott. The master,
after having learnt of the flight, followed his slave in another taxi, and traced
her in the city. After negotiating with the woman, he was able to return back
home with one son, destined to herd the sheep and goats. However, the
agreement did not last for long. Several days after he had been brought back
to the master's small village, the slave boy managed to escape, and left for
Nouakchott in a taxi as well. Ever after, the relations between the slave
family and the master were ruptured. The slave woman continued for some
years to live in Nouakchott until she became ill. Seeking medical advice in a
hospital, she was told to go back to her natal region, there she was supposed
to recover from her ailment. The woman returned, but her stay in the vicinity
of her former master did not last. Assisted by some relatives she left her
home region once again and went to Nouadhibou, where she finally died
(Interview h.assa̧n, 9.12.1995).
ßßßAnother slave woman was forced to follow her mistress, a member of a
family descended from one of the Tagant âmà̧rs, when the latter married and
left with her husband for a town in the east. There she had to serve her
mistress, and do the housework. During a visit to the Tagant, the slave
woman's brother saw his sister working very hard, and the mistress mistreatÝ
ing and beating her. He persuaded his sister toflee, andtogether with other
su̧da̧n helped her to get to Moudj‚ria on a donkey. There shetook a taxi to
Nouakchott, from where she never returned (Interview h.art.a̧ni, 19.12.1995).
ßßßThese two stories of slave women who escaped from their masters might at
first sight be anticipated as proofs of the persistence of slavery in Mauritania,
and for this reason may be welcomed by modern abolitionists on the one
hand, and condemned and doubted by those who deny the relevance of
relations of dependency resulting from master-slave relations for contempoÝ
rary Mauritania's social topography on the other hand. Besides the factual
authenticity, which for the basic statements of both stories has to be taken for
given, both stories are above all stories about the changing relations of
dependency,about slaves physically and symbolically breaking out of their
domination by the masters. The stories thus reveal how the end of slavery
comes about, and not how slavery persists. As the power of the masters fails
to encompass the bigcities, but is still present in the rural areas, the slave
women have to migrate permanently to enter an environment where they are
free of direct, personal domination. The reasons for this migration distinguisÝ
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hes them from the many other (permanent) migrants entering thecities.
Though in view of the decline of the rural sector few migrants ever have the

65chance to return backhome, the slaves who have absconded are by and
large unable even to dream of returninghome, be it only for a temporary
visit, for this would mean re-entering the sphere of domination, being forced
to re-negotiate the relations of dependency, andlocate oneself in a local
society where one's personal history is well known. Leaving the rural world,
though it has been disrupted in the course of the droughts, increased aridity
and desertification, imposes, in addition to all material problems, great
mental stress. People, the bà¸z.a̧n and su̧da̧n alike, get ill from the cities, and the
remedy recommended unanimously Ä by medical professionals and common
sense Ä is a return to one's region of origin. There, for the su̧da̧n the cure for

66their pains is obtained e.g. by a diet consisting first of all of dishes of millet.
Others stress the positive effects of fresh milk, and the green pastures during

67the rainy season, and thus affirm the conception deeply rooted in bà̧z.a̧n
society that illness results from an unbalanced food-intake (cf. Ould AhmeÝ

68dou, E.G. 1990Ú 95ff.).
ßßßBesides its profound psychological rationale, there is another bit of truth in
the link constructed between food, health and the rural area, as medical
observations confirm. Despite the many difficulties of the rural sector,
nutrition there is still better, i.e. of higher nutritive value, than the typical
underclass urban food. Medical surveys in Mauritania proved child nutrition
in the most remote areas to be far better than that of smallcities, andespeÝ
cially of the great urban slums, where the rate of severe malnutrition was
highest. These results are due to the fact that food is scarce both for poor
urban and rural populations, but access to high protein, vitamin etc. foodÝ
stuffs like milk, meat and sometimes garden products is much better in the
rural areas than in the cities, where hungry children are given French
baguettes, and sweets (Guy Rousseau, GTZ Achram, personal communicaÝ

69tion).
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Chapter 7
Small Dams, Large DamsÚ
Bà̧z.a̧n Land Tenure and Social Stratification

Ruins on the Tagant, as in other mountainous areas of Mauritania, bear
witness to a long history of cultivation. The numerous remnants of stone
built round houses and extensive terracing designed to enhance cultivation
indicate the presence of a former sedentary and agriculturist population, now
called Gangara.
ßßßThe cultivation of millet in precolonial times was not limited to the more
humid zones of the south, or the Òema¸ma-region bordering the Senegal river.
The Tamourt en-Naaj on the Tagant, andsome other important depressions
and valleys,together with the oases, were the locus of intensive agricultural
production, providing the pastoralists with a crucial complement to their
diet. Although the total amount of production in precolonial times cannot be
evaluated, the patterns of trade showing a pastoral population bartering
desert goods like salt and dates for grain reveal that the local production of
millet was too low to meet the needs in the north and centre of the western

1Sahara. This situation persists untiltoday, although the bà̧z.a̧n increased
thßtheir involvement in agriculture several times. During the 19 century, the

import of slaves not only freed many bà̧z.a̧n masters from manual work, and
benefited the pastoral sector, but led to the extension of both agriculture and
pheniculture. From the turn of this century on, French colonisation confronÝ
ted the bà̧z.a̧n with a policy aiming not only to fix (and thus to better be able
to control) the nomadic population, but to minimise the bà̧z.a̧n need for grain
imports (cf. p.ß221-228). Finally the drought of 1969 transpired to be only the
beginning of a period of subsequent droughts and increasedaridity, which
together with human action caused a severe degradation of natural resources.
Facing the changed environment and the loss of most of their animals, bà̧z.a̧n
who did not leave for the cities altogether, began to cultivate millet and
sedentarise in villages and small towns. While the evolution during the first
two periods matches neither in scale nor in speed the last one, a proper
knowledge of these past events is essential for an understanding of today's
configurations of land tenure and property. Access to land and rights over
land, especially cultivable land in an almost desert environment, is at the very
base of social inequality in rural societies.
ßßßSlaves and h.ara̧t.à̧n both experience their subordinate position in bà¸z.a̧n
society through discrimination against them in matters of access to land and
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land tenure. To grasp this issue comprehensively, the following analysis
focuses on two domains. Besides the legal framework of land tenure in
traditional bà̧z.a̧n society, aswell as in colonial and independent Mauritania,
detailed case studies from the region of Achram-Diouk will throw a light on
practices of land tenure and their change. These appear to be full of ambiguiÝ
ties. While much of past domination lives on in today's access to land, new
patterns of land tenure have emerged, reconfiguring the spatial representation
of social boundaries among su¸da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n, tribes and fractions, as well as
women and men.

Land TenureÚ the Legal Framework

Islamic Jurisprudence and Land Tenure in the Western Sahara
ßßßLike other legal matters, thebasic principles of the constitution and transfer
of ownership rights in land in precolonial bà̧z.a̧n society were laid out by
Islamic jurisprudence, and detailed by the ma¸liki school of law. At the core of
this legal framework is first the ©openingª of land for subsequent appropriaÝ
tion marked by the arrival of Islam in this territory, and second, the ©vivificaÝ
tionª of land, which establishes and legitimises ownershiprights. Only the
initial user is able to appropriate, and establish ownership rights in land.
These are maintained by sustained use, which is considered to leave its
imprints on the land. All other types of property exchange, be it by sale,
donation or appropriation through violence come after it (Ould al-Barra/
Ould Cheikh 1996Ú 158, 164). As clear as this principle seems, its practice
reveals many problems. Contemporary or recent claims can be put in
question by claims supposed to be more closely linked to the initial appropriÝ
ation. As factual authenticity can hardly be proved for times lying several
centuries back, conflicts over land are likely to arise and are legitimised by

2the same legal framework.
ßßßTo further elucidate bà̧z.a̧n land tenure, it must be noted that the interpretaÝ
tion of Islamic law was concentrated in the hand of the zwa̧ya, for their elite
was the only group disposing of the cultural and symbolic capital necessary
to legitimise such an undertaking. As they were also the prime agents of the
pastoral and tradeeconomy, the zwa̧ya by this role were able to further
promote their own position, both symbolically and materially, with regard to
the other social strata. Legal judgements (h.ukm) and legal expertise (fatwa̧

3and nawa̧zil ), were a major domain for zwa̧ya Islamic scholars struggling to
deconstruct the illegitimate nature of h.assa̧n power and property. This image
was one which many zwa̧ya scholars liked to contrast to their own supposed
piety (cf. Oáwald 1993Ú 62ff.). Furthermore, as is the case in most other legal
systems, Islamic jurisprudence does not recognise the transient pastoral-
nomadic land-use as a basis for direct ownership in landÚ grazing animals do
not ©vivifyª land, nor do they imprint permanent signs of land-use. With
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regard to these prescriptions, the bà¸z.a̧n nomadic pastoralists therefore are
unable to constitute individual or collective ownership of the land they
exploit. Such rights, according to an orthodox interpretation of Islamic law,
are limited to agricultural use, or other modes of permanent, productive use,
such as the construction of wells, or continued farming.
ßßßDespite the difficulties of fitting this narrow legal framework, grazing land
was subject to forms of appropriation recognised and approved as legitimate
by the bà̧z.a̧n jurists. The basis for this practice was the option provided by
Islamic jurisprudence to tolerate under certain conditions local tradition as
part of a customary law (̂ urf; cf. Oáwald 1993Ú 38ff.). Although these
regulations could not become a source of legislation, customary law allowed
the local bà̧z.a̧n jurists to legally recognise tribal territorial claims, and to
ascertain them in legal terms by linking the ownership of distinct locations
with the right to take into possession the pastureland in the vicinity. All these
varying levels of territorial control and land ownership were exercised by the
collectivity of the tribe, which in this respect assembled a number of pastoral
nomads sharing economic and political interests to control and exploit a
common territory.
ßßßIt is the hierarchy both among and within tribal groups which adds further
complexity to the practices of land tenure in precolonial bà¸z.a̧n society. In
general it was the zwa̧ya tribes which effectively appropriated pastureland

4and established ownership rights over both agricultural sites and wells. This
ownership, however, did not imply an exclusivity of use-rights. Many zwa̧ya
lived under the political domination of h.assa̧n tribes, andoften paid tributes
to them (a condition turning them into zwa̧ya ©of the shadeª in contrast to
the independent zwa̧ya ©of the sunª; Bonte 1989Ú 118). Out of this power
relation arose a number of customaryrights, which gave the h.assa̧n the right
to use the bà̧z.a̧n land and wells. The h.assa̧n thus were able to live as pastoralÝ
ists side by side with the zwa̧ya, although they did not own the pastoral
resources they exploited. Analogous is the case of the tributary strata, the
zna̧ga and tla¸mà̧d. . Being free but socially inferior, these did not own land, i.e.
they were unable to constitute exclusive use-rights over pastoral resources.
The zna̧ga and tla¸mà̧d. , who sometimes constituted tribalgroups, but often
just lived side by side with their patrons, therefore had to develop relations
with a powerful tribe which would grant them access to pastoral resources in
exchange for tributes. In the case of the zna¸ga the major patrons were the
h.assa̧n, while zwa̧ya clients were called tla¸mà̧d. (cf. Ould Cheikh 1985aÚ 533ff.;
Bonte 1987b).
ßßßThe tribal partition of land which predominated in pre-colonial western
Sahara was not one of clear-cut borders, but resembled more a collage of

5oscillating, partially connected and overlapping spatial entities, the mainteÝ
nance of which depended on collective, i.e. tribal action. Despite this eventful
history, until today, the legitimation of tribal claims to land follows a most
scrupulous interpretation of the principle of initial vivification that rules this
section of Islamic jurisprudenceÚ distinct tribal property in land is traced back
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to its first appropriation under Islam, the event in history clearly marking the
beginning of all legal transactions, and thus the ultimate point of reference on
which to construct legitimate claims to property. For this undertaking to
succeed, a great many reliable testimonies have to be assembled, thus involvÝ
ing joint action and expression by the tribal body to affirm ownership in land

6(cf. Ould al-Barra/Ould Cheikh 1996Ú 176). It is this structuration of the
constitution of legal claims through a set of continued, collective social
practices (cf. Giddens 1992Ú67ff.) that forms the basis of the persistence of
the tribal fragmentation of land rights until today.
ßßßWithin the tribal boundaries individual property in land is possible, but is
accessible only to members of the corresponding tribe. Exceptions occur

7rarely, as transfer of land to members of foreign tribes would weaken
internal tribal solidarity, and endanger the coherence of the discourse
constituting the tribe as a social and spatialentity, demarcating itself from the

8outside world.

The Transformation of Land Tenure under Colonial Rule
ßßßLegislation in colonial Mauritania (as in the other West African colonies)
initially introduced the French legal code, anddeclared all conquered land
property of the colony. Recognising that this legal guideline had little to do
with the situation the administration had to face on the ground, the colonial
legislation from 1904 on became increasingly sensitive to the traditional,
collective structures of land tenure and ownership. This tendency culminated
in 1955, when the French conceded traditional rights in land supremacy over
claims by thecolony. According to this law, it was the colony which had to
prove that land had been unused for at least ten years, and therefore was free
for appropriation, and not vice-versa (nevertheless all land still could be
expropriated by the colony in cases of public interest).
ßßßThe most important change colonial rule introduced to local patterns of

9land tenure was the establishment of land registers in 1925. These registers
were designed to account for rights in land in the different administrative
posts. Most often the tribes' chiefs were listed as owners in these registers,
but they were meant not to appear as individual owners but as representaÝ
tives of their collectivities, i.e. their tribes, which for this purpose had to be

10rigorously classified into tribes and sub-tribes. The distinct, more or less
well-defined agricultural sites registered therefore had to be considered as
collective, and not as individual property (cf. Leservoisier 1994aÚ 87ff.).
ßßßThis procedure reveals the wish of the French administration to adapt
action to local, i.e. bà̧z.a̧n customs, and inthis respect marked a departure
from their policy in most other colonies, such as e.g. in North Africa. Rather
than draw tribal territories on a map, they acknowledged Ä within certain

11limits Ä the fluctuating nature of nomadic habitat, together with respect for
the significance distinct places had (and continue to have) for the constitution
of tribal identity and territoriality. Nevertheless this measure modified the
nature of land tenure. Ownership rights were codified, and this definitely
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altered the negotiatory and sometimes violent mode of disputing and changÝ
ing access to land that had prevailed in precolonial bà̧z.a̧n society.AdditionÝ
ally, the administration, by this new practice, was able to exploit its power
and to attribute or withdraw ownership rights in response to cooperation
with, or hostility towards the colonial power. This was possible because the
French colonial laws defined the coexistence of French civil law and the
recognition of traditional land rights (cf. Leservoisier 1994aÚ 87f.). Colonial
interests thus could override rights defined by custom, as far as these had not
been registered. That this option was rarely applied resulted from the adminiÝ
stration's disinclination to increase opposition and conflict with and among
the bà̧z.a̧n tribes. Instead of voluntarily attributing land entitlements, the
colonial administration spent much time on assembling claims and proofs of
collective land ownership, in order to become a competent arbiter in bà¸z.a̧n

12disputes over land. Due to this complex intermingling of bà¸z.a̧n and colonial
interests, the constitution of the colonial land registers became an important
issue in local politics, involving the tribal elites in another struggle for
influence on the colonial administration, the generation of references, the
control of land, and finally the power to attract followers and clients (cf.

13below, p.ß208-247).

Patterns of Bà̧z.a̧n Land Tenure
ßßßThe issue of inner-tribal hierarchy affects access to land in various ways.
First of all, tribally owned land, such as agricultural sites, is under the
collective ownership of the tribe's members. These, however, are constituted
only by the free people of common affiliation. Associated members of the
tribe, such as zna¸ga and h.ara̧t.à̧n, do not have the necessarygenealogy, and
thus are excluded from sharing equal rights in land with the full-fledged
members. Thishierarchical structure of tribal property in land has two major
consequences. Areas which have been under tribal control for long time are
in the hands of only a small group of families, forming the centre of the tribe.
These groups in turn have to maintain this configuration of land property
over generations. They achieve this end by keeping the property legally
undivided, and thus inalienable, although its exploitation takes place individÝ
ually. This juridical procedure also has further advantages. It allows them to
omit the obligation to share inheritance, as defined by the Òarà̧â for individÝ
ual property, which in the case of its application would entail fragmentation
of agricultural plots within the families holding rights in the land. Last but
not least, the described patterns of continued, collective ownership exclude
women from claiming rights in land which they otherwise would gain
through individual inheritance, according them half of their brothers' share

14(cf. Ould al-Barra/Ould Cheikh 1996Ú 178).
ßßßThe concentration of direct land ownership in the hands of the bà̧z.a̧n tribes,
nowadays of both zwa̧ya and h.assa̧n status, is one of themost important
means by which relations of hierarchy and dependency among su¸da̧n and bà̧Ý
z.a̧n are perpetuated. Even more often than in the case of pastoral land, the
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users and owners of agricultural sites did not coincide. In precolonial times, it
was the slaves and the then still small number of h.ara̧t.à̧n who cultivated.
Occasionally zna̧ga cultivated too, but the zwa̧ya and h.assa̧n rarely did.
ßßßBreaking the bà̧z.a̧n's stranglehold on land ownership has proved difficult
for the su̧da̧n up to the present.Slaves, due totheir legal estate, had no rights
to constitute property. All of their work belonged to the masters, who in
turn were obliged to feed and clothe theirslaves. Theselegal prescriptions
were fundamental to the definition of the slaves' relation to the land they
cultivated. Even though many slaves lived in conditions characterised by
some autonomy, and e.g. did notgive all of their harvest to their masters, but
have managed especially since the first decades of this century to give only a
fixed part (cf. McDougall 1988Ú 379), they nevertheless never could challenge
their masters' rights over the land they cultivated. The same legal rule applies
to those cases in which slaves were involved in acts constituting the appropriÝ
ation of land, e.g. the clearing of bush, or the construction of dams. All such
work done by slaves constituted property only for their masters. Thecase is
different for the h.ara̧t.à̧n. They could become landowners, but in the majority
of cases nevertheless failed in this attempt. Legallyfree, those h.ara̧t.à̧n who
had gained this status by manumission, still had no means to sustain themÝ
selves. Inorder to get access to land for cultivation, they had to negotiate
with bà̧z.a̧n land owners, and to associate themselves with a bà̧z.a̧n tribe. To
develop and maintain even a limited access to land these h.ara̧t.à̧n were thus
forced to submit themselves to the tribal socialhierarchy, discriminating
against them as free women and men of secondary rank (cf. Ould al-Barra/
Ould Cheikh 1996Ú 162).
ßßßAs regards the cultivation of millet the most frequent arrangement between
bà̧z.a̧n land owners and landless, but cultivating h.ara̧t.à̧n was as followsÚ the bà̧Ý
z.a̧ni land owner had to provide the seed, and the h.art.a̧ni the labour. The
harvest was shared equally between both parties. Besides these conditions,
many other arrangements were practised. Not all bà̧z.a̧n provided the seed,
nor did all h.ara̧t.à̧n pay half of their harvest. What remained unchanged was
the fragile nature of h.ara̧t.à̧n land access. Whileworking as a kind of shareÝ
cropper, they were unable to constitute proper ownership rights in the land
they cultivated. These remained with the bà̧z.a̧n, who additionally had the
option of withdrawing the h.ara̧t.à̧n's use rights to cultivate from one year to
the other. Those h.ara̧t.à̧n who had no other means of sustaining themselves,
therefore heavily depended on maintaining good relations with their bà̧z.a̧n
patron. Other more favourable arrangements mediating land-access for
non-landowners did exist, but were restricted to dependent strata other than
the su̧da̧n, or were granted to poor bà̧z.a̧n. These arrangements established
long-lasting use-rights, paid for with only one tenth of the harvest or even

15less (cf. Villasante-de Beauvais 1991Ú 192).
ßßßDespite these unfavourable configurations of land ownership and tenure,
h.ara̧t.à̧n effectively could, and did become landowners. This was most
frequent in the south, and parts of the Aftout, which largely correspond to
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today's Gorgol region. In parts of the Aftout, and notably in the Gorgol
plain, the bà̧z.a̧n tribal grip on land had been comparably weak due to long
periods of political instability and conflict, which saw the local h.assa̧n tribes
being defeated several times, and the area come under the political dominaÝ
tion of the large and powerful h.assa̧n confederations of the Tagant andHodh
(notably the Idaw^I̧Ò Abakak, the IdaŵI̧Ò Ñra¸tà̧t, and the Ahel Sà̧di Mah.mu̧d),
which made of the area another locale for their rivalries. The ecology of the
Aftout too is responsible for the density of occupation having been persistÝ
ently low for a long time. The pastures,which are abundant for some months
after the rainy season, are considered too ©wetª, and infested by insects and
parasites by the pastoralists. The number of permanent wells is small, for
traditional techniques allow only the drilling of seasonal wells in the wa̧ds,
the seasonal watercourses in this area. Vast areas therefore remained vacant
for permanent occupation by immigrant h.ara̧t.à̧n, and a number of slaves,
many of whom had left their former overlords and masters, and sought

16protection from regional zwa̧ya tribes. In many cases these bà̧z.a̧n granted
the su̧da̧n the right to appropriate land like free men according to the princiÝ
ple of vivification, and thus to act like real h.ara̧t.à̧n. Today their acts of
appropriation are viewed as legitimate even by the local bà̧z.a̧n, who thus
acknowledge the h.ara̧t.à̧n to be free men possessing all civic rights (cf. Park

171988Ú 62, 64; RIM 1986Ú 57; Schmitz 1987Ú 6ff.).
ßßßSimilar cases can be observed in other regions too. In the area of AchÝ
ram-Diouk several h.ara̧t.à̧n managed to constitute rights in land by clearing
and permanently cultivating it. However, as the most productive land was
already under bà̧z.a̧n control, the h.ara̧t.à̧n plots occupy areas of secondary
rank. In other cases, h.ara̧t.à̧n were granted land ownership or long term
use-rights by members of the bà̧z.a̧n elite. They could either buy land, e.g.
with the money they earned from migrant labour, or they became beneficiary
of a h.ubs. This latter state of property was intended to immobiliseassets, and
render them indivisible and inalienable by establishing it as a sort of pious
endowment. Besides h.ubs destined to last forever, there were also contracts
limiting the duration of a h.ubs to the lifetime of either the beneficiary or the
benefactor. The attribution of land as h.ubs to h.ara̧t.à̧n was especially frequent
for date palm plantations in the oases (cf. Villasante-de Beauvais 1991Ú 193;

18Toupet 1977Ú 275f.).
ßßßA most controversial situation prevails in the Tamourt en-Naaj, the most
fertile valley of the Tagant plateau. There, as inother areas of intensive
agricultural exploitation and pheniculture, the bà̧z.a̧n took (and still take)
great care to prevent h.ara̧t.à̧n from establishing ownership of land. One such
means are contracts stipulating the exploitation of bà¸z.a̧n land by h.ara̧t.à̧n
workers, such as the mug°arassa, defining rights and obligations arising from a
h.ara̧t.à̧n planting date palms for a bà̧z.a̧n. While the latter in general provides
the seedlings, the well and the land, the h.art.a̧ni is responsible for planting and
watering until the first dates come to maturity (normally this means a delay

19of five years). Once this is achieved, half of the palm trees (but not the land



206ßßßßßßßßChapter 7
ß
ß

20on which they are standing!), becomes property of the h.art.a̧ni. There are
several reasons why this last aspect of the treaty rarely became effective. The
time between the conclusion of the contract and the maturity of the date
palm trees was long, and many h.ara̧t.à̧n became indebted in the meantime.
Once the contract was finally accomplished, its gains were was just enough to
pay off the debts. In other cases, dishonest bà̧z.a̧n took advantage of their
juridical knowledge, and developed a number of clever arguments to disposÝ
sess the h.ara̧t.à̧n of their reward (cf. Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 404; Ould Abde 1989Ú
39; Grosser/Ibra Bra 1979Ú 305; Toupet 1977Ú276f.; Interview Ahmed Ould

21Aly, qa̧d. i, 24.12.1995).
ßßßDespite these many vagaries and the obvious bà̧z.a̧n hostility towards land
ownership by h.ara̧t.à̧n, some of the latter succeeded. Most of them came from
families claiming a long h.ara̧t.à̧n genealogy, andappropriated their land by
vivification. To do so, these h.ara̧t.à̧n, like those of the Gorgol region, had to
be accepted as free men, embracing all the correspondingrights, and hence

22able to appropriate land individually like the bà̧z.a̧n.
ßßßColonialpolicy, which wanted to replace traditional relations of dependÝ
ence by sharecropping arrangements, did little to alter the su¸da̧n's limited and
fragile access to land. In the south their hand was strengthened in their
struggle to confirm their control of land when the colonial administration
recognised some adwaba as su¸da̧n communities paying their taxes autonoÝ
mously. In a few cases,such as the adwaba of Mbout, Kow and Djadjibine,
the administrators even registered agricultural sites in the name of the
adwaba, and thus in the name of the su¸da̧n living there. At the sametime,
however, the colonial officers recoiled from completely negating bà̧z.a̧n claims
on the land concerned, and registered it twiceÚ once the su¸da̧n plots in a
separate register, and once the whole area as tribal territory of the bà̧z.a̧n,
represented by their chief. Until today the land ownership of the su̧da̧n
continues to be contested by the bà̧z.a̧n on the basis of this double registraÝ
tion. Su̧da̧n control of land is stronger in the Gorgol plain. There history
provided better conditions for individual appropriation, and the end of
individual and collective relations of dependency, aswell as of territorial
control between bà̧z.a̧n and su¸da̧n (cf. Leservoisier 1994aÚ 287ff.; seealso

23noteß17, this chapter).
ßßßThe independent Mauritanian state issued a new law on land ownership in
1960, which by and large perpetuated the colonial laws, and the discrepancy
between legal ideal and reality on the ground inherent to these. All vacant
and unowned land was declared to belong to the state, but again traditional
claims to land, either by collectivities or individuals, were recognised. The
new state thus secured itself the same options for opportunistic arbitration in
matters of access to land as the colonial administration had before (cf.
Grayzel 1988Ú 317f.).
ßßßA profound change in the state's policy towards land ownership occurred
in 1983, 1984, and again in 1990. A new legislation was introduced, which

24had the individualisation of land ownership as its major objective. In its
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first paragraph this law stated all Mauritanians to have equal rights to be land
owners. By placing this statement in the most prominent place, the regime of
Ould Haidalla (1980-84) both recognised the difficulty the su̧da̧n and
dependents of the black African ethnic groups had faced so far with regard to
ownership of land. The new law thus created a crucial complement to the
formal abolition of slavery (effected on the 5 July 1980). It provided a legal
framework the dependent strata could rely on in their struggle. Besides this
rationale the new law was a challenge to the preceding legislation. For the
first time, the state recognised private property as the fundamental form of
ownership. Consequently traditional patterns of land tenure Ä which
persisted frequently under the guise of sharecropping arrangements Ä were
officially abolished, and vacant land considered to become state property. In
the case of controversy over the vacant status of a distinctsite, it is again up
to the owner to provide proofs for his claims.Public interest also has priority
with regard to access to wells. All wells which are not located within individÝ
ually owned land are declared to be of public interest and free foraccess.
Thus clearly marking a break with former legislation, a number of exceptions
were defined which assured the persistence of traditional rights in land in
many domains. The new lawdeclared conformity with the Òarà̧^a, and thus
respect for all claims to ownership that conform to this legal reference.
Further, all lands registered in the name of chiefs and notables were recognisÝ

25ed as being in collective, i.e. tribal ownership. Claims to land based on
traditional rights were considered sufficient to allow registration as individual
property or compensation, if this land had been appropriated by the state.
Parallel to the maintenance of these traditional patterns of land tenure, the
options for direct state intervention were enlarged. The state, wishing to
expand intensive farming of rice along the Senegal river, needed land for the
installation of irrigation perimeters. Land owned collectively and not
attributed to a legal cooperative thus could be declared domain land by the
state, and after a certain delay be concessioned out to privateowners.
Another decree in 1990 further facilitated the granting of individual concessÝ
ions. It introduced a procedure permitting the state to mediate land access in
three subsequent steps, ranging from revocable use-rights to definitive
concession (cf. Crousse 1986Ú 91; Crousse/Hessling 1994Ú 91; Ould al-
Barra/Ould Cheikh 1996Ú177f.;Park 1985Ú 70f.; Villasante-de Beauvais 1995Ú
1040ff.).
ßßßThe effect of the new legislation on land ownership and tenure is contradicÝ
tory. Its application was most pronounced in the southern regions of MauriÝ
tania, where irrigation schemes were developed. In these cases the focus of
the application of the new law lay on the option to declare domain land, and
to subsequently concession out individual plots. This led to the expropriation
of many and in the majority black African farmers to the benefit of an
emerging agro-business, dominated by bà¸z.a̧n alien to the area under develÝ
opment. A different situation prevails north of the Senegal valley and the
irrigation perimeters. In these areas the law effectively enhanced the emanciÝ
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pation of slaves and h.ara̧t.à̧n, who now had a legal reference for their claims
on land appropriated by vivification (cf. Baro 1993Ú287f.; Bonte 1994cÚ 85).
This objective of the state policy was underlined by a massive campaign
aimed at popularising the content of the new law. Not only state officials
were trained, but the National Radio developed special broadcasts to popuÝ
larise knowledge of the new legislation. Although details of the law are likely
to have remained unknown to many peasants, the campaign increased the
awareness of the changed legal framework among those concerned. While
rural bà̧z.a̧n vehemently rejected the new legislation (cf. Villasante-de BeauÝ
vais 1995Ú 1056) it marked a leap forward for a great number of su¸da̧n. The
predominant position bà̧z.a̧n had held until then when appealing to the state's
justice clearly began to deteriorate as many of their claims had become
illegitimate.
ßßßAnother aspect is that the explicit reference to the Òarà̧â, and the accordÝ
ance of major aspects of the new law on land ownership with its prescripÝ
tions (these references were deleted in the 1990 decree; cf. Villasante-de
Beauvais 1995Ú 1056), and the emphasis on the principle of vivification, were
in a certain sense self-explanatory to all su¸da̧n who had some knowledge of
the Qur\a̧n.
ßßßThe new law, declaring all Mauritanians to have equal rights with regard to
land, matched well the argument raised in the course of the official abolition

26of slavery,which had declared all Mauritanians to be like brothers. Put in a
nutshell, this signified for many su̧da̧n that they were recognised by the head
of the state as socialbeings, andhence legal persons like the bà̧z.a̧n. Finally the
su̧da̧n could hope to have no longer only obligations, but equal rights too.
This last aspect, which is related to the evolution of various configurations of
su̧da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n access to land in an area of marginal agricultural potential,
will be analysed in the following case studies.

Case Studies

While so far only the legal aspects of land ownership have been described,
now the focus will be on the evolution of land tenure in central Mauritania as
revealed by historical documents on the southern Tagant and northern
Aftout, and case studies in the region of Achram-Diouk. The aim of this
undertaking will be to analyse how the collective, i.e. the tribal control and
ownership of land developed and responded to changing social and economic
configurations in the course of both colonial rule and independent MauritaÝ
nia. As outlined above, the development of a land register constituting tribal
ownership of land that was essential to translate and materialise the social
processes of tribal segmentation and factionalism (and later of the social
conflict between bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n) into territorial fragmentation. Today,
these territorial representations of past social and political relations are
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becoming more and more cemented. Land, and not only cultivable land, is
becoming scarce due to its extensive appropriation in the course of sedentarÝ
isation, and the conversion from pastoralism to agriculture. In order to
understand the motives of today's conflicts over land, which are primarily of
a socio-economic nature, the past, during which the present shape of tribal
land tenure emerged, has to be analysed.

Land for the ^am¸àr
ßßßThe colonisation of the Aftout and Tagant deeply affected the configuraÝ
tion of power among the local bà̧z.a̧n tribes. In 1903 and 1904 the French
brought the Trarza and the Brakna region under their control by cleverly
exploiting diverging interests between h.assa̧n and zwa̧ya, and developing a
coalition with leading zwa̧ya. Aware of this threat to their hegemony,many
tribes of the centre and the north formed a bà̧z.a̧n coalition to stop a further

27expansion of the French colony. Well aware of this hostile potential
animated by the Idaw^I¸Ò confederation and thêamà̧r of the Abakak, Bakkar
Ould Soueid Ahmed, the French set out in 1905 to invade the Tagant, the

28heartland of these h.assa̧n tribes, by military force. Xavier Coppolani, the
brains behind and leader of the French expansion to Mauritania, nevertheless
was convinced that once he had entered the Tagant, he would be able to
pursue his policy of ©peaceful penetrationª. Building on his diplomatic
abilities and good relations with numerous zwa̧ya, he thought it possible to
once again divide interests between the local zwa̧ya and h.assa̧n, and thus to
be able to install French domination with only minor military exertion, and
the consent of the zwa̧ya. This assumption later turned out to be only
partially right. In the beginning, however, the conquest of Tagant seemed
easy. The French troops advanced quickly and by brutally attacking the

29livestock of the bà̧z.a̧n, hit and weakened their enemies considerably. In a
series of battles the bà̧z.a̧n were defeated, and thêamà̧r of the IdaŵI̧Ò Abakak,
Bakkar Ould Soueid Ahmed, then almost 100ßyears old, killed in the battle of
Bou Gadoum on the 1 April 1905. Soon after, the whole Tagantappeared to

30be under French control (cf. FrŠrejean 1995Ú 262ff.).
ßßßTroublesbegan for the French after their occupation of Tidjikja, the
economic centre of the Tagant. Initially the local Idaw ^Alà̧ zwa̧ya (as well as a
number of other tribes, andeven some fractions of the IdaŵI̧Ò Abakak) had

31been willing to cooperate with the French, but hostilities grew rapidly after
the French had installed their military post. Xavier Coppolani himself, much
praised for his knowledge of Islam by colonial authors, raised fierce opposiÝ
tion among the leading zwa̧ya of the town when he, an unbeliever, entered
the mosque and hence desecrated it. Furthermore the French bitterly lacked
food to feed their large garrison, and therefore put heavy pressure on the
residents of Tidjikja to provide large numbers of livestock. Additionally they
wanted fixed daily contingents of labourers, chopped down palm trees, and
did much more to seriously annoy the local population, which unlike the

32pastoral nomads of the Tagant, wasunable to flee from these pressures.
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Map 3Ú Tribal Boundaries in the Southern Tagant and Northern Aftout
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Finally the people of Tidj ikja responded to the French aggression by shifting
sides, and supporting the bà̧z.a̧n coalition against the French.
ßßßAlthough the bà̧z.a̧n succeeded a little later in killing Xavier Coppolani

33during a nocturnal ambush, all their efforts to drive the French out of their
garrison failed. Greater success was achieved by the subsequent strategy of
guerrilla-like attacks and hold-ups. Operating from the north and supported
by the northern tribes and the Moroccan sultan, these raids caused the
French severe trouble for years. Economic needs, however, soon forced
many bà̧z.a̧n tribes which had fled from the French to the Adrar to return
home and to resign themselves to the Frenchrule. Open resistance was thus
upheld only by a small number of northern tribes, and lost much of its
support among the Tagant tribes, preoccupied with the reconstitution of
their herds and the payment of colonial taxes. An important step towards the
definite colonisation of the Mauritanian territory was achieved by the
conquest of the Adrar (©colonne Gouraudª 1908-09), and the defeat of the
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coalition of bà̧z.a̧n forces led by the zwa̧ya scholar Ma al-A‹nin (dec. 28 OcÝ

34tober 1910), based in Smara in today's Western Sahara. Nevertheless
raiding by northern tribes, among which the Rgayba̧t were most prominent,
continued until the 1930s, and even beyond the establishment of full military
control of the Mauritanian territory in 1934 (cf. Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 541ff.;
565ff.; D‚sir‚-Vuillemin 1997Ú 497ff.).
ßßßBesides this perspective, largely based on colonial sources, andthus bearing
the imprint of the colonial point of view, an oral tradition of these events
persists among the Ahel Swayd Ah.med. Fortunately it has not yet been
completely eliminated by ©modernª knowledge transmitted in school and
history books, which by and large paraphrase colonialhistory, and thus
block access to a bà̧z.a̧n-centred reevaluation ofhistory. Although somewhat
breaking the bounds of this contribution, the following narrative, presenting
a quite distinct view of what happened during the colonisation of the Tagant,
will therefore be presented in detail. Its many subtleties and allusions reveal
not only its revisionist ambitions with regard to factual aspects ofhistory,
but introduce bà̧z.a̧n modes of reflecting conflict andhistory. The following
section therefore is dedicated to its author, Mohamed Ould Mbarek, an old
h.art.a̧ni from the Ahel Swayd Ah.med.

In those times Bakkar Ould Soueid Ahmed had forbidden the French to
enter the Tagant. He then was very strong, and could face the French
directly. With his force he even could oblige them to pay him an annual

35tribute [the ©coutumesª paid at Bakel] that was called al-kayyal. After
some years Bakkar became old. There was aniggà̧w [sing. masc. from
igga̧wen, i.e. griot] of the Ñra¸tà̧t [the second branch of Idaw^I¸Ò, which was

36the Abakak's fiercest enemy] who saw Bakkar, and who went to tell the
Ñra̧tà̧t that Bakkar had become faint. That was how the Ñra¸tà̧t became able
to withdraw the tributes of the French from the Abakak, and went to
move from Mbout and Kiffa to Ka‚di where the French were. The
Abakak then went there too, and installed themselves side by side with
the Ñra̧tà̧t. That was the moment when the quarrels between both began.
Before the great war between the Ñra¸tà̧t and the Abakak started, the Kunta
came and helped Bakkar. With this help he defeated the Ñra¸tà̧t.
ßßßSome years later, the French started war with the Abakak. That was at

37Ras el Ma in the Assaba, the place where Bakkar died. There was his son
Houssein Ould Bakkar who saw that after [the death of] Bakkar they
could no longer fight against the French. Houssein therefore started to
make relations with them. Whenever necessary he made a list of the tents
[i.e. families] of the Abakak and took it to the French [to register them].
There wasanother brother, Ethman Ould Bakkar, who was against the
French, and against what Houssein did. He took a part of the Abakak and
left to fight them [the French] as Bakkar had done before. Every time the
French entered the Tagant, the party of Ethman started to combat them.
But Houssein helped the French in battle against Ethman. When finally
the party of Ethman was beaten, there remained people from the Tagant.
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Houssein meanwhile had become old too, and said he had no longer the
force to pursue these people into the Adrar. If there was anybody among
the Abakak who could do so and leave with the French for the Adrar,
then this person would become the chief of the Abakak. Everybody
stepped back and only Abderrahmane [Ould Bakkar] remained. He said
he would be ready to go to the Adrar, and he started to inform all Idaŵ I̧Ò.
He managed to convince them that the French wanted to liberate the
Adrar, and he even got support from the Ñra¸tà̧t. They left all together for
the Adrar, where Abderrahmane succeeded. The French then gave him the
emirate of Tagant. (Interview Mohamed Ould Mbarek, h.art.a̧ni, 5.7.1995)

This summarising narrative of the recent history of the Tagant emirate,
besides offering insights in the major patterns of tribal factionalism in the
area and within the emiral lineage, puts a strong emphasis on how the new
âmà̧r, Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar, gained legitimacy. Unlike his older
brothers, Houssein Ould Bakkar and Ethman Ould Bakkar, Abderrahmane
was recognised throughout the whole Idaw'I̧Ò confederation, i.e. even by the
Ñra̧tà̧t, by the virtue of his military deeds, even though these had served the
colonial expansion. The success of Abderrahmane in combining tradition and
colonial modernity in his office in effect was so great, that some in the region
of Achram-Diouk now consider him to have been the only real ^amà̧r of
Tagant, and all of hispredecessors only to have been major tribal leaders Ä a
view in sharp contrast to the critical interpretation proposed by Francis De
Chassey (1984Ú 62).
ßßßThe imposition of French colonial rule on the Tagant indeed sparked off
major changes both in the relations among the local bà̧z.a̧n tribes, and intheir
control and ownership of land. Before colonisation, the h.assa̧n tribes had
lived off the tributes paid by the zwa̧ya tribes and the zna̧ga living under
their protection, but did not own the land they controlled politically and
militarily (cf. Bonte 1987bÚ 203f.). This configuration of different spheres of
production, land ownership, and spiritual and political hegemony was
profoundly challenged by the French occupation and subsequent demise of
h.assa̧n power. This evolution was especially marked among the Idaw^I̧Ò
Abakak. Already prior to the death of the old ^amà̧r Bakkar Ould Soueid
Ahmed, factionalism among the different branches of his successors had risen
considerably, andcould no longer be controlled by his two sons Ethman
Ould Bakkar and Amar Ould Bakkar, who were responsible for the adminisÝ
tration of the office. Various©princesª and their numerous followers threatenÝ
ed tributaries and other dependents by raising voluntarily tributes. After the
death of Bakkar Ould Soueid Ahmed, the emirate of Tagant underwent a
severecrisis. Although Ethman Ould Bakkar nominally became ^amà̧r, his
power remained limited. Having failed to reunify the Idaw^I̧Ò Abakak and to

38defeat the French, he seems to have been unable to establish hegemony
beyond his own faction. As a consequence of this situation, Houssein Ould
Bakkar, who had been among the first IdaŵI̧Ò Abakak leaders to submit to
the French, and who took care to never fight against them, became a sort of
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intermittent ^amà¸r. His authority, however, remained limited too, as he
appeared prominent only in negotiations between the French and branches of
the Idaw^I̧Ò Abakak, who had ceased their resistance towards the French.
Thanks to his ability to perform this role, Houssein became not only the

39chief intermediary of the French, but was given a prominent role by the
40Idaw^I̧Ò Abakak too (cf. Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 566ff.).

ßßßThe political topography of the IdaŵI̧Ò Abakak was then seriously chalÝ
lenged by the rise of a new pretender to the office of̂ amà̧rÚ Abderrahmane
Ould Bakkar. Still a young man, this son of Bakkar Ould Soueid Ahmed and
a slave woman had participated in, and personally performed several remarkÝ

41able exploits in the ©colonne Gouraudª, which had installed French
colonial rule in the Adrar by 1909. Having been a most impressive personaliÝ

42ty, he soon became a favourite of the French, who in 1918 reintroduced the
43Tagant emirate to his profit. Within the Idaw ^I̧Ò Abakak confederation,

where he managed to become a major chief and to attract a number of
followers, Abderrahmane faced fierce opposition, most pronounced among
his brothers of more noble maternal descent (cf. p.ß105-108), who travelled in
vain to the governor at Saint-Louis to attempt to persuade him to revise his

44decision. On the Tagant, the official removal of Houssein Ould Bakkar
from his functions as a general chief of the Idaw^I¸Ò Abakak in favour of

45Abderrahmane took place in 1912. The French eased this dismissal for
Hussein by granting him the right to lead a tribal fraction of his own, and the
registration of a major cultivation zone on the Tagant Ä Kehmeit Ä under his
name.Houssein thus became the first h.assa̧n entitled to ownership rights on

46a Tagantagricultural site. Although these rights depended on the French,
the very nature of colonial power nevertheless meant that they became lasting
ones. By this evolution the h.assa̧n of the Tagantwere able to transform their
vanishing political control of territoriality into direct land ownership. They
thus entered a domain which until then had been the monopoly of the zwa̧ya.
ßßßAt the beginning of his career Abderrahmane certainly was more nominally
than really ^amà̧r of the Idaw^I¸Ò Abakak. Although he depended on the
French colonial power to strengthen his own authority, he managed to
exploit it cleverly, and thus to give his rule a proper shape full of the symbolÝ

47ism of h.assa̧n virtues, crucial to leadership in this social environment. The
major asset the French provided to their favourite ally was to withdraw his

48most vigorous enemies from the scene, or simply to punish themvigorously.
Ely Ould Bakkar, and other opponents of Abderrahmane, together with their
followers, were released from the framework of the tribal confederation, and

49allowed to constitute together their own, independent fraction, not
subjugated to the authority of the new^amà̧r (this measure applied initially to

50eight rival brothers, of whom only two were still alive in 1938). Later,
tribes that continued to contest Abderrahmane's authority were released
from it, and all transferred to other administrative regions (such was the case
of the Awla̧ d Talh.a, who after such a solution had been discussed since 1914,

51 52were finally registered in Ka‚di in 1939 ).
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ßßßBesides this deep influence on the inner structure of the Idaw^I̧Ò Abakak
confederation, at which already lay the nucleus of the territorial materialisaÝ
tion of processes of (inner-)tribal segmentation and conflict, the instauration
of the Tagantemirate had a second major outcomeÚ the reorganisation, i.e. the
dissolution, of the vast majority of tributes paid to the ^amà¸r of Tagant by
various dependent tribes or fractions. This large-scale process of renegotiaÝ
ting actually preceded Abderrahmane's coming into office aŝamà̧r, and in
these respects was unique in colonialhistory. Other emirates and h.assa̧n
tribes were able to maintain their rights to tributes for much longer, and the
French openly acknowledged this differentiation in their policy towards the

53leading h.assa̧n. As representative of the IdaŵI̧Ò Abakak h.assa̧n, AbderrahÝ
mane Ould Bakkar certified the end of obligations to pay tribute, whenever
these had been bought up by the former debtors according to terms over
which both parties had achieved consent. The tributes bought up in the
majority of cases were of two kinds. First came the h.urma. This obligation
normally was paid individually by tributary families to their individual
h.assa̧n overlords, but in many cases these individual rights to tribute had come
to profit the ^amà¸r directly. The second type of tributes to h.assa̧n was the
g°aver, paid collectively by a tribe or a fraction to manifest the recognition of
h.assa̧n politicalsuzerainty. The colonial administrators showed themselves
very satisfied with Abderrahmane's attitude in these delicate affairs. They
considered him to have been very generous when negotiating what dependÝ
ent tribes had to pay to be released from their tributes. By the end of 1914
twenty-two treaties had already been signed and registered in Tidjikja, and
Abderrahmane was granted the right to negotiate in the name of smaller h.asÝ
sa̧n tribes the conditions by which their rights to tributes were paid off. In
1915 the continuation of the campaign to free people of the Adrar from
paying tributes to the ^amà̧r and the h.assa̧n of Tagant wasplanned (cf. Bonte

541985aÚ 43f.).
ßßßCertainly the abolition of numerous rights to tributes held by the Tagant
h.assa̧n and thêamà̧r did not end all relations of political domination that had
existed before colonisation. The practice of inter-tribal relations is a complex
matter, and many of its aspects are likely to have remained unnoticed by the
colonial administrators, especially in the early decades of their presence on
Mauritanian territory. In 1933 Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar obviously felt
strong enough to reopen the case of tributes formerly paid by zna̧ga of the
Brakna and Gorgol, the abolition of which had been negotiated by some of

55his brothers at very low prices, and to hisdetriment. Still in 1942, the^amà̧r
did not feel uneasy telling a French administrator that he was on the way to
collect some of the h.urma due to him from people of the Aftout (cf. F‚ral
1983Ú 64).
ßßßUntil today some of theselevies,most of which probably were not truly
h.urma, but other types of tribute, are remembered in the region of Achram-
Diouk; e.g. the La̧g° la̧l are known to have paid thê amà̧r one hundred sheep or
goats per year during the time of the French, in order to have him take care
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of their affairs. Thesame amount was paid by the Tagöaka̧net until the death
of Abderrahmane in 1982. The Legwa¸t.it. in turn gave the^amà̧r a share of their
harvest, and a number of animals too. Some h.assa̧n tribes like the Awla¸d Âlà̧

56Ntu̧nva paid an annual tribute called gabez.. This levy consisted of one cow,
or fifteen sheep or goats(i.e. the equivalent of one cow), paid by thechief,
and another goat or sheep paid by everyfamily. Other tribes seem to have
had no fixed amount of tributes to pay, but to have sent animals and millet to
the ^amà¸r annually. The h.ara̧t.à̧n of the Ahel Swayd Ah.med too paid tribute
consisting of one third of their harvest to the ^amà̧r, and slaves and h.ara̧t.à̧n

57owning animals paid tribute in animals too.
ßßßThe continuation of tribute-paying by a number of tribes did reflect the
continuation of a distinct political model, focusing on the recognition of a
major bà̧z.a̧n authority in the person of ^amà¸r of Tagant. To act like an ^amà¸r,
i.e. to keep alive the complementary relations of exchange linked to this
office, was a prerequisite to maintain this political structure parallel to the
colonial power, and later the independent Mauritanian state. Among the
tribes still paying tributes to the ^amà̧r the h.assa̧n of the IdaŵI̧Ò Abakak
confederation were most prominent. These tributes first of all symbolised the
cohesion among the constituent tribes through the recognition of a political
authority, disregardful of the tribes' possible spatial separation. In economic
terms, however, these tributes were only of slight interest. The muda¸ra̧t, as
they were often called, in this respect were the opposite of the h.urma and
g°aver, which as tributes in return for physical protection had been the basic
sources of income for the h.assa̧n. For this reason they had become the object
of abolitionist French colonial policy in the Tagantprofiting in the first place

58the zwa̧ya and zna̧ga.
ßßßFirst the rich and powerful Idaw^Alà̧ zwa¸ya of Tidjikja ceased paying

59tribute to the Idaw ^I̧Ò directly after the arrival of the French on the Tagant.
Numerous zna̧ga, who until then had been under the domination of h.assa̧n
tribes, profited from their weakness to change their overlords, and become
clients of the zwa̧ya, e.g. the Idaw^Alà̧. When finally the h.assa̧n rights to
receive tributes were bought up, it were the zwa̧ya who paid in the place of
the zna̧ga, thus making them merely change their overlords (cf. Ould Khalifa

601991Ú 581, 668). Only a few years later most of the remaining zwa¸ya tribes,
and the zna̧ga too, freed themselves from tributes. Different zna¸ga of the
Kunta paid 1,626 pieces of guin‚e to buy up their h.urma, the Tarkoz zwa̧ya
in 1919 paid 1,500ßFrancs simply to be released from their g°aver. The IdebusÝ
sa̧t., like the Tagöaka̧net, had nothing to buy back, as their tributes had occaÝ

61sional character.
ßßßToday theretrospective view provided by interview data shows that the
result of this policy triggered off more profound changes in bà̧z.a̧n society
than its authors perhaps would have imagined. The promotion of zwa¸ya
status,especially of those groups who once had subjugated themselves to the
sovereignty of the h.assa̧n, has borne remarkablefruits. The Tarkoz, which
had not only been perceived as ©the zwa̧ya of the IdaŵI̧Òª, but had paid them
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62considerable tributes, in the popular mind today deny ever having done so.
For many, the former times were when the Tarkoz scholars still provided
free education for the Ahel Swayd Ah.med (instead of making everybody
pay), and thus demonstrated their special attachment with thêamà¸r's tribe.
The major challenge the h.assa̧n of the Tagant had toface as a consequence of
the end of tributes that was forced upon them by the colonial power, is well
put by a chief of an Idaw^I¸Ò Abakak tribeÚ

After the arrival of the French things changed. There were no more
[obligatory] tributes [g°aver and mag°ram], and therefore another solution
[for the h.assa̧n tribes] had to be found. (Interview Hamoud Ould Amar,
h.assa̧n, 4.11.1995)

This alternative was looked for and found by the h.assa̧n. As they were losing
both income and labour resources due to the great number of zna̧ga who
shifted from h.assa̧n to zwa¸ya overlords, they had to appropriate resources
for the constitution of a productive base of their own, and again to attract a
labour force. Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar seems to have been a highly
sensitive and far-sighted politician, who anticipated these future problems,
not only to his paramount tribe and confederation, but to his rule too.
Knowing that his position as general chief and later̂ amà̧r initially to a very
large extent depended on the sympathy the colonial power had for his
person, he was completely aware that developing a solution for the h.assa̧n
problem was only possible within the framework of colonial policy. Already
on the occasion of the replacement of Houssein Ould Bakkar by AbderrahÝ
mane, theFrench had shown their readiness to gratify political good conduct
with the reward of significant land resources. They thus may have laid the
initial basis for the development of a more general pattern according to which
the Idaw^I̧Ò Abakak were later able to meet the challenge of vanishing
political control of space. Territorial hegemony was now produced by the
legal appropriation of a narrow web of agricultural sites. The h.assa̧n, who
until then, and unlike the zwa̧ya, had not been landowners,obviously easily
slipped into this role that so long had been alien to them. The registration of
land ownership had become a major means by which they were able to
maintain their identity as masters of the (local)territory, and to defend it
from intrusion by outsiders. This again is expressed by a statement of the
h.assa̧n chief that framed the one cited aboveÚ

In the times we had no land. That was because the IdaŵI̧Ò received
tributes. .ß.ß. The land was ours [i.e. the IdawÎ̧Ò's], and not the zwa¸ya's. It
was us who were the masters of everything, therefore the land belonged to
us. (Interview Hamoud Ould Amar, h.assa̧n, 4.11.1995)

A more analytical statement comes from a prominent member of the emiral
family, today owner of one of the most important dams in the region of
Achram-Diouk, as well as one other dam, and plots in twelve other sitesÚ
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SMODÚOur collectivity [i.e. our tribe, the Ahel Swayd Ah.med] was not
the largest one .ß.ß. we contented ourselves with our animals, all sorts of
animals, we even were overcharged with them to some degree. But at the
same time, we were careful to register agricultural sites.
AuthorÚ Register them?
SMODÚ Register them before using themin order to avoid that today
there is no place to go. For some time, they [the Ahel Swayd Ah.med, i.e.
his tribesmen] now have begun to cultivate. And there they are with
several dams that are quite profitable.
AuthorÚ And this registration, how was it made, and when did it begin?
SMODÚOne went to the pr‚fet, or the chief of the subdivision, and told
him he should register that and that site in the name of one's collectivity.
By this, the collectivities began to use thesesites, these reserves of land.
They used them when they wanted to start with cultivation.
AuthorÚ When did this begin?
SMODÚI don't know. When I was born [ageÚ 54ßyears] the people already
were cultivating here. (Interview Sid Mohamed Ould Dey, h.assa̧n,
27.8.1995, emphasis added)

Indeed the territory, i.e. the most fertile and cultivable areas of the southern
Tagant, and the bordering stretch of the Aftout soon after colonisation
became the object of intense interest from the localtribes, andamong these
most prominent was the^amà¸r's tribe, the Ahel Swayd Ah.med. In 1915 the
French approved their wish to move the boundary of the administrative
region of Moudj‚ria about fifteen kilometres southwards, stating that by this
measure they wanted to provide the IdaŵI̧Ò Abakak with land they indeed

63were lacking for cultivation. Until then the boundary had been right at the
bottom of the hillside, where the Tagant plateau reaches the plains of the
Aftout. This delimitation had cut off the many fertile wa̧ds and depressions
located close to the Tagant plateau from the Moudj‚ria district. T here, a
stretch of about ten to fifteen kilometres depth constitutes an intermittent
zone which is characterised by fertile soils and especially dense vegetation,

64between the plateau and the almost bare plains of the Aftout. As long as
this land had been part of another administrative district, it had been difficult
for the Tagant administrators in Tidj ikja and Moudj‚ria to attribute it to the
Idaw^I̧Ò Abakak. The original territorial layout of the Moudj‚ria district had
contradicted the aim of bringing into accordance regions of administrative
registration destined to represent major areas of residence (and to a lesser

65degree areas of nomadisation), and administrative boundaries.
ßßßAccording to the land register kept in Moudj‚ria, the first entitlements in
land (apart from the case of Houssein Ould Bakkar), were made as early as

661919 (depression of Aouinet Arr). In 1920 and 1921 a first comprehensive
list of agricultural sites and possessions was established. In this period the
Ahel Swayd Ah.med, together with the tribes of the Idaw^I¸Ò Abakak confedÝ
eration which had remained in the vicinity of the new^amà̧r, and a few closely
allied zwa̧ya tribes duly registered the great majority of important sites in the
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67area. Abderrahmane in several cases succeeded in establishing himself as an
intermediary between the administration and the less powerful tribes of the
Abakak confederation that had remained in his vicinity. The âmà̧r thus again

68became able to control a part of these tribes' collective resources. In
another case, the ^amà̧r was able to profit from his political weight.
ßßßThe dam of Mounhal had been constructed by Tarkoz (zwa̧ya) of the Awla̧d
Tà̧ki fraction. It had been registered and used by theirchief, but had
remained uncultivated for some years after his death. In 1934 the dam was
declared public domain by the administration, and the use-rights given to a
Òarà̧v from Kiffa, who lived among the Ahel Swayd Ah.med as a host and close

69friend of the ^amà̧r. Nominally these use-rights were bound to the condiÝ
tion that the land had to be cultivated every year, and hence revocable. This
restriction, however, seems never to have been applied. On the contrary, in
1936 the Òarà¸v was exempted from paying thêaÒu̧r tax, in order to encourage
him to clear the land, and some years later (undated), he was reported to have
proceeded to the plantation of twenty-two date palm trees, and the construcÝ
tion of a stone-lined well. While the first incident clearly indicates the failure
of the Òarà̧v to meet the conditions set by the colonial authorities (there
cannot be continuous cultivation without clearing), the second is a remarkaÝ
ble violation of customary law. The construction of a permanent well, and
the planting of palm trees by a bà̧z.a̧n are acts of vivification, and thus
establish private ownership of land. This clearly is a most direct offence
against the former owners, the Tarkoz Awla̧ d Tà̧ki, who, as long as only
use-rights had been attributed to the Òarà̧v, could still nourish hopes to get
back the land one day. This original ownership of the site through the Tarkoz
fraction is also revealed by the fact that in former times it was su¸da̧n of this

70tribal affiliation who cultivated there. Unfortunately no entries concerning
this case have been made to the register in Moudj‚ria since 1950, when only
the status quo of affairs, and noongoing quarrels were recorded. Today Oum
Nhal, as the location is also called, is definitely in the hands of the family of
the Òarà̧v mentioned above. A small village has evolved close to the agriculturÝ
al site, cultivated mainly by su̧da̧n who joined the Òarà¸v.
ßßßIn a few cases, this scramble for land had at least temporarily an outcome to
the disadvantage of the IdaŵI̧Ò Abakak and the neŵamà̧r. The depression of
Aouinet Arr was first attributed to the Ideybni, a fraction of the Idaw^I̧ Ò
Abakak that left the Tagantregion in 1924. For this reason, the Ideybni had
transferred their rights in this location to the Awla̧d Talh.a in 1923. When
these left the region too, in 1939, the land was left with members of the tribe
who remained in situ. Obviously not willing to be associated with any of the
other Idaw^I̧Ò Abakak fractions, the Ideybni (h.assa̧n) families were registered
together with the Tarkoz Leg°wa̧reb (zwa̧ya). This status was recorded,
uncontested, in 1950. Today, however, things seem to have reversed to their
proper order again. Aouinet Arr, now made more productive by a modern
dam, is in the hands of the Legwa̧nit. (h.assa̧n), and among these, the chief's
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family holds half of the land that now belongs again to a member the IdaŵI̧Ò
Abakak confederation.
ßßßThe early and clearly marked interest the newly imposed^amà¸r of Tagant,
Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar, developed for the fertile lands of the northernÝ
most Aftout, raise the question why ownership of cultivable land in these
times had became a serious issue. Unlike in the years following the big
drought of 1969, it was not bitter need that pushed the bà̧z.a̧n to cultivate

thßthemselves, and to vivify land. Cultivation at the begin of the 20 century still
was the almost exclusive occupation of su¸da̧n. In the course of the imposition
of colonial rule, and the subsequent weakening of their former dominant
position, the h.assa̧n of the Tagant had notonly lost many of their tributaries
(who had sought protection from new overlords, supposed to be less exactÝ

71ing, such as e.g. the Kunta or the Idaw^Alà̧), but had also lost a large part of
the resources by which they could attract such followers. The heavy loss of
income formerly generated by tributes affected the h.assa̧n's ability to
establish and maintain alliances, which used to be underpinned by generous

72gifts. Besides the symbolic value of becoming once again the ©masters of
the landª, if not yet the ©masters of everythingª, the appropriation of
cultivable land made the h.assa̧n of the Idaw^I¸Ò Abakak attractive to su¸da̧n
seeking new patrons too. The h.assa̧n of the Ahel Swayd Ah.med had always
integrated numerous su¸da̧n, a considerable number of whom had been able to
improve their status and become h.ara̧t.à̧n recognised as members of the tribe.
They bore arms, took part in warfare, and lived in relations of dependency

73that came close to those of zna¸ga (cf. p.ß168-170). While today among the
su̧da̧n of the Ahel Swayd Ah.med these warrior h.ara̧t.à̧n have slipped from public

74memory, it is evident that there was a significant in-migration by su¸da̧n,
especially from the neighbouring Kunta. The Idaŵ I̧Ò of the Abakak branch
thus again became what the literal meaning of their name promisesÚ ©come
here Ä you can live with themª that illuminated the way for all those who

75sought better conditions of life.
ßßßUntiltoday, the originally distinct modes of access to land practised by h.asÝ
sa̧n and zwa̧ya can be discerned from the shape of their respective territories,
an outline of which for the region of Achram-Diouk is displayed on
Mapß3. It has to be observed thattoday, the perception of tribal territories
among the bà̧z.a̧n has come close to matching modern two-dimensional

76representations of space, such as e.g. on maps. The abstract definition of
territories by reference to boundaries is a decisive departure from the
perception of space prevalent among nomadic peoples such as the bà̧z.a̧n had
had for most of their history. In these societies, and until today with respect
to practical use and appropriation of land among the bà̧z.a̧n too, spatial
references are made to distinct localities bearing a relevance for human
occupation and use. Such localities are wells, springs, salt deposits, locations
of dry- or wet-season pastures, agricultural sites, etc. Out of these places in
space, numerous paths and corridors linking the locations create what might
be called ©territoryª, but more are reminiscent of a web spun around numerÝ
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ous white patches,than of a comprehensive two-dimensional representation

77of space (cf. Ingold 1986Ú 130-164; Schlee 1992).
ßßßNowadays these fragmented (tribal) territories have largely condensed to
homogeneous entities, of which only some aspects of the proper delimitation
of the periphery may be called into question. This is revealed by the local
modernist discourse, which aims to replace the notion of ©tribeª by that of
collectivities, and which no longer takes genealogy and relations of solidarity
as reference for cohesion, but joint occupation of one siteÚ

We now no longer accept, we no longer want to speak of the tribe,
because this is traditional. We now want to speak of collectivities which
fix themselves at a location, like e.g. thecollectivities of Achram. This
means those who fix themselves at Achram, who depend on the adminisÝ
tration of Achram. You find collectivities that fix themselves just where
they are everywhere. Therefore it is named collectivity .ß.ß. a collectivity
because you can no longer speak of a tribe, because the tribe has settled at
severalwells, and close to several, distinctdams. Therefore you remain
only with collectivities. (Interview Sid Mohamed Ould Dey, h.assa̧n,
27.8.1995, emphasis added)

What the discourse tries to mask, is that collectivities, according to the
proposed definition, have to be of a tribally homogeneous composition. Thus
Achram is not presented as one village, or else collectivity, but as several
collectivities, thus anticipating the division into several, largely tribally
homogeneous quarters (cf. p.ß129-133). Further, Sid Mohamed Ould Dey, as a
fine politician, omits to make explicit that the collectivities in general are

78located on their tribe's land, and thus take part in the tribal appropriation
and definition of space that is also secured by limiting access to land to
members of alien tribes or fractions.
ßßßThe layout of tribal territories in the northernmost Aftout, among the Ahel
Swayd Ah.med and the Tarkoz, isrevealing of how the history of both tribal
groups shaped present patterns of land tenure. The Tarkoz, although zwa̧ya
with a strong affiliation towards the Ahel Swayd Ah.med, were the holders of
ownership rights in land. As these were not abstract, territorialclaims, they
applied to distinct places,such as watercourses. When after colonisation, the
Ahel Swayd Ah.med managed to transform their former political hegemony
into land entitlements, they were able to appropriate much of the fertile land
of the northernmost Aftout, but had to respect the rights pertaining to
distinct localities held by the Tarkoz. Thus today, the watercourse fuelling
the big dam of Achram is Tarkoz land, while all land besides this small
stretch belongs to the Ahel Swayd Ah.med (cf. Mapß3).
ßßßAnother case revealing of the relationship between political power and
access and ownership of land, is that of the L̂aweysya̧t. They migrated

thcomparatively recently, i.e. within the 19 century, from the Adrar to the
Tagant, andbecame integrated by the Idaw^I¸Ò Abakak. Within this h.assa̧n
confederation, the L^aweysya̧t, who like to emphasise their dedication to
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79warfare, are considered to be h.assa̧n of comparatively low regard and
80prestige. Later, in the colonial period, they failed to become the closest ally

81of the ^amà̧r Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar, and were internally weakened by
82heavy factionalism. This, their minor status, isgraphically represented in

the topography of tribal land that can be discerned from Mapß3.
ßßßThe rather small territory of the L̂aweysya̧t, owned jointly by the two
competing small fractions (cf. ©Aoueissiatª in Tableß3), andcausing much
dispute over tenure between them, is centred around the depression of
Djouengi. This fertile area, which recently was developed by the construction
of a dam, is located in the small strip of the northernmost Aftout that today is
bounded on either sides by the tarred road, and the slopes of the Tagant.
With their quite marginal emplacement at only one depression in between the
Tarkoz, the Ta̧ga̧t., and the Ahel Swayd Ah.med, the L^aweysya̧t are clearly at
the margins of the Idaw^I¸Ò Abakak confederation'sterritory. Unlike older,
and much more prestigious and powerful groups like the Awla̧d Âlà̧ Ntu̧nva,
they do not possess land on the Tagant,considered to be the symbolic ©seatª,
i.e. the homeland of the emirate. Even during nomadisation, the L̂aweysya̧t
rarely moved onto the Tagant, but stayed Ä like the h.ara̧t.à̧n of the Ahel
Swayd Ah.med Ä in the Aftout. Even on the occasion of the annual datecure,
the getna, members of the L^aweysya̧t did not move on the Tagant, but to

83Gu‚rou, home area of the Tagöaka̧net zwa̧ya.
ßßßThe secondary rank of the L^aweysya̧t within the Idaŵ I̧Ò Abakak confedÝ
eration, and the problematic nature of their access to land is revealed by
another tradition, stating that the L^aweysya̧t had to pay one hundred goats
to the ^amà¸r of Tagant Bakkar Ould Soueid Ahmed to obtain the ownership
of Djouengi, and later continued to pay between one and two hundred goats

84per year (Interview Boueibou Ould Amar, h.art.a̧ni, 1.11.1995). AdditionalÝ
ly, their ownership rights were contested by the neighbouring Tarkoz Ahel
Sà̧di Reyu̧g, and it was the French administration which had to intervene in
1942 (a year of drought), and to assist in the demarcation of boundaries

85between both parties at Djouengi.

Growing Dates and Millet
ßßßThe evolution of a bà̧z.a̧n interest in agriculture and the appropriation of
cultivable land in the wake of colonisation resulted not only from changed
configurations of power within bà̧z.a̧n society, andmost notably between h.asÝ
sa̧n and zwa̧ya, but was fuelled by a determined policy of agricultural develÝ
opment set up by the French. On the Tagantthis policy was introduced and
forcefully implemented by Capitaine Anselme Dubost, who became ©comÝ
mandant de cercleª in 1919. The aim was to intensify the use of natural
resources, especially where pastoral production was considered to exploit
these only partially. The most fertile areas, like depressions and wa̧ds, thus
had to be transformed into farmland, and the labour resources necessary
were to be pulled out of the pastoral sector. Unlike most other colonial
policies in areas predominantly populated by nomadic pastoralists, the
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Mauritanian administration did not want to limit or draw back pastoral
production. It was acknowledged that these ©desertª lands in general had
little other productive potential. Sedentarisation of the nomadic population
never became an explicit objective of colonial policy either. What the adminÝ
istration wanted, was to increase the self-reliance of the Mauritanian populaÝ
tion with regard to agricultural production, and thus to reduce the MauritaÝ
nian demand for grain on the markets of the south. More local production
could also compensate the nomadic pastoralists for the loss of tributes from
cultivators in the Òema̧ma, and thus reduce the potential for conflict.Finally,
the colonial administration hoped that increasing their own agricultural
production would strengthen the pastoralists' bonds to their soils, and make
them more stable. If sedentarisation was acknowledged to be a goal much too
ambitious to become an objective of colonialpolicy, the administration never
failed to hope that its action could lead the nomads to stick more closely to
their supposedhome, i.e.their region of registration (cf. Ould Khalifa 1991Ú

86766ff., 781f.; Dubost 1924).
ßßßThe ambitiousness of this colonial policy for agricultural development was
in contrast to the limited means available for this purpose. There were only a
few colonial posts, and the number of French administrators was low.
Frequently one European commanded a whole district. Money was also
scarce. The colony was designed to meet the expenses of administration by its
own means, but throughout its history, this goal was rarely achieved.
Administrators willing to stimulate agricultural development therefore had
little to rely on. They could try to convince their subjects Ä or make use of
coercion. While forced labour was commonly used for specific purposes (e.g.
construction of administrative posts, tracks, etc.), there were also risks in
exerting too much direct pressure. This was likely to create troubles, and
troubles with the bà̧z.a̧n not only continued to escalate into armed (and thus
costly) confrontation far into the 1930s, but also could become a nuisance to
an administrator's career (cf. DeßChassey 1984Ú 54-60).
ßßßSeen in the light of these unfavourable circumstances, the slow, but
continued expansion of agriculture under colonial rule appears to a large
extent to have developed on the basis of a tacit consent between coloniser and
colonised. Most marked was this evolution in the domain of pheniculture.
Following colonisation, the number of date palm trees more or less exploded,
as numbers from the Moudj‚ria district in Ta bleß7demonstrate. Not only
did traditional areas of bà̧z.a̧n pheniculture, like the Adrar and a few oases on
the Tagant,witness a boom, but the cultivation of date palms was extended to
areas that until then had not been the locus of oases (e.g. the Assaba region;
cf. Tableß8). For thecolonial authorities, the expansion of the oasis sector
was also another means to get control of local production as well as of
nomadic pastoralists visiting theseplaces.From the perspective of the bà̧z.a̧n
the initial labour-input needed for the planting was low in view of an anticipÝ
ated self-sustaining nature of the later palmtree, and thehope to benefit one
day from the dates. Furthermore the planting of palm trees was an act of
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Table 7Ú Evolution of Date Palm Plantations, Moudj‚ria District, 1905-1984

Year Number Species
a1905 300 palm trees

1923 969 palm trees (fully taxed)
1931 9,226 trees and plants in 22 date palm groves
1936 22,452 trees and plants in 43 date palm groves

b1984 31,598 palm trees

a: ANM E2-82, lieutnant Fonde, ©les palmiers du Tagant occidentalª, 1936, docuÝ
ment kindly passed on by Roger Botte.

b: FAO (1985Ú 23).

Table 8Ú Evolution of Date Palm Plantations, Assaba Region, 1920-1984

Year Number Species
a1920 150 palm trees

1948 70,000 palm trees
b1951 120,000 palm trees
c1984 443,036 palm trees

a: F‚ral (1983Ú 120f).
b: Villasante-de Beauvais (1992Ú 47).
c: FAO (1985Ú 24).

vivification that was easily carried out by individuals, and established rights
of ownership on the usually fertile land, even if its exploitation later was only
occasional. These characteristics meant that the planting of date palm trees,
even when resulting in still well remembered coercion by the administration,
which again hit the sedentary population hardest (cf. Ould Khalifa 1991Ú
766), did not raise universal resistance among the bà̧z.a̧n. Rather these develÝ
oped a stronger interest in the extension of their date palm plantations, which

87became more profitable due to fewer tributes and raids by enemy tribes.
ßßßMore complex to evaluate is the question whether millet production
expanded during the first decades of colonialrule, a question still controverÝ

88sial among scholars. This is largely owing to the great variability of
agricultural production in a sahelo-saharan climate, marked by high inter-anÝ
nual and local variability of precipitation (about 50ßpercent interannual
variation of rainfall in Tidjikja during the ©wetª period from 1931-68; cf.
Toupet 1977Ú 72). The strongest effects of insufficient or badly distributed
rainfall are experienced in rainfed farming. Fields under these conditions may
not even be sown for years, thus bearing no sign of use, while others nearby
may be exploited, thanks to good local rainfall, and others again are ravaged
by locusts, plant diseases, or late drought. In these circumstances there is
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hardly a linear correspondence between effort invested in cultivation, and
benefit derived from it. An increase in cultivated land, and of harvest in one
year, thus may already be reversed in the next year.
ßßßBetter suited to assess raising or diminishing interest in cultivation is the
evolution of recession agriculture. This technique is practised either in
natural depressions, or in watercourses of low gradient, flooded with the aid
of large dams (barrages). In both cases, the effects on production caused by
inter-annual variation of rainfall are minimised by the large catchment areas.
Additionally, once the earth has been submerged sufficiently long (between
four and five weeks seems to be the optimum), no further rainfall is needed
for successful cultivation. The humidity stored in the soil allows for the full
development of the plant. Although deficient rainfall affects the extension of
cultivable land behind dams too, it rarely leads to a complete loss of the

89harvest. While before colonisation, cultivation was largely restricted to
natural depressions of significantsize, like e.g. the Tamourt en-Naaj, the
construction of dams became a major means of increasing the cultivable land
from the start of this century on. This latter aspect is responsible for the
French as well as the bà̧z.a̧n interest in promoting this technique. Much like
the expansion of date palmgroves, theconstruction and the use of dams were
comparatively easy to evaluate, and thus are the most reliable source providÝ
ing insight into the evolution of bà̧z.a̧n interest in agriculture in the first

90decades of the colonial era.
ßßßIt is remembered among the Legwa¸t.it., and some neighbouring tribes too,
that the construction of the dam Zemmal, which developed a major waterÝ
course for cultivation in the northern Aftout close to the village of Leklewa,

91dates back to the arrival of the French, i.e. the period between 1905-10. A
little later, many other dams were constructed in the area. The dam of
Achram, until today one of the most important of the whole region, was

92constructed around 1915 (Interview Mohammed Yahya, zwa̧ya, 21.9.1995),
and the dam Teidouma in1920 (land register Moudj‚ria). In quantitative
terms, the expansion of agriculture was less impressive, and more limited by
physical constraints than that of date palms, but nevertheless was a remarkaÝ
ble exploit. In 1936 a number of 154ßagricultural sites, covering a total
potential of 3,000ßha (unfortunately confounding all types of plots) were
registered alone in the subdivision of Moudj‚ria. Among these were five
dams of more than 200ßha, three of more than 100ßha, six of more than 30ßha,
and finally 34 of a size of 2-30ßha. The length of the dams varied between

931,200ßmetres in the case of Tachott, and about 100ßmetres. Later the
construction of new dams continued. In 1945 a report states that AbderrahÝ
mane Ould Bakkar had built three new dams, his brother Mohamed MahÝ
moud Ould Bakkar had built two smaller ones, and the Legwa̧nit. had built a
dam of 400ßmetres in length together with twelve smaller dams. Furthermore

94quite a lot of older dams were reported as being cultivated.
ßßßEven more significant than the early and rapid expansion of dam-driven
recession agriculture, is its development parallel to the imposition of colonial
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rule. Constructing a dam, like planting date palms or building wells, is an act
of sustainable vivification, establishing rights of ownership of the submerged
land. In view of the apparently limited range and magnitude of the colonial
material incentives for an expansion of agriculture and pheniculture on the
Tagant during the first half of this century, these measures are hardly adeÝ
quate to fully explain the occurrence of major, and in the long run sustainable
changes in these two sectors. Although exemptions from agricultural taxes,
bonuses and fines are likely to have ©convincedª many bà̧z.a̧n of the necessity
to follow the administrator's advice to increase the area under cultivation and

95to plant palm trees, there needed to be other factors pushing in the same
96direction to allow for successes of this policy on the Tagant. Far from

blindly following the intentions of French administration (and therefore
often being accused of disinterest), the bà̧z.a̧n, by increasing agricultural
production, responded to a changed political and economic environment
which resulted from imperialist colonial rule, and deeply affected and
changed the modes of bà̧z.a̧n pastoral and agricultural production, as well as

97patterns of land tenure.
ßßßBesides providing a means to obtain, and reproduce political domination,
the appropriation of land by vivification had opened to many tribes the

98avenue to a further diversification of their production. Extending agriculÝ
ture and thus developing an extra revenue was possible for those bà̧z.a̧n who
either had access to land ownership, or managed to achieve this by the virtue
of their dominant political role (e.g. the Idaw^Alà̧, the Kunta, and the Ahel
Swayd Ah.med). Others, however, did not follow this trend, and maintained
themselves as highly specialised nomadic pastoralists (e.g. the Tarkoz Ahel
Sà̧di Reyu̧g), while again others migrated towards areas where they could
escape political and social domination, and establish themselves independentÝ
ly as agro-pastoralists (e.g. the Ahel Swayd and the Awla¸d Talh.a).
ßßßThe different interests and options bà̧z.a̧n tribes had with regard to the
appropriation of land reveal that despite an overall increase of agricultural
and phenicultural production there was no unidirectional development
towards an increase in these sectors involving all bà̧z.a̧n. Neither was the
process of land appropriation and sustained cultivation as closely linked as
might be presumed. The confluence of two diverging interests in agricultural
land, a political and an economic one, serves to explain bà¸z.a̧n disinterest in a
sustained agricultural use of land, and in investing too much of their own
means in its further exploitation. Rather than represent a general disinterest
towards agricultural production, these phenomena are significant of a
predominance of political and strategic interest in ownership rights in land,
which, once they were achieved, needed little further action to be maintained.
In addition, the reluctance some bà̧z.a̧n showed, according to colonial records,
when confronted with the demand of building dams, is less revealing of a
general disinterest in these innovations, than of the development of tactics
aimed at the perception of additional funding and assistance. Besides this, it
was the colonial administrators themselves who had to glorify their own
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action when reporting on their work, and thus underlined the salutary effects
their action produced vis-…-vis a desperately backward indigenous populaÝ

99tion.

Old Dams, New Dams
ßßßMore difficult to assess than the expansion of agricultural activities is the
real amount of agricultural production that these were able to provide.
However high the French interest in the expansion of agricultural production
was, the colonisers hardly had the means to evaluate it. Until today producÝ
tion potential and real gross production in the rural hinterland can only be
roughly estimated. In 1938, the resident at Moudj‚ria estimated the district's
production of millet to make up 700ßtons. This obviously good year was
followed by a poor harvest estimated at 340ßtons. In the following years, the
various residents most often abstained from direct estimations, and were
content to describe the conditions as being good or bad, and to detail these
descriptions by information on the availability and the prices of millet on the
local markets. This preference for rough estimates was continued when in
1953 a local resident reported that the production of millet in the district of
Moudj‚ria could meet the local demand Ä provided that climatic conditions
were favourable. Ever since, the self-sufficiency of local millet production has
continued to resurge until the present, where it has become part of the local
rural development strategies. Whether or not the agricultural potential of the
district of Moudj‚ria, or the region of Achram-Diouk, exactly meets the
needs of the local population, is of minor interest. More important is, that the
agricultural potential was until the present estimated to keep up with the
local needs, even when these rose due to a rapidly growing local population

100and in-migration since 1969.
ßßßThe economic significance of agricultural production on the Tagant can
also be discerned from another perspective. As outlined before, over the
centuries grain was an importantcommodity, which bà̧z.a̧n traders bartered in
the south for desert salt and other commodities (cf. p.ß165f., 188f.). One
major route of this grain trade, linking the Adrar with the Senegalvalley,
passed through the Tagant. Many Adrar small traders, however,preferred to
already buy their millet on the Tagant, andthus to economise on thejourney,
rather than the price. Tagantagriculturalists in turn were able to barter their
millet for products from the north or, as was later the case,sell it for cash.
This strategy, which persisted until the begin of the drought cycle in 1969,
was not without risk (Interview Bƒke Mint El Mokhtar, h.art.a̧niyya,
2.11.1995). In January 1941 people from the Adrar were reported to have
bought up almost the whole grain production of the Tagant, bartering it for
guin‚e cloth and sugar, because no millet was available on the markets of the
south. When during the rainy season the rainfall was highly unsatisfactory,
prices for grain on the Tagantrosequickly. At the same time the administraÝ
tion maintained restrictions on the grain trade forbidding all cultivators in the
south to sell their millet to pastoralists from the north. In 1942 rainfall
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proved to be even worse than the year before. The situation deteriorated
badly and the local harvest failed almostcompletely. Thesesevere difficulties
of the Tagant population were further aggravated by the still persisting
administrative regulations, and a general economic crisis hitting the French
West African colonies. Almost all commodities crucial to the local trade were
out of supply (cloth, sugar, millet). Ani mals, seriously affected by the
drought too, were sold in great numbers to buy grain. The population of
Tidjikja alone grew from about 1,000ßto 5,000ßinhabitants, and many su¸da̧n
migrated to the south, thus further minimising the local potential for cultivaÝ

101tion (Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 895f.). This both manifest and fragile potential
offered by a local agricultural production serving either auto-consumption
and barter trade, is but one other reason why bà¸z.a̧n were interested in
growing millet locally, and why their interest persisted even during the
heyday of bà̧z.a̧n pastoral production in the wet decades before the big
drought in 1969.
ßßßFollowing the end of the Second World War, in the course of which the

102French West African colonies (A.O.F.) had sided with the regime at Vichy,
a new policy vis-…-vis the French colonies was developed. Besides a territorial
reorganisation, which added the two regions of the Hodh (until then adminÝ
istered by the French Sudan) to the Mauritaniancolony, the bestowal of

103more autonomy on the colonies was placed on the agenda. In 1946, MauriÝ
tania lost the status of acolony, and became a ©territoire d'Outre Merª

thß(T.O.M.) of the 4 French republic, and thus obtained the right to send its
own deputy to the national assembly. Thesefirst elections held on MauritaniÝ
an ground ended in a fiasco for the French administration. Instead of their
candidate, the administrator Yvon Razac, it was a bà¸z.a̧n of the Idaw^Alà̧ who
won the elections. Horma Ould Babana had prepared his exploit well by
developing strong political ties to the influential Senegalese politicians
Lamine GuŠye and the deputy L‚opold Sedar Senghor. The latter in turn
supported the candidacy of Horma Ould Babana among the black African
ethnic groups within Mauritania, and enabled him thus to gather support
both among black Africans in the south, and among the bà̧z.a̧n (cf. Marchesin

1041992Ú 86ff.; F‚ral 1983Ú 89ff.;  Ould Khalifa 1991Ú 899, 939ff.).
ßßßAs a consequence of their failure to promote their own candidate, the
French decided to prepare better for later elections. For this reason the
clientele structures that indirect rule via the tribal chiefs had helped to create
were reinforced. The drastically increased funding of the Mauritanian
territory, which for the first time enabled the colony to develop its economy
and enhance the living conditions of its population, gave the administrators a
powerful means to favour thosechiefs, i.e. tribes, whosided with the adminÝ
istration (cf. De Chassey 1984Ú 168ff.; Abdel WedoudOuld Cheikh, personal
communication).
ßßßPart of the plans for the economic development of the Mauritanian
territory were considerable funds assigned for the construction of wells, and
the reconstruction, or improvement of traditional, i.e. hand-built earthen
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dams. These in general were to be improved with a concreteoutflow, while
the dams received some fortification. or profited from the work of caterpilÝ

105lars. On the Tagant, one of thegreatest beneficiaries of these measures was
the ^amà¸r Abderrahmane Ould Bakkar, known to have been opposed to

106Horma Ould Babana. He was assigned the improvement of the major dams
at Daber and Kehmeit. Further beneficiaries were the Kuntâ A̧skà̧ra at
Bourraga, and the Kunta Awla̧d Busayv at Tachot. The Tarkoz Leg°wa̧reb

107profited from the reconstruction of their dam at Achram.

The Drought, a Development Project, and New Patterns of Land Tenure
ßßßThe most decisive transformation of land-use in the region of the northern
Aftout, but of vast areas of the Tagant too,took place in the years subsequent
to the big drought of 1969, that soon transpired to have only been the
starting point of a period of increased aridity lasting until the present, and
striking the whole Sahel. Deprived of the vast majority, if not all of their
animals,both bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n settled close to already established agricultural
sites, and started to develop new ones. The vicinity of the track linking the
capital Nouakchott with the east of the country made of the northernmost
Aftout a prime location for sedentarisation. Here access to the food aid
delivered by the government in Nouakchott was good, whereas the situation
on the Tagant, which was difficult for the large trucks to access was difficult.
ßßßThe vicinity of motorised transport facilities also eased migration and later
communication between the rural dwellers and urban migrants. The transÝ
formation of the already existing earthen west-east dust-track into the tarred
©road of hopeª, reaching the region of Achram-Diouk in 1977, further
increased the number of rural-rural migrants settling in its vicinity. As a
consequence of this growing population, the pressure on land increased.
Tribally homogeneous groups constructed new dams and repaired old ones,
thus appropriating land collectively. Additionally, many individual small
dams (diguettes) were built, allowing for an improved rainfed cultivation, and
strongly accentuating the movement towards an appropriation of cultivable
land encompassing the whole region. Already by the mid 1980s all land
suited to cultivation in the area of Achram-Diouk was considered to be in
collective or individual ownership, thus leaving no more land for initial
vivification to those migrants who continued to settle in the region (cf.
Binneweg 1988).
ßßßSubsequent to the start of the drought cycle, the living conditions deteriorÝ
ated in the region of Achram-Diouk Ä as in many other areas of Mauritania
and the Sahel. Most prominent in this respect was the desperate state of the
local water supply which caused numerous diseases and was quite inadeÝ
quate. The concentration of both population and problems in this part of the
northern Aftout, which until then had been notorious for its lack of permaÝ
nent wells, led to the activity of several donors and NGOs, and the installaÝ

108tion of an integrated rural development project in 1982. In order to increase
and render more sustainable local agricultural production, and thus enhance
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the local populations' living conditions, large investments were made to
increase the number of dams and to improve their technical design (cf. Seiler
1992; Justen 1991).
ßßßTodaydams of modern design are considered to allow for cultivation
already with only 120Ä150ßmm of rainfall during the rainy season. 29ßdams,
allowing for the flooding and subsequent cultivation of close to 3,000ßha were
constructed or reconstructed between 1987 and 1995 with modern techniques
in the region of Achram-Diouk. Additionally a far greater number of smaller
dams were strengthened with the support of a caterpillar. This machine,
together with qualified staff, could be hired by the local population in order
to overcome the labour shortage occurring shortly before the rainy season,
when dams damaged by floods or water run-off had to be rebuilt, or new
dams were constructed. Support was also given for a time to the construction
of small individual dams (diguettes), by the subsidisation of construction
material. Besides this material support, know-how about cultivation, and in
particular plant diseases and remedies, was also disseminated.
ßßßThe increased pressure on land fuelled the further rigidification of tribal
territorial boundaries (cf. p.ß219f.), and led to anumber of conflicts in the
region of Achram-Diouk. Among tribes, these occurred in areas where the
marginal state of land had led to only vague definitions of territorial boundÝ
aries. Besides these conflicts located at theperiphery, the increasing number
of dams created another source of conflict involving the heartland of
agricultural exploitation. Large watercourses had been exploited, at least
since colonial times, not by a single, but by several consecutive dams. These
often were in the ownership of different tribes, for tribal territories used to
cross-cut the watercourses rectangularly. In order to achieve the maximum
potential of the dams lying at the lower end of the watercourse(i.e. to fill
them up completely, andallow for the optimum period of flooding), those at
the upper end have to be distant enough to allow the lower end dams to have
a proper catchmentzone. Additionally, upper end dams have to be emptied
early enough not to affect the interests of lower end cultivators. Tensions
arise whenever new dams are built in such a setting on an ©upriverªterritory,
because they may withhold water from the lower ones. This distribution of
natural resources makes inter-tribal cooperation a crucial prerequisite for an
effective exploitation of the given resources. Further, it adds another facet to
land tenure. The construction of dams not only legitimises the appropriation
of the land flooded by this undertaking, but establishes rights to the waterÝ
courses feeding it, even if these lie beyond the tribal territory.
ßßßInter-tribal conflict over land and surface water resources has gained
prominence in some cases (cf. Ould Al-Barra/Ould Cheikh 1996Ú 171ff.), but
contrary to what might be anticipated, it is not the most frequent configuraÝ
tion of such discord. Among fourteen cases of conflict over land that were
delegated to the local authorities between 1977 and 1991, all of which
involved the Ahel Sà̧di Mah.mu̧d of the Assaba region, only five cases fell into
the category of ©inter-tribalª conflicts. The remaining majority of cases
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involved members of the same tribe. Either different factions were unable to
solve their divergent interpretation of land ownership (five cases), or the
conflict arose among bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n (three cases). Segmentation processes
(three cases), familial disputes (one case) and intervention by notables (one
case) too led to conflict over land (cf. Villasante-de Beauvais 1995Ú 1093).
ßßßThis rather detailed classification of the nature of conflicts, major aspects of

109which are still subject to controversy among scholars, is valuable insofar as
it is able to shed light on the multitude of levels on which conflict over access
to land can develop within the tribe. This is due to the heterogeneous compoÝ
sition of these highly flexible social entities. Su¸da̧n oppose bà̧z.a̧n, influential
bà̧z.a̧n families conquer for power, as do political factions, to name only a few
configurations. Tribal cohesion may thus be articulated on a scale ranging
from only one small group, up to large entities encompassing a number of

110almost autonomous fractions. While the tribes' territorial boundaries in
most cases have become quite well-defined during thiscentury, the collective
control of the resources thus assembled, and the mode of their exploitation
are less consistent. Still-ongoing processes of internal factionalism, splitting

111up formerly homogeneous authorities and tribalgroups, find a major field
for articulation in land tenure. The control of the most fertile land is an issue
the local elites need to manage and exploit for the sake of their political
hegemony.
ßßßInner-tribal configurations of conflict become evident in cases where
resources that are owned collectively by various factions have to be subjected
to new modes of exploitation. Enhancing agricultural productivity, e.g. by
the construction of dams, frequently necessitates a redistribution of land
among the contributors to the building. Difficulties arise whenever only a
part of the tribe is concerned with the undertaking, or when different factions
of the same tribe have to negotiate their respective share of land. These
constellations are revelations of the actual balance of power within the tribe.
While most frequently bà̧z.a̧n oppose bà̧z.a̧n and the authority of a chief
becomes contested, recently new patterns of conflict evolved in which su¸da̧n
actively take part. This was the case with the dam of Dharagouadir, built by
about thirty su̧ da̧n and bà̧z.a̧n subsequent to the droughts of the early 1970s
near Leklewa. The chief of the Legwa¸t.it. at the time claimed a sort of primary
control over all lands exploited on the tribe's territory, and translated this
into a right to get a share in every new dam constructed, without even

112contributing to the work. The conflict escalated at variousstages, and was
settled only by a decision from the regional court in Ka‚di. The bà̧z.a̧n and
su̧da̧n families got the right to appropriate the land, but had to transfer the
new dam farther upriver, and hence more distant to the tribe's most imporÝ

113tant, rather old dam at Zemmal. This outcome of inner-tribal conflict meant
different things to either bà̧z.a̧n and su̧da̧n. The bà̧z.a̧n, who had been landless
so far, had provoked and experienced the break up of many of their relations
with the tribe's elite, who was a source of patronage and security for depenÝ
dents of all kinds, in order to gain some rights in land instead. The su¸da̧n on
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