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Preface

This project began in 1987 with the goal of assembling a basic
reference source that provides accurate, clear, and concise de-
scriptions of the cultures of the world. We wanted to be as
comprehensive and authoritative as possible: comprehensive,
by providing descriptions of all the cultures of each region of
the world or by describing a representative sample of cultures
for regions where full coverage is impossible, and authorita-
tive by providing accurate descriptions of the cultures for both
the past and the present.

The publication of the Encyclopedia of World Cultures in
the last decade of the twentieth century is especially timely.
The political, economic, and social changes of the past fifty
years have produced a world more complex and fluid than at
any time in human history. Three sweeping transformations of
the worldwide cultural landscape are especially significant.

First is what some social scientists are calling the “New
Diaspora”—the dispersal of cultural groups to new locations
across the world. This dispersal affects all nations and takes a
wide variety of forms: in East African nations, the formation
of new towns inhabited by people from dozens of different
ethnic groups; in Micronesia and Polynesia, the movement of
islanders to cities in New Zealand and the United States; in
North America, the replacement by Asians and Latin Ameri-
cans of Europeans as the most numerous immigrants; in Eu-
rope, the increased reliance on workers from the Middle East
and North Africa; and so on.

Second, and related to this dispersal, is the internal divi-
sion of what were once single, unified cultural groups into two
ot more relatively distinct groups. This pattern of internal di-
vision is most dramatic among indigenous ot third or fourth
wotld cultures whose traditional ways of life have been altered
by contact with the outside world. Underlying this division
are both the population dispersion mentioned above and sus-
tained contact with the economically developed world. The
result is that groups who at one time saw themselves and were
seen by others as single cultural groups have been transformed
into two or more distinct groups. Thus, in many cultural
groups, we find deep and probably permanent divisions be-
tween those who live in the country and those who live in
cities, those who follow the traditional religion and those who
have converted to Christianity, those who live inland and
those who live on the seacoast, and those who live by means
of a subsistence economy and those now enmeshed in a cash
economy.

The third important transformation of the worldwide cul-

tural landscape is the revival of ethnic nationalism, with many
peoples claiming and fighting for political freedom and territo-
rial integrity on the basis of ethnic solidarity and ethnic-based
claims to their traditional homeland. Although most attention
has focused recently on ethnic nationalism in Eastern Europe
and the former Soviet Union, the trend is nonetheless a world-
wide phenomenon involving, for example, American Indian
cultures in North and South America, the Basques in Spain
and France, the Tamil and Sinhalese in Sri Lanka, and the
Tutsi and Hutu in Burundi, among others.

To be informed citizens of our rapidly changing multicul-
tural world we must understand the ways of life of people from
cultures different from our own. “We” is used here in the
broadest sense, to include not just scholars who study the cul-
tures of the world and businesspeople and government offi-
cials who work in the world community but also the average
citizen who reads or hears about multicultural events in the
news every day and young people who are growing up in this
complex cultural world. For all of these people—which means
all of us—there is a pressing need for information on the cul-
tures of the world. This encyclopedia provides this informa-
tion in two ways. First, its descriptions of the traditional ways
of life of the world’s cultures can serve as a baseline against
which cultural change can be measured and understood. Sec-
ond, it acquaints the reader with the contemporary ways of
life throughout the world.

We are able to provide this information largely through
the efforts of the volume editors and the nearly one thousand
contributors who wrote the cultural summaries that are the
heart of the book. The contributors are social scientists (an-
thropologists, sociologists, historians, and geographers) as well
as educators, government officials, and missionaries who usu-
ally have firsthand research-based knowledge of the cultures
they write about. In many cases they are the major expert or
one of the leading experts on the culture, and some are them-
selves members of the cultures. As experts, they are able to
provide accurate, up-to-date information. This is crucial for
many parts of the world where indigenous cultures may be
overlooked by official information seekers such as government
census takers. These experts have often lived among the peo-
ple they write about, conducting participant-observations
with them and speaking their language. Thus they are able to
provide integrated, holistic descriptions of the cultures, not
just a list of facts. Their portraits of the cultures leave the
reader with a real sense of what it means to be a “Taos” or a
“Rom” or a “Sicilian.”

Those summaries not written by an expert on the culture
have usually been written by a researcher at the Human Rela-
tions Area Files, Inc., working from primary source materials.

xvii
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The Human Relations Area Files, an international educa-
tional and research institute, is recognized by professionals in
the social and behavioral sciences, humanities, and medical
sciences as a major source of information on the cultures of
the world.

Uses of the Encyclopedia

This encyclopedia is meant to be used by a variety of people for
a variety of purposes. It can be used both to gain a general un-
derstanding of a culture and to find a specific piece of informa-
tion by looking it up under the relevant subheading in a
summary. It can also be used to learn about a particular region
or subregion of the wotld and the social, economic, and politi-
cal forces that have shaped the cultures in that region. The en-
cyclopedia is also a resource guide that leads readers who want
a deeper understanding of particular cultures to additional
sources of information. Resource guides in the encyclopedia
include ethnonyms listed in each summary, which can be used
as entry points into the social science literature where the cul-
ture may sometimes be identified by a different name; a bibli-
ography at the end of each summary, which lists books and
articles about the culture; and a filmography at the end of each
volume, which lists films and videos on many of the cultures.
Beyond being a basic reference resource, the encyclope-
dia also serves readers with more focused needs. For re-
searchers interested in comparing cultures, the encyclopedia
serves as the most complete and up-to-date sampling frame
from which to select cultures for further study. For those inter-
ested in international studies, the encyclopedia leads one
quickly into the relevant social science literature as well as
providing a state-of-the-art assessment of our knowledge of
the cultures of a particular region. For curriculum developers
and teachers seeking to internationalize their curriculum, the
encyclopedia is itself a basic reference and educational re-
source as well as a directory to other materials. For govern-
ment officials, it is a repository of information not likely to be
available in any other single publication or, in some cases, not
available at all. For students, from high school through gradu-
ate school, it provides background and bibliographic informa-
tion for term papers and class projects. And for travelers, it
provides an introduction into the ways of life of the indige-
nous peoples in the area of the world they will be visiting.

Format of the Encyclopedia

The encyclopedia comprises ten volumes, ordered by geo-
graphical regions of the world. The order of publication is not
meant to represent any sort of priority. Volumes 1 through 9
contain a total of about fifteen hundred summaries along with
maps, glossaries, and indexes of alternate names for the cul-
tural groups. The tenth and final volume contains cumulative
lists of the cultures of the world, their alternate names, and a
bibliography of selected publications pertaining to those
groups.

North America covers the cultures of Canada, Greenland, and
the United States of America.

Oceania covers the cultures of Australia, New Zealand,
Melanesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia.

South Asia covers the cultures of Bangladesh, India, Pakistan,
Sri Lanka and other South Asian islands and the Himalayan
states.

Europe covers the cultures of Europe.

East and Southeast Asia covers the cultures of Japan, Korea,
mainland and insular Southeast Asia, and Taiwan.

Russia and Eurasia [ China covers the cultures of Mongolia, the
People’s Republic of China, and the former Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics.

South America covers the cultures of South America.

Middle America and the Caribbean covers the cultures of Cen-
tral America, Mexico, and the Caribbean islands.

Africa and the Middle East covers the cultures of Madagascar
and sub-Saharan Africa, North Africa, the Middle East, and
south-central Asia.

Format of the Volumes

Each volume contains this preface, an introductory essay by
the volume editor, the cultural summaries ranging from a few
lines to several pages each, maps pinpointing the location of
the cultures, a filmography, an ethnonym index of alternate
names for the cultures, and a glossary of scientific and techni-
cal terms. All entries are listed in alphabetical order and are
extensively cross-referenced.

Cultures Covered

A central issue in selecting cultures for coverage in the ency-
clopedia has been how to define what we mean by a cultural
group. The questions of what a culture is and what criteria can
be used to classify a particular social group (such as a religious
group, ethnic group, nationality, or territorial group) as a cul-
tural group have long perplexed social scientists and have yet
to be answered to everyone's satisfaction. Two realities ac-
count for why the questions cannot be answered definitively.
First, a wide variety of different types of cultures exists around
the world. Among common types are national cultures, re-
gional cultures, ethnic groups, indigenous societies, religious
groups, and unassimilated immigrant groups. No single crite-
rion or marker of cultural uniqueness can consistently distin-
guish among the hundreds of cultures that fit into these
general types. Second, as noted above, single cultures or what
were at one time identified as single cultures can and do vary
internally over time and place. Thus a marker that may iden-
tify a specific group as a culture in one location or at one time
may not work for that culture in another place or at another
time. For example, use of the Yiddish language would have
been a marker of Jewish cultural identity in Eastern Europe in
the nineteenth century, but it would not serve as a marker for
Jews in twentieth-century United States, where most speak
English. Similarly, residence on one of the Cook Islands in
Polynesia would have been a marker of Cook Islander iden-
tity in eighteenth century, but not in the twentieth century
when two-thirds of Cook Islanders live in New Zealand and
elsewhere.

Given these considerations, no attempt has been made to
develop and use a single definition of a cultural unit or to de-
velop and use a fixed list of criteria for identifying cultural
units. Instead, the task of selecting cultures was left to the vol-
ume editors, and the criteria and procedures they used are dis-
cussed in their introductory essays. In general, however, six
criteria were used, sometimes alone and sometimes in combi-
nation to classify social groups as cultural groups: (1) geo-
graphical localization, (2) identification in the social science
literature as a distinct group, (3) distinct language, (4) shared
traditions, religion, folklore, or values, (5) maintenance of
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group identity in the face of strong assimilative pressures, and
(6) previous listing in an inventory of the world’s cultures
such as Ethnographic Adas (Murdock 1967) or the Outline of
World Cultures (Murdock 1983).

In general, we have been “lumpers” rather than “split-
ters” in writing the summaries. That is, if there is some ques-
tion about whether a particular group is really one culture or
two related cultures, we have more often than not treated it as
a single culture, with internal differences noted in the sum-
mary. Similarly, we have sometimes chosen to describe a num-
ber of very similar cultures in a single summary rather than in
a series of summaries that would be mostly redundant. There
is, however, some variation from one region to another in this
approach, and the rationale for each region is discussed in the
volume editor’s essay.

Two categories of cultures are usually not covered in the
encyclopedia. First, extinct cultures, especially those that
have not existed as distinct cultural units for some time, are
usually not described. Cultural extinction is often, though
certainly not always, indicated by the disappearance of the
culture’s language. So, for example, the Aztec are not cov-
ered, although living descendants of the Aztec, the Nahuatl-
speakers of central Mexico, are described.

Second, the ways of life of immigrant groups are usually
not described in much detail, unless there is a long history of
resistance to assimilation and the group has maintained its
distinct identity, as have the Amish in North America.
These cultures are, however, described in the location where
they traditionally lived and, for the most part, continue to
live, and migration patterns are noted. For example, the
Hmong in Laos are described in the Southeast Asia volume,
but the refugee communities in the United States and
Canada are covered only in the general summaries on South-
east Asians in those two countries in the North America vol-
ume. Although it would be ideal to provide descriptions of all
the immigrant cultures or communities of the world, that is
an undertaking well beyond the scope of this encyclopedia,
for there are probably more than five thousand such commu-
nities in the world.

Finally, it should be noted that not all nationalities are
covered, only those that are also distinct cultures as well as
political entities. For example, the Vietnamese and Burmese
are included but Indians (citizens of the Republic of India) are
not, because the latter is a political entity made up of a great
mix of cultural groups. In the case of nations whose popula-
tions include a number of different, relatively unassimilated
groups or cultural regions, each of the groups is described sep-
arately. For example, there is no summary for Italians as such
in the Europe volume, but there are summaries for the re-
gional cultures of Italy, such as the Tuscans, Sicilians, and
Tirolians, and other cultures such as the Sinti Piemontese.

Cultural Summaries

The heart of this encyclopedia is the descriptive summaries of
the cultures, which range from a few lines to five or six pages
in length. They provide a mix of demographic, historical, so-
cial, economic, political, and religious information on the cul-
tures. Their emphasis or flavor is cultural; that is, they focus
on the ways of life of the people—both past and present—and
the factors that have caused the culture to change over time
and place.

A key issue has been how to decide which cultures should
be described by longer summaries and which by shorter ones.
This decision was made by the volume editors, who had to
balance a number of intellectual and practical considerations.
Again, the rationale for these decisions is discussed in their
essays. But among the factors that were considered by all the
editors were the total number of cultures in their region, the
availability of experts to write summaries, the availability of
information on the cultures, the degree of similarity between
cultures, and the importance of a culture in a scientific or po-
litical sense.

The summary authors followed a standardized outline so
that each summary provides information on a core list of top-
ics. The authors, however, had some leeway in deciding how
much attention was to be given each topic and whether addi-
tional information should be included. Summaries usually
provide information on the following topics:

CULTURE NAME: The name used most often in the social

science literature to refer to the culture or the name the group
uses for itself.

ETHNONYMS: Alternate names for the culture including
names used by outsiders, the self-name, and alternate
spellings, within reasonable limits.

ORIENTATION

Identification. Location of the culture and the derivation of
its name and ethnonyms.

Location. Where the culture is located and a description of
the physical environment.

Demography. Population history and the most recent reliable
population figures or estimates.

Linguistic Affiliation. The name of the language spoken
and/or written by the culture, its place in an international
language classification system, and internal variation in lan-
guage use.

HISTORY AND CULTURAL RELATIONS: A tracing of
the origins and history of the culture and the past and current
nature of relationships with other groups.

SETTLEMENTS: The location of settlements, types of set-
tlements, types of structures, housing design, and materials.

ECONOMY

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The primary meth-
ods of obtaining, consuming, and distributing money, food,
and other necessities.

Industrial Arts. Implements and objects produced by the cul-
ture either for its own use or for sale or trade.

Trade. Products traded and patterns of trade with other
groups.

Division of Labor. How basic economic tasks are assigned by
age, sex, ability, occupational specialization, or status.

Land Tenure. Rules and practices concerning the allocation
of land and land-use rights to members of the culture and to
outsiders.

KINSHIP

Kin Groups and Descent. Rules and practices concerning
kin-based features of social organization such as lineages and
clans and alliances between these groups.

Kinship Terminology. Classification of the kinship termino-
logical system on the basis of either cousin terms or genera-
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tion, and information about any unique aspects of kinship
terminology.

MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

Marriage. Rules and practices concerning reasons for mar-
riage, types of marriage, economic aspects of marriage, post-
marital residence, divorce, and remarriage.

Domestic Unit. Description of the basic household unit in-
cluding type, size, and composition.

Inheritance. Rules and practices concerning the inheritance
of property.

Socialization. Rules and practices concerning child rearing
including caretakers, values inculcated, child-rearing meth-
ods, initiation rites, and education.

SOCIOPOLITICAL ORGANIZATION

Social Organization. Rules and practices concerning the in-
ternal organization of the culture, including social status, pri-
mary and secondary groups, and social stratification.

Political Organization. Rules and practices concerning lead-
ership, politics, governmental organizations, and decision
making.

Social Control. The sources of conflict within the culture and
informal and formal social control mechanisms.

Conflict. The sources of conflict with other groups and infor-
mal and formal means of resolving conflicts.

RELIGION AND EXPRESSIVE CULTURE

Religious Beliefs. The nature of religious beliefs including be-
liefs in supernatural entities, traditional beliefs, and the ef-
fects of major religions.

Religious Practitioners. The types, sources of power, and ac-
tivities of religious specialists such as shamans and priests.
Ceremonies. The nature, type, and frequency of religious and
other ceremonies and rites.

Arts. The nature, types, and characteristics of artistic activi-
ties including literature, music, dance, carving, and so on.
Medicine. The nature of traditional medical beliefs and prac-
tices and the influence of scientific medicine.

Death and Afterlife. The nature of beliefs and practices con-
cerning death, the deceased, funerals, and the afterlife.

BIBLIOGRAPHY: A selected list of publications about the

culture. The list usually includes publications that describe
both the traditional and the contemporary culture.

AUTHOR’S NAME: The name of the summary author.

Maps

Each regional volume contains maps pinpointing the current
location of the cultures described in that volume. The first
map in each volume is usually an overview, showing the
countries in that region. The other maps provide more detail
by marking the locations of the cultures in four or five
subregions.

Filmography

Each volume contains a list of films and videos about cultures
covered in that volume. This list is provided as a service and
in no way indicates an endorsement by the editor, the volume
editor, or the summary authors. Addresses of distributors are

provided so that information about availability and prices can
be readily obtained.

Ethnonym Index

Each volume contains an ethnonym index for the cultures
covered in that volume. As mentioned above, ethnonyms are
alternative names for the culture—that is, names different
from those used here as the summary headings. Ethnonyms
may be alternative spellings of the culture name, a totally dif-
ferent name used by outsiders, a name used in the past but no
longer used, or the name in another language. It is not un-
usual that some ethnonyms are considered degrading and in-
sulting by the people to whom they refer. These names may
nevertheless be included here because they do identify the
group and may help some users locate the summary or addi-
tional information on the culture in other sources. Eth-
nonyms are cross-referenced to the culture name in the index.

Glossary

Each volume contains a glossary of technical and scientific
terms found in the summaries. Both general social science
terms and region-specific terms are included.

Special Considerations
In a project of this magnitude, decisions had to be made about
the handling of some information that cannot easily be stan-

dardized for all areas of the world. The two most troublesome
matters concerned population figures and units of measure.

Population Figures

We have tried to be as up-to-date and as accurate as possible
in reporting population figures. This is no easy task, as some
groups are not counted in official government censuses, some
groups are very likely undercounted, and in some cases the
definition of a cultural group used by the census takers differs
from the definition we have used. In general, we have relied
on population figures supplied by the summary authors. When
other population data sources have been used in a volume,
they are so noted by the volume editor. If the reported figure is
from an earlier date—say, the 1970s—it is usually because it is
the most accurate figure that could be found.

Units of Measure

In an international encyclopedia, editors encounter the prob-
lem of how to report distances, units of space, and tempera-
ture. In much of the world, the metric system is used, but
scientists prefer the International System of Units (similar to
the metric system), and in Great Britain and North America
the English system is usually used. We decided to use English
measures in the North America volume and metric measures
in the other volumes. Each volume contains a conversion
table.
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Introduction to Africa

This introduction provides some basic information as back-
ground for the detailed accounts of the particular cultures that
follow. The cultures have been selected to represent Africa, in
the sense that they include the larger and better-known cul-
tures or clusters of cultures out of the more than two thousand
cultures that compose the complex entity that we call
“African civilization.”

The Peoples and Their Classification

The peoples of Africa may be classified according to several
critetia, probably the oldest of which is race. Africa is occupied
by members of the Negtoid race, the most numerous; then by
members of the Caucasoid race, mainly in northern and south-
ern Africa; the Mongoloid race (in Madagascar); and by the
so-called Bushmanoid and Pygmoid races or subraces. Previous
work in this field has shown the difficulties and contradictions
that result from using the concept of “race,” and it is clear that
this criterion does not contribute to an understanding of the
cultures and identities of African societies.

Most attempts at physical or racial classification refer
back to earlier efforts to understand the origins and develop-
ment of humans in various parts of Africa. Paleontological
search for the origins of humankind in Africa has a long his-
tory, over the course of which it has become virtually certain
that the first humans originated in Africa. Paleontologists
have discovered skeletal remains (often the merest fragments)
of ever-eatlier apes and hominids. Remains of various types of
apes date back to about 25 million years ago, mainly in south-
ern and eastern Africa, where the limestone deposits are ideal
sites for preservation of this material. A primate in the ho-
minid line of descent, known as Ramapithecus, has been
found in eastern Africa dating back perhaps 14 million years,
and even eatlier types are being discovered in Ethiopia. Tool-
making species of hominids have been found in South Africa
and at Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania that date back about 5 mil-
lion years. One of these, a slender form, has been named Aus-
tralopithecus africanus; the other, a larger and later form, is
called Australopithecus robustus (a variant species from Oldu-
vai is known as Zinjanthropus). The more modern types,
Homo habilis and Homo erectus, developed in East Africa by
about a million years ago, by which time the Australopithecus
types had become extinct. Neanderthal forms in northeastern
Africa evolved about 60,000 years ago. Many other modern
forms that developed since then have been found, merging
into modern hominids. About 35,000 years ago, the African

Middle Stone Age marked the spread of modern humans
throughout Africa.

Despite efforts to portray the hunting and gathering
Bushmen of southwestern Africa as the living representatives
of earlier types, little direct evidence has been derived from
tracing of Bushmanoid ancestors. It had been assumed that
the contemporary Bushman economy is the same as that of
prehistory, but these rather simplistic and at times racist evo-
lutionist views have little foundation. It is reasonable to sup-
pose that there must have been some kind of ancestral
linkages, both in physical development over countless genera-
tions and also in cultural development. However, the im-
mensely long periods of slow human development—during
which variations in climate and the availability of resources
occurred, resulting in continual migrations of people through-
out the continent—imply so many changes that any direct de-
scendance can hardly be proved.

A more meaningful classification is based on language.
During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it was sur-
mised that African languages, of which some knowledge had
been percolating to Eutope since at least the sixteenth cen-
tury, were among the most “primitive,” an expectation that
was never supported by evidence. Philologists were the first
Europeans to try to classify African peoples by “tribe” (or sim-
ilar terms), which they defined as a “territorially limited lan-
guage group.”

Most of the linguistic hypotheses were based not only on
language but also on the kind of diffusionist hypotheses that
confused language affiliation, economy, and forms of govern-
ment. The most influential was the so-called Hamitic Theory,
according to which there was a link between pastoralism, di-
vine or sacred kingship, and the Hamitic languages. The
“tribes” that had all three were thought to to be of common
ancient-Egyptian ancestry. Similar diffusionist theories are
continually being presented, the most influential today being
that associated with a Senegalese scholar, Cheikh Anta Diop,
who claims that ancient-Egyptian civilization was “Black”
African and that it was the source of Mediterranean and
Greek civilization. There is no supporting evidence for these
suggestions.

After many increasingly sophisticated attempts to classify
African languages had been made, Joseph H. Greenberg
(1963) offered a classification that, with a few minor revisions,
has generally been accepted. This classification is based solely
on linguistic criteria and comprises the following groups:

Niger-Kordofanian, which is divided into Niger-Congo
and Kordofanian. The Niger-Congo languages (comprising
the largest African language cluster) are spoken from Senegal
to the Congo region and throughout central, eastern, and

Xl
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southern Africa, dispersed through the Bantu languages. They
include, from west to east, the subgroups known as West At-
lantic, Mande, Voltaic, Kwa, Benue-Congo, and Adamawa-
Eastern. Kordofanian comprises fifteen languages that are
spoken only in a small area of southwestern Sudan.

Nilo-Saharan, stretching along the savannas from the
Middle Niger to the Nile. These languages include several
that are spoken in the Upper Niger-Lake Chad region.

Hamito-Semitic, or Afro-Asiatic, including Ancient Egyp-
tian, Berber, Chadic, the Hamitic languages of northern and
Saharan Africa, and the Semitic and Cushitic languages of
northeastern Africa.

Khoisan, or Click, spoken by the Bushmen and Khoi of
southwestern Africa and by a few peoples in East Africa
propet. They are known as “Click” languages because of their
extensive use of clicks as gutturals.

Malayo-Polynesian, represented by the languages of
Madagascar.

Some 2,500 languages and dialects have been recorded
throughout Africa. It has been customary to use them as indi-
cators of distinct cultures and social systems, and, in general,
this criterion has been a useful one. Care must be taken, how-
evet, not to rigidify any such correlation: languages and di-
alects, like other elements of culture, can be learned, adopted,
and then forgotten. Today the persistence of many of the less
widely spoken languages is threatened by governmental edu-
cational policies as well as by the near-extinction of many
groups and their cultures.

Various pidgin and creole languages are spoken in the
areas that have had long histories of trade with European colo-
nial enterprises. Most are found along the western African
coast, especially in Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Guinea-Bissau
(known as Krio); in the Niger Delta (known as pidgin); and on
outlying islands such as Cape Verde, Mauritius, and the Sey-
chelles. Many languages, in particular Hausa in Nigeria and
Swahili in eastern Africa, have become both trade languages

-and modern lingua francas over wide areas: they remain, how-
ever, distinct languages in their own rights, with their own na-
tive speakers. In addition, the former colonial languages
(especially English, French, and Portuguese) are spoken widely
by people in government, commerce, education, and popular
culture. In South Africa, a minority of the population has for
centuries spoken a form of Dutch (Afrikaans).

Almost all African languages have been committed to
writing within the past hundred years, usually through Chris-
tian missionary endeavors, using Roman script. The Semitic
and some of the Hamitic languages, however, have for cen-
turies been written: examples include Ancient Egyptian, Ara-
bic, Amharic (Ge'ez), and other related languages. Still
others—languages of Muslim peoples, such as Hausa and
Swahili—have long been written in Arabic script, although
in recent years Roman script has proved to be more useful. A
few African languages have been written in their own indige-
nous scripts, such as Berber and Tuareg of the Sahara, Vai of
Sierra Leone, and Bamum of Cameroon. The latter two (and
some others) were invented by local nineteenth-century
scholars.

It should be emphasized that the fact that a language be-
longs to a particular language group does not necessarily mean
that it and its fellows in that group are mutually intelligible,
although they will usually share certain characteristics, such
as the use (or nonuse) of semantic tones, grammatical rules,

and word roots. All African languages include regional di-
alects, and these may often be mutually intelligible over small
localities. The pattern of historical dispersal of a set of related
languages—such as the Bantu languages that are today spoken
over most of eastern, central, and southern Africa—may be
ascertained through glottochronology, the study of the differ-
ences in variation from a surmised original language form.

Social Groups and Culture Areas

Languages and their dialects are crucial elements in determin-
ing identity. The boundaries between languages and dialects
should not be drawn too rigidly: each shades into others
within a local area, and probably most Africans can speak
those of their neighbors as well as their own. Nonetheless, lin-
guistic boundaries are recognized and have meanings for those
who live within them. They are essential between the social
and cultural groups that have conventionally been called
“tribes,” a word that is today often considered derogatory. The
existence of “tribes” is therefore often denied, and at times
the concept claimed to have been “invented” by Europeans.
The problem is not whether or not tribes exist—for in fact
they do. They have names, and Africans use those names, and
they hold great significance for their members, to whom they
give a firm identity. The problem concerns exactly how they
may be defined and how they came into existence. A tribe is
now often referred to by a term such as “ethnic group,” “soci-
ety,” or “culture.” The first two terms are almost meaningless
in this context, and the third refers not to a group of living
people but to their conventional patters of behavior. Perhaps
the term that best conveys both their distinctiveness and the
absence of rigid boundaries between them is simply “people.”

How may a people be defined? The obvious criteria in-
clude occupying a common territory; speaking a single lan-
guage or dialect; having a single social organization; having a
sense of identity, cohesion, and history; sharing a common re-
ligion; and having a single set of customs and behavioral rules
(as in marriage, clothing, diet, taboos, and so on). One prob-
lem is that any or all of these criteria can change at any time,
so that a map of the peoples who live in Africa can soon grow
out of date.

Two commonly used words deserve comment. These are
“indigenous” and “traditional.” Both are often used with the
implication of being unchanging or static, but properly they
do not have this connotation.

“Indigenous” is conventionally used not as meaning au-
tochthonous or primordial, but rather in the sense of having
priority of settlement; it is also used to distinguish Africans
from non-African incomers. The word “native,” although
properly having that same meaning, is today rarely used.

“Traditional” refers to the customs, beliefs, and practices
that the local people of any area consider to have been theirs
in the past and not to have changed today from what they
were in that past. It is a notion that is held by the people
themselves, and not by outside observers. In this sense, a tra-
ditional society is one whose members see their lives and the
future lives of their children as being essentially the same as
those of their forebears, in spite of whatever changes may in
fact have been made in the underlying structure of their soci-
ety. All African societies change continually, but the people
themselves may be unaware of this fact or may choose to ig-
nore it as unimportant.
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In addition to the classifications that are based upon
race and language, various attempts have been made to clas-
sify the peoples of Africa by “culture area,” a concept based
on early American Indian ethnology. The most widely ac-
cepted classifications for Africa are those made by Melville
Herskovits (1924) and George Peter Murdock (1959). These
two classifications are useful because they give a comprehen-
sive view of African societies and cultures and bring a degree
of order into an often confusing overall situation. The sim-
pler system is that of Herskovits, who developed the follow-
ing seven categories: Khoisan, in southwestern Africa,
comprising the Bushmen and Khoi only; East African Cartle
Complex, stretching northward from southeastern Africa (a
category is too much of a ragbag to be of much use, given that
it is based on close relationships between humans and their
cattle but ignores other important differences); Eastern
Sudan, from the Nile westward to Lake Chad (a category
based on geographical region rather than on more significant
criteria); Congo, comprising the Congo (or Zaire) Basin and
surrounding areas, all of whom speak Bantu languages;
Guinea Coast, stretching from the Bight of Biafra to Senegal,
a densely populated region, the inhabitants of which speak
Niger-Congo languages and occupy mainly forested areas;
Western Sudan, which is occupied by many peoples who
share the occupation of the sub-Saharan savannas; and East
African Horn (northern Ethiopia and Somalia), another
cluster that is defined geographically.

This classification scheme, which excludes northern
Africa, is based essentially on geography and basic economies.
Murdock’s classification is far more sophisticated and com-
plete, and it includes northern Africa and Madagascar. Al-
though also basically geographical, it rests to a greater extent
upon criteria of social organization, language, and history. It
consists of forty-five main clusters, each subdivided into con-
stituent groups. It lists a total of some 2,700 peoples, of whom
about 2,300 live in sub-Saharan Africa (about 700 main
groups and 1,600 subgroups), with about 360 in northern
Africa, and 40 in Madagascar and on the smaller islands. Al-
though questions can be raised about the identities of many of
the subgroups, the general picture is one of an immense num-
ber of distinct peoples, each with its own identity, language,
and culture. The complexity is overwhelming.

It may be useful here to present some of the principal fea-
tures of the main geographical regions of the continent, so as
to give an idea of their general social, cultural, and historical
places within the complexity of African cultures. Each of
these wide regions includes a great variety of traditional
economies, forms of government, familial organizations, and
religious systems, all of which are discussed in more detail
later in this introduction.

Western Africa stretches from Senegal in the west to
Cameroon in the east. It includes the two main zones of the
Saharan borderland savannas—known generally as the
Sahel—and that of the forested belt along the coast. It holds a
third of the total population of the continent. Whereas com-
munication is difficult and slow from east to west in the forest
zone, it is relatively easy along the savanna belt. Located in the
savanna zones are Senegal, Gambia, Mauritania, Mali, Burkina
Faso, and Niger, as well as the northern parts of the forest-zone
countries of Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea,
Ivory Coast, Ghana, Togo, Benin, Nigeria, and Cameroon.

The main crops of the savanna zone are grains: millets,

sorghums, maize, and, in the west, rice. Savanna trees, oil
plants (mainly sesame), and spices are also grown in most of
this zone. The forest belt grows mainly root and tree crops:
yams; cocoyams; oil, raffia, and other palms; spices; kola; and
cocoa—all crops that are important both for domestic use and
for export. Livestock are kept throughout the savanna: cattle
of several varieties, horses, sheep, goats, fowl, and pigs are all
valuable. Cattle and horses cannot survive in the forests to
the south, however, because of the tsetse fly. Minerals—gold,
bauxite, diamonds—are important products of the forest zone.
Houses are mainly of mud in the savanna zone (including im-
mense and long-lasting adobe structures such as palaces and
mosques), but are of less durable materials in the forests,
where precipitation is heavy. The region is world famous for
its wood carvings, pottery, metal casting, and textile weaving.
Trade, both at local markets and through long-distance mer-
chants, has always been and remains of central economic and
social importance, from both west and east and also from the
forest zone to northern Africa, across the Sahara Desert. In
the savanna zone, Islam is perhaps the principal religion; most
societies in the forest zone have traditionally had their own
local religions and today have added Christianity.

Western Africa contains both large, permanent towns
and cities and large, powerful kingdoms, some of which have
endured since the Middle Ages. The latter include the forest
states of Benin (in Nigeria, not in the modern state that has
taken the same name); the cluster of Yoruba states in south-
western Nigeria; Dahomey, in the modern Benin; Asante and
the other Akan kingdoms of Ghana and lvory Coast. In the
savanna zone are the Muslim emirates of the Hausa in north-
ern Nigeria and Niger (Sokoto, Zaria, Kano, and others),
which were established by conquest by the Fulani in the early
nineteenth century; the kingdom of Nupe in central Nigeria;
and the Mossi kingdoms of Burkina Faso, among others.
There are also several noncentralized societies in both the sa-
vanna and the forest zones, which vary politically and organi-
zationally but which recognize either clans or lineages as the
basis for governing many kinds of associations: age groups; vil-
lage associations (as among the Igbo of southeastern Nigeria);
and, in the west, the so-called secret societies of the Mende
and Temne, in Sierra Leone.

Central Africa may also be divided into two main parts.
One is the easterly extension of western Africa, with the Nile
as its eastern boundary, that includes the savanna-zone coun-
tries of Cameroon, Chad, the Central African Republic, and
the southwestern part of Sudan. The other part stretches
southward through the present-day countries of Congo,
Gabon, Zaire, Angola, and Equatorial Africa, much of which
territory is forested and is occupied by peoples with differing
economies and cultures. The central region is ethnically
mixed, with Baggara and other Arabs in the north, Bantu-
speaking farmers throughout most of both the savanna and
forest, and the Pygmies in parts of the forest. Kingdoms are
found throughout the region: in the north, that of the
Bamiléké and those of several others in Cameroon, and, fur-
ther east, those of the Mangbetu and the Azande. The forest
areas include the kingdoms of the Kongo, Kuba, Luba, Lunda,
and many others.

Eastern Africa stretches from Ethiopia southward to the
Zambezi, and from the Indian Ocean westward to the Great
Lakes. It covers the present-day nations of Sudan, Ethiopia,
Eritrea, Somalia, Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, and Burundi.
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Various forms of savanna economies of mixed farming are
found throughout this region, with basic dependence on pas-
toralism in the southern Sudan (by the Nuer and the Dinka),
in the Rift Valley of Kenya and Tanzania (by the Maasai), and
in Somalia (by the Somalis). The Ethiopian, Kenyan, and
Great Lakes highlands support large and dense populations,
including those of the great kingdom of the Ambhara in
Ethiopia, the Nile state of Shilluk in the Sudan, and the In-
terlacustrine Bantu kingdoms of Ganda, Nyoro, Rwanda, Bu-
rundi, Toro, and others. Noncentralized peoples include the
Nuer and the Dinka of southern Sudan; the Somalis of Soma-
lia; the Kikuyu, Luyia, and Luo of Kenya; the numerous small
societies in Tanzania and Zambia; and the Shona and Ndebele
of Zimbabwe.

Southern Africa—which includes the present-day na-
tions of South Africa, Botswana, Namibia, Mozambique, An-
gola, Malawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Lesotho, and Swaziland—is
characterized by savannas, occasional coastal forests, and the
arid areas of the Kalahari Desert. Bushmen and Khoi live in
the Kalahari region; the remainder of the region is occupied
by Bantu-speaking peoples, the better known of whom in-
clude the kingdoms of Zulu, Swazi, Suto, Xhosa, Lozi, Bemba,
and Ndebele. In the southwestern tip live the Cape
Coloureds, as well as the Afrikaners. Except for the Bushmen
and the Khoi, their traditional economies have been those of
mixed farming and livestock keeping. Today this region—in
which the large modern cities of Johannesburg, Cape Town,
and Durban are located—is the most highly industrialized in
all of Africa.

Northern Africa comprises the narrow coastal strip from
Egypt to Morocco, together with the Sahara Desert to its
south. This strip was at one time inhabited mainly by Berber
peoples but today has been taken over by Arab immigrants
from Arabia, who have subjugated the Berbers and driven
many of them into the Sahara itself.

Off the eastern coast of Africa lies Madagascar, inhabited
by immigrants from what is now Indonesia, who arrived on
the island probably in the first half of the first millennium.
Despite some admixture from the mainland, Madagascar’s
economies, societies, and cultures are noticeably different
from those of the rest of Africa.

History
There is quite a gap between the paleontological history of
the early physical development of humans in Africa and the
more recent history of African societies and civilizations. The
former deals with human bodies; the latter is concerned with
the social and imaginative constructs that have been made by
peoples of many different appearances and periods. We can
dig up traces of the former, but traces of the latter are far
harder to find and to interpret. Until very recently, “African
history” was mainly the study of colonial history from colonial
records and was imbued with many of the underlying assump-
tions about the “Dark Continent” that had been held by some
of the earliest writers. The development of social anthropol-
ogy led to the contextual study of local tradition and myth.
Many historians naively continued to accept mythical tradi-
tion as historical record, but others sided with anthropologists
in recognizing that, although traditions revealed much about
the past, they also portrayed African views of the past only as
they are interpreted today. Archaeologists, too, have for many

years offered valuable information on past societies, and mod-
ern archaeology—devoid of the implicit racism of some earlier
work—is uncovering new and reliable data about both the
material and the nonmaterial conditions of previous periods
of history.

We may divide the history of modern Africa into three
main phases: that of the precolonial past, that of the colonial
period, and that of the postcolonial present. These are merely
the convenient phases that have been constructed by histori-
ans: the chronologies for one part of the continent vary
greatly from those that apply to others; and the length, the
nature, and the depth of consequences of colonial rule have
varied from one region and country to another. Evaluative
historiography tends to simplify complex historical trends and
developments and often to substitute myth for “objective” his-
tory, however problematic the latter may in fact be.

The earliest African civilization of which we have reli-
able knowledge is that of Egypt, which linked Africa and
western Asia. By about 5000 B.C., settled Neolithic communi-
ties had come into existence, based on the domestication of
plants and animals, the making of pottery, and the smelting of
metals. Lower and Upper Egypt were united into a single
kingdom, which had knowledge of writing, by 3000 B.C., and,
by 2700 B.C., Egypt'’s civilization was at its height. Its mercan-
tile and cultural influence went as far south as Nubia and
Ethiopia. By about 2000 B.C., Egypt's power was in decline,
and the center moved southward to the Nubian state of Kush.
Still later, the rise and spread of ironworking (to replace
bronze) led to the growing importance of Meroé, which flout-
ished for some 600 years and was probably the main center for
the knowledge of ironworking that spread out through the re-
mainder of Africa, with far-reaching social and cultural conse-
quences. Meroé was eclipsed by the Ethiopian state of Aksum
in the fourth century A.D., and by several Christian successor
states in present-day southwestern Sudan.

Although archaeologists are providing more and more in-
formation about the internal organizations and cultures of
these various places and their peoples, the earliest historically
known post-Egyptian societies of which we possess consider-
able knowledge are the “medieval” empires of the southern
Saharan borderland: Ghana (not to be confused with modern
Ghana), Mali, Songhay, Kanem, and others that flourished at
various times after the eighth century. They were trading
states, based on the exchange of gold from the south, salt from
the north, and many other items between the forest region of
western Africa and the northern Sahara and Mediterranean
regions. The height of mercantile power in the area was from
the twelfth until the sixteenth centuries. These early states
were militarily powerful empires, the rulers of which accepted
Islam and, therefore, literacy, as part of their mercantile roles.
As middlemen in the Saharan trade, they ensured the safety
of caravan routes across the desert and of markets in the west-
ern African savanna and forest zones, in return for taxes and
tribute from Saharan and Mediterranean merchants. Ghana
and Mali were eventually subdued by attacks from the Berbers
from northwestern Africa, but the Hausa and Kanem states to
the east have continued to exist until the present day, even
though weakened by the raids and “holy wars” of Muslim Fu-
lani and other groups. The “medieval” empires have otherwise
long vanished, but their old traditions and myths persist and
still play important parts in the construction and retention of
ethnic ideologies throughout much of western Africa.
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Elsewhere in Africa, most of the early “medieval” soci-
eties of which we have knowledge became prominent some-
what later. All were based upon trade, both long-distance
trade within Africa and, increasingly, trade with Asia and Eu-
rope. Aksum and, later, the Swahili towns of the eastern
African coast were, from the first part of the first millennium,
engaged in trade with Arabia and countries to the east across
the Indian Ocean, a commerce that in the Swahili case lasted
until the twentieth century. Slaves, ivory, and gold were the
most important items exported, in immense quantities, over
almost 2,000 years. In southern Africa lay the gold-producing
empire of Monomatapa, with its citadel of Zimbabwe, which
exported its gold through the southern Swahili ports. In the
region of the great lakes were the powerful states of Nyoro,
Ganda, and Rwanda, among others; farther south, the several
trading states of the Angola-Congo region, as well as the
kingdom of Kongo, which was early Christianized by the Por-
tuguese. In western Africa, the domination of the Saharan
borderland states was supplanted by the rise of successor states
along the forest belt: Asante, Benin, the Yoruba states of
Nigeria and Dahomey, and others. Although these states
flourished during the colonial period as providers of ivory,
slaves, gold, palm oil, and other commodities to Europeans,
they had been established much earlier. They were not mere
petty and short-lived kingdoms, but large, powerful, and long-
lasting trading states whose commerce linked most of the
lesser societies of the continent into a single mercantile net-
work, one that was destroyed only by the advent of European
colonial powers.

Every part of Africa has at one time or another come
under the imperialist and colonialist overrule of Asia and the
West (even Liberia was long a de facto colony of the United
States). Today every part of the continent except for one or
two small and remote islands has become politically, even if
not in all cases economically, independent. The brutality of
colonial rule may have been exaggerated and mythologized,
but there is no doubt that the colonial period had deep-seated
consequences for the development of the African peoples.
Even if in the long run it may be seen as merely an interlude
in “la longue durée” of African history, the colonial rule of Eu-
rope and Asia served to “underdevelop” Africa, leading to the
continent’s relatively long economic and political stagnation.

Apart from the early colonial incursions by Rome along
the coast of northern Aftica and those by Arabian states in
the Horn and along the eastern African coast, the first colo-
nial rulers were the Portuguese, who, from the twelfth century
onward, set up small colonial trading settlements southward
down the western African coastline from present-day Senegal,
the Cape Verde Islands, and Guinea-Bissau (which had 500
years of Portuguese presence), to Benin, Kongo, and Angola.
At the end of the fifteenth century, they rounded the Cape
and reached eastern Africa. Other countries—Holland,
France, Britain, Brandenberg, Denmark, Sweden, Oman, Bel-
gium, Germany—sent colonial expeditions to Africa in the
wake of the Portuguese. All established trading outposts and
then moved inland to take over the temainder of the conti-
nent. They could rarely take over internal kingdoms and
other societies without force, however, and during the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries Africa was the scene of con-
tinual warfare and economic exploitation. The most obvious
series of events was that involving the trade in slaves to the
Americas from western and south-central Africa (figures vary

from 30 million to 100 million) and from eastern Africa to
Arabia, Persia, and India (figures certainly run into many mil-
lions). Slaves were captured by indigenous African rulers
themselves and sold to Europeans and Arabs. That trade was
conducted alongside commerce in ivory, gold, and other
items, the collection of which required people to be diverted
from farming and their settled peasant livelihoods.

The third phase of African history is the contemporary
era—a period of some thirty years in the middle of the twenti-
eth century during which political independence was taken
by, and in some cases rather grudgingly given to, the present
African nation-states. It is still too early to evaluate the post-
colonial history of Africa, which has been characterized by a
series of attempts to construct new democracies that have in
most cases failed (or at least been uncertain), combined with
a few examples of destructive dictatorship. In addition, this
period has been marked by the process of neocolonialism and
“development,” of the continued exploitation of Africa by the
outside world—not in the form of the taking of human beings
but of the taking of material resources in return for manufac-
tures. The African elites have flourished, but the lot of most
of the ordinary people has been impoverishment.

Ecology, Economies, and Technologies

A wide range of economic systems can be identified in Africa,
all of which are dependent on ecological as well as on demo-
graphic, political, and cultural factors. The indigenous prein-
dustrial economies have conventionally been classified into
three main types: hunter-gatherer, pastoral, and agricultural.
Few if any economies can be defined as being totally of one or
another of these three types, which are remnants of long-out-
moded evolutionist theories. Nonetheless, they make a useful
starting point for description.

In the traditional past, most arid areas have supported
various forms of hunting and gathering, as have parts of the
denser forest areas of the Congo region: the Bushmen of the
Kalahari and the foragers of the rain forests are the prime ex-
amples. Hunting-and-gathering societies necessarily have a
low population density, but it must be remembered that none
of these societies is based solely on this type of economy. They
have also occasionally practiced agriculture and always some
trade; they have not been isolated communities, but have
been in contact with and usually exploited by their neighbors
who live in more fertile areas.

Pastoralism (livestock keeping) is widespread throughout
the continent. Domesticated animals include cattle (both the
long-horned Mediterranean type and the Indian humped zebu
cattle), sheep, goats, camels, donkeys, pigs, fowl, and the
ubiquitous dogs and cats. Strict dependence on pastoralism,
however, is limited to a few regions, chiefly the northern and
southern Saharan fringes, the upper Nile Valley, and the East
African plains and semideserts. None of these areas support
peoples who depend solely on livestock. There has always
been some complementary farming and, wherever possible,
fishing. Complete dependence on pastoralism is found only
among certain portions of the population, such as the warriors
of the Maasai, and then for only limited periods of time (e.g.,
they subsist solely on milk and blood drawn from the cattle’s
necks, and they do not kill the beasts for meat). Trade in live-
stock includes long-distance exchanges of the animals them-
selves as well as of their hides and skins. The societies that are
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largely dependent on livestock use them also for sacrificial
and other ritual purposes, and the cattle are given great sym-
bolic and emotive value.

The benefits of pastoralism are unfortunately overlooked
by African governments, members of which often despise pas-
toralists as “primitive.” Raising livestock remains the only form
of production that flourishes in semiarid lands, which are
quickly eroded by farming. Pastoralists require large areas of
land for grazing and transhumance (there are no “nomads” in
Africa). They must therefore maintain low population density.
Widespread expropriation of grazing lands for use by agricul-
turists, on the other hand, has led invariably to desertification,
especially along the southern Saharan borderline.

The traditional economy of some 90 percent of the
African populations has been one or another form of agricul-
ture. The number of species and varieties of cultivated plants
is enormous. Food plants grown in Africa today include not
only those that have come from within the continent but also
some that have been introduced into it at various times
throughout history. Indigenous African crops have also been
taken to other world regions. The principal cultivated plants
that originate in Africa itself include millets and sorghums,
several legumes, cotton, the oil palm, false plantains, sesame,
castor, okra, gourds, tamarind, coffee, kola, and khat (Arabic:
qat). From Asia have come wheat and barley, additional
legumes, onions, date palms, rice, yams, taro {(cocoyams), egg-
plants, bananas, coconut palms, sugarcane, mangoes, flax, and
vatious fruits and spices. From the Americas have come maize,
manioc (cassava), groundnuts, sweet potatoes, tomatoes,
cacao, pepper, tobacco, and still more fruits and spices.

Very few of these plants can be grown in every part of the
continent. In the savanna regions, the staples are grains, in-
cluding millets, sorghums, and maize; in the more densely
forested regions, they are mainly root crops, such as yams, co-
coyams, and sweet potatoes. In some areas, manioc, rice, plan-
tains, and false plantains (Ensete) provide the staples.
Groundnuts and many kinds of bean, pea, and cucurbit are al-
most universal. The chief oil plants include sesame, castors,
and oil palm; and coconut and other palms are grown on suit-
able soils. Spices and condiments include peppers, coffee,
cocoa, tea, tobacco, sugarcane, qdt, and kola, all widely grown
wherever the climate permits. Wild plants, palms, and trees of
many kinds are grown wherever possible. A certain amount of
livestock keeping, hunting, and fishing is typically found as
part of the total local economy.

African farming techniques are small in scale but are
highly productive within the ecological limitations of the
continent. The traditional technologies are, however, limited
in efficiency. Seed is generally of low yield, and methods of
storage, transport, and weed and pest control are simple, al-
though everywhere as efficient as can be managed in stringent
climatic conditions. In general, African soils are not capable
of continual cropping, and various forms of fallowing and
shifting agriculture are practiced. Manuring is widely prac-
ticed, as are various forms of irrigation wherever feasible;
many elaborate irrigation-terracing works have lasted for cen-
turies, mainly in eastern Africa. Fertility is almost everywhere
enhanced by burning trees and grass while clearing fields, thus
adding nitrogen as well as destroying pests. Traditionally,
mixed cropping has been widespread, in an effort to control
soil erosion thereby being controlled. However, with the uni-
versal growing of cash crops, many of which are grown in pure

stands and cannot be fitted into the traditional mixed plant-
ings and crop rotations, and with the widespread land short-
age and subsequent lengthening of crop cycles, soil erosion
has become everywhere a serious problem. The overcutting of
timber for export, charcoal, and fuel has also caused
widespread deforestation and soil erosion.

Many culturally determined forms of division of labor are
recognized—between men and women, between old and
young, and between people of different occupations and
ranks. The general principle has been that men are responsi-
ble for the heavier tasks of farming and production, and also
for watfare, ritual, and government; women are responsible for
lighter farm work, for domestic tasks related to household
maintenance and child rearing, and for giving personal and
informal advice in everyday family and political matters.
There are great variations in the apportionment of such work
as cattle milking and care, divination, craft production, and
local trade. Women are traditionally disadvantaged legally
(for example, they may rarely initiate divorce). But much of
the description of African gender roles has been based on
non-African viewpoints and requires more ethnographic re-
search and understanding. With modern changes in everyday
life, these traditionally complementary roles are frequently
being redefined and resanctioned. In many areas, labor has al-
ways been scarce, and traditional forms of slavery, peonage,
and other forms of nonpaid labor have been imposed. Non-
paid labor has been an essential aspect of most of the elabo-
rate and powerful kingdoms, the rulers of which have been
able to command a large labor supply for both productive and
military purposes. Until the late twentieth century, wage labor
seems to have been unknown. .

Until about the mid-twentieth century, production had
been largely for subsistence, with little surplus. Exchange of
kin and gifts has been practiced. Exchange by redistribution
of foodstuffs and other items was also widespread, in the forms
of tribute to local rulers and in the latters’ reciprocal hospital-
ity and protection. The items that were given to rulers in-
cluded both subsistence items and also those with symbolic
value (such as elephant tusks and eagle feathers, both of
which symbolize royal power), as well as labor and military
service. Local exchange by barter has been almost universal,
owing largely to lack of traditional forms of money, except in
places—mainly in coastal areas—where there had been early
trade with Europeans and Asians.

Where there was exchange by money, it was of various
kinds. The most typical involved forms of money that were of
limited use and rather than being intended for universal ex-
change, such as metal bars called “manillas.” Markets are
found in most areas of the continent, and are typically held
periodically. In most of them, even today, some items are ex-
changed without money. Long-distance trade has always been
far more widespread than was reported by early European trav-
elers. Items traded have been animal products, such as ivory,
hides, and skins; slaves; salt; gold, copper, and iron; and craft
goods of many kinds. Most of the long-distance trade routes
were ultimately linked to the extra-African ocean trade at
ports along the coasts.

The present economy of Africa is one of rapid change
and considerable variation in types of production and distri-
bution. The continent is, to a greater extent than ever before,
part of a single world economy, but its role in that economy
remains essentially that of a region that is being exploited.
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Since the late nineteenth century, in particular, the impact of
colonial rule by European powers has greatly affected the tra-
ditional economies, in addition to the consequences of several
centuries of slave trading by European and Asian slavers.
Whereas previously the exploitation of metals had been in
most areas a marginal form of production, the extraction of
gold, copper, bauxite, and diamonds has become paramount.
Other factors that have deeply marked twentieth-century
African life include the establishment of large-scale planta-
tion enterprises (for such products as cocoa, coffee, tea, palm
oil, cotton, hemp, rubber, and sugar); the introduction of
modern consumer goods and the establishment of forms of
taxation by cash that can be obtained only by ever-increasing
labor migration from poorer regions to magnet areas; the in-
creasing inequality between the elite and the poor; the growth
of industrial centers and the construction of long-distance
road and rail transport facilities; the introduction of widely
available forms of money and the lessening of interpersonal
forms of exchange; and the appearance of more populous
urban centers, that attract impoverished proletariats. The
pace of these changes has been more and more rapid: greater
and deeper changes have occurred in the years since World
War II than had occurred throughout the nineteenth century.

Patterns of Settlement

Africa has always been and remains even now a region of
small rural settlements, with urban centers of several kinds in-
terspersed among them. Settlement patterns vary regionally,
depending on differences in ecology, economy, and routes of
communication and on the distribution of natural resources
and of trading centers. With the general poverty of produc-
tion in most parts of Africa, the most efficient pattern of set-
tlement has been that of many small villages, each generally
self-sufficient and not dependent on transport or trade, except
for specialty items. In most of Africa, short-lasting materials
have generally been used for building houses, which, there-
fore, have only rarely been permanent. The dwellings built of
adobe or stone last longer than those of mud and wood, and,
in many areas—especially the western African savanna—they
have been architecturally quite elaborate. But with a general
pattern of shifting farming and pastoralism, coupled with a
lack of means for the accumulation of wealth by inheritance,
the almost universal pattern of settlements that last for only a
few years, certainly for less than a generation, has been highly
efficient.

Nonetheless, Africa has also been, and is increasingly, a
continent on which urbanism and urbanization have flour-
ished. We may distinguish three main types of urban centers.
One is that of the traditional precolonial town, built of long-
lasting materials and typically occupied by people who are en-
gaged in craft production and commerce. The greatest of
these centers are in northern Africa—in Egypt, Morocco, Al-
geria, and Tunisia. Others are in western Africa, in particular
in both northern and southern Nigeria—cities such as Ibadan
and Kano, each of which numbered many thousands in popu-
lation even before the advent of colonial rule. There are also
the ancient towns of Ethiopia and the Sudan and the stone-
built trading towns along the eastern African coast that have
been on the same sites for many centuries (e.g., Mombasa, in
Kenya). Ancient (often ruined) towns also exist elsewhere
along the southern Saharan fringes (e.g., the medieval town

of Djenné, in Mali) and in other places (e.g., the ruins of the
stone fortresses of ancient Zimbabwe). Most of these tradi-
tional towns and cities have had ethnically homogeneous
populations, ruled by indigenous kings, and their residents’
main occupations have beeen both trade and farming, with
farmers living in the towns and commuting out to their farms.

A second type of town comprises those built by the colo-
nial powers, usually as new industrial centers associated with
extractive industries (gold, diamonds, copper). These towns
were often sited in areas of low population density, and they
have needed a continuous influx of labor, as was the case in
Johannesburg and the towns of the Zambian and Zairean
Copperbelt. Other colonial towns, such as Nairobi, in Kenya,
were established as communication centers. Most of these
modern cities have also become administrative and business
centers. They have heterogeneous populations, drawing as
they do on immigrants from wide areas, and typically they
have a sexual imbalance, given that most immigrants are men
whose wives stay behind to farm in the rural areas.

In the third category of town are the many small “town-
ships” that were established during the colonial period as local
administrative and trading centers. They remain important
everywhere as markets, and they provide links between the
rural areas and the more modern cities.

One factor of crucial importance to African urbanization
is that of labor migration, especially in the newly established
cities that need large numbers of unskilled laborers. Because
the African continent is generally impoverished, the cities act
as magnet areas, as places where men (and some women) can
make the money that is unobtainable in the rural areas. The
general process (since around the mid-twentieth century) has
been that the cities attract men from the country, who work
in them until they grow old and return to their rural homes.
Meanwhile, the rural areas have a surplus of women, on whose
shoulders fall all the tasks of farming. In some areas, especially
in southern Africa, this imbalance has led to serious land
crowding, underproduction, and social collapse in the coun-
tryside and to a violent and predatory life in the large cities,
where the men are never more than temporary sojourners.
Furthermore, such cities are the seats of modern elites, at-
tracted by the money and power that are available there, who
are skilled enough to benefit from the new opportunities of-
fered by modern industry and commerce. During the twenti-
eth century, a new class structure has been emerging, which
closely resembles those found in the countries of the modern
industrialized world outside Africa. Within this upper elite are
both wealthy merchants and modern political leaders, whose
interests are more likely to coincide with those of fellow
members of the elite elsewhere than with members of the
local communities from which they have come.

Family, Kinship, and Domestic Groupings

The family is a universal group throughout Africa, with many
different forms and functions. Everywhere the basic family unit
is the elementary or nuclear family, a small domestic group
made up of a husband, his wife, and their children; frequently,
attached kin are included as well. This group is formed by a
marriage and ends either with the death of one of the spouses
or with divorce. Where polygyny is permitted, a husband and
his wives form a compound family. Elementary and compound
families in most parts of the continent traditionally have also
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been units of wider and longer-lasting families, known as joint
or extended families. In these families, there are typically two
or more generations, either a group of brothers and sons and
their wives and children (a patrilineal joint family) or, in some
places, a group of sisters and their husbands and children (a
matrilineal joint family). This kind of family is long-lasting,
and indeed self-perpetuating; a death makes no difference to
its overall structure, and thus it can last over several genera-
tions, with a membership of up to a hundred people and more.
As a general rule, joint and extended families are found in
rural rather than in urban settlements, the latter more usually
being occupied by many elementary families, each in isolation
from the others. But here are many exceptions (e.g., the
Yoruba of the traditional southern Nigerian cities, who main-
tain extended families even today).

The basis of kinship, in Africa as elsewhere, is descent
from an ancestor. The most widespread descent group is
known as the clan, which can be either patrilineal or matri-
lineal. The members of the former type of clan comprise all
those who are botn from a single founding ancestor through
the male line only; those of the latter comprise all those born
from a single founding ancestor or ancestress through the fe-
male line only. Patriliny is far more common in Africa than
matriliny, which is limited mainly to parts of Zambia and
Malawi, in central Africa, and to Ghana and Ivory Coast, in
western Africa. Regardless of the means of descent, authority
in the family and elsewhere is always formally held by men;
therefore, men have domestic authority in both patrilineal
and matrilineal families (formal matriarchy is unknown in
Africa). Clans, which are rarely corporate units in Africa, are
clusters of kin who claim a single common ancestry but can
rarely, if ever, trace the actual links of descent. Usually clans
are exogamous units and may recognize various ritual prohibi-
tions, such as taboos on certain foods, that give them a sense
of unity and of distinctiveness from others.

Clans are typically segmented into constituent groups,
with each group recognizing a founding ancestor more recent
than the clan founder; these are known in the literature as
lineages, one of the criteria for a lineage being that its mem-
bers—patrilineal or matrilineal-—can trace actual kinship
links between themselves. Lineages may themselves be seg-
mented into smaller units, the smallest typically being the
group around which a domestic family is established. Such a
family (if patrilineal) includes the husband and his children,
all members of the small lineage, and his wife, who by the rule
of exogamy must come from another clan.

Other forms of descent are recognized, the most common
of which is cognatic descent, whereby local kin groups are
composed of members who recognize their common descent
through both men and women. A few societies recognize both
patrilineal and matrilineal descent simultaneously. Some soci-
eties in Africa do not formally recognize these forms of de-
scent at all, but they are not typical and usually consist of
long-settled urban dwellers.

Almost every African society has some form of descent
group, however transitory, as the basis of its social organiza-
tion. The recognition of these variations of ancestral descent
is an effective way of constructing local groups that can last
for several—often for many—generations and in which the
close-knit ties of kinship provide powerful links through the
notion of common “blood.” By claiming exclusive ancestry,
such a group can claim exclusive rights to clan and lineage

property. Marriages between their members, by the rule of ex-
ogamy, cement them into larger communities and societies,
each possessing its own sense of common ethnic and cultural
“belonging.” Although these traditional forms of family and
kinship are lessening in importance, with the continuing need
for urban and industrialized labor and the consequent increase -
in labor migration, the strength of kin groups remains great.
They are well suited to traditional forms of production and
exchange where these are found (which is still the case among
the majority of African peoples), and they provide a sense of
personal identity and security that is of high emotive value.

Marriage

In most of Africa, marriage is more a of union between two
lineages or families than it is a union between the individual
husband and wife. Marriage is undertaken for many reasons,
but the primary ones are to provide legitimate successors to
status and inheritors of property rights and to form alliances
and ties between clans and other units, in order to knit them
into a single society.

Incest within certain degrees of kinship is everywhere
forbidden. Exogamy, the prohibition of marriage within cer-
tain descent groups, is typically practiced with regard to clan
and other basic social units, such as those of the tribe and set-
tlement. Endogamy is found in some societies, those in which
there are political or mercantile elites that prefer to retain
power and wealth within their own hands through marriages
among themselves.

A crucial factor in any marriage arrangement is whether
patrilineal, matrilineal, or cognatic groups form the basic social
structure. In patrilineal systems, marriage is typically sealed by
the transfer of property, known as bride-wealth, usually in the
form of cattle. The husband’s group transfers property to that of
the wife, in return for the transfer to them of rights of procre-
ation and sexuality on the part of the wife from those who have
been her guardians (e.g., her father or her brothers). Usually, if
divorce later occurs, the bride-wealth must be returned, less a
propottion for each child who remains with the husband’s
group. There are many variations, but this simple principle gen-
erally holds true. In matrilineal societies, bride-wealth is not
transferred because the children belong to the wife's clan or lin-
eage and will inherit from that group; the husband’s heirs are
his sisters’ children, and his own children inherit from his wife’s
brothers, their matemal uncles. There is no need for bride-
wealth, as rights in a woman's children are not transferred, al-
though small gifts are always presented, and the husband may
have to work for his wife’s parents for some time.

Residence after marriage is linked to several factors. In
patrilineal systems, it is nearly always virilocal, with the wife
living in her husband’s natal settlement and being regarded as
a “stranger” until she has borne children to his group. In mat-
rilineal systems, residence may be virilocal, or it may be uxo-
rilocal, in which case the husband goes to live with his wife’s
relatives and remains a “stranger” in that settlement. With
uxorilocal residence in particular, the husband’s position is
often ambivalent, and divorce is more frequent. In many
places, however, especially in urban centers, residence after
marriage is increasingly becoming neolocal: the husband and
wife establish their own home, away from those of either set of
parents.

Polygyny has traditionally been the ideal. It is rare, how-
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ever, for more than a quarter of the men in a community to
have more than one wife, and a man’s later wives are fre-
quently those inherited from a senior deceased kinsman (by
the institution of the levirate or by widow inheritance). In
many societies, women marry at puberty, but men marry in
their thirties or even later. This makes polygyny possible be-
cause by then there are fewer marriageable men, as many will
have died from natural causes or from warfare.

Government and Politics

African societies today have two levels of government: the in-
digenous organization, which pertains to local groups, and the
national government of the independent nation-states. The
relationship between the two levels is complex and has led to
serious incompatibilities and conflicts.

It has become usual to classify the multitude of indigenous
forms of African government into three main categories, con-
ventionally known as bands, tribes, and kingdoms. Bands are
relatively few and are limited to the societies with economies
based on hunting and gathering, especially those of the Bush-
men of the Kalahari and the foragers of the central African
forests. Their economies require a low density of population
and, therefore, its wide distribution over large areas, which in-
hibits permanent or large settlements. These bands are not
found in total isolation but are interspersed with culturally dif-
ferent groups with distinct and complementary economies. Es-
sentially, the bands are large kinship groups under the
authority of family elders and shamanic ritual leaders.

“Tribes,” a word less often used today than it was formerly
because it is held to imply “primitiveness,” form the numeri-
cally largest political category. Tribes are larger and more set-
tled than bands, but they still lack any overall form of
centralized political authority. They have no kings and, in the
past, usually had no formally appointed chiefs, although there
have always been ritual leaders with some degree of political
authority. Most of these societies are based upon a structure of
clans, which are segmented into subclans and lineages, often
with three or four levels of segmentation. A clan or lineage is
the basic unit of such a tribal organization, in which the tribe
resembles a series of small, equal, and quasi-autonomous
groups. The traditional sanctions for social order are ritual,
feud, and warfare. Other tribal systems place emphasis on age
rather than on descent, and everyday government is in the
hands of councils based on the recruitment of men (and
women) of similar age. Initiation at puberty is extremely im-
portant, in order that ties between age-mates (whether young
warriors or legislative elders) overcome those of birth and de-
scent. These societies are found especially in eastern Africa
among pastoralists, such as the Maasai. In yet other tribal so-
cieties, mostly in western Africa, government is by some form
of association (including the so-called “secret societies”) of
men and women of equal age and standing.

In the third type of indigenous political structure—that
of the kingdom or state—political authority is centered on the
office of a king (sometimes a queen), who is chosen from a
royal clan and given sacred attributes by his or her subjects.
Kingdoms range in population from a few thousand people to
several million, and their rulers vary from being little more
than ritual figureheads (as among the Shilluk of the southern
Sudan, the prototype of James G. Frazer’s “divine” king) to
military despots with powers of life and death. These king-

doms may have arisen by conquest (as those of the Zulu or

" Swazi of southern Africa) or by combining into a federation of

culturally related states (as those of the Asante or Ghana).
The ruler may be regarded as a senior kinsman to his subjects,
as a member of a socially senior royal clan, or as a member of
an ethnically distinct autocracy (as in the former Rwanda and
Burundi kingdoms). In all of the kingdoms, however powerful
their rulers, there have always been institutionalized means by
which the people controlled royal power. Such axioms as “the
king is a slave” are accepted in many African kingdoms. In ad-
dition, it has been almost universal for there to be periodic
rituals of purification of both the king as an individual and
the kingship as an office or institution in its own right, inde-
pendent of the temporary incumbent (well-known examples
are those held in the kingdoms of the Swazi, Zulu, and Akan).

All of these different kinds of political units exist today,
although the traditional powers of kings were invariably lim-
ited and weakened during colonial rule. In some colonial sys-
tems, in particular that of the British, the indigenous rulers
were permitted to reign without the power of inflicting death
or waging war, under the policy of “indirect rule”; in other sys-
tems, especially in the French colonies, it was more usual for
indigenous rulers to become little more than figureheads—or
even to be abolished.

Above the level of indigenous forms of polity is that of
the modern nation-state. There are today almost sixty such
nations in Africa, their boundaries remaining those estab-
lished by the colonial powers that divided Africa at the end of
the nineteenth century, with scant regard for the interests of
the Africans themselves. It is little wonder that there have
been perennial boundary disputes, which have almost all been
settled by the Organization of African Unity.

The leaders of these new states have been faced with the
problem trying to construct and retain notions of national
identity, and to this aim have they tended to reduce still fur-
ther the powers of traditional rulers and of the local councils
and courts, which are based on association or descent. The
indigenous local political units may retain the loyalties of
their members, but this loyalty has typically been condemned
as “tribalism” and (usually mistakenly) considered to be anti-
thetical to “nationalism.” The indigenous ruling elites have
been weakened and have been replaced by modern elites,
whose memberships are based on wealth and commerce
rather than on traditional affiliations. The clashes between
the two principles of organization—class and descent—have
led to gross conflicts of interest and often to armed struggles
within military and one-party governments, which have sup-
pressed protestations and expressions of democratic dissent as
“tribalism.”

Religion

African traditional religions were at one time (and still today
to some extent) considered by outsiders to be “primitive,”
filled with “jujus” and witchcraft, or else to be based on emo-
tional display beyond the comprehension of non-Africans.
Both are racist views: the reality is quite different.

African traditional religions all recognize the existence of
a Supreme Divinity or Creator God, usually otiose and be-
yond personal contact by ordinary people. Each indigenous
society has its own divinity in this sense. Between the people
and the divinity there are believed to be both mystical and
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living intermediaries. The former include various spirits and
ancestors, to whom sacrifice and prayer are typically offered in
response to ill health, lack of success, or uncertainty of role.
Contact is also made between the living and these mystical
agents through possession. Living intermediaries include
priests, diviners, and prophets, all of whom are thought to
have divine knowledge. Priests are rarely specialists; they are
more often the heads of lineages and families, although some,
such as rainmakers, play more specialized roles. Diviners (and
oracle operators) are thought to have the power to explain
the meanings of the past and present and to foretell the fu-
ture. Prophets are the messengers or emissaries of the divinity.
They come to communities that experience disasters and
troubles (natural, medical, or political) beyond their compre-
hension and control, bringing advice and messages from the
divinity. They exercise charismatic authority over their fol-
lowers, and, if successful, may establish new forms of social or-
ganization that may, in time, take on political and other
functions, in addition to the primarily religious ones.

Beliefs in evildoers, especially witches and sorcerers, are
widespread. These evildoers bring harm to their rivals by mys-
tical means, an expression of the traditionally small-scale,
petsonal organization of local societies: harm comes from kin
and neighbors who are in disagreement or are having a dis-
pute, rather than from distant impersonal forces.

Both Christianity and Islam have long histories in
Africa, Christianity was introduced to Ethiopia as early as the
fourth century, but in most of the continent, it was spread by
European evangelization, beginning with the Portuguese on
the western African coast and in the kingdom of Kongo in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and also along the eastern
African coast. Missionary enterprise did not reach its peak
until after the eighteenth century. During the twentieth cen-
tury, most conversion has been by African Christian prophets
and other local leaders. Islam was taken to the northern and
eastern African coasts in the seventh and tenth centuries, re-
spectively, and was carried southward into the Sudan and
throughout the western African savanna zone after the
eleventh century, largely by Islamic traders and brotherhoods
and occasionally through a jihad, or “holy war.”

Africa today has a higher rate of conversion to Christian-
ity than does any other continent; Islam is also widespread.
One cause of this high rate of conversion is the steadily widen-
ing gap, throughout the continent, between the most wealthy
and the most impoverished, with a concomitant decline in the
importance of local deities and mystical forces. Education is
another important factor, especially where vernacular transla-
tions of the Bible have been made available. Anti-European
sentiment has undoubtedly fed Africans’ wishes to form purely
African religious congregations, with their own local leaders,
ut it would be a mistake to suggest that local people see the
various religions that are open to them in strictly either-or
terms. Most people, in Africa as elsewhere, may assent to more
than one religion and turn to whichever one would appear to
be the more likely to bring good health, success, certainty, and
happiness in any specific situation.

Conclusion

African societies, with their strong recognition of cultural tra-
ditions, face the deep problems that characterize a modern so-
ciety, most of which are neither of their making nor even of

their wishing. African societies and their cultures have under-
gone continual change as far back as history and prehistory
can illumine, and their experience of several centuries of the
overwhelming economic, military, social, and cultural power
of colonial overrule has led to both changes and stagnation.
Postcolonial “development” strategies, well-intentioned or
not, have in many respects continued the effects of colonial-
ism, through economic exploitation and financial indebted-
ness. In addition, Africa has been used by outside powers,
especially during the cold war, as a surrogate battleground be-
tween these powers. Most postcolonial “economic develop-
ment” has failed, owing to its being controlled by “experts”
who have assumed that African societies are the same as those
of industrialized nations and who are ignorant of the minute
details of African cultures, social organization, and problems
of local identity and purpose that lie below the level of the
nation-state. Sadly, little progress has been made since the
end of colonialism toward any real improvement in the lives
of the ordinary people: instead, change has been at the level
of the elites, who have taken charge of “modernization” and
benefited from it. Nevertheless, African cultural traditions re-
main strong, and they are still capable of absorbing external
influences and transforming them into their own.
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Introduction to the Middle East

The term “Middle East” is generally recognized today to refer
to a region that stretches from the Atlantic Ocean in the west
to Afghanistan in the east, a distance of approximately 5,600
kilometers. It has a total population of around 300 million
people and encompasses the countries of Morocco, Algeria,
Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Israel, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates,
Oman, Yemen, Iraq, Turkey, and Iran. The African countries
of Mauritania and Sudan are also considered to be within the
“Middle East.”

This usage of the term “Middle East” has increasingly
come to supplant the more conventional usage, which divided
the area into two regions, the Middle East and North Africa.
The term “North Africa” referred to the Arab countries of
Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya; “the Middle East,” on
the other hand, referred to Egypt (which is geographically lo-
cated in North Africa) as well as the rest of the Arab coun-
tries to the east plus Israel, Turkey, and Iran. French scholars,
in general, continue to refer to France’s former North African
colonies of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia by the Arabic term
“Maghreb” and to Egypt and the rest of the Arab countries as
the “Near East.” The term “Maghreb” derives from the Arabic
designation bilad al-Maghreb, meaning “the countries of the
west” or, more literally, “the land where the sun sets.” The
term was traditionally used by Arabs to distinguish this part of
the Arab world from the more eastern parts, which were re-
ferred to as bilad al-Mashreq, the “countries of the east” or “the
land where the sun rises.”

Today, however, the terms “Middle Eastern” and “Middle
East” have been adopted by the people of the entire region to
refer to themselves and to their part of the world, in much the
same way as such terms as “Europe,” “Central Asia,” and
“Southeast Asia” are used to broadly identify highly complex
and culturally diversified regions of the world.

The Middle East, as defined above, encompasses four
distinct culture areas: Arab, Turkish, Iranian, and the newly
evolved Israeli culture. The Arab, Turkish, and Iranian cul-
tures ate heirs to great Islamic empires that had their centers
in the region and represent three distinct variations within
the global Islamic civilization. The most recent and most
enduring of these, the Ottoman Empire, ruled over most of
the Middle East, as well as parts of eastern Europe, for almost
500 years, until its demise and dismemberment at the end of
World War 1. Out of its ashes arose the modern state of
Tutkey, as well as the majority of the contemprary Arab
nation-states.

From the historical perspective, the Middle East is
known as the “cradle of civilizations.” Its two major river sys-
tems, the Nile Valley in Egypt, and the Tigris-Euphrates in
Iraq (ancient Mesopotamia) were the sites of the world’s earli-
est civilizations (e.g., Egyptian, Sumerian, Babylonian, and
Assyrian). This is where urban life and centralized forms of
political organization arose; it is also the birthplace of the
world’s three major monotheistic religions, Judaism, Chris-
tianity, and Islam.

These three distinct yet related religions were forged in
the context of the Middle East, and all three continue today
to find expression in and give meaning to the lives of the peo-
ple of the region.

Archaeologists working in the area have uncovered evi-
dence of the prehistoric domestication of plants and animals
and the beginning of settled life as far back back in time as the
Neolithic or New Stone Age. From sites scattered along the
hilly flanks of the mountain ranges in Iraq, Iran, and Israel, ar-
chaeologists are reconstructing the cultural evolution that
transformed our human ancestors from nomadic hunters and
gatherers into settled villagers who cultivated domesticated
varieties of wheat and barley and kept domesticated sheep and
goats. This major epoch in human history, which can be dated
back to 8000 B.C., has been referred to as the “Agricultural
Revolution” to underscore its significance in the development
of our cultural history.

The transition from an adaptation based on hunting and
gathering to one based on food production and settled com-
munity life was the prelude to the next phase in human cul-
tural evolution, the beginning of civilization, which in the
Middle East goes back to about 5000 B.C. The culture complex
we refer to as “civilization” includes urbanism, a writing sys-
tem, monumental architecture, long-distance trade, a com-
plex social order, and a centralized state system, often focused
on a divine king. This transformation is fully illustrated in the
archaeological records of the different civilizations that suc-
ceeded each other in the region: Sumer, Egypt, Akkad, Baby-
lon, and Assyria. The history of dynastic Egypt is perhaps the
most complete; it has been traced back to 3100 B.C., when
Menes, the king of Upper Egypt, successfully conquered
Lower Egypt and ruled the newly united kingdom of Egypt
from his capital in Thebes. Despite a series of invasions—
Roman, Arab, Ottoman, and British—Egypt has always re-
mained a united country with a very strong sense of its unique
identity.

Iran, or Persia, as it was formerly known, is a country
with a long and illustrious history. The Iranians, who speak an
Indo-European language, Farsi, are also heirs to a great civi-
lization and an imperial past. Prior to its conquest by the Mus-
lim Arabs in the seventh century, Iran was the center of the
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Sassanid Empire, a Persian dynasty that had adopted Zoroas-
trianism as the state religion. Zoroastrianism is considered by
some scholars to be one of the first “ethical” religions and a
precursor to early Judaism. The prophet Zoroaster declared
the coexistence of Good and Evil in the world and called on
humans to uphold the Good by combatting Evil. Although
the overwhelming majority of Zoroastrians were converted
following the Muslim invasion, a small community of them
remains today in Iran.

Physical and Human Geography

To best appreciate the ethnic complexity and cultural history
of the Middle East, it is necessary to know a little about the
physical and human geography of the region. Population pat-
terns, modes of subsistence, and cultural systems have their
basis in the early adaptation of the human population to its
natural environment and its constraints. In the Middle East,
the natural environment is best described as semiarid. In fact,
more than 80 percent of the region is desert that receives less
than 25 centimeters of rainfall a year. A few areas, such as the
coastal zones of North Africa, Turkey, and the Eastern
Mediterranean, receive adequate rainfall to support agricul-
ture. The rainfall pattern in the interior of the region tends to
be highly unpredictable from one year to the next; conse-
quently, rain-dependent agriculture is a risky venture. Peas-
ants traditionally combine extensive cultivation with animal
husbandry to minimize risk and ensure their subsistence.

From antiquity, the people of the Middle East have devel-
oped elaborate means of water control and management. Irri-
gation systems developed along the river valleys of Egypt and
Mesopotamia are, in large part, credited with providing the
basis for the development of the ancient civilizations. Today,
massive hydraulic projects like the Aswan Dam of Egypt and
the Kur River plan of south-central Iran testify to the contin-
ued need to conserve water and extend its distribution for
agriculture. On a more modest scale, traditional systems of
underwater canals were constructed to carry water from the
seasonally formed underwater mountain streams to the fields
nearby.

Topography is another determining factor in human set-
tlement and adaptation. The Middle East landscape alternates
between high rugged mountains and plateaus and dry lowland
areas, where the line between the desert and even marginally
cultivatable land is sharply drawn. Egypt, which has been
called “the gift of the Nile,” is essentially a narrow ribbon of
densely settled valley carved out of the desert. It is estimated
that over 95 percent of Egypt’s population is concentrated on
5 percent of its territory.

The mountains in the Middle East include the Atlas
chain in Morocco, the Aurds in Algeria, the Lebanons, the
Taurus and Pontic ranges in Turkey, and the Zagros and Elburz
in Iran; the highest peak, Damavand in the Elburz Mountains,
has an elevation of 5,738 meters. The mountains in Turkey
and Iran enclose two high plateaus, punctuated by brackish
lakes (Van in Turkey and Urmia in Iran), that consist of large
tracts of salt flats and deserts.

Apart from oil, the region is generally poor in mineral re-
sources. The mountains of North Africa, Turkey, and Iran
contain limited amounts of iron ore, copper, coal, and some
gold. Important phosphate deposits are found in Morocco and

in adjacent Western Sahara; in fact Morocco is the world's
third-largest producer of phosphates, after the United States
and Russia.

The Middle East is rich in petroleum. The proven oil re-
serves of Saudi Arabia alone are known to be 25 percent of
the world’s total; those of Iraq, Iran, and Kuwait constitute
another 25 percent. Overall, it is estimated that more than 62
percent of all proven oil reserves are found in the Middle East
and North Africa. Furthermore, Middle Eastern oil is both
cheap to produce and of high quality.

The climate' regime throughout the region is generally
Mediterranean, characterized by hot dry summers and cool
wet winters. Along the Gulf region, however, as in some other
parts of the region, summer temperatures can peak at 49° C.
At the same time, in the winter, mountain villagers in Mo-
rocco, Iraq, Turkey, and Iran experience freezing temperatures
and heavy snows.

Patterns of Living

In response to the challenges posed by the climate, topogra-
phy, and limited water supply, the people of the Middle East
have from the beginning of recorded history pursued three dif-
ferent but related living patterns: urban, rural, and nomadic.
The juxtaposition of the city, the village, and the nomad’s
camp is a distinctive feature of the Middle East as a culture
area.

The region boasts some of the oldest cities in the world,
such as Damascus and Istanbul. Middle Eastern cities have
been and remain the center of political, religious, economic,
and intellectual life; they dominate and overshadow the rural
countryside where, until fairly recently, the majority of the
population lived as peasants, working on land owned or con-
trolled by absentee urban landlords. In 1900 it was estimated
that no more than 10 percent of the region’s population was
urban dwelling; by 1970, the propottion had grown to 40 per-
cent. Although there is no agreement concerning the defini-
tion of a “city” or “urban settlement,” scholars agree that, on
the whole, slightly over half the inhabitants of the Middle
East today live in centers of more than 20,000 people. The
projection for the year 2000 is that more than 70 percent of
the inhabitants will be urban dwellers. The largest city in the
region, Cairo, has more than 12 million inhabitants and there
are now thirty cities with populations exceeding half a mil-
lion. As is the case with other parts of the third world, this ac-
celerated urban growth, which is largely the result of
rural-urban migration, has generated severe problems in hous-
ing, employment, schooling, and services. Given that the ma-
jority of the region’s population is below 20 years of age, it is
not surprising that cities and towns, with their burgeoning
shanty towns, are hotbeds of political dissent and activism.

In contrast with the urban and rural populations, no-
madic pastoralists have always constituted a small minority of
the total population of the region (and in the late twentieth
century, no more than an estimated 1 percent). Although
conditions affecting nomads vary from one country to the
next, overall, nomadic pastoralism has been on the decline
since the turn of the twentieth century. In Iraq, for example,
nomads were estimated to make up about 35 to 40 percent of
the population in 1900; by the 1970s, their proportion had
declined to 2.8 percent. In Saudi Arabia, nomads constituted
approximately 40 percent of the population, a figure that had
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declined to about 11 percent by 1970. Likewise, Libya’s popu-
lation was 25 percent nomadic in 1960; in the mid-1990s no-
mads constitute only 3.5 percent of the total.

This decline was vastly accelerated in the 1950s with the
establishment of the modern nation-states and the influx of
oil wealth into the region; nomadic pastoralists have been in-
creasingly brought under the authority of central govern-
ments. In Saudi Arabia, the once proudly independent
“noble” camel-herding Bedouin are now members of the
Saudi Reserve National Guard or laborers in the oil fields. In
Iraq, Syria, Iran, and Egypt, land-reform measures, changing
patterns of land use, and the availability of wages have com-
bined to undermine the nomads’ traditional way of life by has-
tening their integration into the national culture.

As an economic strategy, pastoral nomadism is an adapta-
tion to the general semiaridity of the region. Where true
desert conditions obtain, such as in the Sudanic belt of north-
emn Africa and in the Arabian Peninsula, camel breeding
dominates. In other, less arid areas, including the high
plateaus and mountains of the region, nomads concentrate on
sheep and goats.

Nomadic pastoralists, who account for a small part of
food production in the region (when compared with peas-
ants), have a historical and cultural significance that far out-
weighs their number and economic contribution. This is
generally true for all tribally organized nomadic populations,
be they Arab, Berber, Turkish, Kurdish, or Persian speakers.
Historically, armed and mounted tribally organized Arab-
speaking nomads played an important role in the early Islamic
conquests of the Byzantine and Sassanid empires. Likewise,
Berber-speaking nomadic and seminomadic tribes were instru-
mental in the Muslim conquest of Spain. On the local level,
nomadic pastoralists have traditionally posed a challenge to
the political authority of their respective states as they strug-
gled to maintain their political autonomy and their distinct
cultural traditions.

Despite certain shared elements of economic and so-
ciopolitical organization, it is important to keep in mind that
nomadic pastoralists do not represent a homogeneous segment
of Middle Eastern population. They differ in language, sectar-
ian affiliation, and cultural traditions. Even within one coun-
try, pastoralists may vary widely. In southeastern Turkey, for
example, Turkish-, Arabic-, and Kurdish-speaking groups
share a common territory. Likewise, in southwestern Iran, the
powerful Khamseh Confederacy is made up of Arabic, Persian,
and Turkish tribes. The large majority of Kurdish pastoralists
are Sunni Muslims, but some groups profess Shia Islam.
In Mauritania, Morocco, and Algeria, Arab- and Berber-
speaking tribes commingle.

The Ethnic Mosaic

The ethnic and cultural diversity exhibited by nomadic pas-
toralists is of course reflected in the larger “ethnic mosaic” of
the Middle East. It should be noted that Western scholars
have, on the whole, overemphasized the sectarian and cul-
tural differentiation in the Middle East, thereby projecting a
picture of a highly fragmented society torn apart by opposed
primordial loyalties and ancient animosities. The fact is that,
when compared with other parts of the world such as Russia,
Eastern Europe, and Southeast Asia, the Middle East exhibits
remarkable coherence as a culture area.

Various factors account for this coherence. First, Turkey
and Iran aside, the overwhelming majority of the inhabitants
of the region are Arabic speakers, who, despite national and
regional variations in dialect, share a single standard written
version of Arabic, the language taught in school and used
over the radio and in the newspapers. Second, the region is
predominantly Muslim and has been so for over a millennium.
From Morocco to Iraq and into Turkey, the overwhelming ma-
jority of the population profess Sunni Islam; the Iranians, by
contrast, are on the whole Shia Muslims. Third, the tripartite
division of the population into utban, tural, and nomadic seg-
ments is a universal feature throughout the area defined here
as the Middle East.

To claim a relative cultural coherence to the region is not
to deny the cultural diversity that exists; in fact, each country
in the area contains groups or minorities that are distinct from
the larger population in terms of some cultural “marker” that
is recognized by themselves and others as the hallmark of
their identity. These ethnic or communal markers include re-
ligious affiliation, language, tribal membership, racial varia-
tion, and local customs. Of these, the two most important
markers of ethnic and cultural identity in the Middle East are
language and religion.

It is important to note that the recognition and accep-
tance of ethnic and communal differences have traditionally
been a fundamental principle of social organization in the
Middle East. This is especially the case for communities de-
fined by religion. Until the demise of the Ottoman Empire
and the rise of modern nationalism in the region, social inter-
action was structured in terms of the individual’s membership
in a given confessional or “tribal” grouping. This tendency
persists today; nationalist movements and secular ideologies
have failed to completely erode the more narrowly defined
identities based on kinship (i.e., tribe), religion, or language.

The four major language families in the region are Indo-
European, Semitic, Altaic or Turkic, and Afro-Asiatic. Per-
sian (Farsi), Kurdish, Luri, Baluchi, and Armenian are
Indo-European languages. Arabic and Hebrew belong to the
Semitic Family. Turkic languages include the modern stan-
dard Turkish, Azeri, and Turkmen. Hebrew, Persian, and
Turkish are the national languages of Israel, Iran, and Turkey,
respectively. Arabic is the national language of all the other
countries in the region. Persian is written in Arabic characters
and its vocabulary includes a large number of Arabic words.
Under the Ottomans, Turkish was also written in Arabic
characters; following the defeat of the Ottomans in World
War I, and as part'of the effort to modernize Turkey, a state
edict in 1928 replaced Arabic with Roman characters.

In northwestern Africa (especially in the mountainous
regions of Morocco and Algeria) and in parts of the Sahara
Desert, several dialects of Berber are spoken. Berber is an
Afro-Asiatic language spoken by the indigenous inhabitants
of North Africa and parts of the Sahara.

The Kurds, who number an estimated twenty million
people, constitute the largest linguistically differentiated “eth-
nic” group in the Middle East. The large majority of the Kurds
are Sunni Muslims, many of whom also subscribe to a Sufi
brotherhood, or tariga; a minority of the Kurds adhere to an
extreme form of Shia Islam. The Kurds speak several dialects
of Kurdish, an Indo-European language, and inhabit a moun-
tainous area that straddles the national frontiers of Turkey,
Iran, Iraq, the former Soviet Union, and Syria. In all of these



Introduction to the Middle East

xxxviii

countries, the Kurds constitute a significant “minority.” The
dismemberment of the Kurdish homeland and dispersion of
the Kurdish people among a number of different countries was
a legacy of the European colonial powers (England and France
in particular), the policies and rivalries of whom were instru-
mental in giving shape to the political map of the Middle East
as we know it today.

The Kurds have a long and complicated history of politi-
cal activism; going back to the 1920s, secular and religious
leaders have led movements aimed at achieving national in-
dependence or, in some cases, regional autonomy. The rela-
tive success or failure of these movements, whether in Iran,
Iraq, or Turkey, has varied with the nature of the ruling regime
and the geopolitical interests of the world powers.

The Berber-speaking groups of Morocco and Algeria,
who are mostly rural dwellers living in mountain villages and
desert encampments, are Sunni Muslims, like their Arabic-
speaking compatriots. Berbers have a strong sense of their
own distinct cultural identity, based on their separate lan-
guage and on their claim to be the indigenous inhabitants of
the region, predating the Arab-Muslim invasions of the sev-
enth century. This “ethnic consciousness,” however, remains
at the cultural level and does not imply political cleavage.
During the many years of French-colonial domination of the
region, French policy was to encourage the notion that
“Berber” identity and “culture” were distinct from and op-
posed to that of the urban “Arab” and “Muslim” Moroccan.
This attempt to “divide and rule” was not a success, however;
in fact, Berbers were in the forefront of the movements for na-
tional independence in Morocco and in Algeria.

Religion

Religion is perhaps the single most important marker of com-
munal identity in the region. Islam, the religion of the over-
whelming majority of the population, originated in northern
Arabia when the Prophet Mohammed (A.D. 570-632) suc-
ceeded in converting the animist and pagan tribes of the Ara-
bian Peninsula to the new religion. Following the death of the
prophet Mohammed, Arab-Muslim armies swept out of Ara-
bia in a series of military expeditions that pitched the Mus-
lims against the Christian Byzantines and the Sassanians, who
were Zoroastrians. Defeated by the Muslims, the Byzantines
were forced to withdraw their armies from Jerusalem and
Damascus into the heartland of Anatolia, closer to their capi-
tal of Constantinople. The Sassanians were routed out of Iraq
and Persia, which became provinces of the newly formed
Arab-Muslim state, based first in Damascus and later in Bagh-
dad. Within a hundred years after the Prophet’s death, the
borders of the Muslim Empire had reached the Pyrenees in the
west and Afghanistan in the east. The conquest of this vast
and heterogenous territory was accompanied by mass conver-
sions to [slam.

During his lifetime, the prophet Mohammed had recog-
nized the Jews and Christians as “People of the Book,” recipi-
ents of a valid but incomplete revelation. As such and unlike
the pagan Arabs, the small Jewish and Christian communities
in northern Arabia were not forced to convert to Islam; they
were tolerated and given a special status within the larger
Muslim community, or umma, as “protected” people.

This policy was followed by all the Muslim successor
states; the Jews and the various Christian sects were allowed

to practice their faith and retain their institutions and cus-
toms. They were, however, required to pay a special poll tax
and were not allowed to serve in the army. This policy was
later adopted by the Ottomans and extended to a large num-
ber of non-Muslim communities, including the Armenians
and the Druze. Known as the millet system, it formed a basic
principle of Ottoman administration; at the turn of the twen-
tieth century, seventeen different communities were recog-
nized. This practice was, to a large extent, responsible for the
encapsulation and the survival of religious communities as in-
herent components of Middle Eastern social structure. Con-
comitantly, it served to reinforce the social and political
significance of sectarian identity.

The Christians of the Middle East have a long and com-
plex history. Besides the Greek Orthodox Church (which was
the official church of the Byzantine Empire), other indigenous
Christian churches have their origin in one or another of the
many schismatic movements of the fifth and sixth centuries.
The two largest Christian communities in the Middle East,
those of the Copts of Egypt and the Maronites of Lebanon,
originated in religious controversies of the fifth century.

Another Christian minority that dates back to the same
era is the Assyrian Nestorian community of Iraq. The Nesto-
rian church was formed as a result of a schism within the
Byzantine church at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 A.D.
The Assyrians, who speak an Aramaic dialect, were originally
located in several villages scattered in the mountains that di-
vide northern Iraq from Turkey. Like other minorities in the
region, the Assyrians were caught in the web of colonial poli-
tics; with Britain’s encouragement, a group of Assyrians
sought to secede from the newly independent state of Iraq and
establish their own nation-state in the north. This misguided
attempt led to tragedy when, in an attempt to flee Iraq into
French-held Syria in 1933, several thousand of them were
massacred by the Iraqi army.

The Copts constitute the single largest Christian com-
munity in the Middle East, as well as 5 to 7 percent of the
Egyptian population of about 56 million people. The Copts
speak Egyptian Arabic and are, generally speaking, hard to
distinguish culturally from the rest of the Egyptians. The Cop-
tic church is a national church, limited to Egypt; it has its
own liturgy (in Coptic), ceremonial calendar, and clerical hi-
erarchy headed by a patriarch.

The Maronite church is the largest of the Uniate
churches of the Middle East and is limited mainly to Lebanon.
The term “Uniate” refers to a number of Middle Eastern
churches that chose to abandon the Eastern Orthodox rites,
recognize the authority of the pope, and adopt Latin rites.
Another Uniate church is that of the Chaldeans, who lived
predominantly in Iraq (with a small group in Syria and Iran)
and were prominent in the hotel and restaurant business
there. Following World War 11, a large number of Chaldeans
emigrated to the United States and Canada.

When the Republic of Lebanon was proclaimed in 1926,
the different sectarian groups, all of whom speak Arabic, were
formally recognized as corporate political communities, each
of which was allotted a number of representatives in the na-
tional parliament. Furthermore, it was also decreed that the
president of the country had to be a Maronite, the prime min-
ister a Sunni Muslim, and the speaker of the house a Shia
Muslim. The system failed to work as anticipated, and, by the
mid-1970s, inherent strains and foreign pressures exploded in
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a civil war that has plagued Lebanon into the late twentieth
century. It is difficult at this juncture to predict the future
shape of the Lebanese polity and the role that sectarianism
will play in the political domain.

Prior to the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948
and the collapse of the European colonial regimes in the re-
gion, large Jewish communities had existed in most countries
of the Middle East and North Africa, with the exception of
Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states. The Jews generally spoke
the national language of their respective countries (i.e., Ara-
bic, Persian, or Turkish) and, with a few notable exceptions,
tended to concentrate in urban areas. In northern Iraq, there
used to be a small Jewish community scattered in a number of
villages in an area dominated by Kurdish tribal chiefs. These
so-called “Kurdish Jews” spoke a dialect of Hebrew known as
targum. Similarly, throughout the mountainous areas of Mo-
rocco, Jewish communities were established among the rural
Berber-speaking population. As might be expected, Jewish
communities of the Middle East varied greatly among them-
selves, as they tended to reflect the life-style and cultural tra-
ditions of the specific country or region that they inhabited.
Ranging from wealthy bankers and merchants to humble arti-
sans and poor shopkeepers, community members were widely
differentiated in terms of wealth, education, and influence.

Since the massive emigration of Jews to Israel, the United
States, Canada, France, and other countries in the 1950s, only
a few thousand Jews remain today in Turkey, the Arab coun-
tries, and Iran. In Israel, immigrants from such countries as
Iraq, Morocco, Yemen, Tunisia, and Libya are referred to as
“Oriental Jews,” or “Mizrashim.” Despite their numerical ad-
vantage (they make up about half of the population of Israel),
they tend to lag behind the European Jews in terms of political
power and social status.

Besides the Christian and Jewish communities, there
exist a number of distinctive religiously defined minorities in
the region. These minorities had their origin in intra-Muslim
religio-political disputes; most of them represent schismatic
offshoots from Shiism. This is the case with the Druze who in-
habit the mountain zones of Syria, Lebanon, and Israel; the
Alawi of Syria and Turkey; the Zaidi of the Yemen highlands;
and the Yazidi of northern Irag. These groups share a history
of political dissidence, defeat, and persecution, as a result of
which they are found in marginal areas far from the direct
reach of the dynasty in power. Despite the differences in their
religious beliefs and practices and their cultural styles, these
communities tend to be tightly organized under the leadership

of an oligarchy of religious elders; they also tend to be highly
endogamous, secretive, and inaccessible to outsiders.

Lastly, a community may have its own distinctive cultural
identity which is not based on language, religion, or life-style.
The Circassians, who are Sunni Muslims and speak Arabic,
form such a group; they are found in Turkey, Jordan, Syria,
and Iraq. Some of the Circassians came to the Middle East as
refugees after having fled their homeland in the Caucasus dur-
ing the nineteenth century; others were brought in by the Ot-
tomans and resettled as buffer groups in hard-to-administer
Arab areas of the Ottoman Empire. Small in number and di-
vided as they are among several nation-states, the Circassians
have preserved their sense of cultural identity through the
collective memory of a shared historical past and a common
place of origin.

Contemporary Political Considerations

The vast oil wealth cf the region, coupled with the volatile
and seemingly intractable Israeli-Palestianian conflict, has in-
creasingly drawn the Middle East into the forefront of world
politics and economics. More recently, the rise of Islamic-
fundamentalist movements in the political arena has intro-
duced a new dimension to political life in the region. It has
once again opened the debate on one of the most fundamen-
tal questions in the history of the Muslim civilization: what is
the proper relationship between Islam and the state? Further-
more, what status would non-Muslims have in a “Muslim
state?” The problem is also posed in the case of Israel, which
was founded as an exclusively “Jewish” state.
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Acholi

ETHNONYMS: Acoli, Acooli; historically: Gani, Lango, Lo-
Gang, Shuuli
Ori ,

Identification. The name “Acholi” is used for peoples liv-
ing in the former Acholi District of northern Uganda (now
divided into the Gulu and Kitgum districts) and the adjoining
area of the southern Sudan. The term is derived from “Shu-
uli,” first used by nineteenth-century ivory and slave traders
who noted the similarity of Acholi Luo to the language of the
previously encountered Shilluk or “Collo” of the southern
Sudan (Crazzolara 1938, vii-viii). Despite their common lan-
guage and ethnic designation, the Acholi of Uganda and the
southern Sudan have distinct origins and developed along dif-
ferent historical trajectories; the remainder of this cultural
summatry will focus on the more populous Uganda Acholi.

Location. The Acholi occupy a 39,000-square-kilometer
area, three-fourths of which lies within Uganda, extending
roughly from 2°15’ t0 4°15'9 N and 31°25’ to 33°45’ E. Their
neighbors include the Luo-speaking Lango, Paluo, and Alur to
the south and southwest, the Central Sudanic-speaking Madi
to the west, and the Eastern Nilotic Jie and Karamojong to
the east. Situated 1,025 to 1,350 meters above sea level, the
Acholi landscape is typical East African game country—
rolling grasslands with scattered trees, streams, and rock out-
crops. A single rainy season, from April-May to October-
November, produces a reliable annual rainfall nine years of
every ten, ranging from 102 centimeters in the central and
western portions of Acholi to only 51 centimeters in much of
the north and east. The dry season is long and hot, with tem-
peratures that can reach more than 35° C.

Demography. The 1980 population of the Uganda Acholi
was approximately 580,000 (Kasozi 1994, ii), up from some
465,000 in 1969 (Langlands 1971), perhaps 125,000 in 1900
and about 100,000 at the end of the eighteenth century
(Atkinson 1994, 275-281). These figures represent popula-
tion densities of 20.4 persons per square kilometer in 1980,
16.5 per square kilometer in 1969, and about one-fourth and
one-fifth the 1969 densities during the earlier two periods.
Twentieth-century densities have been consistently the sec-
ond lowest in all of Uganda (after Karamoja).

Linguistic Affiliation. The primary language of Acholi
today is Luo, a Western Nilotic language spoken by groups
scattered across East Africa from the southern Sudan to Tan-
zania; many also speak English and/or Kiswahili.

History and Cultural Relations

Archaeological and linguistic evidence suggests that from
early in the Christian era, Acholi was settled mainly by Cen-
tral Sudanic (or “proto-Central Sudanic”) speakers in the
west and Eastern Nilotic (“proto-Eastern Nilotic”) speakers in
the east. Before the late seventeenth century, Luo speakers
were limited to only a few peripheral areas of Acholi. All of
these early inhabitants were ironworking mixed farmers, or-
ganized into localized patrilineal lineages or, in some cases,
into temporary groupings of two to four such lineages.

A new sociopolitical order—and the basis of an Acholi
identity—was established when chiefly institutions and ideol-
ogy were introduced into Acholi by Luo-speaking Paluo from
the neighboring kingdom of Bunyoro-Kitara. Central to the
new order were a set of notions about political leadership in
which chiefs (rwodi; sing. rwot) shared power and decision
making with the heads of chiefdoms’ constituent lineages; a
system of redistributive tribute within each polity, with the
chief at the center; and royal, often rainmaking, drums as
symbols of sovereignty and authority. Over the late seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, some seventy chiefdoms
were founded throughout the area that became Acholi, lead-
ing to the development of a new social order and political cul-
ture, the spread of a new language (Luo), and the evolution of
a new society and collective identity. This complex process
was helped along by two major droughts, probably during the
1720s and c. 1790, which promoted larger-scale political lead-
ership that held the promise of greater stability and security,
and by the formation of neighboring identities against which
members of an emergent Acholi could compete, compare, and
define themselves.

Over the second half of the nineteenth century, Acholi
was incorporated into international trade networks through
the activities of northern, Arabic-speaking ivory and slave
traders. This trade brought new wealth into Acholi that was
unevenly accumulated, with rwodi and interpreters (and
eventually their sons and other kinsmen) the major benefici-
aries. The northerners also contributed to the further evolu-
tion of an Acholi identity, not only by introducing the name
“Shuuli,” which eventually became “Acholi,” but by acting in
ways that promoted Acholi as a meaningful ethnic and geo-
graphic entity.

When Britain established its rule during the early twenti-
eth century, both ideological predisposition and practical util-
ity prompted the colonizers to consider the Acholi a “tribe”
and to administer the area as a “tribal” unit. From the begin-
ning, the Acholi were marginal compared to Britain’s concern
with Buganda, at the core of the colony. Acholi’s role in the
colonial economy was confined mainly to the peasant produc-
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tion of cotton as a cash crop and the provision of recruits for
the colonial army or police and migrant labor for the more
“developed” Buganda. Both Protestant and Catholic mission-
aries were active in Acholi from early colonial rule, providing
written Luo religious, educational, and historical texts and
producing a local educated elite, all of which fostered the fur-
ther development of an Acholi identity within the colonial
context of “tribal” culture, consciousness, and politics.

With independence, the Acholi remained marginal
within the framework of Uganda as a whole, with one crucial
exception: their disproportionate numbers in the police and
army. Comprising less than 5 percent of the country’s popula-
tion, during the early years of independence the Acholi con-
stituted more than 15 percent of the police force and fully a
third of the army. This special access to Uganda’s security
forces has alternately presented opportunity and danger as a
succession of regimes replaced one another in a cycle of polit-
ical violence often played out in ethnic {or “tribal”) terms. In
the most recent phase of the cycle, beginning in the mid-
1980s, Acholi has largely been on the receiving end of the vi-
olence. Uganda’s current army, various local rebel groups
(some headed by apocalyptic “prophets” such as Alice Lak-
wena), and heavily armed Karamojong raiders have all raped,
looted, killed, and destroyed, making any kind of normal life
in Acholi impossible.

Settlements

Acholi chiefdoms ranged in population from under 1,000 to
as many as 20,000 people and consisted of a number of fenced
villages, each with recognized land rights vested in the patri-
lineal lineage (kaka) at its core. Lineage heads, assisted by lin-
eage elders, organized both production (based on cooperative
village-lineage labor) and reproduction (through the control
of the material means and ideological rules of marriage). They
also oversaw village-lineage ritual and chiefdomwide ritual,
were the main advisors to their rwot, and were responsible for
most of the social control exercised in Acholi. Over the twen-
tieth century, chiefdoms in Acholi have become vestigial in-
stitutions, and the fences that once enclosed villages have
disappeared. Most Acholi, however, continue to live in neigh-
borhoods (parishes) that not only consist predominantly of
patrilineal kinsmen and their wives, but often carry the old
lineage names. Most Acholi also continue to live in thatched,
round mud houses, although wealthier Acholi and those who
live in town or near major roads have square houses of mud or
block, with iron or tile roofs.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. =~ When not dis-
rupted or dispossessed by the violence endemic since the mid-
1980s, most Acholi remain primarily mixed farmers. The old
staples of eleusine (finger) millet, sorghum, sesame, and vari-
ous peas, beans, and leafy green vegetables continue to be
grown, along with twentieth-century crops such as cassava,
maize, peanuts (groundnuts), fruits, and cotton. As they have
for centuries, Acholi farmers rely mainly on iron hoes and
other hand tools. The most common domestic animals are
(and have long been) chickens and goats, with some cattle,
especially in the dryer portions of Acholi. Large, dry-season
hunts were an important part of the precolonial economy;
these gradually decreased in significance as the varied roster

of both large and small game animals dwindled over the twen-

tieth century.

Industrial Arts. Ironworking, mainly but not entirely con-
fined to certain lineages, appears to be almost as ancient as
agriculture, going back perhaps to the first millennium B.C.
Pottery and basket making were widespread and relatively
nonspecialized arts, carried out by both men and women. In
most chiefdoms, only members of designated lineages could
make or repair royal drums.

Trade. Precolonial trade, both within Acholi and through-
out the region, focused mainly on obtaining iron ore and fin-
ished iron products in exchange for baskets or products of the
farm, herd, or hunt. Significantly, iron-ore deposits were lo-
cated mainly at or just beyond the western, northeastern,
southeastern, and southern boundaries of what became Acholi,
and trade for this iron created networks of movement and inter-
action that helped determine a collective identity within these
boundaries. During the later nineteenth century, the emergent
Acholi became involved in the international trade in ivory and
slaves, which were exchanged mainly for cattle, beads, blan-
kets, cotton cloth, and firearms. Colonial rule brought the pen-
etration of a money economy into Acholi, along with the
establishment of numerous rural and small-town trading centers
and the two major urban centers of Gulu and Kitgum, where a
range of local and imported goods are available.

Division of Labor. In the precolonial era, warfare, herding,
and hunting were the domain of men. Men have also tradi-
tionally played a significant role in agriculture, especially for
such time-limited, labor-intensive tasks as clearing, planting,
and harvesting (often as part of lineage-based cooperative
labor teams). Women also provide major labor in the fields, as
well as being responsible for most child rearing and all cook-
ing and other food-preparation tasks. The building of houses
and granaries has historically involved both men and women,
with each performing specified functions. Boys and girls are
typically socialized into distinct gender roles, and do house-
hold and other chores accordingly. Since the entrenchment of
colonial rule, an average of 10 to 20 percent of adult Acholi
males at any one time have been involved in migrant labor or
employment in the police or army that has taken them from
their home and families. Relatively small numbers of Acholi
have filled middle-level or senior civil-service positions in in-
dependent Uganda.

Land Tenure. Traditionally, land rights were vested in lo-
calized patrilineal lineages, under the control and guidance of
lineage heads and elders. This included both agricultural and
hunting land. An individual had personal claim to land that
he and his wife (or wives) had under cultivation or that had
been cultivated but was lying fallow, and such rights passed
from father to son. Given the low population densities and
minimal land pressure, almost anyone who was willing to
clear and work unused land has been welcomed by lineage
heads responsible for such land and, while they functioned, by
the rwodi of chiefdoms within whose domains the land lay.
Girling (1960) notes that as late as 1950 there was still no sys-
tem of individual land tenure in Acholi; however, such tenure
has become increasingly common since independence.

Kinship
Kin Groups and Descent. Localized patrilineal lineages,
some of which have “brother” lineages of the same or different
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name in other parts of Acholi, have long been the fundamen-
tal social and economic units in Acholi. Numbering between
400 and 500 by the turn of the twentieth century, these exog-
amous groups claim descent from a common ancestor (al-
though means exist to incorporate many types of “outsiders”
as well) and have special lineage shrines, ritual ceremonies,
praise-calls, and totems.

Kinship Terminology. The Acholi have a modified Iro-
quois kinship-terminology system, reflecting Acholi’s patrilin-
eal and patrilocal ideology. All lineage males, for example, are
called “grandfather,” “father,” “brother,” or “son,” and all
(likely resident) females “sister” or “daughter,” depending
upon their generational relationship to the speaker. All
affines, meanwhile, are known as “mother.” The relationship
between (real) brother and sister is often very close, especially
when one acts as the lapidi (nurse-child) to the other, as are
the bonds between the children of sisters. After his own fa-
ther, however, a man's strongest kinship ties are typically with
his mother’s brother.

Marriage and Family

Marriage.  Traditionally, a young man was dependent upon
his lineage head and elders both for permission to marry and
for the material goods required for bride-wealth; elders of the
woman's lineage were also much involved in the discussions
and negotiations surrounding the marriage. Bride-wealth has
varied over time but has usually included iron objects, domes-
tic animals, and, in the twentieth century, money. Marriage
has been typically patrilocal and patriarchal, with the hus-
band and father as the undisputed head of the household. Al-
though polygyny has often been presented as an ideal, limited
means have always made it rare in practice. Children are
highly prized, and historically a couple did not set up their
own household until the birth of their first child, living until
then in the household of the husband’s mother. Childlessness
is one of the most serious misfortunes imaginable; women are
typically blamed, and the marriage often ends or the husband
takes a second wife. Divorce, which can occur for numerous
reasons, is not uncommon and may or may not involve return
of the bride-wealth; children, as members of the father’s lin-
eage, usually either stay with the father or return to him later.
Even bride-wealth marriages are now often mainly nuclear-
family affairs, and other alternatives to traditional marriage
are common. These include Christian marriage (with or with-
out bride-wealth), elopement, and single parenthood.

Domestic Unit. A typical household consists of a nuclear
family (husband, wife, and unmarried children), although
aged parents, unmarried siblings, offspring of deceased sib-
lings, or others are often household members as well. All
members of the household acknowledge the authority of its
head, the husband; each wife or other adult female in the
household has traditionally had her own fields, granaries, and
kitchen or cooking hut.

Inheritance. Inheritance has been, and largely remains, pa-
trilineal. Apart from land, the rights to which were passed on
equally to all sons, the eldest son was traditionally the desig-
nated heir of the father's property, although he was supposed
to provide for the needs of his younger brothers.

Socialization. Mothers are responsible for the initial care of
their children and for much of their socialization. After wean-

ing and up to the age of 5 or 6, however, much of the day-to-
day caretaking of a child has customarily been done by an op-
posite-sex sibling or other preadolescent (often a member of
the father’s lineage), called lapidi (nurse-child). From early
on, girls and boys learn gender-appropriate behaviors and ac-
tivities, and these are reflected in both their play and their
chores and other responsibilities. Sons have traditionally
learned about farming, hunting, herding, and lineage and
chiefdom traditions from their fathers and other lineage’
males; girls learn farming and domestic duties from their
mothers. Since independence, formal schooling has provided
a strong socializing influence from outside the home for more
and more Acholi, especially those attending secondary
school. Army membership has also supplied a distinct, if
largely negative, socializing influence on many Acholi young
men. Some Acholi mothers exclaim that they do not know
their sons after they have been away in the army.
Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization.  Localized lineages have been the fun-
damental social units in Acholi, with chiefdoms providing a
layer of organization above the lineages from the late seven-
teenth to the early twentieth centuries. While rwodi, mem-
bers of royal lineages, and lineage heads all seem to have been
somewhat better off than others before the latter part of the
nineteenth century, social stratification appears limited,
owing primarily to both limited wealth in the society and re-
distribution. Certain rwodi and interpreters began to accumu-
late some of the new wealth brought into Acholi by
international trade, and descendants of some of these men
used their inherited wealth to build up prominent twentieth-
century families. Since independence, a relatively few Acholi
army officers have managed to accumulate substantial for-
tunes, as have a few traders. More commonly, almost any
salaried job in the public or private sector represents an in-
come that averages several times that of a member of the ma-
jority peasant population.

Political Organization. During the colonial period, politi-
cal leadership in Acholi was contested among those with tra-
ditional leadership qualifications and others who benefited
from the new dispensation, including collaborators with the
British and those who managed to obtain Western education.
Administrative divisions within Acholi, however, both during
colonial rule and since independence, have often reflected
preexisting sociopolitical units: lineages at the parish level;
chiefdoms at the subcounty level; and larger zones of the most
intensive (and peaceful) interpolity interactions at the county
level.

Social Control. In precolonial Acholi, lineage heads and
elders were most responsible for social control, though one of
the attractions that assisted the development of chiefdoms
seems to have been the ability of rwodi to help settle disputes
that involved more than one lineage. With colonial rule came
a new hierarchy of chiefs, clerks, and policemen, all under the
authority of a district commissioner. Much of that hierarchy
continued into the independence era. The essential lawless-
ness of the Idi Amin and second Milton Obote regimes, how-
ever, as well as of the various rebel groups, the Ugandan army,
and Karamojong raiders (who have been active in Acholi
since the mid-1980s) have led to a breakdown of any mean-
ingful social control in the area.
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Conflict. The available evidence suggests that conflict in
Acholi before the end of the nineteenth century, both among
Acholi chiefdoms and with neighboring peoples, was neither
rare nor endemic. When conflict did occur, however, it was
usually limited in scope, with relatively few deaths. Recog-
nized compensation and reconciliation procedures seem to
have often limited or prevented serious conflict, especially
among neighboring chiefdoms within the same zone. With
the coming of the ivory and slave trades, and the firearms that
accompanied them, conflict became more frequent, more
deadly, and more widely spread. A rebellion in 1911 in re-
sponse to the British confiscation of Acholi guns was the last
large-scale conflict in Acholi until Amin came to power in
1971. During Obote’s first term as president, and especially
during his second term, Acholi soldiers played key roles in the
massive conflict in other parts of Uganda, where hundreds of
thousands of people—many of them innocent civilians—Ilost
their lives; from the mid-1980s into the 1990s, Acholi was the
scene of similar levels of conflict.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Once chiefdoms were established,
Acholi religious beliefs focused on three types of spirits (jogi;
sing. jok). There were the spirits of known relatives, especially
lineage ancestors; a second type was the nonancestral jok of
the chiefdom as a whole. Spirits of both of these types were
generally beneficent. They were approached in regard to such
general concerns as good health, fertility, and appeals or
thanks for good harvests in ceremonies that usually empha-
sized the consciousness, cohesiveness, and continuation of
their respective groups as functioning corporate entities. The
third group of spirits were those of unknown persons and dan-
gerous beasts; these were hostile, personified as ghosts, be-
lieved to cause sickness and other misfortunes, and dealt with
by means of spirit possession.

Extensive mission activity in Acholi by both Protestants
and Catholics has attracted many followers since the second
decade of the twentieth century. Traditional beliefs, however,
still persist, often meshed with Christian doctrine in complex
ways. One illustration of this is the various spirit-possession-
based millennial (and military) movements that have been
prominent in Acholi during the extremely difficult period of
the late 1980s and early 1990s, most famously the Holy Spirit
Movement of Alice Lakwena.

Religious Practitioners. Traditionally, lineage heads and
elders were the most knowledgeable about—and involved
with—the lineage and chiefdom jogi, although rwodi also had
a role to play in ceremonies involving the latter. In addition
there were priest- ot priestess-diviners, private practitioners
who worked for the well-being of their clients, and witches,
who worked in private for evil or destructive purposes. Con-
temporary versions or amalgams of these practitioners con-
tinue to function in Acholi.

Ceremonies. Each type of spirit had numerous ceremonies
associated with it; many ceremonies included small offerings
of food and drink. Historically, the most important public cer-
emonies were probably those associated with birth, planting,
harvesting, and the killing of a large animal or another human
being. Dances and other activities surrounding spirit posses-
sion seem to have been originally introduced from Bunyoro in
the early nineteenth century and then became more wide-

spread during the tumultuous years of the latter part of that
century.

Arts. The major art forms of the Acholi have been drum-
ming, singing, and dancing.

Medicine. In the past, medical problems were addressed
through approaches to various spirits, by visits to diviners, and
by the use of herbs, roots, and other folk medicines. Many
contemporary Acholi continue to use these treatments, al-
though nearly all with access to clinics and hospitals rely on
these as well, whenever they can.

Death and Afterlife. Acholi conceive of death as an in-
evitable, personal defeat and tragedy, against which there is
no ultimate defense. The personal and group loss resulting
from death is acknowledged as real and permanent. Tradition-
ally, a grave is dug as soon as a person has died, following
which a small and brief ceremony is held in the deceased’s
house prior to burial. All procedures are conducted with care,
to attempt to ensure that the spirit of the departed does not
become angry. Further tidying up and smoothing over the
grave take place within the week. Then a final dance and
feast takes place at a time chosen to make possible the maxi-
mum attendance by relatives and other interested people. The
size and nature of this occasion depend on the age and status
of the deceased, with the most lavish and festive celebrations
taking place when the person who died was both aged and im-
portant. In terms of the afterlife, although spirits of the dead
are believed to continue to exist and manifest themselves,
there is no belief in a heaven to reward the virtuous or a hell
to punish the sinful.
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Afar

ETHNONYMS: Adal, Danakil

The Afar occupy a 143,000-square-kilometer area of Djibouti
and northeastern Ethiopia, sometimes called the Afar Trian-
gle. The eastern point of the triangle lies at the intersection of
the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. Their neighbors include
the Esa Somali, Ittu, and Enia Galla to the south; the Wallo,

Yaju, and Raya Galla to the west; and the Saho to the north-
west. There is a long history of hostility between the Afar and
the surrounding groups, and, as a result, the Afar are often
considered fierce and warlike.

The Afar claim descent from Arabs, and the name
“Danakil” first appeared in the writings of thirteenth-century
Arab geographers. The name may be derived from the Ankala
tribe, which is centered on the Buri Peninsula. They speak an
eastern Cushitic language, and remnants of Cushitic animistic
cults persist in contemporary Afar culture. They numbered
about 143,000 in Djibouti in 1988 and 400,000 in Ethiopia in
1987 (Grimes 1988).

The land inhabited by the Afar is extremely arid and bar-
ren, consisting of stone and sand desert interspersed with salt
lakes and lava streams. The Danakil Depression, which lies
within this area, is 91 meters below sea level and may be the
hottest place on earth. There is only one fertile area, which is
along the Awash River, where some cultivation is possible.
Conditions are also less harsh in the Mabra Mountains, the
Horma highlands, and around Mount Biru.

Nomadic pastoralism is the traditional form of subsis-
tence for the Afar, although some coastal Afar are fishers.
Livestock consists of goats, sheep, and camels where the ter-
rain is suitable, and some cattle in a few places. The Afar sub-
sist mostly on meat, both domestic and wild, and dairy
products, along with agricultural products that are sometimes
stolen and sometimes obtained in trade with villagers in the
Rift Valley or in the highlands. Until about 1930, the Afar
were involved in the trans—Red Sea slave trade, which may
have added substantially to their subsistence base. More re-
cently, the Afar have engaged in trade with Christian farmers
on the Abyssinian plateau to the west, exchanging butter,
hides, livestock, and rope for agricultural goods.

The pastoralism of the Afar is actually closer to transhu-
mance than to full nomadism. Transhumance is a patterned
movement of people among several regularly visited locations,
at least one of which is permanently occupied by a part of the
population, or is improved by some structure, such as a house,
corral, or storage bin. The encampments established during
the seasonal migrations often consist of no more than grass
lean-tos. The migrating unit has a mote permanent home-
stead somewhere else, with larger dwelling structures sur-
rounded by thorn-and-brush fences. Often, it is only the
younger members of the group who go on the seasonal migra-
tions; they take the more highly valued camels and cattle to
higher pastures, leaving the sheep and goats in the care of the
older folk at the more permanent location.

Traditionally, the Afar were divided into two classes, the
Asaimara (“the red ones”) or nobles, and the Adoimara (“the
white ones”) or commoners. Sometimes Asaimara and
Adoimara clans existed as separate territorial groups, but for
the most part tribal groups contained a mixture of both, and
the Asaimara/Adoimara distinction cut across the whole of
Afar society. Adoimara groups living among Asaimara for-
merly paid tribute, but there were also independent Adoimara
tribes and Adoimara tribes that later obtained independent
status. In the mixed Asaimara/Adoimara groups, the chiefs
and heads of kin groups in whom territorial rights were vested
were Asaimara, whereas the client Adoimara had their own
herds of livestock with grazing rights on their patrons’ land.
Today the two classes are territorially intermingled and do not

~ seem to have any distinguishing behavioral characteristics.
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The Afar territorial, political, and fighting unit is called a
mela, which is usually translated as “eribe.” Historically, there
has been a great deal of hostility between different tribes.
Feuds are common both within and between tribes. Within
tribal units, feuds were caused by the death of one or more
patties in a dispute, and could be settled with the payment of
blood compensation. Disputes between tribes usually resulted
in warfare. Today the Ethiopian government takes a more in-
volved role in the resolution of disputes.

Tribes are divided into clans, which have an agnatic lin-
eage structure. Tribal endogamy is the general rule, and there
is a preference for cross-cousin marriage. Gitls are eligible for
marriage after their tenth year, whereas a man is traditionally
not supposed to marry until after he has killed someone in
battle. Like most Muslim groups, the Afar are patriarchal;
leadership roles are assigned to men. Residence can be either
matrilocal or patrilocal but is predominantly patrilocal.
Women are assigned the tasks of building the nomadic hut,
collecting wood and water, milking, preparing food, and
weaving mats. Some Afar tribes have age sets in which men of
similar age are grouped under a common chief and are initi-
ated together.

The Afar were formerly divided into four paramount sul-
tanates, each of which was divided into smaller confederate
territories. Today the Afar are increasingly under the control
of national governments. Even so, most Afar are still on the
fringes of state control and retain a relatively high degree of
political, social, and economic independence.

Islam is the predominant religion of the Afar, who follow
the practices of the Sufi sect. The practice of Islam is rather
unorthodox, particularly among pastoral Afar, in comparison
to other groups {e.g., the Somali). There are still traces of the
Cushitic religion, which can be seen in shrines erected on
mountain tops to offer sacrifices to the sky/god Zar/Wak.
Zar/Wak, the father of the universe, perhaps provided an easy
transition to Allah and Islam. Jenile, or oracle dancing, is also
connected to the Cushitic religion, and aspects of the dance
may have been incorporated into Sufi Istamic ceremonies.
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Afrikaners

ETHNONYM: Trekkers
Ori ,

The Afrikaners are descendants, to a great extent, of Dutch,
German, and French Huguenot settlers, and, to a lesser ex-
tent, of English, Scottish, Irish, and other settlers of South
Africa. The Dutch that was the language of the first White
settlers, who arrived in 1652, evolved into Afrikaans, which
retained much of the structure and grammar of the original
Dutch. In 1986 there were 5,800,000 speakers of Afrikaans in
South Africa, of which 3,000,000 were classified as “Whites”
and 2,800,000 were classified as “Coloureds” (Grimes 1988).
Afrikaners are members of an ethnic group who are predomi-
nantly White, speakers of Afrikaans, of Western European de-
scent, politically aligned with the National party, belong to
the Dutch Reformed church (NGK), and share a distinctive
history with other Afrikaners. The extent to which members
share all of these characteristics is variable, but it is widely be-
lieved, because of the central importance of language, that
speaking Afrikaans is probably the most salient indicator of
group membership. Furthermore, because loyalty has been a
highly regarded value, political-party affiliation is another
category that is frequently used to define the in-group and to
challenge potential dissidents.

History and Cultural Relations

Besides language, one of the defining characteristics of
Afrikaners is their history. Many of the earlier settlers moved
away from Cape Town, in part because of their resistance to
Dutch and British rule, but also because of their attraction to
their new environment. Their relations with the indigenous
populations were mixed. They had generally good relations
with the Khoi-khoi (Hottentots) and the San, but there was a
mutual distrust and fear between the “trekkers,” as the inland
settlers came to be called, and the Xhosa. Based on these ex-
periences, as well as a strong Christian (Calvinist) faith,
Afrikaners came to believe that the only possible relationship
between Blacks and Whites was master to slave or enemy to
enemy.

A pivotal event, or series of events, in Afrikaner history
was the northeasterly migration of the trekkers, or Voor-
trekkers (the pioneers). Precipitated by a number of condi-
tions, including the annexation of Cape Town by the British,
unpopular British regulations, and the emancipation of slaves,
this “Great Trek” began in 1835. The Voortrekkers founded
the republics of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State, es-
tablishing constitutions that disallowed racial equality in
church or state. Along the way, the Voortrekkers defeated the
powerful Zulu nation, after its leader, Dingane, killed Pieter
Retief and his party while they were his guests. Their deaths
were avenged on 16 December 1838 at the Battle of Blood
River; the date is now celebrated as a national holiday.

Another important event in Afrikaner history was the
Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902), which was precipitated by
conflicts between British gold seekers and Afrikaner farmers.
Although the British won this war, it had the effect of creat-
ing an Afrikaner nation by providing a reason for Afrikaners



Afrikaners 9

t}

of the Cape Colony to unite with Afrikaners who lived in-
land. The British soon restored self-rule to the two republics
and convened a convention to plan the Union of South
Africa. There were no Black representatives at the conven-
tion, and only White voters were allowed to vote on the rati-
fication of the new constitution of South Africa. The
Commonwealth country that was created established a color
bar that literally prohibited Blacks or Coloureds from partici-
pating as equal members in the society. Britain sanctioned
this policy by approving the formation of the Union of South
Africa in the British Parliament.

The founding of the National party in 1914 is an impor-
tant event in Afrikaner history, because that party played a
major role in the policy that became known as “apartheid.”
When General Hertzog, the founder of the party (although
later rejected by it), was elected prime minister in 1924, a
number of policies were initiated that divided the Afrikaans-
speaking people from the English-speaking people, as well as
from all other people in the country. Afrikaans superseded
Dutch as one of the two official languages. The separation of
children by color in the schools became more absolute, and
Afrikaners began to predominate in many official organiza-
tions, such as the South African Police and the civil service.
The most powetful of all Afrikaner bodies at this time was the
secret Broederbond (League of Brothers), consisting of the
elite, the thinkers, and the philosophers of Afrikanerdom.
They planned and worked for radical changes in South
African society, which they were able to accomplish when, for
the first time, they were able to bring to power one of their
own, in 1948. In that year the first candidate, Dr. Daniel
Frangois Malan, who had the overwhelming support of the
National party, was elected prime minister. His government
was dedicated to achieving sovereign independence and the
preservation of Afrikanerdom and the White race through
apartheid. He began what many believe was a total restructur-
ing of South African society, including the political, social,
educational, and cultural separation of races. He carried out
this transformation through a series of acts, including the
Mixed Marriages Act, which prohibited marriages between
the races, the Immorality Act, which prohibited sexual rela-
tions between the races, the Group Areas Act, which defined
where people of different races could live, and the Population
Registration Act, which determined the racial category of
every person in the country.

Religion
The first settlers of South Africa brought with them a funda-
mentalist form of Calvinism, which, in the frontier, remained
unrefined. Events in African history have acquired a religious
significance when the leaders of Afrikaner nationalism used
them as evidence of a divine calling for the Afrikaner people.
When neo-Calvinists suggested that God reveals himself in
nature and in history, Afrikaner revisionists jumped to the
conclusions that God must be recognized in all things, and
that the will of God was apparent in all things. The existence
and development of the Afrikaner people, therefore, is an act
of God, and, because God created the nation, the nation must
continue. A similar argument often heard in the past was that
God had willed that there should be separate nations and
races.
Many early Afrikaners identified with the Israelites of the

Old Testament and saw a parallel between their history and
that of the Jews. Like the Jews, they believed and fought for
their right to nationhood and, perhaps to a large extent, be-
lieved that they were, like God's chosen people, forbidden to
mix with others not of their blood.

The Dutch Reformed church, clearly the dominant one
among Afrikaners, is distinct from other Protestant churches
in that its theology is Calvinist in principle; more important,
it supports political policies of the National party. By the time
the Afrikaner government came to power in 1948, the NGK
had lost contact with the original teachings of Calvin and, in
so doing, conveniently provided the theological foundation
for apartheid. The National party's policies led to the eleva-
tion of apartheid to a civil religion in which the secular no-
tions of volk, culture, and politics became prominent features,
and the NGK became a virtual puppet of the National party
government, often providing scriptural support for apartheid.

The events that occurred in the late 1980s and in the
1990s, which were primarily of a political nature—the freeing
of Nelson Mandela from prison, his election as president, and
the dismantling of apartheid—will provide a challenge to the
survival of the Afrikaners as an ethnic group in the years to
come. Because Afrikaners are fiercely loyal and they have ex-
pressed their loyalty to the National party, which supported
apartheid policies, how they will respond as a group to the dis-
mantling of apartheid will perhaps be a key factor in their sur-
vival as an ethnic group. If they cling to a minority view and
make that view a necessary part of their identity, as they have
in the past, Afrikaners may dissolve into nothing more than a
political party. If, on the other hand, they can remain an en-
dogamous group while accepting antiapartheid or non—Na-
tional party views, their survival as an ethnic group will be
more likely.
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Aimaq

ETHNONYMS: Barbari, Berberi, Chahar (or Char) Aimaq

In western Afghanistan and far eastern Iran, “Aimaq” means
“tribal people,” which distinguishes the Aimaq from the non-
tribal population in the area, the Persians (Fariswan) and
Tajiks. Most of the population of 800,000 (1980) live in
Afghanistan. In 1984, 120,000 Aimagq lived in Iran. They are
considered to be Hanafi Sunni Muslims.

Linguistically, the Aimagq differ little from the majority of
Persians surrounding them. The local dialects of the Aimaq
tribes are very close either to eastern Khorasan Farsi or to
Dari, the Herati dialect of Farsi.

The Char Aimaq (chahar, four), an administrative group-
ing of four seminomadic tribes, is the largest of twenty Aimaq
groups. There are six other seminomadic or nomadic Aimaq
groups in western Afghanistan, including the Timuri, Tahiri,
Zuri, Maleki, and Mishmast. Other sedentary groups that may
be considered Aimaq are the Kipchak, Chenghizi, Chagatai,
Mobari, Ghuri, Kakeri, Damanrigi, and Khamidi. Geographi-
cally, the Char Aimagq live within an area stretching from the
central hills of Badghis north and northeast of Herat to the
mountains of Ghor in the west of central Afghanistan.

The four tribes of the Char Aimagq are the Jamshidi, the
Aimagqg-Hazara, the Firuzkuhi, and the Taimani. The tribes of
Char Aimaq date to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
when the groups were unified by chiefs coming from outside
the area. Descendants of these founders are still influential in
tribal affairs, although they have lost their traditional power.

During the second half of the nineteenth century and
early in the twentieth century, the Jamshidi were forced to
lead a nomadic life. All of the tribe or greater parts of it had
been exiled in Persia, in Khiva, and in northeastern Afghan-
istan. Thousands of Taimani and Tajiks of Ghor were forcibly
transplanted to the north of Herit, and the largest of the
other Aimagq tribes, the Timuri, was nearly exterminated.

Tribalism is strong among all Aimaq groups. For example,
feuds tend to be settled by tribal rather than by government
authorities. The traditional concept of honor and shame,
which is very important in tribal law, is still stronger than Is-
lamic or state law.

The Aimaq, in sharp contrast with other societies in
rural Afghanistan, accord women high status: women partici-
pate in group discussions, even when outsiders are present,
and a girl may reject a groom chosen by her father. Bride-ser-
vice is sometimes practiced; a groom lives in the compound of
his future bride’s parents and serves for a specific period of
time (usually two years or more). After his bride-service is
completed, the wedding takes place, and husband and wife
begin their lives together. Where the influence of the ortho-
dox Muslim clergy is stronger, however, as in the vicinity of
Herat, such traditional practices are much less common.

Agriculture and animal husbandry form the basis of the
Char Aimaq economy. Badghis is one of the most fertile areas
of Afghanistan. Water is plentiful and is used for irrigating
fields of rice, cotton, and grapes. Wheat and melons are also
grown. Herding is a primary subsistence activity. Fat-tailed
sheep, including karakuls, graze year round. Herds, which
graze on pastures near the villages, are cared for by one of sev-
eral brothers in an extended family during the spring and
summer. Shepherds take the flocks to the lower steppes along
the former Soviet border in the autumn and winter. In most
years, surplus agricultural products can be sold at markets in
Herat or Qala Nau. Carpet weaving is another activity that
earns cash.

There is less rainfall outside Badghis, and yields from
farming are much lower. In addition, cattle must be kept in
stables during the severe winters, which limits the number of
animals that can be herded. Groups outside of Badghis are
thus less densely populated and more economically restricted
than is the population of Badghis.

The Timuri were the most powerful and most numerous
of the other Aimaq groups. Their original homeland is west-
ern Badghis, where they adjoin the Jamshidi. In this area,
high-quality Herat Baluch rugs are woven by women of some
of the Timuri subtribes.

Many of the Timuri have moved to what is now Iranian
Khorasin, where thay have joined with various small groups
of Jamshidi, Zuri, and other Aimaq. There are a few Jamshidi
and Aimaq-Hazara living in the vicinity of Mashhad who
have preserved traditional customs. The Timuri in Iran and
some of those near Badghis tend to be nomadic, whereas those
near the oases of Herit tend to be settled.

There have been few reports on the Aimaq since the in-
vasion of Afghanistan by the former Soviet Union in 1979.
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Orientation

The Akan comprise a cluster of peoples living in southem and
central Ghana and in southeastern Ivory Coast. They form a
series of distinct kingdoms and share a common language,
known as Twi, which has many dialects. Twi is a tonal lan-
guage and, since missionary work during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, has been written in Roman script.

The total Akan population numbers some five or six mil-
lion. The main constituent kingdoms include Akyem, Ak-
wamu, Akuapem, and Kwahu; the Anyi cluster of some fifteen
kingdoms; Asante (with Ahanta and Wasa); the Attie cluster

of four kingdoms; the Baule cluster of some seven kingdoms;
Brong; and the several Fante states.

History

The long, complex history of the Akan peoples is one of in-
ternecine conflicts and, since the eighteenth century, of oppo-
sition to the encroachment of various colonial powers: the
Dutch, Portuguese, Danish, French, and English. In addition,
there have been continual threats from the Islamic peoples of
the southern Saharan fringe. Essentially all these conflicts
have been over monopolies in trade, first across the Sahara
with northern Africa and, in later centuries, across the At-
lantic with the countries of Europe and the Americas.

It appears certain that there were early cultural and com-
mercial links with the empires of the southern Sahara, the lat-
ter consisting mainly of the exchange of gold from the Akan
region for salt and other commodities from the Sahara. Many
of the cultural traits of the Akan indicate that their kingdoms
may, in many cases, be considered successor-states to ancient
Ghana and Mali. Also evident are many cultural similarities
with forest peoples to their east, such as the Fon, Yoruba, and
Edo, although these must have developed many centuries ago.

Economy and Settlement

The Akan are almost all forest dwellers; the exceptions are a
few outlying groups northward in the savanna and eastward in
the hills and valley of the Volta River.

The basic crops are forest root plants (including yams,
cocoyams, sweet potatoes, plantains) and trees (including oil-
palm, many other palms, and cocoa). In many areas, miner-
als—especially gold and bauxite—have been and remain
important. Some Akan kingdoms have lacked gold sources,
their political weakness reflecting the lack of this valuable
trade commodity. Livestock have never been of great impor-
tance, but in some areas hunting has been so until the late
twentieth century. For most of the Akan kingdoms, trade—
mainly in gold—has been a crucial resource. Weaving in cot-
ton and silk is of a technically and aesthetically high order,
and much commerce is built around it. Wood carvings have
also become a valuable commodity, especially with the rise of
the tourist trade in the late twentieth century.

The basic Akan pattern of settlement is extremely vari-
able but, in the main, is one of towns each centered on the
palace of its chief. Attached to these towns, but away from

them in less densely inhabited land, are villages and farms,
some large and long-lasting and others little more than clus-
ters of the houses of single small families. The houses in the
larger towns, constructed of materials that can last for several
years before they crumble, are set along permanent roads. The
dwellings in the villages are made of less durable materials and
are typically arranged with no plan and no clearly marked
center, being merely clusters of the houses of kin.

Men and women share in labor, but both may own farms
and houses and both may provide the labor for them. In for-
mer times, until the end of the nineteenth century, much or
most farm labor was supplied by various forms of servile
persons: slaves, pawns, and many categories of “servant.”
Today different types of sharecropping and labor hired for
cash are the most prevalent, although domestic peonage is
still common.

Kinship, Family, and Marriage

All Akan groups recognize matrilineal descent. The basic
group is the clan, of which there are eight; they are dispersed
among the many kingdoms. Members of a subclan tend to oc-
cupy a single town or village. The clan is an exogamous group.
It is comprised of constituent groups that may be referred to as
lineages, but these do not form any kind of segmentary lineage
system, lineages being attached to others by propinquity and
the power and wealth of the host lineage. Although there has
been much confusion in accounts of the Akan peoples be-
tween matriliny and matriarchy, authority within clans and
lineages is held firmly by men, succession being from a man to
his brother or to his closest sister’s son.

Marriage is expected to be exogamous, and is extremely
simple. There is no bride-wealth, the union being effected by
the transfer of rum or other drink and some money from the
groom to the bride’s immediate family. Divorce is extremely
easy and may be initiated by either men or women. The most
usual causes are adultery and the barrenness of wives.

Legitimacy is important both for inheritance and to de-
fine a person as having, or not having, slave ancestry. It de-
mands not only a proper marriage, however short-lasting, but
also a recognized pater: he gives the child his own spiritual
identity and his or her name; he admits his responsibility for
the child’s education, and he has the expectation that the
child will carry out the father's funerary rites.

A child inherits his or her blood from the mother, and
character or temperament from the father. Maternal blood en-
sures the child’s membership in the abusua (clan or lineage);
paternity bestows membership in one of nine other groups or
categories. Although some accounts claim the Akan descent
system is one of double descent, this view appears to be based
on a misreading of the actual roles of the two lines of descent.

Despite being jurally matrilineal, inheritance is to some
extent divided between sister’s children and a man’s own chil-
dren. The basic principle is that lineage-inherited property
goes to sisters’ children, and property acquired with the help
of a man’s wife and children is distributed among the latter at
his death.

The Akan practiced slavery, obtaining slaves from north-
ern slave dealers, usually Muslims. War captives, criminals,
persons who opposed local chiefs, and many local ritual lead-
ers were also enslaved. Slaves were used for domestic and field
labor, for sale to traders across the Sahara and across the At-
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lantic, and as sacrifices to royal and other ancestors: In the
middle of the nineteenth century, slaves amounted to half of
the population in many towns.
Political Organization

The several Akan peoples each consist of a single kingdom
ruled by a king, omanhene (lit., “state-chief”). The king comes
from whatever clan provides the royal line in a particular
kingdom, and is chosen in rotation from one of this clan’s
kingly lineages (there are often other, nonkingly, lineages
within a royal clan). He is elected by various officials, of
which the most important is the ohemmaa (or similar terms;
lit. “woman-chief” and usually translated in the literature as
“queen-mother”) although she is typically not the actual
mother but a senior woman of the clan, who “knows” geneal-
ogy and may have her own court and be assisted by various of-
ficials. Criteria for the selection of a king include assumed
competence, general personality, and the fact that kingly lines
usually rotate in providing the king. Once selected, the king is
“enstooled”—that is, seated upon the stool of kingship. His
former status is annulled symbolically, his debts and lawsuits

are settled, his clothing and personal possessions stored; he is

then symbolically reborn and given the identity of one of his
forebears. He assumes the royal name and title borne by that
previous ruler.

A king has his palace, in which work members of his
court. Details vary considerably, but, in general, the royal offi-
cials comprise several categories: those from the royal clan it-
self; those representing the remainder of the people; and ritual
officials, drummers, and others who were considered the “chil-
dren” of the king, being recruited from many sources, includ-
ing royal slaves, and often observing patrilineal descent.

The king is a sacred person. He may not be observed eat-
ing or drinking and may not be heard to speak nor be spoken
to publicly (speaking only through a spokesman or “linguist,”
okyeame). He is covered from the sky by a royal umbrella,
avoids contact with the earth by wearing royal sandals, and
wears insignia of gold and elaborate and beautiful cloth of
royal design. In the past, an Akan king held power over the
life and death of his subjects and slaves. These powers were
eroded during colonial rule, but today an Akan king remains
extremely powerful, representing his people both politically
and ritually and acting as a focus for the identity of his king-
dom. By far the most powerful is the king of Asante, who has
the largest of all the Akan kingdoms, the Asantehene at Ku-
masi.

Warfare has historically been a central institution, a
means of extending of territory and controlling external trade.
An Akan state is typically divided into five or six military for-
mations or “wings,” each under the authority of a wing chief.
Beneath the wing chiefs, who are chosen by the king, are the
chiefs of the main towns of a kingdom. The latter are from the
town’s ruling line.

Religion
Indigenous Akan religion is based upon the worship of a High
God, various spitits or deities, and ancestors. The High
God-—known as Onyame, Onyankopon, and by other
names—is the Creator, now otiose; he is accompanied by
Asase Yaa, the goddess of the earth. The ancestors live in the
land of the dead and may demand offerings, in the past in-

éluding those of slaves. The royal ancestors are at the heart of
the ritual protection of a kingdom. They are “fed” at shrines
in the form of blackened stools of wood and kept in the “stool
rooms” in palaces and houses. Traditionally, the stools were
anointed with human blood, gunpowder, and spider webs, and
given alcoholic drink; human sacrifices are no longer made.
Spirits or deities are many, and the living can communicate
with them through prayer, sacrifice, and possession. Each has
its own osofo, or priest; an okomfo is a living spirit medium
who interprets the words of a spirit who is consulted to re-
move sickness and human disasters. Each kingdom and town
has, or had in past years, an annual purification ritual, known
as odwira, in which the king, the office of kingship, the king-
dom, and the town are purified of the pollution of the preced-
ing year; this is often known in the literature as a “yam
festival.”

The Akan have largely been Christian since the nine-
teenth century, except for most kings, who have had to retain
their indigenous religious status and practices. European
Christian missions were highly successful, bringing not only
Christianity but also education, and most Akan have been lit-
erate for a long time. Islam has a long history among the
Akan, having been introduced by early traders from the
north. Royalty made use of Muslim scribes for court duties.
The Akan have a long history of “prophets” of many kinds—
Christian, Muslim, and “heathen”—and of separatist Chris-
tian movements. All these various forms of religious belief
and activity exist side by side, and most people have recourse
to all of them, according to their particular needs and wishes.
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Identification. The Alur speak DhuAlur, a Western
Nilotic language of the Lwo Group. They live in northwest-
ern Uganda and in the neighboring parts of northeastern
Zaire. The total Alur population at the time of the 1948 cen-
sus was approximately 300,000. In censuses taken since then,
the Alur have not been counted as a separate ethnic group,
but their population can now be conservatively estimated at

around half a million. Some two-fifths of the Alur live in
Uganda and three-fifths in Zaire.

Location.  Alur territory occupies the northwestern shores
of Lake Albert and of the Albert Nile, which runs out of it.
The lacustrine and riverine areas have an elevation of about
600 meters, and the land rises from the lake at a steep escarp-
ment. Farther north, it rises more gradually to hilly plateaus,
which average from 1,500 to 1,800 meters and which have the
most rainfall (100 to 200 centimeters), the most fertile soil,
and the densest population, as well as the coolest climate in
the region. In contrast, the shore areas are very hot and
humid. In Uganda, the density ranges from 25 persons per
square kilometer in the lowlands to 43 in the highlands.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities.  Finger millet, the
staple food, has been partially displaced by cassava, which
colonial authorities compelled the Alur to plant as a reserve
against famine; flour from both crops is usually mixed in cook-
ing. Maize has been extensively grown during the twentieth
century, a great part of it used for brewing. Beans, simsim
(sesame), spinach (both wild and cultivated), and, at lower el-
evations, shea butternuts are important elements of the diet.
In addition to cattle, the Alur raise chickens, goats, and some
sheep. Edible ants and seasonal swarms of grasshoppers are fur-
ther supplements. Elephants, antelopes, buffalo, rhinoceroses,
hippopotamuses, crocodiles, edible rats, rabbits, and porcu-
pines were once hunted, but government regulations, popula-
tion growth, and sparsity of game have brought almost to an
end the hunting of these animals, except for the last three.
The highland areas consist mainly of grassland cleared
from primeval forest, the lowland areas of savanna bush. Ev-
erywhere, cattle are kept to some extent, but they flourish
best in the highlands, which have also been more favorable
than the lowlands to the increase of human population. Cot-
ton is grown mainly in the midland areas, and, since the
1960s, arabica coffee has been planted extensively in the
highlands, superseding cattle as the main source of cash. The
Alur of the lowlands fish in the lake and river, trading smoke-
dried fish to the highlands and neighboring parts of Uganda
and Zaire. Mineral salt is obtained from a few localities, and
vegetable salt is made by filtering the ash of suitable grasses.

Industrial Arts. The Okeodo, an ethnic subgroup of the
Alur, formerly melted iron and forged tools and weapons.
Skins, leaves, fibers, and bark cloth were worn as clothing
until after World War II, when imported cotton came to be
universally adopted.

Houses, utensils, and musical instruments are still made
domestically, by individuals who have developed special skills,
from local materials that are accessible to all. The houses are
now usually roofed with imported iron corrugated sheets in-
stead of local thatch, however, and the availibility of im-
ported utensils and musical instruments has caused local
production to dwindle.

Trade. There has always been some exchange of salt, iron
goods, fish, livestock, and foodstuffs, but regular markets did
not develop until after World War II; retail shops and and ad-
ministrative centers can be found at a few crossroads. Some
non-Africans, especially Arabs, and African Muslims were
prominent in the early development of these retail and ad-
ministrative centers, but the Indo-Pakistani tetailers, perva-
sive throughout Uganda, were confined to the district
headquarters town of Arua, which lay outside Alur territory.

Land Tenure. All Alur had free access to land through kin-
ship and descent. Most people lived in territory that was
under the control of a corporate descent group to which peo-
ple belonged by agnatic descent, but some might also live in
another territory, to which they were linked through a
mother’s brother or other close cognatic relative.

Division of Labor.  Traditionally, there was a faitly clear di-
vision of labor by sex among the Alur. Women were responsi-
ble for the domestic economy—preparing, cooking, and
serving food, including brewing beer (and, for some of them,
distilling spirits), collecting fuel, and maintaining the walls
and floors of houses. Men cleared the land and hoed the
fields, women weeded and harvested. The division of labor
has become more diversified: both men and women work as
teachers, shopkeepers, and medical staff (e.g., ordetlies,
nurses). Many women pursue careers away from home, espe-
cially around Kampala.

Kinship, Marriage, and Family

The family is polygynous, patrilineal, and patrilocal, based
economically on the house-property complex. A man with
more than one wife is required to provide each woman with
her own house, granaries, and fields. The elementary cell of
the compound family is thus an independent inheritance
group. Its land is inheritable by its male members; its female
members inherit nothing except possibly a few omaments, ar-
ticles of dress, and household utensils from their mother. Most
of the animals that are received at a daughter’s marriage be-
come the property of the elementary family, consisting of her
father, mother, and brothers. The head of the compound fam-
ily is the trustee of the property of each of its component ele-
mentary families. The compound family is a self-contained
property-holding unit. Bride-wealth received within it does
not go outside it, except for special debts, and only its mem-
bers share in the inheritance at the death of its head. The el-
dest son of the first wife usually succeeds as chief heir,
although any son of any wife can do so if he is considered bet-
ter qualified; however, such a succession may cause a split in
the lineage. The son who inherits is the formal guardian of
any young children left by his father. He has the first choice in
the leviratic inheritance of widows (other than his own
mother), but if there is more than one, he does not inherit
both, but probably allows one to go to a younger brother who
is not yet married.
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Neighborhood groups are usually composed of exogamous
lineages, lineage segments, or composite clan sections, with
possibly a few other individuals and families linked to them
cognatically. A man has special ties and privileges toward his
mother’s brother’s clan as a whole, although such ties and
privileges are usually exercised only toward the mother’s
brother’s own corporate lineage. The man’s relationship to his
father’s sister is equally important, but, as sisters marry into
different lineages, that relationship is usually centered on a
particular father’s sister, always involving her husband and his
fellow agnates, all of whom refer to the man as “son of our
brother-in-law.” Of course, the new affinal relations created in
one generation always become the cognatic relations of the
next.

Because marriage is a lengthy process of contract between
two lineages, the Alur try to avoid divorce, which involves
costly and disruptive rearrangements of property. Barrenness
of women, sterility of men (rarely admitted), witchcraft on
the part of either, and gross failure in domestic marital obliga-
tions are all grounds for divorce. Most of the bride-wealth
must be repaid in case of divorce, with deductions made for
any children born of the marriage.

The Alur familial authority system, in relation to the in-
dividual, is essentially continuous, collective, and general-
ized. Within the permanent and pervasive groups, which are
mutually interdependent, children are taught to assume
generalized roles that impose their inevitable limitations of
habit and whose pattern is easily extended to cover like
groups. The individual’s first experience of authority comes
in the form of parental discipline, but training and discipline
also come from a fairly wide group of senior paternal and ma-
ternal kin. Authority rests on a noticeably collective basis,
and the parental role is much less marked than in Western
family systems. Alur children go through a process of learning
that begins with toilet training and feeding themselves and
ranges to respecting persons and property, running errands,
and generally emulating older persons of their own sex. Some
aspects of this process invite comparison with those of the
wider political system. The Alur describe their system of dis-
cipline as stern and rigid, yet observation of their daily life
conveys the opposite impression. It must be that the stern
enforcement of minimum rules of conduct on rare and exem-
plary occasions during maturation is sufficient to fix obser-
vance of these minimum requirements by the majority
without any further reminders and with infrequent need for
punishment. The tempo of their life is slow, their physical
stamina is great, and they endure spells of exhaustingly hard
work, but the greater part of life among the Alur consists of
tasks that are monotonous but not exacting, which enables
the young to have great freedom and yet to be inducted into
adult life without any striking period of tension or ritualized
initiation. Legitimate authority, both in the family and in the
political system, cannot be directly challenged, but it can be
evaded. In family life, the escape from authority, although
usually more or less temporary, is also an integral part of the
system and brings into play various categories of kinship
without challenging the legitimacy of familial authority as
such. The introduction of spheres of activity beyond the
direct control of Alur society, such as schooling, migrant
labor, and professional careers outside Alur territory, consti-
tutes a much graver threat to the integrity of the Alur system
of socialization.

Sociopolitical Organization

At one time, the Alur had begun to develop specialized polit-
ical institutions, but they remained embedded in the ex-
tended kin-based structure of segmentary lineages through
which political processes also were expressed. The ruling lines
of Lwo descent reached their present territory some three or
four centuries ago, as part of a larger Nilotic migration from
what is now Sudan. They gradually established dominance
over small groups from other ethnic groups (Okebo, Madi,
Lendu) and incorporated them into a new society. This domi-
nance seems to have been established with little or no actual
warfare, by employing peaceful methods that provided a
somewhat larger scale of organization, by instituting more ef-
fective methods of dispute settlement, and, above all, by sup-
plying the nonmaterial means of production in the mystical
form of rainmaking, which attracted the support and alle-
giance of all. Such mystical powers are held in exclusive pos-
session by the hereditary heads of the principal Lwo lineages,
which reached different parts of the country by various routes.
With the passage of time and demographic growth, the major
lineages themselves segmented, and the mystical services of
rainmaking and sacred kingship proliferated and expanded to
cover an ever larger territory.

Two chief mechanisms led to this proliferation and ex-
pansion. The king would send an unruly, troublesome son out
to live among as yet unincorporated groups of non-Alur. The
son would go with followers and cattle, providing feasts and
receiving gifts in return, setting up a new cycle of economic
and marital exchange and redistribution, mediating and arbi-
trating disputes, and providing a channel of privileged access
to the rainmaking powers of the king, his father, which even-
tually became powers exercised by himself and his heirs in
their own right. Alur lineages and clan sections sometimes pe-
titioned the king to send them one of his sons to be their local
ruler, making them more highly respected by neighboring
groups, who might also have done the same, and providing
them with the same mystical, political, and economic ser-
vices. These rulers did not endeavor to eliminate inter-
personal violence altogether. Compensation for offenses,
including homicide, could be sought by the men of the lin-
eage concerned, and lineages could even fight if they failed to
agree. To continue fighting was an offense against the king’s
stool (i.e., his mystical authority), however, and had to be re-
solved by payment of a fine. If a group refused to pay, the
king’s only ultimate recourse was to call other groups to join
with him in plundering the offenders. This was a rare but
feared deterrent.

In sum, the segmentary state was characterized by an ele-
mentary political sovereignty that was restricted to a small,
central-core domain, but a general ritual suzerainty spread
out more widely. This relationship of sovereignty and su-
zerainty at the center was repeated on a smaller scale at the
peripheral centers that were derived from it, creating a pyra-
midal structure.

Religion and Expressive Culture

The central religious concept of the tradional Alur was jok,
which could be perceived either as a pervasive unity or as a
composite entity of innumerable particular entities that were
associated with prominent or extraordinary manifestations of
nature, rocks, trees, wells, and streams and also with the an-
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cestral spirits of the lineages. Every family head built one
shrine for his patrilineal ancestors and another for the spirits
of female and cognatic kin. The shrine that was built by a lin-
eage head was more important, and the shrine of the ruler, al-
though also dedicated to his ancestors, virtually amounted to
a shrine for the polity as a whole and received the largest at-
tendance for seasonal sacrifice and celebration. The diviner
(ajuoga) and the witch (jajok) or sorcerer (not terminologi-
cally distinguished) were thus linguistically linked to jok and
were manifestations of the same power. There were various
methods of divination, whereby the ajuoga diagnosed the na-
ture and discerned the cure of a patient’s afflictions and ascer-
tained the cause of a death. Accused witches were subjected
to ordeals in which poison was administered to chickens,
which were watched to see which suspect they pointed to in
their death throes. Witches convicted in this way formerly
were put to death, and they still may be forced to move to an-
other community. Many afflictions emerge in the form of pos-
session by spirits, which are also various manifestations of jok.
Possession is dealt with by having the appropriate diviner ex-
hort the patient with drumming and by dancing on the part of
those who have previously been cured, in order to accept and
welcome the spirit, allow it to come out, and “dance” in its
honor. This is called idho jok, “to climb jok.”

Cuts were made in certain parts of the body for the inser-
tion of medicine, and foreign bodies implanted in the body by
sorcery were said to be extracted by sucking them out through
horns. Curative bloodletting was also practiced.

The death of prominent people is marked by a mourning
“dance” (ywak), which allows the free expression of grief and
also of aggressive hostility toward death and its presumed
human mystical instrument. The real dance (myel) of the
Alur is a joyous celebration that brings together people of
many neighboring corporate groups in a mystically enforced
truce, secured by ritual, that provides an opportunity for
young people to become attracted to each other and proceed
to courtship and marriage.

Alur artistic expression is evinced in singing; dancing;
playing drums, harps, and horns; and making aesthetically
pleasing objects of practical use. Herbal medicine is part of
the practice of diviners. The Lendu who have been incorpo-
rated into Alur society have contributed a rich body of herbal
lore. Cicatrizations were made by girls on the forehead and
belly, and by the young men of some areas, in patterns that
varied regionally. Because the latter tended to spend long pe-
riods away from home under foreign influence, they discon-
tinued this practice long before gitls did.

Death is marked by sacrifice, feasting, beer drinking, and
inquisition into the causes of death, involving an extensive
rehearsal and a sifting of all the accumulated tensions, dis-
putes, and witchcraft episodes that have marred the harmony
of the local community.
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AIDAN SOUTHALL

Ambhara

ETHNONYM: Amara
Orientation

Identification. The term “Amhara” is derived from amari,
meaning “one who is pleasing, agreeable, beautiful, and gra-
cious.” Amhara culture is often identified with Abyssinian
culture, which is regarded as the heir to the cultural blending
of ancient Semitic and Cushitic (African) patterns; other
heirs are the Tigre-speaking people of Eritrea, and the
Tegrefifia speakers of northern Ethiopia. The name “Ethiopia”
is derived from an ancient Greek term meaning “people with
sunburned faces” and has been revived to designate the pres-
ent-day state, which also includes non-Abyssinians. The
Ambhara themselves often use the term “Amhara” synony-
mously with “Ethiopian Orthodox (Monophysite) Christian,”
although their own, more precise expression for this religion is
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“Towahedo” (Orthodox). In the past, books on Ethiopia have
often referred to this religion as “Coptic,” derived from the
Greek term for Egyptian. Until Haile Selassie was crowned
emperor in 1930, the Coptic metropolitan of Alexandria,
Egypt, had also been the head of this Ethiopian church and
had appointed Ethiopian archbishops.

Location.  Ethiopia is located in the northeastern part of
Africa, roughly between 5° and 16° N and 33° and 43° E. It is
mountainous, separated from the Red Sea by hot lowland
deserts; a steep escarpment in the west borders the hot low-
land in Sudan. The mountain-fortress type of landscape has
frequently enabled the plateau people to retain their indepen-
dence against would-be invaders. Begemder, Gojam, and
Welo are Ambharic speaking, as are parts of Shewa since
Ambhara expansion under emperor Menilek 11 in the 1880s.

Demography. According to the 1984 census, the popula-
tion of Ethiopia was estimated as 42 million. Of these, 28 per-
cent referred to themselves as “Amhara,” and 32 percent
stated that they spoke Amharic at home. Hence, about 14
million could be identified as Amhara, subject to qualification
by the effects of Amharization during the rule of Emperor
Haile Selassie (1930-1974) and the political strife against
Ambhara domination since then. Ethiopia is essentially a rural
country. Apart from the capital, Addis Ababa, few towns have
a permanent population in excess of 10,000: Gonder, the old
caravan town on the way from the highlands to the Sudan;
Harer, the coffee city; and Dire Dawa, the railroad junction to
the coast. The many small towns are essentially marketplaces,
serving the farming hinterland.

Linguistic Affiliation. There are three major linguistic
families in Ethiopia: Cushitic, Semitic, and Nilo-Saharan.
Cushitic and Semitic are two families of the Afro-Asian Phy-
lum. Nilo-Sarahan languages of the Sudanic Phylum predomi-
nate along the northern and western escarpment. Cushitic
includes Oromo (formerly called Galla), Sidamo, Somali, and
Agau. Semitic languages, spoken mainly in the northern half
of the country, are related to the Ge’ez language, which was
spoken there from about the first half of the first millennium
B.C. and had a writing system from which the present
Ambharic writing is derived. Ge'ez ceased to be spoken before
the fourteenth century A.D., but it survives in the Orthodox
liturgy to this day. It has been the language of religious and
historical documents almost until the present, and linguists
have referred to it as “Ethiopic.” Ambharic is related to Ge'ez
but contains strong influences from Cushitic. It has been im-
portant since the fourteenth century A.D., when the earliest
Ambharic document, “Songs of the Kings,” was written.
Ambharic, which is the predominant language on the plateau
of northwest-central Ethiopia, is now the official national lan-
guage of Ethiopia.

History and Cultural Relations

There is a paucity of reliable data about the prehistory of
Ethiopia because archaeological excavation was long prohib-
ited. Three procedures can be followed, however: interpreta-
tion of surface archaeological sites, tracing ancient trade
routes, and linguistic analysis. Rock paintings resemble those
of Libya; others depict cattle without humps, suggesting an
early population of cattle breeders prior to the entry from
Yemen of breeders of humped cattle (which are predominant
today), via the Bab al-Mandab. The elaborate obelisks at

Aksum, 27 to 30 meters tall, with false doors and windows
(which have counterparts in ancient Yemen), appear to fall
into the Semitic period of about 500 B.C. to A.D. 300.

Certain basic trade routes—for instance, the iron route—
have scarcely changed in thousands of years. Salt must still be
brought in from the coast of the Red Sea. Ivory, gold, and
slaves were brought from the south to pay for imports. Wild
coffee was brought from the south of Ethiopia to Yemen, per-
haps to pay for humped sebu cattle. Mashella (guinea corn)
may have originated on the western Ethiopian plateau and
spread westward from there. Foreign trade was given great im-
petus when the camel was introduced to those Ethiopian re-
gions too dry for donkeys, about A.D. 100. There is a record of
hunting expeditions by the Ptolemean rulers of Egypt in
Ethiopia. Prolemy Il (245-222 B.C.) placed at the port of
Adulis (near present-day Mesewa) a Greek inscription record-
ing that he captured elephants, and an inscribed block of
stones with magical hieroglyphs. At the same port about A.D.
60, a Greek merchant named Periplus recorded the importa-
tion of iron and the production of spears for hunting ele-
phants, and in A.D. 350 Aeizana, king of Aksum, defeated the
Nubians and carried off iron and bronze from Meroé.

The Abyssinian tradition of the Solomonic dynasty, as
told in the Ge'ez-language book Kebra Nagast (Honor of the
Kings) refers to the rule of Menilek I, about 975-950 B.C. It
relates that he was the son of Makeda, conceived from King
Solomon during her visit to Jerusalem. Interrupted in A.D. 927
by sovereigns of a Zagwe line, the Solomonic line was restored
in 1260 and claimed continuity until Emperor Haile Selassie
was deposed in 1974. Abyssinian churches are still built on
the principle of Solomon's temple of Jerusalem, with a Holy of
Holies section in the interior. Christianity came to Aksum in
the fourth century A.D., when Greek-speaking Syrians con-
verted the royal family. This strain of Christianity retained a
number of Old Testament rules, some of which are observed
to this day: the consumption of pork is forbidden; circumci-
sion of boys takes place about a week after birth; upper-level
priests consider Saturday a day of rest, second only to Sunday;
weddings preferably take place on Sunday, so that the pre-
sumed deflowering, after nightfall, is considered to have taken
place on the eve of Monday. Ecclesiastic rule over Abyssinia
was administered early on by the archbishop of Alexandria,
detached only after World War II. At the Council of Chal-
cedon in A.D. 451, the theological Monophysites of Alexan-
dria, including the Abyssinians, had broken away from the
European church; hence the designation “Coptic.”

The spread of Islam to regions surrounding it produced
relative isolation in Ethiopia from the seventh to the six-
teenth centuries. During this period, the Solomonic dynasty
was restored in 1260 in the province of Shewa by King
Yekuno Amlak, who extended his realm from Abyssinia to
some Cuchitic-speaking lands south and east. Amharic devel-
oped out of this linguistic blend. From time to time, Euro-
peans heard rumors of a Prester John, a Christian king on the
other side of the Muslim world. Using a vast number of setfs
on feudal church territories, Abuna (archbishop) Tekle Hay-
manot built churches and monasteries, often on easily defen-
sible hilltops, such as Debra Libanos monastery in Shewa,
which is still the most important in Ethiopia.

With the Muslim conquest of Somali land in 1430, the
ring around Abyssinia was complete, and recently Islamicized
Oromo (Galla) seminomadic tribes from the south invaded
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through the Rift Valley, burning churches and monasteries.
Some manuscripts and church paintings had to be hidden on
islands on Lake Tana. When a second wave of invaders came,
equipped with Turkish firearms, the Shewan king Lebna Den-
gel sent a young Armenian to Portugal to solicit aid. Before it
could arrive, the Oromo leader Mohammed Graii (“the left-
handed”) attacked with the aid of Arabs from Yemen, Soma-
lis, and Danakils and proceeded as far north as Aksum, which
he razed, killing the king in battle in 1540. His children and
the clergy took refuge on and north of Lake Tana. One year
later, Som Christofo Da Gama landed at Mesewa with 450
Portuguese musketeers; the slain king’s son, Galaudeos
(Claudius), fought on until he died in battle. The tide tumed,
however, and in 1543 Mohammed Grafi fell in battle.

Shewa nevertheless remained settled by Oromo, who
learned the agriculture of the region. The royal family had
only a tent city in what became the town of Gonder. There
the Portuguese built bridges and castles, and Jesuits began to
convert the royal family to Roman Christianity. King Za Den-
gel was the first royal convert, but the Monophysite clergy or-
ganized a rebellion that led to his removal. His successor, King
Susneos, had also been converted but was careful not to urge
his people to convert; shortly before his death in 1632, he
proclaimed religious liberty for all his subjects.

The new king, Fasilidas (1632-1667), expelled the Por-
tuguese and restored the privileges of the Monophysite clergy.
He—and later his son and grandson—employed workmen
trained by the Portuguese to build the castles that stand to
this day. Special walled paths shielded the royal family from
common sight, but the king, while sitting under a fig tree,
judged cases brought before him. A stone-lined water pool
was constructed under his balcony, and a mausoleum en-
tombed his favorite horse. All these structures still exist. But
the skills of stonemasonry later fell into disuse; warfare re-
quired mobility, which necessitated the formation of military
tent cities. Portuguese viticulture was also lost (though the
name of the middle elevation remains “Woyna Dega”), and
the clergy had to import raisins to produce sacramental wine.

Gonder had been abandoned by the Solomonic line
when a usurping commoner chieftain, Kassa, chose it as the
location to have himself crowned King Theodore in 1855. He
defeated the king of Shewa and held the dynastic heir, the boy
Menilek 1, hostage at his court. Theodore realized the ur-
gency of uniting the many ethnic groups of the country into a
nation, to prevent Ethiopia from losing its independence to
European colonial powers. Thinking that all Europeans knew
how to manufacture cannons, Theodore invited foreign tech-
nicians and, at first, even welcomed foreign missionaries. But
when the latter proved unable to cast cannons for him and
even criticized his often violent behavior, he jailed and
chained British missionaries. This led to the Lord Napier ex-
pedition, which was welcomed and assisted by the population
of Tigray Province. When the fort of Magdalla fell, Theodore
committed suicide. A conservative Tigray chief, Yohannes,
was crowned at Aksum.

In 1889 the Muslim mahdi took advantage of the disarray
in Ethiopia; he razed Gonder and devastated the subprovince
of Dembeya, causing a severe and prolonged famine. Mean-
while, the Shewan dynastic heir, Menilek 11, had grown to
manhood and realized that Ethiopia could no longer isolate it-
self if it were to retain independence. He proceeded, with pa-
tient persistence, to unify the country. As an Amhara from

Shewa, he understood his Oromo neighbors and won their
loyalty with land grants and military alliances. He negotiated
a settlement with the Tigray. He equipped his forces with
firearms from whatever source, some even from the Italians
(in exchange for granting them territory in Eritrea).

His policies were so successful that he managed to defeat
the Italian invasion at Adwa, in 1896, an event that placed
Ethiopia on the international map diplomatically. Empress
Taitu liked the hot mineral springs of a district in Shewa, even
though it was in an Oromo region, and the emperor therefore
agreed to build his capital there, naming it “Addis Ababa”
(new flower). When expanding Addis Ababa threatened to
exhaust the local fuel supply, Menilek ordered the importa-
tion of eucalyptus trees from Australia, which grew rapidly
during each three-month rainy season.

Menilek II died in 1913, and his daughter Zauditu be-
came nominal head; a second cousin, Ras Tafari Makonnen,
became regent and was crowned King of Kings Haile Selassie |
in 1930. He made it possible for Ethiopia to join the League of
Nations in 1923, by outlawing the slave trade. One of his first
acts as emperor was to grant his subjects a written constitu-
tion. He allied himself by marriage to the Oromo king of
Welo Province. When Mussolini invaded Ethiopia in 1935,
Emperor Haile Selassie appeared in Geneva to plead his case
before the League, warning that his country would not be the
last victim of aggression. The Italian occupation ended in
1941 with surrender to the British and retumn of the emperor.
During succeeding decades, the emperor promoted an edu-
cated elite and sought assistance from the United States,
rather than the British, in various fields. Beginning in about
1960, a young, educated generation of Ethiopians grew in-
creasingly impatient with the slowness of development, espe-
cially in the political sphere. At the same time, the aging
emperor, who was suffering memory loss, was losing his ability
to maintain control. In 1974 he was deposed, and he died a
year later. The revolutionary committees, claiming to follow a
Marxist ideology, formed military dictatorships that deported
villagers under conditions of great suffering and executed stu-
dents and each other without legal trials. Dictator Mengistu
Haile Mariam fled Ethiopia in May 1991 as Eritrean and
Tigrayan rebel armies approached from the north. The coun-
try remains largely rural; traditional culture patterns and
means of survival are the norm.

Settlements

The typical rural settlement is the hamlet, tis, called mender if
several are linked on one large hill. The hamlet may consist of
two to a dozen huts. Thus, the hamlet is often little more than
an isolated or semi-isolated farmstead, and another hamlet
may be close by if their plowed fields are near. Four factors ap-
pear to determine where a hamlet is likely to be situated: eco-
logical considerations, such as water within a woman’s
walking distance, or available pasturage for the flock; kinship
considerations—persons within a hamlet are nearly always re-
lated and form a family economic community; administrative
considerations, such as inherited family ownership of land,
tenancy of land belonging to a feudal lord of former times, or
continuing agreement with the nearby church that had held
the land as a fief up to 1975 and continues to receive part
of the crop in exchange for its services; and ethnic consid-
erations. A hamlet may be entirely inhabited by Falasha
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blacksmiths and pottery makers or Faqi tanners. Most of the
Falasha have now left Ethiopia.

To avoid being flooded during the rainy season, settle-
ments are typically built on or near hilltops. There is usually a
valley in between, where brooks or irrigation canals form the
border for planted fields. The hillsides, if not terrace farmed,
serve as pasturage for all hamlets on the hill. Not only sheep
and goats, but also cows, climb over fairly steep, bushy hill-
sides to feed. Carrying water and branches for fuel is still con-
sidered a woman’s job, and she may have to climb for several
hours from the nearest year-round water supply. The hamlet is
usually patrilocal and patrilineal. When marriage occurs, usu-
ally early in life, a son may receive use of part of his father’s
rented (or owned) field and build his hut nearby. If no land is
available owing to fragmentation, the son may reluctantly be
compelled to establish himself at the bride’s hamlet. When
warfare has killed off the adult males in a hamlet, in-laws may
also be able to move in. Some hamlets are fenced in by thorn
bushes against night-roving hyenas and to corral cattle.
Calves and the family mule may be taken into the living hut
at night. There is usually at least one fierce reddish-brown dog
in each hamlet.

Economy

Much Amhara ingenuity has long been invested in the ditect
exploitation of natural resources. An Amhara would rather
spend as much time as necessary searching for suitably shaped
hard or soft saplings for a walking cane than perform carpen-
try, which is traditionally largely limited to constructing the
master bed (alga), wooden saddles, and simple musical instru-
ments. Soap is obtained by crushing the fruit of the endod
(Pircunia abyssinica) bush. Tannin for depilation of hides and
curing is obtained from the yellow fruit of the embway bush.
Butter is preserved and perfumed by boiling it with the leaves
of the ades (myrtle) bush. In times of crop failure, edible oil is
obtained by gathering and crushing wild-growing sunflower
seeds (Carthamus tinctorus). If necessary, leaves of the lola
bush can be split by women to bake the festive bread dabbo.
The honey of a small, tiny-stingered bee (Apis dorsata) is
gathered to produce alcoholic mead, tej, whereas the honey
of the wild bee tazemma (Apis Africans miaia) is gathered to
treat colds and heart ailments. Fishing is mostly limited to
the three-month rainy season, when rivers are full and the
water is muddy from runoff so that the fish cannot see the
fishers. Hunting elephants used to be a sport of young feudal
nobles, but hunting for ivory took place largely in non-
Ambhara regions. Since rifles became available in Amhara
farming regions, Ethiopian duikers and guinea fowl have
nearly disappeared.

Subsistence farming provides the main economy for most
rural Amhara. The traditional method required much land to
lie fallow because no fertilization was applied. Cattle manure
is formed into flat cakes, sun dried, and used as fuel for cook-
ing. New land, if available, is cleared by the slash-and-burn
method. A wooden scratch plow with a pointed iron tip,
pulled by oxen, is the main farming tool. Insecurity of land
tenure has long been a major factor in discouraging Amhara
farmers from producing more than the amount required for
subsistence. The sharecropping peasant (gabbar) was little
more than a serf who feared the (often absentee) feudal land-
lord or military quartering that would absorb any surplus. The

revolutionary government (1975-1991) added additional
fears by its villagization program, moving peasants at com-
mand to facilitate state control and deporting peasants to the
south of Ethiopia, where many perished owing to poor gov-
emment planning and support.

The preferred crop of the Amhara is gyeff (Eragrostis
abyssinica; Poa abyssinica), the small seeds of which are rich in
iron. At lower or drier elevations, several sorghums (durras)
are grown: mashella (Andropogon sorghum), often mixed with
the costlier tyeff flower to bake the flapjack bread injera; zen-
gada (Eleusina multiforma), grown as crop insurance; and da-
gussa (Eleusine coracana, or tocusso), used as an ingredient in
beer together with barley. Wheat (Triticum spp.), sendz, is
grown in higher elevations and is considered a luxury. Barley
(Hordeum spp.), gebs, is a year-round crop, used primarily for
brewing talla, a mild beer, or to pop a parched grain, gebs golo,
a ready snack kept available for guests. Maize, bah#r mashella,
is recognized as a foreign-introduced crop.

The most important vegetable oil derives from nug
(Guizotia abyssinica), the black Niger seed, and from talba
(Linum usitatissimum), flax seed. Cabbage (gomen) is regarded
as a poor food. Chick-peas are appreciated as a staple that is
not expected to fail even in war and famine; they are con-
sumed during the Lenten season, as are peas. Onions and gar-
lic are grown as ingredients for wot, the spicy stew that also
contains beans, may include chicken, and always features
spicy red peppers—unless ill heath prevents their consump-
tion. Lentils substitute for meat during fasting periods. The
raising of livestock is traditionally not directly related to
available pasture, but to agriculture and the desire for prestige.
Oxen are needed to pull the plow, but traditionally there was
no breeding to obtain good milkers. Coffee may grow wild,
but the beans are usually bought at a market and crushed and
boiled in front of guests; salt—but not sugar—may be added.

Division of Labor.  Although much needed, the castelike
skilled occupations like blacksmithing, pottery making, and
tanning are held in low esteem and, in rural regions, are usu-
ally associated with a socially excluded ethnic grouping.
Moreover, ethnic workmanship is suspected of having been
acquired by dealings with evil spirits that enable the artisans
to turn themselves into hyenas at night to consume corpses,
cause diseases by staring, and turn humans into donkeys to
utilize their labor. Such false accusations can be very serious.
On the other hand, the magic power accredited to these
workers is believed to make their products strong, whereas
those manufactured by an outsider who might have learned
the trade would soon break. The trade of weaving is not af-
flicted by such suspicions, although it is sometimes associated
with Muslims or migrants from the south.

Land Tenure. Land tenure among traditional rural Amhara
tresembled that of medieval Europe more than that found else-
where in Africa. Feudal institutions required the gabbar to
perform labor (hudad) for his lord and allocated land use in
exchange for military service, gult. In a system resembling the
European entail, inheritable land, rest, was subject to taxation
(which could be passed on to the sharecroppers) and to expro-
priation in case of rebellion against the king. Over the cen-
turies, endowed land was added to fief-holding church land,
and debber ager. Royal household lands were classified as mad-
bet, and melkenya land was granted to tax collectors. Emperor
Haile Selassie attempted to change the feudal system early in
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his administration. He defeated feudal armies, but was stymied
in abrogating feudalistic land tenure, especially in the
Amhara region, by feudal lords such as Ras Kassa. The parlia-
ment that he had called into existence had no real power. All
remaining feudal land tenure was abrogated during the revolu-
tionary dictatorship (1975-1991), but feudalistic attitudes
practiced by rural officials, such as shum shir (frequently mov-
ing lower officials to other positions to maintain control), ap-
pear to have persisted.
Kinship

The extended patrilocal, patrilineal, patriarchal family is par-
ticularly strong among holders of rest land tenure, but is
found, in principle, even on the hamlet level of sharecroppers.
There are several levels of kin, zemed, which also include
those by affinity, amachenet. In view of the emphasis on seek-
ing security in kinship relations, there are also several formal
methods of establishing fictive kinship, zemed hone, provided
the person to be adopted is attentam (“of good bones,” i.e., not
of Shangalla slave ancestry). Full adoption provides a breast
father (yetut abbat) or a breast mother (yetut ennat). The tradi-
tional public ceremony included coating the nipples with

honey and simulating breast-feeding, even if the child was al-
ready in adolescence.

Marriage and Family

Marriage.  There are three predominant types of marriage
in Ambhara tradition. Only a minority—the priesthood, some
older persons, and nobility—engage in eucharistic church
matriage (qurban). No divorce is possible. Widows and wid-
owers may remarry, except for priests, who are instead ex-
pected to become monks.

Kin-negotiated civil marriage (semanya; lit., “eighty”) is
most common. (Violation of the oath of marriage used to be
penalized by a fine of 80 Maria Theresa thalers.) No church
ceremony is involved, but a priest may be present at the wed-
ding to bless the couple. Divorce, which involves the division
of property and determination of custody of children, can be
negotiated. Temporary marriage (damoz) obliges the husband
to pay housekeeper’s wages for a period stated in advance.
This was felt to be an essential arrangement in an economy
where restaurant and hotel services were not available. The
term is a contraction of demewez, “blood and sweat” (compen-
sation). The contract, although oral, was before witnesses and
was therefore enforceable by court order. The wife had no
right of inheritance, but if children were conceived during the
contract period, they could make a claim for part of the fa-
ther’s property, should he die. Damoz rights were even recog-
nized in modern law during the rule of Emperor Haile
Selassie.

Socialization in the domestic unit begins with the nam-
ing of the baby (giving him or her the “world name”), a privi-
lege that usually belongs to the mother. She may base it on
her predominant emotion at the time (e.g., Desta [joy] or
Almaz [diamond]), on a significant event occurring at the
time, or on a special wish she may have for the personality or
future of her baby (Seyum, “to be appointed to dignity”).

Socialization. Breast-feeding may last two years, during
which the nursling is never out of touch with the body of the
mother or another woman. Until they are weaned, at about
age 7, children are treated with permissiveness, in contrast to

the authoritarian training that is to follow. The state of reason
and incipient discipline begins gradually at about age 5 for
girls and 7 for boys. The former assist their mothers in watch-
ing babies and fetching wood; boys take sheep and cows to
pasture and, with slingshots, guard crops against birds and ba-
boons. Both can be questioned in court to express preferences
concerning guardianship in case of their parents’ divorce. Ne-
glect of duty is punished by immediate scolding and beating.

Formal education in the traditional rural church school
rarely began before age 11 for boys. Hazing patterns to test
courage are common among boys as they grow up, both physi-
cally and verbally. Girls are enculturated to appear shy, but
may play house with boys prior to adolescence. Adolescence is
the beginning of stricter obedience for both sexes, compen-
sated by pride in being assigned greater responsibilities. Young
men are addressed as ashker and do most of the plowing; by
age 18 they may be addressed as gobez, signifying (strong,
handsome) young warrior. On the Temgqet (baptism of Jesus)
festival, the young men encounter each other in teams to
compete in the game of guks, a tournament fought on horse-
back with blunt, wooden lances, in which injuries are avoided
by ducking or protecting oneself with leather shields. At
Christmas, a hockeylike game called genna is played and cele-
brated by boasting (fukkara). Female adolescents are addressed
as gonjo (beautiful), no longer as leja-gered (servant maid), un-
less criticized. Singing loudly in groups while gathering fire-
wood attracts groups of young men, away from parental
supervision. Young men and women also meet following the
guks and genna games, wearing new clothes and traditional
makeup and hairstyles. Outdoor flirting reaches a peak on
Easter (Fassika), at the end of the dry season.

Domestic Unit. The traditional age of a girl at first mar-
riage may be as young as 14, to protect her virginity, and to
enable the groom to tame her more easily. A groom three to
five years older than the bride is preferred. To protect the
bride against excessive violence, she is assigned two best men,
who wait behind a curtain as the marriage is consummated;
later, she may call on them in case of batter.

The term shemagelyé signifies an elder and connotes seri-
ousness, wisdom, and command of human relations within the
residential kin group or beyond. He may be 40 years of age
and already a grandfather. There is no automatic equivalency
for elder women, but they can take the gob of a nun and con-
tinue to live at home while working in the churchyard, baking
bread and brewing beer for the priests. Only women past
menopause, usually widows, are accepted as nuns by the
Monophysite Aybssinian church. Younger women are not
considered sufficiently serious to be able to deny their sex
drives.

Inheritance. When death is approaching, elder kin of the
dying person bring the confessor, and the last will concerning
inheritance is pronounced. Fields are given to patrilineal de-
scendants, cattle to all offspring. Personal belongings, such as
oxhide mats and a shamma (toga), may be given to the confes-
sor, who administers last rites and assigns a burial place in the
churchyard. Endowments to the church are handled by the
ges gobez.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social organization is linked to land tenure of kinfolk, feudal-
istic traditions and the church, ethnic division of labor, gen-
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der, and age status. The peasant class is divided between
landowning farmers, who, even though they have no formal
political power, can thwart distant government power by their
rural remoteness, poor roads, and weight of numbers, and the
sharecroppers, who have no such power against local land-
lords. Fear of a person who engages in a skilled occupation,
tebib (lit., “the knowing one,” to whom supernatural secrets
are revealed), enters into class stratification, especially for
blacksmiths, pottery makers, and tanners. They are despised
as members of a lower caste, but their products are needed,
and therefore they are tolerated. Below them on the social
scale are the descendants of slaves who used to be imported
from the negroid Shanqalla of the Sudanese botder, or the
Nilotic Barya, so that both terms became synonymous with
“slave.”

Social control is traditionally maintained, and conflict
situations are resolved, in accordance with the power hierar-
chy. Judges interpret laws subjectively and make no sharp dis-
tinction between civil and criminal procedures. In addition to
written Abyssinian and church laws, there are unwritten
codes, such as the payment of blood money to the kin of a
murder victim. An aggrieved person could appeal to a higher
authority by lying prostrate in his path and shouting “abyet”
(hear me). Contracts did not have to be written, provided
there were reliable witnesses. To obtain a loan or a job, a per-
sonal guarantor {(wds) is necessary, and the was can also act as
bondsman to keep an accused out of jail. The drama of litiga-
tion, to talk well in court, is much appreciated. Even children
enact it with the proper body language of pointing a toga at
the judge to emphasize the speech.

Religion and Expressive Culture

The religious belief of most Amhara is Monophysite—that is,
Tewahedo (Orthodox) Christianity, to such an extent that
the term “Amhara” is used synonymously with “Abyssinian
Christian.” Christian Amhara wear a blue neck cord (meteb),
to distinguish themselves from Muslims. In rural regions, the
rules of the church have the de facto force of law, and many
people are consecrated to church functions: priests, boy dea-
cons and church students, chorister-scribes, monks, and nuns.
Besides the ecclesiastical function of the ges (parish priest),
the chorister-scribe—who is not ordained—fulfills many ser-
vices. He translates the liturgy from Ge'ez to Ambharic, chants
and sometimes composes devotional poetry (géné), and writes
amulets. The latter may be unofficial and discouraged by the
priests, but ailing persons believe strongly in them and may
use them to prevent disease. Prior to examinations, church
students often chew and swallow a Datura weed called aste-
nager (lit., “to stimulate talk”) to enhance memory of biblical
quotations and other details learned by rote and to aid correct
pronunciation of the liturgy.

Ceremonies. Ceremonies often mark the annual cycle for
the public, despite the sacredotal emphasis of the religion.
The calendar of Abyssinia is Julian, but the year begins on 11
September, following ancient Egyptian usage, and is called
amete mehrdt (year of grace). Thus, the Abyssinian year 1948
AM. corresponds roughly with the Gregorian (Western) A.D.
1956. The new year begins with the month of Meskerem,
which follows the rainy season and is named after the first re-
ligious holy day of the year, Mesqel-abeba, celebrating the
Feast of the Cross. On the seventeenth day, huge poles are

stacked up for the bonfire in the evening, with much public
parading, dancing, and feasting. By contrast, Christmas
(Ledet) has little social significance except for the genna
game of the young men. Far more important is Epiphany
(Temget), on the eleventh day of Ter. Ceremonial parades es-
cort the priests who carry the tabot, symbolic of the holy ark,
on their heads, to a water pool. There are all-night services,
public feasting, and prayers for plentiful rains.

This is the end of the genna season and the beginning of
the guks tournaments fought on horseback by the young men.
The long Lenten season is approaching, and clergy as well as
the public look forward to the feasting at Easter (Fassika), on
the seventeenth day of Miyazya. Children receive new clothes
and collect gifts, chanting house to house. Even the voluntary
fraternal association mehabber is said to have originated from
the practice of private communion. Members take turns as
hosts at monthly meetings, drinking barley beer together with
the confessor-priest, who intones prayers. Members are ex-
pected to act as a mutual aid society, raising regular contribu-
tions, extending loans, even paying for the tazkar (formal
memorial service) forty days after a member’s death, if his
family cannot afford it.

Arts. Verbal arts—such as bedanya fit (speaking well before
a judge)—are highly esteemed in general Amhara culture,
but there is a pronounced class distinction between the
speech of the rustic peasant, balager (hence belegé, unpol-
ished, sometimes even vulgar), and chowa lij, upper-class
speech. A further differentiation within the latter is the
speech of those whose traditional education has included se-
wassow (Ge'ez: grammar; lit., “ladder,” “uplifting”), which is
fully mastered mainly by church scholars; the speeches of for-
mer emperor Haile Selassie, who had also mastered sewas-
sow, impressed the average layperson as esoteric and hard to
understand, and therefore all the more to be respected. In the
arts of politeness, veiled mockery, puns with double mean-
ings, such as semmena-worq (wax and gold), even partial
knowledge of grammar is an advantage. The draping of the
toga (shamma) is used at court and other occasions to em-
phasize spoken words, or to communicate even without
speech. It is draped differently to express social status in def-
erence to a person of high status, on different occasions, and
even to express moods ranging from outgoing and expansive
to calm sobriety, to sadness, reserve, pride, social distance,
desperate pleading, religious devotion, and so on. Artistic ex-
pression in the fine arts had long been linked to the church,
as in paintings, and sponsorship by feudal lords who could af-
ford it, especially when giving feasts celebrated with a variety
of musical instruments.

Medicine. The basic concepts and practices of Amhara
medicine can be traced to ancient Egypt and the ancient Near
East and can also be attributed to regional ecological links
within Ethiopia. Often no sharp distinctions are made be-
tween bodily and spiritual ailments, but there are special oc-
cupations: the woggesha (surgeon-herbologist) is a pragmarist
in practice; the debtera (scribe) invokes the spirit world. The
latter is officially or unofficially linked to the church, but the
zar cult is apart and may even be female dominated. Its spirit
healing has a complex cosmology; it involves the social status
of the patient and includes group therapy. The chief zar doc-
tor is often a matriarch who entered the profession when she
herself was possessed by a spirit; she has managed to control
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some powerful spirits that she can then employ in her battles
to overcome the spirits that possess her patients. No cure is
expected, only control through negotiation and appeasement
of the offended spirit, in the hope of turning it into a weqabi
(protective spirit).

Many men consider the zar cult effeminate and consult
its doctors by stealth only, at night. Husbands may resent the
financial outlays if their wives are patients, but fear the wives’
relapse into hysterical or catatonic states. Women, whose par-
ticipation in the Abyssinian church is severely limited, find
expression in the zar cult. The zar doctors at Gonder hold
their annual convention on the twenty-third night of the
month of Yekatit, just before the beginning of the Mono-
physite Christian Lent (Kudade; lit., “suffering”). There is
much chanting, dancing, drumming, and consumption of var-
ious drinks at the love feasts of the zars. Poor patients who are
unable to pay with money or commodities can work off their
debts in labor service to the cult—waitressing, weaving bas-
kets, fetching water and fuel, brewing barley beer, and so
forth. They are generally analyzed by the zar doctor as being
possessed by a low-status zar spirit.

By contrast, possession by an evil spirit (buda) is consid-
ered more serious and less manageable than possession by a
zar, and there is no cult. An effort is made to prevent it by
wearing amulets and avoiding tebib persons, who are skilled
in trades like blacksmithing and pottery making. Since these
spirits are believed to strike beautiful or successful persons,
such individuals—especially if they are children—must not be
praised out loud. If a person sickens and wastes away, an exor-
cism by the church may be attempted, or a tanqway (diviner-
sorcerer) may be consulted; however, the latter recourse is
considered risky and shameful.

Death and Afterlife. ~When an elder is near death, other el-
ders from his kin group bring the confessor and say to him,
“Confess yourself.” Then they ask him for his last will—what
to leave to his children and what for his soul (the church).
The confessor gives last rites and, after death, assigns a burial
place in the churchyard. The corpse is washed, wrapped in a
shamma, carried to church for the mass, and buried, tradition-
ally without a marker except for a circle of rocks. Women ex-
press grief with loud keening and wailing. This is repeated
when kinfolk arrive to console. A memorial feast (tazkar) is
held forty days after the death of a man or a woman, when the
soul has the earliest opportunity to be freed from purgatory.
Preparations for this feast begin at the time of the funeral:
money is provided for the priest to recite the fetet, the prayer
for absolution, and materials, food, and drink are accumu-
lated. It is often the greatest single economic expenditure of
an individual's lifetime and, hence, a major social event. For
the feasting, a large, rectangular shelter (dass) is erected, and
even distant kin are expected to participate and consume as
much talla and wot as available.
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Anuak

ETHNONYM: Lwo
Orientation

The Anuak live in a region straddling the border of the south-
ern Sudan and Ethiopia, between 10° and 5° N and 34° 1o 38°
E. The Anuak language is most closely related to Shilluk. To-
gether, the two languages comprise a subfamily within the
larger classification of Nilotic. Although an accurate census
has not been carried out since the late 1950s, the Anuak are
estimated to number between 35,000 and 50,000 individuals.

Anuak live in small isolated compounds or hamlets that vary
in size from 30 to 500 individuals.

History and Cultural Relations

Anuak traditions suggest that they migrated into their present
country from the northwest, beginning some four hundred
years ago. It has been suggested by a number of authorities
that the ecological variation that exists within the territory
they came to settle has had a significant impact on the course
of intracultural variation among different Anuak settlements.
In the northwestern regions of their country, the land is low
and flat and is thus subject to seasonal flooding from the Pibor
and Sobat rivers, which feed the White Nile. Settlements in
this part of Anuak country tend to be dispersed and isolated,
particularly during the season of rains and floods (April to
September). Farther to the south and east, however, the ele-
vation of the countryside increases. Here, hamlets are typi-
cally in closer proximity, and communication between
different settlements is more frequent throughout the year.
The population densities of hamlets in the southeastern part
of the country are notably higher than in the northwest. Vil-
lages are often surrounded by wooden enclosures.

Economy

Subsistence activities are centered around the cultivation of
maize, millet, beans, sesame, and a number of additional crops
that supplement the staple grain diet. Gardens are dependent
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upon natural rainfall, and the use of draft animals was un-
known in aboriginal times. The horticultural diet is supple-
mented by the meat and milk of domesticated sheep and
goats. Additional animal protein is gained through the ex-
ploitation of riverine resources. Anuak also hunt the larger
game animals that are found locally, such as giraffes, ele-
phants, and a variety of antelope. Although the Anuak are a
settled, horticultural society, their language includes a wide
variety of terms relating to cattle raising, suggesting that be-
fore they began to settle in their present country, domesti-
cated cattle may have been the primary focus of their
economic life and culture.

Sociopolitical Organization

Among the northwestern Anuak, residents of isolated ham-
lets claim kinship links with a single “core” patrilineal descent
group, which is spoken of collectively as the “owners of the
land.” Living members of this core lineage are imagined to be
descendants of the long-deceased ancestors who originally es-
tablished or settled each hamlet. In each hamlet, one finds a
“headman” who is able to trace especially close links with the
founding ancestor. Only sons of former headmen can ever in-
herit this office as adults. Because of his direct link with de-
ceased ancestors, the headman has a quasi-sacred authority,
and with this elevated status he carries the authority to settle
disputes and regulate certain rituals. On a day-to-day basis, his
most important obligation is to provide feasts for the hamlet’s
residents. Given the character of Anuak system of descent,
the headman of any single hamlet is also patrilineally related
to headmen in other hamlets. The headman governs with his
charisma and authority, rather than through secular power.
When a headman becomes “stingy” in the eyes of hamlet resi-
dents, he is deposed in favor of another member of the core
lineage, often a younger man whose father was previously a
headman. Research has shown that most headmen remain in
office for a relatively short time, two to three years being the
norm.
The sociopolitical organization of hamlets in southeast-
ern Anuak country tends toward a more fixed hierarchical
form. Here there exists a single patrilineal clan. The founder
of this noble clan is said to have emerged from a river, long
ago. He was then abducted by residents of one hamlet in order
to replace the then-reigning headman. It has been observed
that the Anuak noble clan may be regarded as a single lineage
of potential ruling headmen scattered throughout Anuak
country.

Religion

No detailed study of Anuak cosmology has yet been pub-
lished. In general, Anuak explanations and interpretations of
personal misfortune call attention to a variety of spiritual
agents who are thought to bring illness and ultimately death
to human beings. Anuak are especially concerned with the
capability of ghosts of the recently deceased to seek
vengeance among the living. Only a small number of Anuak
have professed Islam or Christianity in favor of their tradi-
tional religious customs and tenets. The Anuak were last vis-
ited by a professional anthropologist in the early 1950s. As a
result, it is difficult to provide an authoritative depiction of
their present society and culture.
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Arabs

ETHNONYMS: none

Orientation
The Arab world is usually considered to be comprised of the
following nineteen countries: Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria,
Tunisia, Libya, Chad, Lebanon, Egypt, Sudan, Jordan, Syria,
Iraq, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, United Arab Emirates, Saudi
Arabia, Oman, and Yemen. There are also significant Arab
populations in Iran, Turkey, East Africa, South America, Eu-
rope, and Southeast Asia. The total population of Arabs in
the world is roughly 160 million (Eickelman 1987), or about 3
percent of the world’s population. This large ethnic group has
a very heterogeneous population, but there are a number of
characteristics that a majority of Arabs share.

Religion

Perhaps the most common Arab characteristic is adherence to
the Islamic faith. Muslim Arabs comprize about 93 percent of
the Arab population and belong to several different sects in-
cluding Shia (Ithna Ashari and Ismaili), Alawi, Zaidi, and
Sunni, which is the largest. The other 7 percent of Arabs are
largely Christian or Druze.

The link between Arabs and Islam has deep historical
roots. It was among Arabs early in the seventh century that
Mohammed preached the tenets of Islam. Mohammed’s suc-
cessors quickly spread the word of Allah into Southwest Asia,
across North Africa and into Spain, into Persia, Afghanistan,
and Central Asia, and to the east coast of Africa. Wherever
Muslims went, they left elements of Arab culture along with
their religion. The cultures of the assimilated territories,
which included Christian, Jewish, and Zoroastrian popula-
tions, were not only influenced by the Arab invaders and
their religion, but, in turn, substantially influenced the nature
of Arab culture.
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The conquered populations were subjugated politically,
but their administrative skills, crafts, arts, and worldviews
gradually transformed their conquerors. This transformation
of Arab identity and tradition has been a continuing process
for over 1,300 years. Pre-Islamic poetry indicates that in the
year 600 “Arab” referred to the Semitic-speaking tribes of the
Arabian Peninsula. Quranic usage and other Arabian sources
suggest that the word referred primarily to the pastoral
Bedouin tribes of the region. Even though camel-herding pas-
toral nomads were only a minority during Mohammed's life-
time, it seems clear that Arabs were an important social and
political force. Their rich oral literature, especially their po-
etry, and their rejection of authoritarian political forms pre-
sented a powerful cultural ideal. Nevertheless, townspeople
and others often used the term “Arab” in a pejorative sense.
Southern Arabians, both farmers and urban residents, proba-
bly did not at first regard themselves as Arab. They probably
only adopted this identity when there were political and eco-
nomic advantages to doing so after the adoption of Islam.

The early Islamic period was a time when Arab identity
meant that one belonged to an all-encompassing patrilineal
descent system. Membership in an Arab descent group
brought recognition, honor, and certain privileges, such as ex-
emption from some taxes. The significance attributed to one’s
genealogical ties has not prevented Arab societies from assim-
ilating non-Arabs into Arab society, a practice that has re-
mained important throughout Arab history. In the first years
after the Arab conquest, it was common to convert to Islam
and become an Arab at the same time by forming a relation-
ship with an Arab tribe. Later, converting to Islam and ac-
quiring Arab identity became separate processes. Islamization
continued, but it was no longer tied to Arabization.

Muslim Arab leaders created great empires that lasted
hundreds of years. Following Mohammed, the Umayyid
dynasty was established in Damascus in 661 and lasted until
750. Religious and ethnic minorities were given a large mea-
sure of self-rule under Umayyid domination. The succeeding
‘Abbasid dynasty ruled the Muslim world from Baghdad, its
capital, for nearly 500 years, of which the first 200 (750-950)
are called the Golden Age of Arab civilization.

Arab rulers brought intellectual Jews, Christians, Greeks,
Persians, and Indians to Baghdad and other centers of learn-
ing during the ‘Abbasid dynasty. These foreign intellectuals
contributed elements from their own cultures to the develop-
ment of Arab culture. The works of Plato and Aristotle were
translated from Greek into Arabic before they were translated
into other European languages. Indian scientists brought the
concept of “zero” to the Arabs, who combined it with Arabic
numerals and transmitted the mathematical systems of alge-
bra, geometry, and trigonometry to Europe. There are also
many other important scientific discoveries that can be traced
to the Abbasid dynasty. ‘Abbasid scientists disproved Euclid’s
theory that the eye emanates rays, Abbisid chemists intro-
duced such concepts as “alkali” and “alcohol,” and ‘Abbasid
medical scholars compiled the world’s first medical encyclope-
dia. What was happening throughout the world at that time
was being recorded and passed on to later civilizations by
Arab historians.

The ‘Abbasid Empire was declining by the thirteenth
century. Largely because of European colonization of North
and South America, European trade with the Arab world vir-
tually stopped and did not resume until the opening of the

Suez.Canal in 1869. The outlying provinces of the empire
were the first to break away. Then, the Arabs were pushed out
of Spain. Invading Turks and Mongols from the north de-
stroyed not only the cities and towns in their path, but also ir-
rigation systems. The Arab economy never recovered from
the destruction. By the sixteenth century, Seljuk and Ot-
toman Turkish invaders conquered the remaining Arab terri-
tories; they ruled until World War I, when the Turkish Empire
in turn disintegrated.

Language

Another important and unifying characteristic of Arabs is a
common language. Arabic, like Hebrew, is a Semitic language
of the Afro-Asiatic Family. Evidence of its first use appears in
accounts of wars in 853 B.C. Arabic became a high-status lan-
guage in the early Islamic centuries. It also became widely
used in trade and commerce. Over the centuries, it became
the predominant religious language of the world’s Muslims.
Even though most Muslims cannot speak Arabic today, it is
revered as the language that God chose to reveal the Quran,
and, because of this, it has profoundly influenced the language
and thought of all Muslims.

Arabic has developed into at least two distinct forms.
Classical Arabic is the religious and literary language. It is
spoken and written throughout the Arab world and serves as a
bond among all literate Muslims. Colloquial Arabic, an infor-
mal spoken language, varies by dialect from region to region,
and is not always mutually intelligible. Both forms of the lan-
guage are in use today and provide an important force for
Arab cohesion.

Politics

Although unified by language and some cultural attributes,
Arabs have been politically divided since the first Islamic
centuries. With the rise of the Ottoman Empire in the six-
teenth century, most of the Arabic-speaking regions of the
Middle East and North Africa were turned into Ottoman
provinces. There were relatively few economic, political, or
intellectual achievements that were inherently Arab during
Ottoman rule. During the latter half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, however, there were some attempts to emulate the per-
ceived achievements of European civilization. It was at this
time that the idea of Arabism, perhaps as a counterpart to Eu-
ropean nationalist movements, began to emerge. It was not
until after World War II, however, that Arabs once again
ruled their own lands, and by then the imported system of po-
litical nationalism had divided the Arabs into separate states,
which undermined the political unity (i.e., the Arabism), of
the ethnic group as a whole.

Arab culture developed in the desert among the peoples
of the Arabian Peninsula, who lived either as tribal nomads or
town folk. Town folk were strongly influenced by Bedouin
values and practices. Mohammed was a townsman, but his
tribe, the Quraysh, included many Bedouin, and Mohammed
and his followers adhered to many pre-Islamic tribal tradi-
tions. These traditions, arising within the harsh environment
of the desert, included strict codes of proper economic and so-
cial behavior, which were legitimized by Islam and became
part of Arab culture.

Traditionally, Bedouin moved often, living in tents and
earning their living as stock breeders, transporters, or traders.
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They produced the livestock for much of the sedentary Arab
world, raising camels, horses, and donkeys as beasts of burden
and sheep and goats for food, clothing, and manure. As trans-
porters, they moved products from the countryside to towns
and between settlements not connected by roads. As traders,
they provided a link between villages and towns, bringing to
the villagers manufactured utensils and products that were
not available locally. Their relationships with settled people
were based on reciprocity and followed carefully defined rules
of protocol.

A completely different facet of Arab culture developed
along the Mediterranean shore, where Arabs had direct con-
tact with the cultures of Europe. Compromise replaced rigid-
ity, and religious fundamentalism gave way to accommodation
and the acceptance of new ideas. There were thriving
economies in the cities of Beirut, Cairo, Alexandria, Tunis,
Algiers, and Casablanca, which offered the traditional Arab
the possibility of entering new professions. Attending univer-
sities became an option for a changing population. European-
styled nationalism replaced tribal allegiance and European
imperialism.

Urban Life

About half of Muslim Arabs live in cities and towns. They
have a greater variety of occupations, weaker family ties,
greater freedom for women to leave the home, fewer arranged
marriages, and fewer social pressures to conform to religious
practices than do nonurban Arabs. The social structure of the
urban Muslim Arab is considerably more complex than that of
his desert or village counterpart.

Arabs who live in towns are also experiencing changes in
their traditional patterns of living, but to a lesser degree than
the city dwellers. Nomads, villagers, and urban traders meet in
the suq (marketplace) to exchange goods and products. Rep-
resentatives of government agencies (e.g., tax collectors, army
conscriptors, police, and irrigation officers) make contacts
with most of the population in the towns.

The townspeople are disdainful of the villagers. Town
residents are more religiously conservative and more inti-
mately involved in their kin network than urban dwellers are.
The ideal values of the nomad are not so strong in the town.
There is less concern with hospitality and defiance and more
concern with symbols of economic prosperity—property,
wealth, and education. Family honor remains important,
however, and women continue to live a secluded life under
the watchful eyes of husbands, brothers, and fathers.

Rural Life

Most Arabs are farmers who live between the two extremes of
the desert on the one hand, with its conservative rigidity, and
the cities and towns on the other hand, with their changing
traditions and practices. The Arab village is usually composed
of walled, mud-floored homes built of mud bricks. These
homes hide the villagers’ insecurities from strangers and pro-
vide an intimate environment in which strong family ties are
nurtured.

Arab villagers grow only what they need to eat or trade—
cereal grains, vegetables, livestock, and cotton. They are of-
ten in debt, and seldom have enough money to pay off their
debts or to save for investments. Villagers live by tradition and
lack the incentives, knowledge, or security to make changes.

Change is seen as disruptive and threatening to the harmo-
nious relationship that Arabs have established with their envi-
ronment and their fellow villagers. Village values stem from
the ideal values of the nomad. Unlike the Bedouin, villagers
will relate to nonkin, but loyalty to the group is as strong as it
is among the tribesmen. As among the Bedouin, village seg-
ments may also feud with each other. Similatly, standards of
hospitality are high among villagers, as is awareness of family
honot. The villager lives in an extended family in which fam-
ily life is tightly controlled. Each family member has a defined
role, and there is little individual deviation. Like the Bedouin,
the villager finds security in the family during times of eco-
nomic hardship and in old age. Changes in individual roles,
such as when a son goes off to work in a town, often weaken
the family socioeconomic system.

Children are a family’s greatest asset, providing the par-
ents with a work force and social security. The patrilineal sys-
tem is reflected by Islamic rules of inheritance, which give
more to boys than to girls, particularly in terms of real estate.
A girl’s value is linked to her function of tying one family to
another through marriage, and to her primary role as a
mother. Births are celebrated, particularly those of boys.
Births are often accompanied by non-Islamic rituals such as
burying the placenta to protect the mother and baby from
enemy spirits or dressing boys as girls to decieve evil spirits. A
child’s first possession is often an amulet to ward off malevo-
lence, and the first word a baby hears is “Allah.”

Boys are circumcised at age 7, a ritual event that formally
brings the boy into the religious community. Animistic rituals
may also accompany this ceremony. Circumcisions, or cli-
toridectomies of girls, if they are performed, are not accompa-
nied by any public ceremonies.

Arab boys and girls are treated very differently. Boys are
given great affection and are pampered by their mothers. Girls
are also given affection, but are weaned much earlier than boys
and are not pampered. A mother is viewed as a symbol of
warmth and love throughout a child’s life. A father is viewed
as a stern disciplinarian who administers corporal punishment
and instills a degree of fear within his children. Boys are espe-
cially taught—often harshly—to obey and respect older males.

Children are given adult responsibilities and sex-specific
socialization early in life. Boys work in the fields, and gitls
help their mothers cook and care for siblings. Adolescents
have no contact with the opposite sex outside the family, and
girls are watched closely to protect their chastity. A girl’s pri-
mary protector is her older brother, who continues to watch
over his sister even after she is married.

Marriages are arranged by parents. Girls matry between
the ages of 14 and 19, whereas boys are usually somewhat
older. Marriages establish important ties within one’s own kin
group or with other lineages that have economic or status ad-
vantages. Marriage is endogamous within one’s kin group. The
preferred match is between brothers’ children. Bride and
groom often meet for the first time on the day of the wedding,
when the bride-wealth (mahr) is determined and a marriage
contract is signed.

The lives of Arab village men and women are very
distinct. Men work in the fields, women in the home. For so-
cial contact, men go to coffee houses, but women visit neigh-
bors and relatives or receive such visits in their own homes.
Men and women often eat separately, and they always pray
separately.
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Arab villagers follow a mixture of Islamic folk beliefs and
rituals. Religion provides explanation for many unknown and
uncontrollable events in their lives. God’s will dictates the di-
rection of life and provides divine authority for action. Reli-
gion confirms changes in social status, for example, at
circumcision and marriage. It provides hope for a better life
after death. Religious festivals, such as ‘Id al-Adhha, ‘Id al-
Fitr and, for Shia Arabs, Muharram, break the monotony of
village life. Men worship at a mosque. Women, often not al-
lowed in mosques, attend ceremonies conducted in a home by
female religious leaders.

Cultural Change

Change is occurring at a rapid pace throughout the Arab
world. The Bedouin have had to deal with the many changes
arising from oil-based economies—oil fields, trucks, and other
forms of transportation, for example. Road building has also
decreased the degree of isolation of thousands of villages and
increased the number of contacts between villagers and the
outside world. Radios bring new ideas to Bedouin and villager
alike. Land reform has brought new systems of landownership,
agricultural credit, and new farming technology. Overcrowd-
ing and diminishing economic opportunities in the village
have prompted many villagers to migrate to the towns and
cities. Migration from poorer Arab countries to oil-rich states
has also become an economic opportunity and an important
source of revenue for millions of Arabs.

See also Bedouin; Copts; Druze; Jacobites; Mandeans;
Nestorians; Palestinians; Syriacs

Bibliography
Atiyeh, George N., ed. (1977). Arab and American Cultures.

Washington, D.C.: American Enterprise Institute for Public
Policy Research.

Bacharach, Jere L. (1984). A Middle East Studies Handbook.
Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Bates, Daniel C., and Amal Rassam (1983). Peoples and Cul-
tures of the Middle East. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall.

Beck, Lois, and Nikki Keddie, eds. (1978). Women in the Mus-
lim World. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Carmichael, Joel (1977). Arabs Today. Garden City, N.Y.:

Anchor Press.

Eickelman, Dale E (1987). “Arab Society: Tradition and the
Present.” In The Middle East, edited by Michael Adams.
Handbooks to the Modern World. New York: Facts on File.

Eickelman, Dale E (1989). The Middle East: An Anthropologi-
cal Approach. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall.

Faris, Nabih Amin, ed. (1963). The Arab Heritage. New York:
Russell & Russell.

Friedlander, Jonathan, ed. (1981). The Middle East: The Image
and the Reality. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Cali-

fornia Press.

Gulick, John, ed. (1965). “Dimensions of Cultural Change in
the Middle East.” Human Organization 24 (Special Issue).

Hopkins, Nicholas, and Saad Eddin Ibrahim, eds. (1985).
Arab Society: Social Science Perspectives. New York: Columbia
University Press.

Hourani, Albert (1991). A History of the Arab Peoples. Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, Belknap Press. Reprint.
1992. New York: Wamer Books.

Knapp, Wilfred (1977). North-West Africa: A Political and Eco-
nomic Survey. 3rd ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Lutifiyya, Abdulla M., and Charles W. Churchill, eds. (1970).
Readings in Arab Middle Eastern Societies and Cultures. The
Hague: Mouton.

Mansfield, Peter (1980). The Middle East: A Political and Eco-
nomic Survey. 5th ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Mostyn, Trevor, and Albert Hourani, eds. (1988). The Cam-
bridge Encyclopedia of the Middle East and North Africa. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Nydell, Margaret K. (1987). Understanding Arabs: A Guide for

Westerners. Yarmouth, Me.: Intercultural Press.

Raban, Jonathan (1979). Arabia: A Journey through the
Labyrinth. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Sweet, Louise E. (1971). The Central Middle East. New
Haven: HRAF Press.

Weekes, Richard V. (1984). “Arabs.” In Muslim Peoples: A
World Ethnographic Survey, edited by Richard V. Weekes,
35-45. Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press.

RONALD JOHNSON

Asians of Africa

The Asian population of Africa is a small but significant mi-
nority. Whereas there have been Asians, primarily merchants,
who lived on the east coast of Africa for hundreds, if not
thousands, of years, a great influx of Asians came to Africa
during the British colonial period. Asians in Africa are pri-
marily from the Indian subcontinent, although there is a small
proportion, perhaps 2 percent, who are from China.

A combination of famines in India and plentiful opportu-
nities for work in Africa prompted thousands of Indians to im-
migrate to east, central, and southern Africa before the end of
the nineteenth century. It was the British colonial interests
that provided the opportunities for Indian immigration, par-
ticularly the building of the Uganda Railway. Local African
labor was considered unreliable, so the British government
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brought in about 32,000 indentured laborers from India. The
majority either died from diseases such as blackwater fever or
returned to India, but 7,000 settled in East Africa. During the
construction of the railway, some Indians began to come in as
merchants and to establish dukas (shops), which initially
catered to fellow Indians. After the end of the railway con-
struction, merchant immigration from India continued until
the 1920s, by which time the entire retail trade of East Africa
was monopolized by Indians.

During the colonial period, Asians (Indians) in East and
Central Africa came to occupy the middle rung of a three-
tiered hierarchial system. Europeans, particularly the British,
occupied the top level of the social, political, and economic
pyramid, and Africans occupied the bottom level. Social
apartheid in some countries, such as Kenya, was nearly as rigid
as it was in South Africa. Although some Asians were able to
compete with Europeans in the professions, by far the greatest
numbers were retail traders who had shops in small towns, or
were artisans, clerks, or bureaucrats on limited salaries. They
couldn’t compete seriously with Europeans, but in African
eyes, Indians always seemed to occupy all the positions to
which ambitious Africans with a little education might aspire.

The Asians were a very visible minority. Their skin color,
in the mid-range of the colonial scale of color prejudice,
set them off from both Europeans and Africans. Likewise,
their distinctive style of dress, the smell of their cooking, the
sound of their language and music, the architecture of their
churches—and, generally speaking, their entire culture—were
very distinct from both African and European cultures.

Rural Indian shopkeepers became somewhat Africanized
and urban Indians became somewhat Anglicized, but, for the
most part, Indians lived among themselves and felt culturally
superior to Africans. The Indians as a group were fairly homo-
geneous; they came mostly from Gujarat and the Punjab, but
they represented a microcosm of the diverse Indian culture,
with its multiple religious, linguistic, and caste divisions.
These internal differences, particularly religious and caste dis-
tinctions, tended to divide the Indian minority. The same
caste or religious group maintained closer ties with their small
group in other parts of Africa, or back in India, than they did
with their Indian neighbors from different castes or religions.

Political independence for the countries where Indians
were living brought new problems for the Indians. First,
Asians were pushed out of rural areas, then, more gradually,
out of the urban areas. Their exodus from the cities was slower
because Asians occupied 30 to 40 percent of all key manage-
rial, clerical, technical, professional, and skilled manual jobs.
They were not easily replaceable, but there was clear political
pressure, created by years of resentment against Asians, to
force them out of trade and middle-echelon jobs.

In Kenya and Tanzania, to avoid economic distruptions,
Asians were forced out gradually; in Uganda, however, they
were expelled more quickly and dramatically. When 1di Amin
took over Uganda in 1971, he simply ordered all Asians out of
the country, forcing 80,000 of them to leave without their as-
sets. In 1968 there were 345,000 Asians residents in Kenya,
Tanzania, Zambia, Malawi, and Uganda. By 1984, according
to the Minority Rights Group (1990), their numbers had
fallen to about 85,000, which included 40,000 in Kenya,
20,000 in Tanzania, 3,000 in Zambia, 1,000 in Malawi, and
1,000 in Uganda. Although these numbers may be overesti-
mates (Grimes 1988; Thobani 1984), it seems clear that many

Asians left East and Central African countries after those
countries achieved political independence.

The situation of Asians in South Africa was in many
ways very similar that of Asians in East and Central Africa,
with some important distinctions, primarily the government-
sanctioned policy of apartheid, which subsumed Asians in a
category like “Coloureds.” Unlike the East and Central
African Asians, the South African Asians are primarily (90
percent) descendants of indentured laborers, who are now
fifth- and sixth-generation South Africans. Like East and
Central African Asians, traders followed the indentured Indi-
ans to South Africa, established businesses, and attracted
other merchant Indians. Also, in a similar way, South African
Asians found themselves in the middle of a basically three-
tiered hierarchy, with Whites (Europeans) at the top and
Blacks (Africans) at the bottom.

Today about 90 percent of Indians are urban, and 85 per-
cent live in Natal. Regional, religious, and caste distinctions
have not had a great significance among South African In-
dians, and as a group they are more cohesive than East and
Central African Indians. In the past, distinctions based on
mode of entry (indentured versus merchant or passenger Indi-
ans) were very divisive, but today the main obstacles to Indian
solidarity are variations in wealth. A small number are very
wealthy, a larger number are well-off (upper-middle class), and
the greatest portion have incomes derived from small-scale
trading, low-level clerical occupations, or blue-collar work.

There were about 800,000 Asians in South Africa in
1980 (including about 10,000 Chinese). Despite the stresses
of apartheid, South African Indians have not left South
Africa in large numbers. With the late twentieth-century dis-
mantling of apartheid, it remains to be seen whether or not
they will be squeezed out of their relatively higher economic
positions by the predominant African population.
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Assyrians

ETHNONYMS: Chaldeans, Nestorians, Surayi

Ancient Assyrians were inhabitants of one the world’s earliest
civilizations, Mesopotamia, which began to emerge around
3500 B.C. The Assyrians invented the world’s first written lan-
guage and the 360-degree circle, established Hammurabi's
code of law, and are credited with many other military, artis-
tic, and architectural achievements. For 300 years Assyrians
controlled the entire Fertile Crescent, from the Persian Gulf
to Egypt. In 612 B.C., however, Assyria’s capital, Nineveh, was
besieged and destroyed by a coalition of Medes, Scythians,
and Chaldeans, decimating the previously powerful Assyrian
Empire.

Modemn Assyrians claim descent from the inhabitants of
the ancient Assyrian Empire, and linguistic evidence seems to
support that contention. Different dialects have developed
from ancient Aramaic, a language used within the Assyrian
Empire. The modern language is sometimes called Assyrian,
but some scholars reserve the terms “Assyrian” and “Babylo-
nian” for the cuneiform writing of the ancient empire. The
modern language, then, is generally referred to as “neo-Ara-
maic,” “Chaldean,” or “Syriac” and is considered to be 75 per-
cent pure (i.e., ancient) Aramaic. The ancient and modern
Assyrian languages belong to the Semitic Language Family.
The sutvival of Syriac as a spoken language is an important
indication that the Assyrians have been a cohesive, endoga-
mous group for more than two thousand years.

Religion is an important factor in the identification and
description of both ancient and modern Assyrians. Modern
Assyrians refer to themselves as “Surayi,” which can be trans-
lated as either “Assyrian” or “Syrian.” Assyrians may be fur-
ther divided into Assyrian Nestorians and Assyrian Jacobites,
some of whom prefer to be called Syrian Aramaeans. In their
homelands, the Nestorians are considered the easterners and
the Jacobites the westerners. The distinctions between the
two are based primarily on religious differences. The term

“Nestorian” derives from Nestorius, who was the patriarch of
Constantinople from A.D. 428 to 431. Nestorius was con-
demned for heresy; he and his followers fled from Syria to Per-
sia, where they practiced their distinctive religion for fifteen
centuries. The Jacobites are named for Jacobus Baradeus, who
was also considered heretical at the Council of Chalcedon in
A.D. 451; his followers have kept their faith for as long as the
Nestorians.

The ancient split between the Church of the East
(Nestorians) and the Church of Antioch (Jacobites), and be-
tween these two and the rest of Christianity, has continued to
the present. The picture was further complicated when, be-
ginning in the sixteenth century, Christian missionaries from
various denominations made their way to the Middle East to
convert the indigenous Christians. Their limited success led
to a variety of Christian denominations and patriarchs in the
Middle East. Some Nestorians have continued to support the
Church of the East; others, known as “Chaldeans,” converted
to Roman Catholicism. Most Jacobites remained with the
Church of Antioch, but those who converted to Catholicism
are called Syrian Catholics. All four of these groups support a
church hierarchy or patriarchy in the homeland.

Geography has also played an important role in the his-
tory and culture of the Assyrians, especially Nestorian Assyri-
ans. The geographic heart of Assyria was traditionally located
in the north Tigris highlands, north of Babylon and south of
Armenia. In classical times, Persia and Byzantium boxed in
the mountain Assyrians. Later, they found themselves be-
tween Turks and Persians, Kurds and Arabs. After the rise of
Islam, the Assyrians were the target of converging Sunni
forces from the south and the north and Shiite forces from the
east. For security and collective well-being, they took refuge
in the rocky Hakkari Mountains, which served as a natural
military fortress.

The Assyrians, or their Nestorian descendants, lived in
small villages along the Great Zab River and in the Sapna
Valley of northern Iraq, as well as near the shore of Lake
Urmia in western Iran until the twentieth century. They sur-
vived as a group in this compact, relatively contiguous area for
more than 1,500 years. Unfortunately, this area had the great
disadvantage of lying within the boundaries of three different
states— Turkey, Iraq, and Iran.

Within this environment, the Nestorian Assyrians’ sub-
sistence stemmed from irrigation agriculture. Crops included
wheat, barley, millet, melons, lentils, and other vegetables. A
few sheep, goats, donkeys, and water buffalo were also raised.
The staple foods consisted of cereals, vegetables, and milk
products. Meat was rarely eaten.

The extended patriarchal family was the primary social
and ecomomic unit of the Nestorian Assyrians. Tribal forma-
tions sometimes led to internal conflicts, but the constant
threat of outside attacks led to internal cohesion and group
solidarity. Nestorian Assyrians did not intermarry with other
Christians, and intermarriage with Muslims was, generally
speaking, not even an option.

Women in ancient Assyria may have received greater sta-
tus or dignity than their counterparts in other Middle Eastern
cultures have since then. In the mid-twentieth century Nesto-
rian women were treated almost as equals with men. For ex-
ample, most women were considered companions to their
husbands and, as such, participated in social gatherings. In
Iraq, Assyrian Christian women were often more literate than
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Muslim men. The patriarchal tradition, however, assured that
male predominance in husband-wife relations was the norm.

Because of many factors, including the massacres of 1918
(by Turks and Kurds) and 1933 (by Iraqi Arabs and Kurds),
constant battles with the Kurds, forced migrations, forced par-
ticipation in Iraqi wars, assimilation and “Arabization” into
majority cultures, and emigration out of their traditional
homeland, the population of the Assyrians in their traditional
homeland has dwindled considerably. Additionally, confusion
over the terms “Assyrian,” “Chaldean,” “Nestorian,” and “Ja-
cobite”—as well as a lack of consensus over which groups of
people they designate—makes counting the Assyrians even
more difficult. One estimate of the number of Chaldean
Catholic Assyrtians in Iraq is 750,000, or 4 percent of the pop-
ulation (1991). From available census counts, there are about
10,000 Assyrians in Syria (interpolated from Grimes 1988),
77,375 in Iraq (1986), 40,000 in Iran (1982), 25,000 in
Turkey (1981), and 15,000 in the former Soviet Union
(1979). It is estimated that there are also 150,000 Assyrians in
the United States (Ishaya and Naby 1980); some Assyrian
leaders believe there are about one million Assyrians scattered
throughout the world.

In Iraq, the extent to which Assyrians are surviving or
accommodating to Arabization attempts is not clear. Outside
the Middle East, particularly in the United States, Assyrian
group life continues to reflect ancient religious as well as rela-
tively new political divisions. For example, the Syrian Ara-
maeans of New Jersey are Jacobites, but they prefer to call
themselves Syrian rather than Assyrian in order to avoid po-
litical implications with which they disagree. Further, some
Assyrians are in favor of the establishment of an Assyrian
homeland, and some are not.

Baggara

ETHNONYM: Baqqara
Orientation

Identification. The Baggara derive their name from the
Arabic word for cow, bagar (pl. bagarat), and are known,
therefore, as the “cattle people.” “Baggara” as a term refers
to a group of tribes that share certain cultural characteristics
and claim kinship to each other and to a tribe in the Hejaz
(southern Arabian Peninsula). The five main tribes of
Baggara are the Messiriya, Humr, Hawazma, Reizegat, and
Habbania. Other groups include the Beni Selim, Oulad

Hamayd, Ta%aisha, Beni Helba, Beni Khuzam, Beni Husayn,
and Salamat.

Location. The Baggara occupy an area of savanna in what
are now the Sudanese provinces of Darfur and North and
South Kordofan, at a latitude south of the thirteenth parallel

Within the United States, there may be a collective revi-
talization taking place. There are two major Assyrian centers
in the United States—one in Chicago, the other in Califor-
nia. Preserving ethnic ties and cultivating social relations
have become important goals for these Assyrian communities.
There is a concerted effort by Assyrians outside of Iraq to
maintain their self-determination, and some Assyrians still
hope for their own territory.
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and in a belt from the White Nile to Lake Chad. Moving east
to west, the Baggara groups can be located geographically as
follows: the Beni Selim on the banks of the White Nile; the
Qulad Hamayd, south of Um Ruaba, Kordofan; the Habbania,
around Takali; the Hawazma, in the vicinity of Al-Ubayyid,
Dilling, and Talodi, South Kordofan; the Messiriya, south of
Abu Zabad, South Kordofan; the Humr, between El Odaya
and the Bahr al-Arab, South Kordofan; the Reizegat, Habba-
nia, Taaisha, Beni Helba, and Beni Khuzam, in southern Dar-
fur; the Messiriya and Beni Husayn, in Darfur; and the Beni
Helba, Beni Khuzam, and Salamat, in the area of the former
sultanates of Ouadai, Bornu, and Bagirmi, in Darfur.

Baggara territories are better adapted to cattle than to
camels. These zones range from sparse scrubland in the north-
ern areas, through arid and semiarid bushlands, to wooded sa-
vannas. Although the Nuba Mountains are found in central
South Kordofan, most of the area is flat savanna. The zone is
characterized by a hot, semiarid climate. Temperature means
range from 30° to 32° C (March, April) to 25° to 27° C (De-
cember, January). Annual rainfall varies from about 10 cen-
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timeters in the northern areas to about 80 centimeters in the
southern areas. Rains occur in a single season, primarily from
June to September. Soil types, extending in west-to-east bands
(which are important factors in vegetation and cattle move-
ment) range from sandy (qoz), in the north; to noncracking
clay (gardud), in the central areas; to cracking clay (tin), in
the southern Baggara areas. The vegetation consists primarily
of several varieties of savanna grasses and several varieties of
acacia trees and other scrubby, thorny brush. Except for a few
small animals (primates, foxes, snakes) and large numbers of
birds, most indigenous species have been decimated. Cun-
nison (1958) reported that Humr were hunting giraffes and
that there were formerly elephants, large cats, ostriches, and
gazelles in the area.

Demography. Statistics from the 1955-1956 census give
the Rural Nomad population of Kordofan Province as
393,519. Statistics from the 1973 census give the Rural
Nomad population of Kordofan as 406,710 and that of Darfur
as 411,580. These figures are not broken down into tribal di-
visions; for comparison, Cunnison (1966) gives the 1955
Humr population as 54,997. Camping-unit composition and
size vary seasonally, but generally range from 8 to 20 house-
holds, with a total camp population of 40 to 100 persons. The
number of people who can camp together depends partly on
factors such as the size of cattle herds and the availability of
grazing and water.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Baggara speak a dialect of Ara-
bic that is distinct from classical Arabic and from the Su-
danese dialect, although the dialects are mutually intelligible.

History and Cultural Relations

Baggara genealogies claim that their origins go back centuries
to connect with the Juhayna in the Hejaz before the days of
the Prophet Mohammed. It is unclear how the Baggara
reached their present areas. One theory suggests that after the
Arab invasion of Egypt (A.D. 1100-1200) the groups that be-
came Baggara continued across North Africa to Tunisia, then
came south across the desert into western Sudan. According
to another theory, they were part of an invasion up the Nile
Valley into Ouadai and Bornu in the late fourteenth century.
Throughout the centuries, there has been movement east and
west. The Baggara, on the southern fringes of the sultanates of
Darfur, Ouadai, and Bagirmi in the west, and Al-Fung to the
east, between the two Niles, moved east and west along the
line of the sultanates according to their political fortunes. The
Baggara retained access to goods and booty while avoiding
payment of tribute. New tribes were added to the Baggara be-
tween the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries—for example,
the Beni Khuzam and the Beni Helba. By the eighteenth cen-
tury, the Baggara were concentrated to the east of Lake Chad,
and north of Lake Chad in Darfur and Dar Quadai. At this pe-
riod, some of the groups began moving eastward; first the
Reizegat (into eastern Darfur), followed by the Messiriya, the
Humr, and the Messiriya Zurug, and the Hawazma. Cunnison
(1966, 3) says that the Humr probably moved eastward from
Ouadai about 1775, and that by 1795 there were references to
the Messiriya in the southwestern corner of what is now Kord-
ofan. Baggara groups have become widely scattered, as a result
of their lateral movement over the centuries. Although differ-
ent groups tend to be concentrated in particular areas, territo-
ries are not as discrete as might be expected. There is some

overlap and concurrent use of many areas. For example, the
Hawazma and the Messiriya traverse much of the same terti-
tory, and they may, in the rainy season particularly, be found
in adjacent camps. Kordofan and Darfur are characterized by
great ethnic diversity and interdigitation; no group is wholly
isolated or bounded from other groups. In the various regions,
Baggara have close associations with camel nomads (Hamar,
Shenabla), settled agriculturists (Nuba, Daju, Tungur, Be-
dayria, Gima'a, Zaghawa, Dar Hamid), and camel and sheep
nomads (Ma'alia). Symbiotic relationships between herders
and farmers are typical wherever pastoralists are found. In
Kordofan, the relationship between the Hawazma and the
Nuba is particularly significant. Traditionally, the Nuba were
concentrated on and around the hills of the Nuba Mountains,
rather than on the plains. Some Nuba groups claim to have
always lived on the hills, whereas others moved up into the
inaccessible areas as protection from Baggara raids and
Mahdist troops. Whatever the case, the Hawazma and the
Nuba represent an important example of symbiotic use of the
same savanna ecozone. The Nuba are settled farmers who
grow sorghum. They provide the Hawazma with some manu-
factured goods and with labor for both cropping and herding.
For their part, the Hawazma provide animal products, milk,
hides, and manure to the Nuba.

Settlements

Pastoral Baggara live in camping units called furgan (sing.
fariq). Residents in a camp typically belong to one or more pa-
trilines of a lineage. Houses are arranged on the perimeter of a
circle. Cattle are brought into the center of the camp at night,
to mill loosely about, near the household of their owners.
Adult, married women own the houses and their housekeeping
contents. Dry-season houses are generally larger than rainy-
season houses—3.6 to 4.5 meters in diameter, as compared to 3
meters in diameter, and 3 meters in center height, as compared
to 1.8 to 2.4 meters. Houses are spherical, built by placing
saplings in holes around the perimeter, then bending them
over and tying them to form a dome. Smaller branches, tied
onto the frame horizontally, support the structure, which is
then covered with thatch in the dry season or with mats and
tarpaulins in the rainy season. A bed for a woman and her
young children is built first, and the house frame is then built
around it. Men and older boys sleep on cots in the center of
the camp, near the cattle. Another important component of a
camp is the men’s tree—or a sun shelter constructed instead—
where men gather to eat, talk, or nap and to receive male visi-
tors. The men’s tree is usually in the center of the camp or just
outside the camp circle. Sedentary Baggara live in agricultural
settlements or towns, often in compounds grouped according
to lineages. The houses of the settled Baggara are built of mud
brick and have thatched roofs, which is typical of other seden-
tary Sudanese. Corrals are built of thorny trees and shrubs to
contain young animals. No fences are built around the camp
itself or the houses in the dry-season camps, which are located
in the people’s home territory, or dar, but fences are built
around houses in the rainy-season camps.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. The Baggara are
cattle pastoralists. Herds are comprised primarily of cattle, al-
though Baggara also herd sheep and goats. Camels are kept for
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riding and as pack animals, and oxen are also specially trained
for riding and carrying loads. Many households also have don-
keys. Most pastoral Baggara have fields of sorghum in their
dar, which they plant at the beginning of the rainy season, be-
fore leaving on their annual trek. Some households also plant
sesame and beans. Usually crops are left unattended; therefore
yields are low. Few households grow sufficient grain to provi-
sion them for the entire year. Baggara women milk the cows,
allocating appropriate quantities for household use and for
sale. Women earn considerable amounts by selling raw milk to
seasonal cheese factories during the rainy season, when yields
are higher. Women also sell processed milk in the form of a
sort of liquid yogurt and clarified butter. In the dry season,
they sell small quantities of milk door-to-door in the towns
near their camps. The Baggara seem to be unusual in the sense
that women not only provide productive labor but also main-
tain control of their efforts, keeping any cash income they
earn to be used for household expenses or goods for them-
selves. Men sell small numbers of cattle for such expenses as
buying sorghum or paying school fees. Small stock are also
sold. Hawazma Baggara have significant links between the
men’s and the women’s productive activities, as well as be-
tween pastoral and agricultural households. Baggara men fre-
quently have more than one wife—one may reside in a
pastoral camp and another in an agricultural village or a town,
for example. Some products and labor are exchanged between
the two types of households. Because men and women have
autonomous cash resources and Baggara women earn substan-
tial amounts, Baggara men may go away for international
wage labor for one or two years at a time. Women largely
manage to support their households; accordingly, men save
their earnings to purchase more cattle upon their return.

Industrial Arts. Women make mats (which are used both
for house coverings and for seating), gourd containers, and a
variety of leather goods (including containers and bags). Men
make cots and a variety of equipment that is used in animal
husbandry, including hobbles, chicken coops, and braided-
grass bull saddles. Pottery, metal items, and clothing are
purchased.

Trade. Some Baggara men are experts in marketing ani-
mals, both large and small stock. These men may act for
themselves and also as agents for their relatives. Baggara
women frequently sell milk products in the “women’s market.”
They may also sell chickens and, occasionally, the goats that
they own. Men do all the trading in larger animals in a sepa-
rate market. Once in a while, Baggara have enough sesame or
sesame cake (used as a supplementary animal feed) to sell, but
they also purchase these items. Baggara men frequently pur-
chase veterinary medicines and either administer them them-
selves or hire veterinarians to do so.

Division of Labor. Men's and women’s roles are generally
strictly separated. Women do the household work and the
work associated with milking, including churning and mar-
keting. Men may assist with milking, but they turn over all of
the milk to the women. Women fetch water, sometimes walk-
ing for forty-five minutes in each direction to carry four gal-
lons. Men have primary care of herds: management, herding,
marketing, and health care. Men plant, tend, and harvest
whatever crops are grown. Women may help with threshing,
but usually they go to the distant fields only to cook for their
menfolk during the harvest. Young boys may herd calves and

small stock, whereas older youths and men herd the cattle.
House building is done by women, the only exception being
the building of the wedding house, a task in which all mem-
bers of the community join. Women build kitchen structures
and any other structure associated with the house. Women
gather all the materials used for house building. Men build the
sun shelters that are used by all the men of the camp for meals
ot as places to entertain male guests. Women are responsible
for the everyday cooking, although men may cook meat for
communal feasts. Men slaughter cattle, sheep, goats, and
sometimes chickens. Women may also slaughter chickens.
Men butcher cattle; either men or women may butcher other
animals—always working, however, in gender-segregated
groups. All members of the household, including men and
children, do their own laundry. Young boys and girls begin
early to help with household or herding tasks.

Land Tenure. The Baggara have communal grazing and
water rights, but they own cropping land as individuals. Mem-
bers of an extended family often cultivate close to one an-
other, and they regard the area as their dar, or home territory.
Because the soil fertility is low, fields may be moved every five
years or so. Most groups have several blocks of land in which

their members have fields. Land is passed from father to son.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent. The Baggara are patrilineal.
They are normatively endogamous, and the preferred mar-
riage partner is one of the close cousins, either a patrilateral or
matrilateral, or a parallel or cross cousin. The prefetred close-
cousin marriage pattern creates bilateral, multiplex kinship
links, which serve to strengthen group cohesiveness. Genealo-
gies are reckoned to a depth of five or six generations. Kinship
relationships move outward to define units in a segmentary
lineage system. The first segment is the iyal rajul (sons of a
man), a minimal lineage of about three generations’ depth. A
minimal lineage forms the basis of a camping unit. A major
lineage segment, known as the khashm beit (“mouth of the
house”), is composed of a number of minimal lineages.
Kinship Terminology. Baggara kinship terminology distin-
guishes between agnatic (patrilineal) and uterine (matrilin-
eal) kin. This descriptive system allows a person to single out
specific kin and state precisely what relationship exists. An-
other system that is used is classificatory: it allows a person to
include large numbers of people among his or her close rela-
tives, even when close genealogical relationships do not exist.
Thus, all members of one's own generation are addressed as
brother or sister, and so on.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Marriages are traditionally endogamous and are
frequently polygynous. Bride-wealth, in cattle and other
goods, is provided by the prospective husband, with help from
his near relatives. Part of the bride-wealth is used to buy
household furnishings; some of it may also be used to buy food
for the marriage celebration, which takes place in the bride’s
camp. After the marriage, the new couple lives near the
bride’s mother’s house, just outside the camp circle, for about
ten days. Then the new couple moves ceremoniously a resi-
dence the husband has chosen, an occasion that involves an-
other feast, this one provided by the husband’s family. In
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polygynous marriages, each wife owns her own house, which
she operates independently. Co-wives may share meals, but
not any differently than they might with other women in the
camp. A divorced woman is looked after by her brother, unless
she has a son older than about age 14 who can do so.

Domestic Unit.  The primary domestic unit is a woman and
her young children, with a male protector. A man may be the
protector of more than one household, either through polygy-
Jous marriages or through assigned responsibility for a di-
vorced or widowed woman or for the wife of an absent
husband (usually his brother). Residence may change several
times over the course of a person’s life, with movement from
camp to camp or from camp to town. Residence changes may
be related to a person’s matriage status; a woman'’s pregnancy;
a change in emphasis of a man’s economic mode (pastoral,
agricultural, or wage labor); or the location of a woman's male
protector.

Inheritance. Inheritance is patrilineal. Women inherit
household goods and perhaps some small stock from their
mothers. They may also inherit cattle, although their brothers
usually retain control over such animals, so that they can
be used to maintain the women should they be divorced ot
widowed.

Socialization. Mothers are the primary caretakers of young
children. Fathers also show a great deal of attention to their
infants and young children. Siblings often help with child
care. Any adult may discipline a child or provide care, pattic-
ularly when a child’s mother has gone out of the camp. More
and more Baggara children—particularly boys—are now at-
tending at least some years of school; however, the eldest son
may remain at home so that he can be well trained in animal
husbandry. Boys may attend school through the secondary
level, whereas girls rarely pass beyond six years of schooling.
A small number of boys may gain some sort of postsecondary
training.
Sociopolitical Organization

Political Organization.  Traditionally, each Baggara camp is
led by a shaykh (pl. shuyukh). Although sons tend to inherit
the position from their fathers, adult male members of a camp
must agree on a man to fill the position. The shaykh’s power is
essentially limited to his being a spokesperson for the consen-
sus decision of the male members of the camp, although he
may wield considerable influence, owing to his wisdom and
economic status. In 1911, during Turkish rule in Sudan, two
additional political positions were introducted: nazir (pl.
nuzara) and ‘omda (pl. umad). Nuzara were placed as the
leaders of main tribal sections. Within each main tribal sec-
tion, further divisions (khushum beyut; sing. khashm beyt) are
headed by umad.

Social Control. One administrative role of a shaykh is to
assist in tax collection. Nuzara have courts at which suits are
heard from their own sections. Umad are arbitrators in dis-
putes within their omodiyat (sing. omodiya). If the ‘omda fails
to arbitrate to the satisfaction of both parties, the suit goes to
one of the courts. The most serious disputes heard by the
‘omda are those involving homicide, in which settlement
may involve negotiation and payment of a blood debt. Less se-
rious disputes within a camp are handled by persuasive discus-
sion by the shaykh, the elders, and the other senior men.
Sometimes disputes arise between herders and farmers, partic-

ularly when cattle destroy crops. In such cases, the injured
farmer has the right to impound the cattle in question. Then,
he and the owners meet, perhaps under the men’s tree, to ne-
gotiate a suitable fine. Once the fine has been paid, the cattle
are released.

Conflict. In former times, the Baggara were participants in
cattle and slave raids and in various military alliances with
the sultanates. Today several of the Baggara tribes are in-
volved in the ongoing Sudanese civil war, particularly in
South Kordofan, and often find themselves caught between
government and rebel forces.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. The Baggara are Muslims, and they ob-
serve the Five Pillars of Islam: the declaration of faith, the five
daily prayers, almsgiving, fasting, and the pilgrimage to
Mecca. Many Baggara men, and some women, manage to
make the pilgrimage to Mecca. Since the mid-1980s, men
have used the pilgrimage to Mecca as an opportunity to seek
wage labor, often staying a year or two beyond the pilgrimage
to work before returning home.

Ceremonies. In conjunction with or in addition to reli-
gious celebrations, Baggara celebrate life-stage transitions.
Marriage and the various stages toward it are the occasions for
important celebrations for both men and women. The various
marriage celebrations (betrothal, marriage, moving residence)
all include feasting and dancing, which provide courting op-
portunities for young people. Circumcision is important for
both boys and girls. Giving birth is also cause for celebration.
Many occasions are found for communal feasting, such as un-
expected good fortune, the arrival of a visitor, the return of
someone from a trip, or the condolence visitations after a

death.

Arts. Baggara decorative arts are integral with the making
of various practical items. Some of the mats they make, for ex-
ample, may be plain, but others are quite colorful, with geo-
metric designs woven into the fabric. Leather bags may have
decorative stitching, and many containers, whether of bas-
ketry or gourds, have long leather fringe as decoration. Older
Baggara women have decorative facial scarification, whereas
younger women sometimes have tattoos, particularly on their
lips. Women’s hair braiding can also be most elaborate. Bag-
gara are traditionally known for their poetry and songs, which
are composed by both men and women to celebrate or narrate
events. Baggara men participate in wrestling matches and
often spend a great deal of time decorating their costumes and
their bodies for the events.

Medicine. Today Baggara people seek medical care in a va-
riety of settings, including clinics run by nurse practitioners,
doctors’ clinics, and hospitals. Because many of them fre-
quently live long distances from such clinics, traditional
medicine is also still important. Some men are well known as
bonesetters; older women serve as midwives. A few Baggara
women have been trained in Traditional Birth Attendant pro-
grams so that they can incorporate modern techniques into
their midwifery practices. The use of modern medicine is also
important to Baggara animal husbandry. Men often seek the
services of government veterinarians, or they may purchase
and administer various veterinary medications themselves.
These practices are important in the prevention of animal dis-
eases such as bovine pleuropneumonia.
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Death and Afterlife. Funerary practices accord to the I§-
lamic stipulation that burial take place within twenty-four
hours of death. An elder man or woman prepares the body for
burial. After burial, many people come to visit the bereaved,
and there is often a night-long vigil on the night of the death.
Women mourners greet the bereaved with ritualized wailing,
which includes a praise litany about the deceased. A forty-day
mourning period is observed by both the men and the women
who are close relatives of the deceased. This period may be
more restrictive for a man, however, who may stay—with lit-
tle activity and without shaving—under the men's sun shelter,
where he receives visitors. The end of the forty-day mourning
period is celebrated with a feast.
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Bagirmi

ETHNONYM: Dar Massenya
Orientation

Identification. The term “Bagirmi” refers to a multiethnic
society organized as an archaic state. Major populations in the
Bagirmi region were the Barma, who formed and dominated
the state; Arabs, who were its most numerous inhabitants; and
the Fulani, who were significant in its religious life. “Bagirmi”
derives from Arabic (bagar, cattle; mia, one hundred) and, ac-
cording to one tradition, indicates the amount of tribute that

the Arabs and the Fulani were obliged to pay to their first
ruler.

Location. The core of Bagirmi was located in the Republic
of Chad along the Chari and Bahr Erguig rivers, roughly from
N'Djamena in the north to Bousso in the south. This core was
surrounded by tributaries. Bagirmi was situated between two
competing kingdoms: Bornu to the northwest and Wadai to
the northeast.
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Demography. In 1954 there were about 25,000 Barma,
78,000 Arabs, and 25,000 Fulani in the area that roughly cor-
responds to the core and tributary zones of nineteenth-cen-
tury Bagirmi. There is evidence of emigration from Bagirmi
beginning in late precolonial times and continuing through
the present. Relatively low fertility is reported for Bagirmi.

Linguistic Affiliation. The Barma speak Tar Barma, which
belongs to the Central Sudanic Branch of Nilo-Saharan lan-
guages and is closely related to languages spoken by the Sara,
Kenga, and Bulala peoples in Chad.

History and Cultural Relations

Bagirmi’s precolonial history centered around the affairs of its
ruler (the mbang) and his court. There were four periods: for-
mative, offensive, counteroffensive, and final.

The formative period (c. 1522-1608) roughly corre-
sponds to the rule of the first four sovereigns. Tradition sug-
gests that Dala Birni, the first of these, led followers from
Kenga territory around 1522. This band was believed to have
stopped under a tamarind tree (Tar Barma: mas), where there
was a young Fulani milkmaid named Enya. Later, a settlement
was built around this tree, which, to commemorate both the
tree and the milkmaid, became known as “Massenya,” and it
became Bagirmi’s capital. Dala Birni is supposed to have pro-
tected the people in this area, and in return they paid tribute,
the amount of which became the name of the kingdom (see
“Identification”). Nothing is known about the second and
third sovereigns. The fourth sovereign is remembered for im-
posing Islam upon Bagirmi, greatly expanding the state, and
creating much of its governmental structure. With his death,
traditionally set at about 1608, Bagirmi entered a more offen-
sive phase.

During the period from about 1608 to 1806, Bagirmi may
well have enjoyed a rough hegemony in east-central Sudan.
According to its traditions, this pugnacious polity created trib-
utaries to the north among the Medogo, the Bulala, the Kuka,
and the Babelyia; to the west among the Kotoko; to the south
among the Sarua, the Somrai, the Niellim, the N'Dam, and
the Bua; and to the east among the Kenga and the Sokoro.
The town of Bidiri was a center of Islamic leaming, and its
merchants were active throughout the region. This period
ended at the close of the eighteenth century, when Wadai at-
tacked. Wadaian aggression resulted from the conviction that
Gaurang, Bagirmi's ruler, had committed incest by marrying a
sister. Gaurang's defeat, in about 1806, initiated a period last-
ing until the arrival of the French, during which Bagirmi, seek-
ing to regain its lost preeminence, mounted counteroffensives
against both Wadai and Bornu. These actions were generally
unsuccessful; however, there was expansion to the south.

At the end of the nineteenth century, France had de-
cided to incorporate the central Sudan into its empire. The
interval (1897-1912) prior to formal French colonization
constituted the final period. Bagirmi signed a treaty with
France in 1897, hoping thereby to gain support in conflicts
with Wadai. Officials of Bagirmi also went behind the backs
of the French and conspired with Wadai. After a final struggle
with the French that ended in 1912, Bagirmi became a circon-
scription under the direct administration of a French chef de
circonscription. Thus, duting the subsequent colonial period
(1912-1960) and, after 1960, as part of Chad; Bagirmi was no
longer independent.

Settlements

Towns and rural settlements in the form of villages and camps
wete the two major precolonial settlement patterns. Many
Barma lived in permanent towns located on or near streams
and swamps. Towns, which could have thousands of inhabi-
tants, were often walled; they had various wards and large,
open markets, around which might be found mosques and of-
ficial residences. A major postcolonial change in settlement
pattern, however, has been a reduction in the size of the
Barma towns. The Arabs and the Fulani were semisedentary:
they lived in villages and camps. Villages were small, often
housing fewer than 100 persons, and tended to be located in
northern and eastern Bagirmi. They were places of farming
and herding during the rains (June to September); when pre-
cipitation diminished, many persons migrated with their ani-
mals in a southwesterly direction. Camps—small groups of 10
to 30 living in impermanent residences—were the settlement
type adopted by those in transhumance.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities.  Subsistence pro-
duction seems little changed from precolonial times. The
Barma still cultivate cereals and vegetables using swidden and
flood-recession (i.e., planting as the flood recedes) tech-
niques. The staples are sorghums and millets; peanuts, cotton,
and okra are also grown. Barma who reside by streams fish.
Arabs and Fulani are primarily livestock breeders: they raise
cattle, sheep, and goats on open range. They also grow some
cereals, generally by slash-and-burn techniques. All foodstuffs
are increasingly grown as cash crops as well as for subsistence.
French attempts to make cotton an important cash crop failed
during the colonial period. Cutting wood to sell in urban
areas is common.

Industrial Arts. Bagirmi had a reputation for fine crafts-
manship in precolonial times. Its textiles and leatherwork
were especially appreciated, but these have both largely disap-
peared.

Trade. There was trans-Saharan, interregional, and local
trade in precolonial Bagirmi. Trans-Saharan commerce in-
volved the exchange of slaves, captured to the south of
Bagirmi, for sumptuary goods and weapons produced in the
circum-Mediterranean area. Interregional commerce involved
the exchange of commodities produced in different West
African ecological zones. Kola from the forest might be ex-
changed in Bagirmi for salt from the desert. Local trade in-
volved the exchange of subsistence and craft goods produced
in particular localities, and especially included the barter of
dairy products for cereal products. Trans-Saharan slaving was
conducted by Bagirmi officials and professional slave traders,
who normally were not Bagirmi. The interregional trade
tended to be in the hands of professional merchants, many of
whom were not Bagirmi. Local trade was conducted by the
producers themselves. These commercial patterns were
greatly altered in the twentieth century. One major change
was the suppression of the trans-Saharan trade and its replace-
ment by one dominated by European trading houses.

Division of Labor. In the 19705 Barma men had large fields
on which they produced cereals, whereas women had smaller
plots on which vegetables were cultivated. Men fish, trade,
and build houses; women do the vast bulk of the domestic



34  Bagirmi

chores, produce crafts, and are the primary marketets of food-
stuffs.

Land Tenure. The precolonial system of land tenure facili-
tated, rather than restricted, access to land. Membership in
social groups guaranteed access to land, which could neither
be bought nor sold. Today there are coexisting tenure systems:
the traditional ones—the specifics of which tend to vary with
region and ethnic group—and modern land law, based upon
European conceptions of tenure. Powerful individuals can use
the latter system to acquire freehold land privately.

Kinship
The Barma lacked descent groups; however, strong adherence
to patrilocality in the 1970s resulted in neighborhoods in
which the men of households tended to be agnatically related.

The Arabs and the Fulani each had differing systems of patri-
lineal descent. Barma kinship terminology was Iroquoian.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. The Barma traditionally preferred marriage with
either cross cousin; in the 1970s, however, most of their mar-
riages were to nonkin. Bride-price was paid in the vast major-
ity of marriages. Levirate and sororate were not practiced.
Polygny occurred most frequently among middle-aged men of
political, economic, or religious distinction. Divorce was easy
and frequent.

Domestic Unit. Although the Barma are ideally patrilocal
and have large, extended families, only about one-third of the
households in the 1970s were characterized by such features.
Most households had some form of the nuclear family.

Inheritance. The Barma appear to be increasingly influ-
enced by Islamic inheritance rules.

Socialization. Barma children are raised in a moderately
permissive fashion. Flouting of cultural rules is not tolerated,
and, when necessary, offenders are verbally reprimanded or
spanked. Some adolescent males attend Quranic schools, but
very few children receive any other type of formal education.

Sociopolitical Organization

Social Organization.  Precolonial Bagirmi society was a col-
lection of tribal groups organized on the basis of class. Class
position, however, depended upon control over political-—not
economic—resources. The upper class consisted of officials
organized in an elaborate hierarchy around the sovereign at
Massenya. The two lower classes—slave and free—were food
producers. Most officials were Barma. Barma, Arabs, and Fu-
lani were free food producers; slaves usually came from tribes
in southern Chad, such as the Sara. A revenue system allowed
officials to extract resources from food producers. Because
there were very few relations between officials and food pro-
ducers, other than those involving revenues, tribal systems
continued within the class structure, organizing reproductive,
enculturative, economic, and religious activities.

Political Organization. There were three levels in the offi-
cial hierarchy of the precolonial state: those of the sovereign,
the court, and the estate officials. The ruler had responsibili-
ties extending throughout the polity, whereas court officials
had duties within their estates, which were a collection of vil-
lages, ethnic groups, tributaries, and, occasionally, places such

as markets. Estate officials, who might be heads of tributaries,
villages, or the like, adminstered a portion of a court official’s
estate. The sovereign and his court resided at Massenya, and
estate officials were distributed throughout the core and tribu-
tary areas. Court officials might be of royal, free, or slave ori-
gin; those with major military responsibilities tended to be
slaves, whose office depended upon the will of the ruler.

Social Control. Gossip, ostracism, sorcery, and witchcraft
were and continue to be important forms of social control.
Traditional Islamic specialists and courts settle disputes ac-
cording to Malekite law. Today the most serious crimes are
likely to be adjudicated within the nation-state’s legal system.

Conflict. Precolonial Bagirmi experienced police actions,
raids, warfare, and rebellion. Violence was a state monopoly,
with officials serving as mounted cavalry. Officials usually di-
rected police actions against food producers in the core, often
because of unpaid taxes. Raids were mounted by officials, usu-
ally against non-Muslim, acephalous populations, to acquire
slaves. Officials both conducted wars against external states
and contested among themselves for control of the Bagirmi
state. Since Chad gained independence in 1960, Bagirmi, like
many other areas of the country, has experienced civil war
that has resulted from attempts to control the nation-state.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs.  Precolonial religious notions were syn-
cretic and, at least in part, varied with class. Officials tended
to be Muslims, who at the same time affirmed the divinity of
their king. Many food producers appear to have been unaware
of the finer points of either Islam or the Bagirmi conception
of divine kingship. Islam appeared to be expanding during the
1970s; especially popular was the Tidjaniya Brotherhood.

Precolonial Bagirmi appear often to have held conflicting
religious ideas. For example, officials professed that there was
one Supreme Being, Allah, while at the same time they in-
sisted that their ruler was the earthly incarnation of the two
forces mao and karkata, which animated all things in the uni-
verse. Food producers, for their part, appear to have believed
that shetani (devils) were responsible for many of their afflic-
tions. They also believed that Allah was responsible for all
things, including afflictions.

The Barma, it will be recalled, are linguistically related to
the Kenga and traditionally trace the origin of Bagirmi to a
migration from Kenga territory. Kenga religion is dominated
by beliefs in margai (genies of places). There is a report that
some Bagirmi also believe in margai.
Religious Practitioners. Two types of officials conducted
rituals, which officials were likely to attend. Islamic special-
ists, whom the Barma called mallams, performed Muslim cere-
monials, and officials themselves performed the rituals
associated with the sovereign’s divinity. Food producers
tended to be served by mallams, but they were also served by a
variety of non-Islamic practitioners, about whom little is
known.
Ceremonies. Two sorts of ceremonials tended to dominate
the religious life of officials in the precolonial state. There
were the normal Islamic rituals, such as Id al-Kabir or Id el-
Fitr, as well as those that pertained to divine kingship. The
latter included the ruler’s installation, his observance of the
sunset, and his funeral. Next to nothing is known about the
precolonial, non-Islamic rituals of food producers.
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Arts. Traditional music and dance celebrated the ruler in
precolonial times. Visual arts were weakly developed; there
was no painting, and sculpting was restricted to designs on
wooden implements.

Medicine. There is scant knowledge of precolonial Bagirmi
medical practices. During the 1970s, much illness, both physi-
cal and mental, appears to have been attributed to sorcery and
to the actions of shetani.

Death and Afterlife. Very little is known about precolo-
nial, non-Muslim ideas of death and afterlife. Devils and sor-
cerers were believed to cause some deaths in the 1970s.
Conventional Islamic attitudes toward death and afterlife
were gaining in currency in the 1970s.
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Baha’is

ETHNONYMS: none

The Baha'i faith originated from one of the sects within the
Shiite Muslim religion in Iran. The nature of the religion has
changed dramatically since its beginning in the middle of the
nineteenth century. The Baha'i religion developed directly
from the Babis, an extremely militant sect willing to die to
convert the people of the world to their faith. Because of this
zeal, the Babis were condemned and persecuted; their leader,
the Bab, was executed in 1850. The search for the Bab’s suc-
cessor and some important changes in beliefs and methods, in
turn, led to the formation of the Baha'i religion. The Bab’s
successor, who came to be known as Baha'ulla, and his fol-
lowers transformed militant Babism into the more peaceful
Baha'i sect.

There are about five and a half million people who count
themselves as Baha'is today. The largest groups of Baha'is are
in India and Malaysia, each of which has approximately one
million members. In Iran, where they originated and where
they still face persecution, they are a small minority of
150,000 to 300,000.

Baha’is believe that God is completely transcendent and
unknowable. They disagree with the Jewish, Christian, and

Muslim belief that knowledge of and union with God are at-
tainable. To the Baha'i, divine manifestations occur in the
form of prophets or messengers who mirror God’s reflection.
They believe that the first prophet was Adam, followed by Ju-
daic prophets such as Abraham and Moses, followed by Jesus,
then Mohammed. Unlike Muslims, they also recognize Bud-
dha, Zoroaster, Confucius, and the Bab.

Among the major tenets of Bahaism are that all religions
originate from the same basic beliefs and are therefore equally
valid; that the holy prophets of all religions are manifestations
or messengers of the same deities; and that the faithful are re-
quired to gather communally every nineteen days. Egalitari-
anism is stressed—differences in wealth are ignored, and there
is equality between the sexes.

In Iran, Baha'is have been persecuted, in part because of
their origin as Babis. Memories of militant Babis still influ-
ence the stereotypes of present-day Baha’is. A greater problem
is that Bahaism is not considered a religion by Iranian Shiite
Muslim officials, and Baha'is are therefore not classified as a
religious minority. The belief that Mohammed, although an
important prophet, was not the last, is considered heretical by
Muslims. This helps to explain why Iranians have little sym-
pathy for Baha'is, even though the Baha'is have pledged loy-
alty to the government.

Bibliography

Cooper, Roger (1982). “The Baha’is of Iran.” Minority Rights
Group Report no. 51. London.

Esslemont, J. E. (1923). Baha'v’llah and the New Era. New
York.

Levinson, David (1994). Ethnic Relations. Santa Barbara,
Calif.: ABC-Clio.

Bakhtiari

ETHNONYMNS: none

The term “Bakhtiari” refers to a group of people and to the
area they occupy. The Bakhtiari inhabit about 156,000 square
kilometers in and near the central Zagros Mountains of Iran.
The most recent estimates place their population at about
700,000 in the 1980s. The Bakhtiari are traditionally nomadic
pastoralists who make their winter encampments in the low
hills along the narrow fringe of the northeast Khiizestan plain
and their summer pastures in the intermontane valleys. Some
also find summer pastures at the western edge of the central
plateau, which is also the permanent habitat for a sedentary
village population. Other Bakhtiari live in permanent agricul-
tural settlements throughout the larger area, except at the
highest elevations.
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Sheep and goats are the basis of the Bakhtiari‘éconiémy,
and Bakhtiari nomadism arises from the search for pastures.
Sheep and goat products are used for subsistence and for eco-
nomic exchange with the sedentary population.

The family is the basic unit of production and of flock-
and landownership, as well as of political and social organiza-
tion. Families cooperate in the sharing of pastures. At succes-
sive levels of segmentation, families regroup and redefine
themselves under different political and kin headings. The
smallest political/kin unit is the rish safid, and successively
higher units include kalantars (headmen), khans (chiefs), and
an ilkhani (paramount chief of the entire confederation).

The confederation, 1l-i-Bakhtiari (il, tribe) is the unit
that includes all those who live in the territory, speak a subdi-
alect of the Luri dialect of Persian, and acknowledge the lead-
ership of the khans and the ilkhani. Historically, the Bakhtiari
have been divided into two major sections, the Haft Lang and
the Chahar Lang, but in contemporary times the most impor-
tant division has been Ilkhani and Hajji llkhani (two moieties
from which the ilkhani were chosen).

Migration, competition for scarce resources, and the
need for exchange with sedentary groups create a potential
for much conflict in Bakhtiari society. Add to that the pres-
sures of external conflict with other tribes, including defend-
ing tribal territory, and the demands of the central govern-
ment, and it becomes clear that there is a need for khans as
mediators and intermediaries. Traditionally, the power of the
khans and ilkhani comes from personal abilities as well as the
inherent power of the position. It is based on the benefits
they can provide, the respect they attain through birth, their
coercive capabilities within the tribe, and the support given
to them by the central government or by outside sources of
power.

The Bakhtiari political system has been described as a hi-
erarchy of khans, but it is similar to a segmentary lineage in
that there are segmented levels that function in balanced op-
position, with certain activities and responsibilities associated
with each segment. The tribes and subtribes of the Bakhtiari
use force against each other, their khans, and their ilkhani.
Therefore, as in a segmentary lineage, intergroup and intra-
group relations are based on a balance of power at each level.
Tribes that fight each other at one time may unite to fight a
third tribe at another.

The Bakhtiari confederation was once much more pow-
erful than it is today. Reza Shah considered the Bakhtiari a di-
rect threat to his sovereignty and, in the 1920s, took military,
economic, and administrative actions to subjugate them. His
policy of forced sedentarization, intended to break the tribal
economy and prevent tribal identification, destroyed the po-
litical power of the ruling khans but was less successful in forc-
ing the Bakhtiari to settle in one place.

The Bakhtiari now appear to be choosing sedentarism as
a way of life much more than in the past. Formerly, only the
richest and poorest lived a sedentary life-stlye; today many
Bakhtiari not only settle in agricultural villages, they also
work in the oil fields or urban centers. Although there is lit-
tle reliable information on the Bakhtiari in post-Pahlavi
Iran, it appears that changes are taking place. Along with in-
creased sedentarism has come improved communications,
and many government activities may be effectively transfer-
ring loyalty and identification from the tribe to the nation-
state.
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Bamiléké

ETHNONYMS: Aghem, Babadjou, Bafang, Bafou, Bafoussam,
Bagam, Baloum, Bamaha, Bamdendjina, Bamendjou, Ba-
menkoumbit, Bamenyam, Bana, Bandjoun, Bangangté, Ban-
goua, Bangwa, Bangwa-Fontem, Bapi, Batcham, Batchingou,
Bati, Batié, Dschang, Fe’e Fe’e, Fomopea, Fongondeng, Foto,
Fotouni, Mbouda
Orientation

Identification. Bamiléké is a collective term referring to a
loose agglomeration of some 100 kingdoms or chiefdoms of
the eastern Grassfields in the Western Province of Cameroon.
These kingdoms are of varying size but have similar cosmology
and social and political structures; they speak distinct, al-
though related, languages. “Bamiléké” derives from the Ger-
man mispronunciation of a Bali (western Grassfields)
interpreter’s designation, “Mba Lekeo,” or “the people down
there,” which has been associated with this region since at
least 1910, possibly since the 1890s. Currently, Bamiléké peo-
ple most often refer to themselves as “Bamiléké” when speak-
ing with non-Bamiléké, and as members of their specific
kingdoms and villages when speaking with other Bamiléké.

Location. The 6,196-square-kilometer Bamiléké region ex-
tends roughly from 5° to 6° N and 10° to 11° E. It is bounded
by the Bamboutos Mountains on the northwest and by the
Noun River on the southeast. With the Bamoun area it con-
stitutes the southeastern half of the Grassfields, a mountain-
ous plateau spanning the Western and Northwestern
provinces of the Republic of Cameroon. The Bamiléké region
is made up of five administrative divisions within the Western
Province: Bamboutos, Haut-Nkam, Mifi, Menoua, and Ndé¢.
The region is characterized by its irregular, hilly relief and
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great differences in soil quality. Valleys, which have the richer
soils, are mixed savanna and forest. Basalt and other volcanic
rocks are common. The high-altitude prairie, for which the
Grassfields are named, consists of noncultivated land at an av-
erage elevation of 1,400 meters. Temperatures range from 13°
C to 23° C, and rainfall amounts to more than 160 centime-
ters per year. The dry season lasts from mid-November to mid-
February, with a fluctuating rainy season occurring during the
remaining months.

Demography. No census data exist on the Bamiléké as a
people, but scholars estimate that they constitute about 25
percent of Cameroon’s diverse population. The overall popu-
lation of the Bamiléké in the late 1980s was approximately 2
million, 1 million of whom resided on the Bamiléké plateau.
Average population density is 125 persons per square kilome-
ter but ranges from 15 to over 400 inhabitants per square kilo-
meter. The Bamiléké region represents a pocket of relatively
high fertility within the central African “infertility belt.” The
birthrate is 49 per thousand, and completed fertility is 6.3. In-
fant mortality is 158 per thousand; life expectancy is 39.9 at
birth, increasing to 49.2 at age 5.

The Bamiléké area has served as a labor reserve since the
early colonial period. Emigration, beginning at the turn of the
twentieth century and intensifying in the 1930s, has greatly
influenced Bamiléké demography and social life. The order,
intensity, and scale of emigration have varied over time. Most
immigrants were Bana during German colonization; Bafang,
Bafoussam, Bangangté, and Dschang in the 1940s; and Ban-
gangté in the late 1950s and 1960s. In urban centers and pe-
ripheral regions of agricultural colonization, Bangangté
continue to provide the largest numbers of emigrés. This pre-
dominantly male migration continues, as youths search for
jobs to earn cash for consumer goods, bride-wealth, and to
gain titles. Kingdom-specific voluntary associations play an
important role in the social life of urban emigrés and help link
them socially, politically, and economically to their place of
origin. Many Bamiléké maintain land in their home areas (“a
foot in the land of the ancestors”), and movement back and
forth between urban centers and rural villages is common.

Linguistic Affiliation. Bamiléké languages, which are
tonal, belong to the Grasslands Bantu Group of Broad Bantu
languages. While Voegelin (1977) lists twenty-four Bamiléké
languages, nearly every kingdom names its own dialect as a
separate language. Bamiléké languages are not always mutu-
ally intelligible. Bordering kingdoms may speak languages
that differ only slightly, but, because of intense migration over
the past three hundred years, geographic proximity is not al-
ways a predictor of mutual intelligibility. Many contemporary
Bamiléké also speak French, and quite a few speak Wes Cos
Pidgin and/or English.

History and Cultural Relations

The earliest Bamiléké kingdoms were formed during the six-
teenth century, a result of a complex dynamic of conquest,
ruse, and shifting allegiance when population movements in
Adamoua pushed the “pre-Tikar” Ndobo into the Bamiléké
plateau. Succession disputes, the search for new hunting
grounds, and demographic pressure led to the emergence of
new kingdoms from the first core polities. The number, size,
and shape of Bamiiéké kingdoms continued to change until

European colonization, when interkingdom warfare was cur-
tailed and the limits of territories were frozen at borders partly
determined by the colonizers. This history of shifting borders,
alliances, and the influx of refugees from neighboring king-
doms makes each Bamiléké kingdom a political composite of
diverse peoples owing allegiance to the king and to estab-
lished royal institutions.

During the precolonial era, the Bamiléké fought wars
among their constituent kingdoms as well as with the neigh-
boring Nso and Bamoun. Relations among kingdoms included
economic exchange and cooperation as well as territorial bel-
ligerence. German expeditions into Bamiléké territory in
1902 and 1904 found a rich and cultivated territory, main-
taining multiple commercial relations, as evinced by paths
and markers.

The colonial era began on 12 July 1884, when coastal
Duala chiefs signed a treaty with the German Empire. Colo-
nial German penetration into the Bamiléké highlands began
in the 1890s and became increasingly important over the next
decade. Between 1914 and 1916, Cameroon was conquered by
French and British forces. Nearly all Bamiléké kingdoms were
subsequently governed by France under League of Nations
mandate and, following World War 1I, under United Nations
Trusteeship. Independence was achieved in 1960. Political
steps toward independence, especially the outlawing of the
trade union-based Union des Populations Camerounaises
(UPC), led to civil war in the Bamiléké region from 1958
through 1972. Bamiléké refer to this as a time of troubles; oth-
ers refer to it as the Bamiléké rebellion. Both personal and po-
litical scars remain. The region continues under a nominal
state of emergency. Popular discourse sutrounding more recent
political and economic turmoil in Cameroon makes reference
to this history of civil and interethnic strife.

Settlements

Bamiléké kingdoms are divided into quarters, villages, com-
pounds, and houses. The “quarter” is a territorial unit of tradi-
tional kingdom government. Both “quarter” and “village” are
units of Cameroonian state administration. Family compounds
may be monogamous (consisting of a conjugal house, a kit-
chen, and an outhouse) or polygynous (consisting of the hus-
band's house surrounded by either a single semicircle or two
rectangular “quarters” of his wives’ kitchen-houses. All Bami-
1€ké royal compounds are built on slopes and follow a pre-
scribed layout. Below an entry gate made of spines of the raffia
palm (“bamboo”) and either thatch or corrugated iron, a wide
path (the “foot” of the compound) divides the two wives’ quat-
ters, each quarter ruled by titled queens. A second gate leads to
the king's palace, a variety of meeting houses of secret soci-
eties, a traditional court building, and a sacred water source
used only for the king’s meals. The area above the second gate
is considered dry and infertile; the area below it is regarded as
moist, rich, fertile, and spiritually complicated.

Each wife in a polygynous compound lives in her
kitchen-house with her children. Both boys and girls live in
their mother’s compound until they go away to school or get
married. Child fosterage is common. Most kitchen-houses
have one room, with a hearth in the middle and a granary of
raffia bamboo above the hearth; usually they are built of mud
bricks and roofed with thatch or tin. Previously, houses were
square, constructed of raffia bamboo, with sliding doors and
thatched, conical roofs. Rural compounds were surrounded by
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fences or hedges during the precolonial and early colonial pe-
riods, but now rarely are.

Before the UPC-related civil war, settlements were dis-
persed, and compounds were built near cultivated land. Dur-
ing the time of troubles, the French authorities resettled
Bamiléké in villages along roads.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities. Rural Bamiléké
are primarily farmers; they also keep pygmy goats and sheep.
The staples are maize (the preferred food) and plantains, sup-
plemented by beans and peanuts. Cassava is used primarily to
bridge the hungry time between harvests. Tomatoes, onions,
pumpkins, and condiments are grown on the ends of rows.
Farms are tilled with iron hoes. The major cash crop is coffee.
Some Bamiléké in lower elevations grow cocoa, and in higher
elevations European vegetables such as potatoes, eggplants,
and leeks for local and urban markets. A few have experi-
mented with growing strawberries.

French agricultural policy from 1920 to 1950 favored pro-
duction of food crops, and many Bamiléké kings, fearing a loss
of control over the fortunes of their subjects, discouraged the
production of coffee. This confluence of colonial and indige-
nous agricultural policy encouraged the small-scale commer-
cialization of women’s food crops, starting in the 1930s, as
well as male labor migration.

Trade. Trade, which has always been important for both
women and men, is conducted in local markets organized
around an eight-day weekly cycle, as well as in long-distance
interethnic exchange. Bamiléké traded agricultural goods,
game, and small livestock for salt, palm oil, and iron hoes.
Weekly local and regional market centers grew during the
colonial and postcolonial eras. In these centers, both local
and European goods were bought or bartered. One of these
market centers, Bafoussam, has grown into a bustling city of
over 120,000 inhabitants. Bamiléké emigrés are known as ag-
gressive entrepreneurs. They are active in many sectors and
often dominate the taxi and transportation industries of the
urban centers.

Division of Labor. Since precolonial times, women have
been the primary producers of food crops (maize, beans, and
peanuts). Men have been responsible for tree crops, clearing
women's fields, and building fences. Men's cash-crop cultiva-
tion of coffee and cocoa, shopkeeping, and taxi and truck
driving have replaced precolonial involvement in animal hus-
bandry and war. Hunting, once the subject of heroic tales of
the founders of dynasties, is now practiced only occasionally;
hunters work mostly at night and must seek the local king's
permission.

Land Tenure. Within each Bamiléké kingdom, the king
(called fo, fon, or mfen in various Bamil€ké languages) is the
titular owner of all land. Quarter chiefs distribute usufruct
rights to male heads of patrilineages. These lineage heads
then distribute plots of land to their wives, their noninherit-
ing brothers, and their sisters. Inheritance of usufruct rights is
impartible; only one son is heirt, often leaving his siblings to
seek their fortune in urban centers. With increasing popula-
tion pressure and increasing privatization of landownership,
lineage heads now often fail to award plots of land to their
sisters.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent.  Bamiléké practice a system of
dual descent, in some kingdoms accompanied by institution-
alized relations among a diffuse uterine group (pam nto’ in
Bangangté, atsen’ndia among the Bangwa-Fontem). Most an-
thropologists studying various Bamiléké groups have empha-
sized agnatic relations. At the center of descent groups are
lines of heirs and heiresses who inherit the property, titles,
and skull custodianship of their ascendants. Each lineage head
chooses a single heir or heiress, who “becomes” that person in
terms of titles in customary associations, as well as rights and
duties toward all dependents. Patrilineal descent determines
village membership and the inheritance of titles, land, com-
pound, and wives. For nonheirs, the obligation to sacrifice to
patrilineal skulls ceases after two generations. Matrilineal de-
scent determines inheritance of titles, movable property, and
moral and legal obligation to lineage members. In theory, the
obligation to sacrifice to matrilineal skulls does not diminish
with structural distance; in practice, facing misfortune often
motivates people to renew their obligations to matrilineal an-
cestresses. Bamil€ké have no clans.

Kinship Terminology. Bamiléké refer to their father and
his heir by the same term (ta), and to their mother and her
heiress by the same term (ma). Cousins are addressed by sib-
ling terms, but both they and half-siblings are distinguished in
everyday conversation. Special sibling terms indicate birth
order (e.g., firstborn) and relation to twins (e.g., born follow-
ing a set of twins). A complex system of praise names, indicat-
ing the village of origin of a person’s mother or father, with
variations in alternating generations, are important terms of
address in the Bamiléké kingdoms of Ndé Division. Joking re-
lations of fictive, namesake kin are sometimes generated from
the use of these praise names. Skill in using praise names is an
important marker of cultural competence. Distinctions be-
tween “deracinated” urban dwellers and “traditional” rural rel-
atives are becoming increasingly important.

Marriage and Family

Marriage. Marriage is exogamous, preventing individuals
with patrilineal links up to the fourth generation from marry-
ing, and preventing marriage with any matrilineal kin. Two
forms of exchange govern relations between wife givers and
wife receivers. In bride-price marriage, the groom gains repro-
ductive, sexual, and domestic rights by giving gifts of palm oil,

goats, blankets, firewood, and money to the family of his

bride. In ta nkap marriage, no bride-price is exchanged be-
tween the bride’s father and the groom. The bride’s father re-
tains rights over the marriage and patrilineal identity of his
granddaughters, thus becoming their ta nkap (“father by
money”). These rights of ta nkap can be inherited, and are a
way of capitalizing on matrimonial rights. Although outlawed
by the French in 1927 and 1928, the practice continues. In
addition to these two traditional marriage options, contempo-
rary Bamiléké may choose Christian marriage with or without
bride-wealth, marriage by a justice of the peace, elopement,
and single parenthood.

Traditional Bamiléké marriage is virilocal, and sons at-
tempt to settle near their father if there is enough land. Polyg-
yny is a goal that is increasingly difficult to achieve, especially
on a grand scale, because of the inflation of bride-price and
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changing ideas about conjugal relations. The amount of bride-
price, although higher for women with more education, seems
primarily dependent upon the groom’s ability to pay. The term
for marriage is “to cook inside,” condensing the symbolism of
the married woman’s confinement to her kitchen, where she
literally cooks her husband’s meals and figuratively “cooks”
(procreates) children.

Domestic Unit. A married man is the de jure head of a
household consisting of his wife or wives and their children.
In polygynous compounds, co-wives have separate dwellings
(see “Settlements”). Although sometimes contentious and
competitive, relations among co-wives can be warm and com-
panionable. In royal compounds, older co-wives are assigned
to younger co-wives as foster mothers. Full siblings feel strong
ties of solidarity, whereas half-siblings are often in competi-
tion with each other for attention and inheritance.

Inheritance. Land and real estate are inherited patrilineally
and impartibly. Titles are inherited according to both matri-
lineal and patrilineal rule of descent (see “Land Tenure” and
“Kin Groups and Descent”).

Socialization.  Social roles are learned through example and
through stories told around the mother’s hearth at mealtimes.
Bamiléké report particularly warm relations among full sib-
lings, and refer to hearthside commensality and storytelling as
the source of this solidarity. Although mothers play a primary
role in child rearing, small children may be left with older sib-
lings or co-wives while their mothers do other work. After age
6, Bamiléké consider child fosterage an appropriate strategy to
deal with scarce resources and to help the child learn to inter-
act with a variety of personalities. There are no formal group-
initiation ceremonies at puberty. Boys are now usually
circumcised soon after birth. In the past, girls whose families
could afford it spent up to six months in seclusion (nja), eat-
ing fattening foods and learning about marriage and sexuality
from female kin. Elderly Bamiléké say that school has now re-
placed this custom.

Sociopolitical Organization
Social Organization.  Bamiléké kingdoms are highly strati-
fied, with kings and queen mothers at the apex, followed by
various levels of title-holding nobility, royal retainers, com-
moners, and (prior to colonization) slaves. This system of so-
cial stratification exists alongside differences in wealth and
power based upon commercial and educational success and
participation in national party politics. Differences in wealth,
formal education, and religious affiliation have become in-
creasingly important.
Political Organization. In the precolonial era, Bamiléké
kings had control over the life and death of their subjects.
They were aided by the nobility, especially the nkam be’e (the
council of nine highest nobles), royal retainers, and members
of secret societies. Young men were organized into warrior as-
sociations such as mandjo. In postcolonial Cameroon,
Bamiléké kings are still counseled by the nkam be’e and other
societies of nobles. They have jurisdiction over civil but not
criminal court cases in rural areas. They have official duties
and receive salaries as justices of the peace, maintaining vital
records of their rural subjects. There is no overarching
Bamiléké political organization, neither traditionally nor in
terms of contemporary party politics. As in the past, Bamiléké
practice active interkingdom diplomacy.

Social Control. Disputes, depending upon their serious-
ness, were originally resolved by the lineage head, the quarter
chief, or the king, each in consultation with other elders or
notables. Oracles who made use of chickens, earth spiders, or
poison ordeals were often consulted. Most of these forms of
dispute resolution now exist alongside the Cameroonian court
system, which in the Bamiléké region is fashioned after
French statutory law.

Conflict. Bamiléké kingdoms raided and warred against
each other and against their non-Bamiléké neighbors. This
activity nearly stopped owing to a pax Germanica by 1905,
but full cessation of armed hostilities was only achieved in the
early 1930s. New conflicts arose during the struggle for inde-
pendence. More recent conflicts are associated with a struggle
for multiparty democracy following the end of the cold war,
and extend beyond the Bamiléké area.

Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs. Prior to missionization, Bamiléké be-
lieved in a creator God, Nsi. Some groups believed in local
deities relating to natural features (streams, groves of trees,
rocks) and personal spirits. All Bamiléké believed in the
power of ancestors, through the metonym of the ancestral
skull (tu), to cause good or bad fortune for their descendants.
Matrilineal ancestresses were believed to be especially prone
to anger. Although these beliefs persist, many Bamiléké are
now members of Christian churches. The dominance of two
major denominations, Catholic and the Eglise Evangélique du
Cameroun (of French Calvinist origin), varies by locale. The
Baptist, Jehovah's Witness, and Adventist churches are active
in the Bamil€ké area, but to a lesser degree.

Religious Practitioners. Religion and politics are not easily
distinguished. The Bamiléké king is considered divine and re-
sponsible for the health and well-being of his subjects. He is
aided in his religious duties by the bandansi (the men of the
house of god), a secret society. Three other groups are also im-
portant in religious practice. Lineage heads, as custodians of
ancestral skulls, control access to propitiary rites. Diviners
and spirit mediums are active in determining the need for cer-
emonies and in healing. Healers and witches use the same su-
pernatural power, ka, but to good or bad ends.

Ceremonies. Life-cycle ceremonies include burying the
placenta and umbilical cord by the mother’s kitchen at birth,
circumcision for boys and prepuberty seclusion for girls (both
termed nja), burial, and death celebrations performed approx-
imately one year after death. Death celebrations (funerailles)
are public diplays of wealth, of the value of the deceased, and
of the new heir. They mark the end of a period of mourning,
when the deceased has completed the transition to ances-
torhood.

Royal rituals enact the transformation of a new king from
a mere mortal to a divine being, the embodiment of the office
of kingship. These rituals include capturing the new king, and
enclosing him and two of his queens in a special temporary
structure (la’ kwa) for nine weeks. During this time they are
fed medicines and taught their new duties. A ritual-—com-
plete with the symbolism of birth and feeding—marks the
emergence of the king from la’ kwa. He fully becomes king
only after he has sired at least one male and one female child.
Arts. Bamiléké are famous for their wooden sculpture,
masks, and stools (often ornamented with beads and cowries),
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and carved house posts. Motifs include human figures (ances-
tors and, occasionally, witches) and animals (representing
such qualities as royalty, wisdom, or fertility), as well as geo-
metric designs. Baskets, mats, and bags, woven of raffia-palm
fibers, are common and beautifully executed household items.
The Bamiléké blue and white royal display cloth is distinc-
tive. Bamiléké artisans import cotton cloth woven in the
north of Cameroon, sew a pattern of raffia fibers as a resist,
and send the cloth back north to be dyed in indigo vats. Al-
though some centers of tourist art exist, these are most de-
veloped in neighboring Bamoun and in the western Grass-
fields. Music played by Bamiléké secret societies utilizes
drums, balofons, and whistles. This music has been incorpo-
rated into the repertoires of some contemporary Cameroonian
pop musicians.

Medicine. Bamiléké traditional medical practitioners in-
clude herbalists, diviners, spirit mediums, and religious spe-
cialists. Many healers combine divination with herbal
medicine. In the past, diviners, spirit mediums, and religious
specialists had higher status than herbalists. This relation is
now reversing, along with a trend toward more individual and
fee-for-service treatment. Contemporary Bamiléké seek medi-
cal assistance from both private and public hospitals and clin-
ics as well as from their rich array of traditional practitioners
(see “Religious Practitioners”).

Death and Afterlife. Death may be attributed to natural
causes, but in most cases Bamiléké use divination to answer
the questions why this person, why now, and who did it? Vary-
ing forms of witchcraft figure prominently in causes of death,
and public autopsies are performed in some Bamiléké king-
doms as part of the search for cause. Immediately following
death, female kin wail, announcing the death to the neigh-
borhood. Burial generally occurs within twenty-four hours,
during a one-week petiod of public mourning (French: deuil;
Pidgin: cry-die). Close relatives of the deceased shave their
heads and don blue or black clothes of mourning. Approxi-
mately one year later, lavish death celebrations are performed
(see “Ceremonies”). Widows can resume sexual relations fol-
lowing the death celebration. Some time after this celebration
the heir or heiress will exhume and care for ancestral skulls in
clay pots or in small houselike tombs. Bamiléké believe that
improper care of ancestral skulls leads to ancestral wrath, ill-
ness, infertility, and even death.
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PAMELA FELDMAN-SAVELSBERG

Basseri

ETHNONYMS: none
Orientation

The Basseri are traditional pastoral nomads who inhabit the
Iranian province of Fars and migrate along the steppes and
mountains near the town of Shiraz. The Basseri are a clearly
delineated group, defined—as are most groups in the area—by
political rather than by ethnic or geographical criteria. In the
late 1950s there were an estimated 16,000 Basseri living in
Iran. More recent estimates of the Basseri population have
not been widely published. This article focuses on the tradi-
tional Basseri culture, which still existed in the late 1950s.
Owing to political circumstances in the region, the current
situation is not reliably known.

The Basseri speak a dialect of Farsi. The majority know
only the Basseri dialect, but a few also speak Turkish or Ara-
bic. Most of the groups with which the Basseri come in con-
tact speak Farsi, Turkish, or Arabic. Some of these groups
claim a common or collateral ancestral link with the Basseri.
Many people among the settled populations in southern Iran
claim to have Basseri origins. There are also other nomadic
groups—namely the Yazd-e-Khast, the Bugard-Basseri, and
the Basseri near Semnan east of Tehran—who are believed to
be genetically connected with the Basseri of Fars.

The Basseri were part of the Khamseh confederacy,
which formed in the mid-nineteenth century. At the outset,
they were not predominant within this organization, and,
later, when the Basseri grew in importance within the confed-
eracy, the confederacy lost its importance as a political and so-
cial unit.

The habitat of the Basseri derives from the hot and arid
climate of the Persian Gulf. The approximately 18,000 to
21,000 square kilometers that they traditionally inhabit spans
a large ecological range. In the southern section there are
deserts at elevations of 600 to 900 meters, and in the north
there are high mountains, preeminent among which is 4,000-
meter Kuh-i-Bul. Annual precipitation totals about 25 cen-
timeters a year, which falls mainly in the higher regions in the
form of snow. Much of this is conserved for the shorter grow-
ing season in that area. Mountain precipitation also provides
support for considerable vegetation, and even some forests, in
the higher elevations. In the southern lowland, however,
rapid runoff and summer droughts limit vegetation to hardy
desert scrubs and temporary grass cover in the rainy season of
winter and early spring.

Economy

Extensive pastures are an essential part of the pastoral econ-
omy of the Basseri, but these pastures cannot support flocks
continuously over the course of a year. Along the migratory
routes of the Basseri, pastures are utilized by different Basseri
groups in succession. While snow covers the pastures in the
mountains in the north, extensive though rather poor pas-
tures are available in the south. In spring, good pastures are
plentiful in the low and middle altitudes, but, beginning in
early March in the far south, they progressively dry up. Usable
pastures are available in the summer in areas above 6,000 feet,
but the grasses dry up in the latter part of the summer. In the
fall, when pastures are generally poor, the remains of har-
vested fields become available for pasturage.

Al of the major tribes of Fars have traditional routes that
they travel in their seasonal migrations. They also have a tra-
ditional schedule of pasture occupations at different locations.
The combined route and schedule, which describes the loca-
tions of a group at different times in the yearly cycle, consti-
tutes their il-rah. An il-rah is regarded by tribesmen as the
property of their tribe. Implicit within the concept of il-rah
are rights to pass on roads and over uncultivated lands, to
draw water everywhere except from private wells, and to pas-
ture flocks outside cultivated fields. These rights are recog-
nized by the local populations and authorities.

Although the Basseri keep a variety of domesticated ani-
mals, sheep and goats have the greatest economic importance.
Other domesticated animals include donkeys for transport
and riding (mainly by women and children), horses for riding
only (predominantly by men), camels for heavy transport and
wool, and dogs for keeping watch in camp. Poultry are some-
times kept as a source of meat, but not for eggs. Cattle are not
herded because of the long migrations and the rocky terrain.

Sheep and goats provide milk, meat, wool, and hides.
Camels provide only wool. These products are consumed im-
mediately, stored for later consumption, or traded.

Kinship and Sociopolitical Organization

One of the primary social units of Basseri society is the group
of people who share a tent. The Basseri keep a count of their
numbers and describe their camp groups in terms of tents
(sing. khune, “house”). Each tent is occupied by an indepen-
dent household, typically consisting of a nuclear family. Tents
are units of production and consumption; each is represented
by its male head. Tent residents hold rights over all movable
property including flocks, and they can act as independent
units for political purposes. For purposes of more efficient
herding, these households combine in small herding units, the
composition of which depends on expediency rather than kin-
ship or other basic principles of organization.

In winter, groups of two to five tents associated in herd-
ing units make up local camps separated by 3 or 4 kilometers
from the next group. At all other times of the year, camps are
larger—usually numbering ten to forty tents. These camps are
in a very real sense the primary communities of nomadic
Basseri society. The members of a camp are a very clearly
bounded social group. Their relations to each other as contin-
uing neighbors are relatively constant, whereas all other con-
tacts are passing, ephemeral, and governed by chance.

The maintenance of a camp as a social unit requires daily
unanimous agreement on questions of migration, the selec-
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tion of campsites, and all other economically vital considera-
tions. Such agreement may be achieved in various ways, rang-
ing from coercion by a powerful leader to mutual consent
through compromise by all concerned. The compositon of a
camp will thus indirectly be determined by shifting circum-
stances in the formation of a consensus whereby the move-
ments of economically independent households can be
controlled and coordinated. The unity of a camp is enhanced
by the existence of a recognized leader, who represents the
group for political and administrative purposes. Leaders of dif-
ferent camps may be of two kinds: headmen (sing. katkhoda),
who are formally recognized by the Basseri chief, and, where
no headman resides in camp, informal leaders (sing. riz safid;
lit., “white beard”). The latter, by common consent, are rec-
ognized to represent their camp in the same way as a headman
does but without the formal recognition of the Basseri chief.
Technically, therefore, the riz safid is under a headman in a
different camp.

The Basseri chief is the head of a very strongly central-
ized political system and has immense authority over all mem-
bers of the Basseri tribe. The chief, in his dealing with the
headmen, draws on their power and influence but does not
delegate any of his own power back to them. Some material
goods—mostly gifts of some economic and prestige value,
such as riding horses and weapons—flow from the chief to the
headmen. A headman is in a politically convenient position:
he can communicate much more freely with the chief than
can ordinary tribesmen, and thus can bring up cases that are
to his own advantage and, to some extent, block or delay the
discussion of matters detrimental to his own interests.
Nonetheless, the political power that a headman derives from
the chief is very limited.

The authority of headmen is derived from agnatic kin-
ship in a ramifying descent system, as well as from matrilateral
and affinal relations. As is commonly the case in the Middle
East, the agnatic lines of the Basseri are predominant in mat-
ters of succession. The son of a Basseri is regarded as Basseri
even though his mother may be from another tribe or village.
On the other hand, when a Basseri woman marries outside the
tribe she transmits no rights in the tribe to her offspring. Al-
though patrilineal kinship unites larger kin-based groups,
bonds of solidarity also tie matrikin together. For example, the
relation between a mother’s brother and a sister’s child is an
indulgent one among the Basseri. Affinal relations are also
regarded as relations of solidarity and kinship. They appear
to be most effective in establishing political bonds between
tents.

A marriage is a transaction between kin groups constitut-
ing whole households, and not merely between contracting
spouses. The head of a household, or tent, holds the authority
to make marriage contracts for the members of his household.
A married man may arrange subsequent marriages for himself,
whereas all women and unmarried boys are subject to the au-
thority of a marriage guardian, who is the head of their house-
hold. The marriage contract is often drawn up and written by
a nontribal ritual specialist, or holy man. It stipulates certain
bride-payments for the girl and the domestic equipment she is
expected to bring, and the divorce or widow’s insurance,
which is a prearranged share of the husband’s estate, payable
upon divorce or in the event of his death.

When a household was established by marriage, the
groom’s father gave the new household an “anticipatory in-

heritance”—the groom received from his father’s herd the
arithmetic fraction that he would receive as an heir if his fa-
ther were to die at that moment. From then on, the new
household was on its own. If its herds failed, it received no
second inheritance, nor was it lent animals to help it main-
tain itself.

Religion

The Basseri are Shia Muslims who accept the prescriptions
and prohibitions of Islam to the extent that they are familiar
with them. The Basseri, however, seem not to be very familiar
with Muslim beliefs, customs, and ceremonies. There is some
confusion among the Basseri with respect to the divisions and
events of the Muslim year, even though they are continually
reminded of them through their contacts with sedentary vil-
lages. Even when they are aware of specific customs, they are
not consistent in observing them. Islamic feast days are rarely
celebrated. Even the fast of Ramadan and the feast of Mohar-
ram, which are of central importance to the surrounding Mus-
lims, are observed by only a few Basseri. Rituals are more
often connected with the life cycle—birth, marriage, death—
than with Islamic traditions.
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Bedouin

ETHNONYMS: A'raab, Bedu (sing. Bedawi)
Orientation

Identification. The term “Bedouin” is the anglicization of
the Arabic “bedu.” The term is used to differentiate between
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those populations whose livelihood is based on the raising of
livestock by mainly natural graze and browse and those popu-
lations who have an agricultural or urban base (hadar). Given
that the opposition of bedu to hadar is a specifically Arab
cultural tradition, it is arguable whether non-Arab-speak-
ing pastoralists in the region should be termed “Bedouin.”
Most of these societies prefer expressions such as “*Arab ar-
Rashaayida” (the Rashaayda Arabs), or “qabiilat Fed'aan”
(the Fed'aan tribe), rather than the term “Bedouin.” Among
sedentary Arabs, another common term is “A’raab” which,
since the beginning of Islam, has been synonymous with
“nomad.”

Location.  Bedouin societies are found in the arid steppe re-
gions of Arabia and North Africa and along the margins of
rain-fed cultivation. In some areas rainfall is very unpre-
dictable and measures less than 5 centimeters per year.
Bedouin living in such areas tend to move camp irregularly, as
dictated by the availability of green pasture and seasonal oc-
cult precipitation (heavy morning dew). Often they have ac-
cess to small date gardens for short periods of the year. In areas
where winter rainfall is less unpredictable (in the Arabian
Badia and the Nejd and in parts of Sudan, Egypt, southern
Tunisia, and Libya), Bedouin groups move their animals to
areas where pasture is regularly found. Often these societies
plant grain along their migration routes, which they harvest
on their return to their winter camping areas. In areas where
winter rain falls predictably on mountain plateaus (Morocco),
the Bedouin practice transhumance, planting their crops near
their permanent homes in the valleys at the onset of the rains
and then moving their livestock to the highland pastures.

Linguistic Affiliation. Like other Arabs, Bedouin speak
various dialects of Arabic, which belongs to the Semitic Lan-
guage Group. Other living languages of this group are Modern
Hebrew, Amharic and other spoken languages of Ethiopia
(Harari, Tigre), Aramaic dialects (current in parts of Syria,
Lebanon, and Iraq), and Maltese.

History and Cultural Relations

Agriculturists and pastoralists have inhabited the southern
edge of the arid Syrian Steppe since 6000 B.C. (Fagan 1986,
234). By about 850 B.C., a complex of oasis settlements and
pastoral camps was established by a people known as
“A'raab.” These Semitic speakers were the latest in a succes-
sion of farming and stock-breeding societies. They were dis-
tinguished from their Assyrian neighbors to the north,
however, by their Arabic language and by their use of domes-
ticated camels for trade and warfare. These A'raab were the
cultural forerunners of the modern-day Arabs. They carried
out a caravan trade with their camels between southern Ara-
bia and the large city-states of Syria. By the first century B.C.,
they had moved westward into Jordan and the Sinai Peninsula
and southwestward along the coast of the Red Sea. The cre-
ation of a powerful Islamic state in western Arabia in the mid-
dle of the seventh century A.D. gave a dramatic impetus to
Arab expansion. Thousands of Arab Muslims—many of them
Bedouin—left the Arabian Peninsula to settle in the newly
conquered lands around it. As a result, the bedufhadar dis-
tinction was reproduced in those Arabized territories where
such a regional division of labor was ecologically and geo-
graphically practicable.

Bedouin societies are always linked to other nonpastoral

societies by economic, social, and political relations. In the
local context, a “Bedouin” is a regional specialist in livestock
breeding whose closest social and political ties are with his
pastoral kinsmen. The sedentary Arab, by contrast, places less
emphasis on relations with genealogically distant kin. During
periods when premodern states were weak and large-scale irri-
gated agriculture declined, some settled cultivators increased
their reliance on breeding of small stock and moved into
Bedouin social circles. In modern times, strong centralized au-
thority and the monetarization of the rural economy have
prompted some Bedouin to seek wage labor in cities and be-
come sedentary. Regardless of their occupation and residence
patterns, however, they remain culturally Bedouin as long as
they maintain close social ties with pastoralist kin and retain
the local linguistic and cultural markers that identify them as
Bedouin.

Settlements

Bedouin societies traditionally eschew permanent settlement,
preferring portable shelters that allow them the flexibility
that their pastoral nomadic way of life requires. Kin-related
domestic units or households generally migrate together dur-
ing the spring and summer months and tend to converge with
other households of near kin during the winter months. In the
past, Bedouin residence units were composed exclusively of
tents (buyuut; sing. bayt). Depending upon the season of the
year and, more specifically, the quality of surrounding pasture-
land, as few as three buyuut, and sometimes as many as fifteen,
formed a camping unit. Among some Bedouin groups that
spend the winter months in the same place year after year,
stone houses (buyuut hajar) are also common. In many cases,
these winter encampments are only partially deserted during
the spring and summer—the very young and the very old are
left behind to benefit from government efforts to extend
health care and schooling facilities to these settlements. In
certain areas of North Africa where transhumance is prac-
ticed, the seasonality of movement is somewhat different, al-
though the principle is the same. Structurally, the tent and
stone dwellings are alike. Both are rectangular in shape and
consist of two—or occasionally three—sections. One section
is the women’s domain, kitchen, and storeroom. The other
section is almost exclusively the domain of men and visitors—
where hospitality is extended to guests, clients, and kinsmen
alike. Sometimes the Bedouin home includes a third section,
where sick or very young animals are given care.

Economy

Subsistence and Commercial Activities.  The primary eco-
nomic activity of the Bedouin is animal husbandry by natural
graze and browse of sheep, goats, and camels. This way of life,
called pastoral nomadism, has been in existence for at least
three millennia. At the core of pastoral nomadism is migra-
tion, the pattern of which is determined by a combination of
seasonal and areal variability in the location of pasture and
water. Because water and grass can be in short supply in a par-
ticular area at the same time that it is abundant elsewhere,
survival of both herds and herders makes movement from
deficit to surplus areas both logical and necessary. Pasture and
water are seldom found randomly scattered about in a given
region, but generally are distributed in a regular fashion in ac-
cordance with a particular seasonal pattern of climate. Since
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the 1960s, trucks and other motor vehicles have come to re-
place camels as beasts of burden; today a truck often serves to
bring feed and water to the herds in the desert.

Industrial Arts. The pastoral adaptation to the ecological
environment presupposes the presence of sedentary communi-
ties and access to their products. None of the essentials of
metal or cured leather are produced by pastoralists. They are
dependent on persons outside their own group for practically
all specialized work. In some regions, roving Gypsy tinkers
and traders provide specialized services and goods to Bedouin
households.

Trade. There are several traditional means utilized by
Bedouin to guarantee themselves access to grain and other
sedentary produce. A household may, if its tribal land is close
enough to rain-fed cultivation, sow and harvest crops. More
commonly, rent from oasis or agricultural land owned by the
group is collected in kind. At one time, khuwa (tribute) was
exacted from sedentary farmers in return for protection from
raids by tribes in the region. This tribute/raid relationship was
a simple business proposition whereby the pastoralists re-
ceived a needed product (grain) and the farmer acquired a
scarce commodity (security). In principle, it was not very dif-
ferent from the most widespread relationship today whereby
animal products are exchanged for dates and grain.

Division of Labor.  As with most pastoral societies, the di-
vision of labor among Bedouin is determined by the type of
animals that are herded. When both large and small domesti-
cated animals are kept, the larger animals—camels and, in a
few cases, cattle—are the responsibility of the men. Women
are often barred from close contact with these animals. It is
generally the responsibility of the women and older gitls to
herd, feed, and milk the smaller animals (i.e., goats and
sheep). When only sheep and goats are kept, men tend to be

the herders, and women help with the feeding and milking of
the flock.

Land Tenure. Each Bedouin group seeks to control a land
area that contains sufficient resources to sustain communal
life. Each has a definite zone with well-understood, though
often variable, limits and has certain rights of usufruct denied
to other Bedouin groups. Only in an emergency does a pas-
toral unit attempt to graze its herds outside of its traditional
area, and this eventuality is often preceded by negotiations at
a higher political level. Governments throughout the Middle
East and North Africa no longer recognize Bedouin collec-
tive territory. These areas are now considered “state-owned”

land.

Kinship

Kin Groups and Descent.  Like all Arabs, the Bedouin are
patrilineal. Names consist of a personal name, the father’s
name, and at least the agnatic grandfather’s name. Women re-
tain their father’s family name unchanged even after marriage.
The smallest residential unit (bayt) is named after its senior
male resident. Unlike settled peoples, however, most Bedouin
are also members of larger patrilineal descent groups (buyuut),
which are linked by agnation to form even larger lineages
(afkhaadh; sing. fakhadh; lit., “thigh”), tribes (gabaa’il; sing.

gabila), and sometimes even tribal confederations (such as
the ‘Anayza and the Shammar of northwestern Arabia).
Bedouin frequently name more than five generations of patri-

lineal ancestors and conceptualize relations among descent
groups in terms of a segmentary genealogical model. This
model of nested patrilineal groups, each unit included in a
larger one and itself including smaller units that are internally
divided, provides the main framework for discussing marital
alliances and for resolving legal disputes and violent conflicts.

Kinship Terminology. There are distinctive terms for kin
on the mother’s side and kin on the father’s side in Ego’s gen-
eration and the first ascending generation. All terms indicate
the sex of the person designated.

Marriage and Family

Marriage.  Marriage is normally contracted within the min-
imal lineage (bayt). The ideal marriage is to the closest rela-
tive permitted by the Quran (surah 4:23). This is between a
man and his father’s brother’s daughter. Not only is marriage
to the bint ‘amm (female parallel cousin) or the ibn ‘amm
(male parallel cousin) preferred, but, in addition, the father’s
brother’s son has a customary right to his cousin. Although
the female cousin may refuse to marry her father’s brother’s
son, she may not marry anyone else without his consent first.
Although parallel-cousin marriage is actively favored, in
many of these marriages the term “first cousin” is only a classi-
ficatory one. In many cases, the bint "amm or ibn ‘amm is ac-
tually a second or third cousin. Nevertheless, these cousin
marriages are seen as reinforcing the unity and authority of
the minimal lineage. Although plural marriage is permitted,
the incidence of polygyny is not particularly high. It is gener-
ally limited to those older men who are wealthy enough to
maintain separate households for each wife. Divorce is fre-
quent and can be initiated by either the husband or the wife.
In either case, the wife will return to her father’s home for
protection and support until her marital crisis has been
resolved.

Domestic Unit. The three-generation extended family is
the ideal domestic unit. Although this group, averaging be-
tween nine and eleven persons, may sleep under more than
one tent or shelter, its meals are generally taken together. The
newly formed nuclear family of husband and wife tends to re-
main with the larger domestic unit until it has sufficient man-
power and a large enough herd to survive on its own. On
occasion, a combination of brothers or patrilineal cousins will
join forces to form a single domestic unit.

Inheritance. Property is divided in accordance to Quranic
precepts: among surviving children, a son receives half, a
daughter a quarter, and other near kin the percentage speci-
fied (surah 4:12). Among some Bedouin groups the division of
the animal holdings of the deceased is complicated by the fact
that women may not look after the larger domesticated ani-
mals. Thus, if a woman receives an inheritance of a number of
camels, these must be put in trust for her and are generally in-
corporated into a brother’s or cousin’s herd.

Socialization. Children and infants are raised by the ex-
tended family unit. Parents, older siblings, grandparents,
aunts, uncles, and cousins all take part in the rearing of the
young. By the age of 6 or 7, the child begins to take on simple
household tasks and soon thereafter becomes a full working
member of the family. Adolescence is hardly recognized; by
the early teens, the individual is accepted as a full working
member of Bedouin society.
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Sociopolitical Organization

In a sense, the Bedouin form a number of “nations.” That is,
groups of families are united by common ancestry and by
shared territorial allegiance. The exploitation and defense of
their common territorial area is effected through a universally
accepted system of leadership. For centuries, these “nations”
of Bedouin tribes and their leaders operated in the ecologi-
cally and politically shifting landscapes of the Middle East
and North Africa. Only in the course of the twentieth century
has their traditional flexibility and mobility been checked.
Factors foreign to their universe have damaged the territorial
mainstay of their societies, necessitating the adoption of new
bases of identification with their “nations” and its leaders.

Social Organization. Bedouin society is organized on the
basis of a series of real and fictive overlapping kin groups. The
smallest unit is generally agreed to be the bayt (minimal lin-
eage). Numerous buyuut, claiming descent from a common
ancestor, form a fakhadh (maximal lineage). Theoretically,
each male household head in a bayt or the larger fakhadh is
the equal of all the other adult males. In practice, age, reli-
gious piety, and personal characteristics such as generosity and
hospitality set some men above others in the organization of
the group.

Political Organization. The buyuut are the basic social and
economic units of Bedouin society, but the leaders of these
units generally form a council of elders, directed by the head
of the tribe. In some larger tribes with more centralization,
the fakhadh head is linked to a subtribe ( ashiira) leader, who
comes immediately under the direction of the head (shaykh;
pl. shuyukh) of the tribe (qabiila). Thus, traditional chains of
command link the individual groups ultimately to the shaykh.
He traditionally exercises authority over the allocation of pas-
ture and the arbitration of disputes. His position is usually de-
rived from his own astute reading of the majority opinion. He
generally has no power to enforce a decision and therefore has
to tely on his moral authority and the concurrence of the
community with his point of view.

Social Control. In the small-scale, exclusive communities
that constitute Bedouin society, face-to-face (as opposed to
anonymous) relations are of paramount importance. The con-
cepts of honor and shame are thus a constant preoccupation
and, to a large extent, serve to control the social behavior of
individuals. Sharaf (honor), which is inherited from the fam-
ily, has to be constantly asserted or vindicated. A man’s share
of honor is largely determined by his own behavior and that of
his near agnatic kin. Sharaf can be subject to increase or de-
crease, to development or deterioration, according to the con-
duct of the person and his kin. There is an exclusive term, ird,
for the honor of the women of a kin group. This is used only
in connection with female chastity. Ird differs from sharaf in
that sharaf can be acquired or augmented through right be-
havior and achievement, whereas ird can only be lost by the
“misconduct” of the woman; once lost, it cannot be regained.
At the community level, the threat of jalaa" (expulsion) as
punishment for a grave social offense tends to be regarded
with great seriousness.

Conflict. In the past, most tribal conflicts revolved about
the rights to scarce pasture and water resources. Numerous
tribal campaigns were once fought to acquire or defend pas-
tures and watering holes. Since the middle of the twentieth

century, however, the centralized political authority of the
modern nation-states in the region has successfully pacified

the Bedouin tribes.
Religion and Expressive Culture

Religious Beliefs.  Although a few Bedouin societies in Jor-
dan have remained Christian since the early Islamic period,
the vast majority of Bedouin are Sunni Muslims. The Five Pil-
lars of Islam are the declaration of faith, the five daily ritual
prayers, almsgiving, fasting, and the pilgrimage to Mecca.
Most Bedouin societies observe the fast of Ramadan, perform
the obligatory prayers, and celebrate the two major Islamic
holidays—'lid al-Fitr and ‘lid al-Adhha. Some groups en-
deavor to make the hajj (the pilgrimage to Mecca) more than
once in a lifetime, and individual piety is sometimes reflected
in the number of pilgrimages an individual manages to under-
take. The Bedouin societies throughout the region variously
believe in the presence of spirits (jinn), some playful and oth-
ers malevolent, that interfere in the life of humans. The “en-
vious eye” is also very real to the Bedouin, and children are
believed to be particularly vulnerable. For this reason, they
often have protective amulets attached to their clothing or
hung around their necks. Some Bedouin groups postulate the
existence ogresses and of monstrous supernaturals (ah! al-ard,
“people of the earth”), who are sometimes met by lone travel-
ers in the desert.

Religious Practitioners. There is no formal clergy in Islam
and no center of “priests.” Bedouin societies have no formal
religious specialists. Bedouin groups traditionally arrange for
religious specialists from adjacent settled regions to spend sev-
eral months a year with them to teach the young to read the
Quran. These specialists are often called “shuyukh” (sing.
shaykh). Other rural or settled religious specialists that
Bedouin seek out for curative and preventative measures are
variously called kaatibiin (sing. katib), shaatirin (sing. shatir),
and mutawwi‘iin (sing. mutawi).

Ceremonies and Rituals. In addition to the religious obser-
vances discussed under “Religious Beliefs,” Bedouin cere-
monies and rituals include elaborate celebrations of weddings,
ritual namings of newborn infants, and the circumcision of
children (boys universally, girls frequently). Those Bedouin
who are influenced by Sufism (Islamic mysticism)—for exam-
ple, the Bedouin of southern Sinai and Libya—also celebrate
the Prophet’s birthday and carry out pilgrimages to the tombs
of saints. Hospitality is extensively ritualized. Whenever an
animal is slaughtered for a guest, men ritually sacrifice it in ac-
cordance with Islamic law. Guests are ritually incorporated
into their hosts’ households; in case of armed conflict, guests
must be protected as if they were family members. Other ritu-
als contribute to the definition of household membership and
household space. For instance, a newborn child is made a
household member through rites of seclusion and purification,
which new mothers observe for between seven and forty days
after childbirth.

Arts.  Simple tattooing of the face (and in some cases the
hand) is practiced. Drawing on sand is sometimes engaged in,
particularly among children. Women weave sheep’s wool—
and occasionally goats’ hair—into tent strips, rugs, blankets,
saddlebags, and camel and horse trappings. Important artistic
expression in design, color, and pattern is incorporated into
these handicrafts. Most aesthetic expression, however, focuses
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on the recitation of poetry, some memorized and some com-
posed for the occasion. Both men and women engage in con-
tests of oral skills among their peer groups. Traditional musical
instruments are mostly limited to the single-stringed instru-
ment, various types of drums, and, in places, a type of recorder
or wind instrument.

Medicine. Illness is attributed to a number of causes: imbal-
ance of elements in the body and spirit possession, as well as
germ invasion. Traditional preventative and curative mea-
sures include locally prepared herbal remedies, branding, the
wearing of amulets, and the carrying of Quranic inscriptions.
Western medical treatment is also sought out, particularly
when traditional efforts fail.

Death and Afterlife. Islamic tradition dictates the prac-
tices associated with death. The body is buried as soon as pos-
sible and always within twenty-four hours. Among some
Bedouin groups, an effort is made to bury the dead in one
place (sometimes called the bilaad), although often it is im-
possible to reach it within the strict time limit imposed by Is-
lamic practices. Funeral rites are very simple, and graves tend
to be either unmarked or undifferentiated.
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Bemba

ETHNONYMS: Babemba, Chibemba, Chiwemba, Ichibemba,
Wemba

The Bemba are the largest ethnic group in the Northern
Province of Zambia, where they occupy the high plateau land
between 9° and 12° S and between 29° and 32° E, covering
the whole district of Kasama and much of Mpika, Chinsali,
Luwingu, and Mporokoso districts. The 1986 Zambian census
placed the Bemba population at approximately 1,700,000 in
Zambia, with another 150,000 in neighboting countries.

Some seventeen or eighteen ethnic groups in this general
area of Zambia comprise the Bemba-speaking peoples, and
they form with the Bemba a closely related culture cluster. All
of these peoples are predominantly agricultural and have a
matrilineal-matrilocal emphasis. They practice shifting culti-
vation, growing finger millet (Eleusine corocana), which is the
staple crop in the eastern part of the area, including among
the Bemba, and manioc among the western groups. There is a
general absence of cattle because this area is within the tsetse
belt, but the Bemba do have a few sheep and goats. The
Bemba-speaking peoples, together with several other ethnic
clusters, are generally considered to comprise a broader cul-
tural-linguistic category known as the Central Bantu.

The Bemba recognize the following distinctive marks of
societal membership: a common name, Babemba; a common
language, Cibemba, which in their eyes forms a distinct di-
alect; distinctive scarification, a vertical cut on each temple
behind the eyes, almost one inch long; common historical tra-
ditions; and allegiance to a common paramount chief, the
citimukulu, whose rule of the Bemba territory is unquestioned.

Descent, sib affiliation, and succession to office follow
the matrilineal line, and marital residence is matrilocal. Each
individual belongs to a matrilineal lineage, which determines
his succession to different offices and his status in the com-
munity. He also belongs to an exogamous, matrilineal sib
(mukoa), which is important for certain hereditary offices.
There are about thirty sibs among the Bemba, and they are
ranked according to status based on their relations with the
royal crocodile sib. Inheritance is relatively unimportant,
since there are few forms of inheritable wealth.

Despite this matrilineal orientation, the Bemba kinship
system in some ways is bilateral in nature. The kin group to
which a person constantly refers in everyday affairs is the
lupwa, a bilateral group of near relatives on both sides of his
family (i.e., a kindred), who join in religious ceremonies, mat-
rimonial transactions, mortuary ritual, and inheritance. This
group may be more important to a Bemba than his matrilineal
sib. In addition, a patrilineal emphasis has been increasing in
the late twentieth century, including a broadening of the fa-
ther’s authority within the family.

Superimposed upon this kinship base is a highly central-
ized, hierarchical, and authoritarian political system consist-
ing of three main levels of organization: the state, the district,
and the village. As previously noted, the state is ruled by a
paramount chief (citimukulu), whose office is hereditary
within a royal sib. His authority is nearly absolute, and he is
believed to have supernatural powers. The citimukulu is as-
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sisted by a council consisting of thirty to forty hereditary offi-
cials (the bakabilo), many of royal descent, and each responsi-
ble for some special ritual duty kept secret from the ordinary
members of the society.

The Bemba state is divided into political districts (ifyalo;
sing. icalo), usually five or more in number. Each icalo is a ge-
ographical unit with a more or less fixed boundary and name,
and it is also a ritual unit. A hereditary, territorial chief
(mfumu) rules over each icalo. These chieftainships are ar-
ranged in order of precedence, according to their nearness to
the center of the country and the antiquity of their offices. To
the most important of these chiefdoms the citimukulu ap-
points his nearest relatives. In 1933 there were three major
districts: the citimukulu’s personal district (called Lubemba—
the center of the country), comprised of 160 villages; the
Ituna district, with 69 villages; and Icinga district, with 76 vil-
lages. Each territorial chief also has his own councillors.

Each territorial chief has under him a number of subchiefs,
who might rule over very small tracts of country, or rather, over
a few villages. A district or territorial chief is also chief of
his own village (musumba), and there is a significant difference
in size between a chief’s village and a village with a commoner
as headman. The average Bemba village is rather small in size,
with 30 to 50 huts and a population range of about 60 to 160.
In contrast, chief’s villages are very much larger in size. In the
old days, a chief’s village might have had thousands of inhabi-
tants; in 1934, the villages of important chiefs had 400 to 600
huts. They were divided into quarters, ruled over by loyal
supporters of the chief. The nucleus of a commoner Bemba vil-
lage consists of the headman’s matrilocal extended family.
In older villages, such as Kasaka, there may be three or four re-
lated matrilocal family groups. The heads of these family groups
are the most influential members of the community; they are
known as the “great ones of the village” (bakalamba). It can be
seen that rank is a marked feature of Bemba society. It is based
ultimately on kinship—real or fictive—with the paramount
chief and, derivatively, with the territorial chiefs.

The religious beliefs and practices of the Bemba are re-
lated to their social otganization, patticulatly the matrilineal
basis of the society. Traditionally the Bemba-speaking people
adhered to a house religion, in which the married woman was
in charge of all the domestic ritual and had access to the di-
vine through the intercession of her forebears. She was the
one who led the veneration of the recently dead at the small
house shrine. She also led the public remembrance services to
the ancient guardians of the land. Furthermore, the knowl-
edge of the community’s religious heritage and the guidelines
for worshiping the transcendent were passed on by the women
during the ceremonies of initiation.

The original house religion of the Bemba was radically al-
tered during the centralization of chiefly authority and the im-
position of Bemba paramountcy, which occurred around 1700.
The chiefs manipulated Bemba religion to enhance their own
power. The worship of the spirits (imipashi) of dead chiefs—
both paramount and territorial chiefs—has since become an
essential element of Bemba religion. The focus shifted from
the traditional house shrine, attended by the housewife, to the
court cult, where the royal relics were venerated along with
other magical objects. This cult had slowly acquired more
power and authority than the ritual of the house shrine, in
spite of the insistence on setvice to the immediate family spir-
its and to the guardians of the land by women.

The first Christian missionaries arrived toward the end of
the nineteenth century, when chiefly power was being used in
particularly cruel ways. The common people regarded these
missionaries as liberators, who by their medical and social
work seemed to have preferential regard for the poor and for
those who suffered. Women accepted them as allies in their
struggle to restore the house cult, the family spirits, and the
guardians of the land. The Western missionaries were seen as
the messengers of God pointing the way to a better future, and
as such their teaching was incorporated into the already exist-
ing worldview of the people.

From the 1920s to the 1950s, women experienced in-
creasing difficulties with the further demands of what was
called the “new way.” By then, their sacred position had come
under severe attack. At that time a Western style of educa-
tion, with its emphasis on modernity, was strongly emphasized
within Bemba society. The Protestants and the Catholics
competed for the allegiance of boys and young men. Both
groups saw the religious role of women as reactionary and
dangerous. Their teaching was considered pagan and was dis-
couraged as much as possible.

Women found redress only by turning to prophets who
pushed for a return to older customs and traditions. For exam-
ple, Emilio Mulolani, a fervent lay preacher, was in favor of
the restoration of the house cult, and taught that men and
women were equal, especially in the act of procreation, which
was sacred. Many women were influenced by these ideas and
expressed the need to have the Christian message expressed in
the religious concepts of the domestic cult.

By 1964, however, with Zambian independence, it was
still apparent that women were not equal partners in religious
matters. Widespread spirit possession within Bemba society,
which has become incorporated into Bemba Christianity, may
be a cultural response to the reduction of the woman’s role in
the religious sphere.
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Berbers of Morocco

ETHNONYMS: “Imazighen” (sing. Amazigh) since 1980 has
come to refer to all North African Berbers, whereas distinct
names refer to regional subgroups, almost all territorially dis-
continuous from each other: Irifiyen (sing. Arifi) refers to the
Rifians of northeastern Morocco; Imazighen, again and in its
original meaning, to the Berbers of central and southeast-
central Morocco; Ishilhayen (sing. Ashilhay), to the Shluh or
Swasa (sing. Susi) of southwestern Morocco; Igba’iliyen (sing.
Aqgba’ili), to the Kabyles of the Algerian Jurjura; Ishawiyen
(sing. Ashawi), to the Shawiya of the Algerian Aurds; Imz-
abiyen (sing. Amzabi), to the oasis dwellers of the Algerian
Mzab; and Imajeghen (sing. Amajegh), to the Ahaggar Tuareg
of the southern Algerian Sahara, with similar names for other
Tuareg groups in Mali and Niger. In this article, only the three
Moroccan regional subgroups will be discussed.
Orientation

Identification.  “Berber” refers to any native speaker of a di-
alect of the Berber language, although many—if not most—
Arabic speakers in North Africa are also Berber by descent,
even if they have lost the language. Especially in Morocco,
“Imazighen” is today the preferred vernacular name for the
three main regional subgroups of Berbers themselves, and its
feminine form, “Tamazight,” refers to their language. In the
northern Moroccan Rif, encompassing the provinces of El
Hoceima and Nador and part of Taza, major tribal groups
include the Aith Waryaghar, Ibugquyen, Aith ‘Ammarth,
Igzinnayen, Thimsaman, Axt Tuzin, Aith Sa'id, Aith Wur-
ishik, and Iqar‘ayen. In the larger and properly Imazighen re-
gion embracing the Middle Atlas and Central High Atlas
chains, the Saghro (pronounced “Saghru”) massif, and the
Presaharan oasis regions and encompassing parts of Kenitra,
Meknes, Fes, and Taza provinces and all of Khenifra, Azilal,
Quarzazate, and Rachidia provinces, major tribal groups in-
clude the Zimmur, Ait Ndhir, Ait Yusi, Ait Warayin, lziyyan,
Ait Imyill, Ait Mhand, Ait Massad, Ait Sukhman, lhansalen,
Ait Siddrat, Ait ‘Atta, Ait Murghad, Ait Hadiddu, Ait Izdig,
Ait ‘Ayyash, and Ait Saghrushshn. In the Ishilhayen region
embracing the Western High Atlas, the Sus Valley, and the
Anti-Atlas and parts of the Essaouira, Marrakech, and
Quarzazate provinces and all of Agadir, Taroudant, and Tiznit
provinces, important tribal groups include the Thahan, Imtug-
gan, Iseksawen, Idemsiren, Igundafen, Igedmiwen, Imsfiwen,
Iglawn, Ait Wawzgit, Id aw-Zaddagh, Ind aw-Zal, Id aw Zkri,
Id aw Zkri, Isaffen, Id aw-Kansus, Isuktan, Id aw-Tanan, Ash-
tuken, Illalen, Id aw-Ltit, Ammeln, Ait ‘Ali, Mjjat, I-Akhsas,
Ait Ba ‘Amran, and Ait n-Nuss.

Location. Of the three major Moroccan Berber-speaking
areas, the northern Rif runs from roughly 34°30’ to 35°20' N
and from 2°30’ to 4°30’ W; the central region from roughly
29°30’ to 34°00’ N and from 3°30’ to 6°30' W; and the
southwestern region from roughly from 29°30’ to 31°30' N
and from 7°00’ to 10°30’ W. In Mortocco, too, all three
Berber-speaking areas are essentially mountainous. The high-
est peak in the Rif chain (actually just west of the Rif proper)
is Adrar n-Tidighin, at 2,458 meters. The two highest in the
Central and Eastern Atlas are Adrar Mgun and Adrar n-I-
‘Ayyashi, at 4,071 meters and 3,737 meters, respectively. The

highest peak in the Western Atlas and highest in the country
is Adrar n-Tubkal, at 4,165 meters. The Atlas chain forms the
backbone of Moroccan geography and orography. The higher
mountains are always snow-covered in winter and during the
rainy season. Precipitation is irregular, however, and only the
higher areas receive more than 100 days’ rainfall per year, gen-
erally much less. Morocco and Algeria are semiatid countries,
and, even in the mountains, summers are hot, with tempera-
tures often reaching more than 30° C. The western part of the
Rif chain, inhabited by Arabic-speaking Jbala and not by Rifi-
ans, is one of the few parts of the country to receive more than
200 centimeters of rainfall per year. The eastern part—the Rif
proper—is much drier and badly deforested. Overpopulation
and the infertility of the soil have brought about a long-stand-
ing Rifian labor migration. The same is largely true of the
Anti-Atlas, another area of strong Berber labor migration.
Only the Middle Atlas has considerable agricultural and
stock-raising potential. Since Moroccan independence from
France in 1956, many Berbers have become urban dwellers as
well. Tangier, Tétouan, and Feés have long been urban centers
for Rifians, and since 1936 Casablanca has become a major
center for the Ishilhayen or Swasa.

Demography. Morocco has never had a census taken along
ethnolinguistic lines—and neither has Algeria. At the begin-
ning of the colonial period in 1912, when France annexed
Morocco and leased its northern tier, the Rif chain, and the
Ifni enclave on the southwest coast to Spain, the population
was an estimated 4.5 million, of which an estimated 40 per-
cent was Berber speaking. The remainder speak Arabic, the
official language in both countries. As of 1960, Morocco’s
population was 11.2 million, and by 1972, 15.7 million. By
1993, it had risen to 27 million, as had that of Algeria. Berber
was only given nominal recognition as a second language by
the authorities in both countries in 1994 and censuses of
Berber speakers have pointedly not been taken. In-depth fig-
ures can be provided only for the 1960 Moroccan census,
which, entirely by interpolation, yielded roughly 903,000 Ri-
fians, 1,573,000 Imazighen, and 1,724,000 Ishilhayen/Swasa,
amounting to a total of 4.2 million—or 37.5 percent.
Linguistic Affiliation. “Berber” is primarily a linguistic
term and designation; the Berber or Tamazight language be-
longs to the Hamitic or African Branch of the Hamito-
Semitic or Afro-Asiatic Family. Dialects of Berber are spoken
here and there all over North Africa, from Morocco to the
Siwa oasis in western Egypt and from the Algerian Jurjura to-
Mali and Niger, but in no case is Berber the national language
of any country in which it is spoken. The various dialects
(Tharifith or Rifian, Tamazight “Proper” or Central Atlas
Highland, and Tashilhit or Southwestern Atlas Highland in
Morocco; Tagba'ilit, Tashawit, and Tamahaq or Ahaggar Tu-
areg in Algeria; other Tuareg dialects in Burkina Faso, Mali,
and Niger; and various oasis dialects from Algeria to western
Egypt) are all closely related from grammatical and syntactical
standpoints but in no case to the point of total mutual com-
prehensibility. Many contemporary Berber speakers also know
colloquial Arabic, and some even know literary Arabic,
French, and Spanish.

History and Cultural Relations

The Berbers are the autochthonous inhabitants of North
Africa. The sedentary agricultural tribes are largely old and
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long established, and certain important tribal names in the
Rif may go back almost to the beginnin