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While sitting on the sandy floor of an empty house where once resided
the former Muslim judge of the oasis town of Shinqiti (Mauritania), a
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drawing my attention. I was consulting the private papers of the Arwili
family of the Tikna clan that were deposited there sometime in the early
twentieth century during the judge’s lifetime. It was common practice for
families with no living relatives to place their civil and commercial
records in the hands of judges for the settling of posthumous legal affairs.
In the middle of my third day of research, I finally reached for the piece
of paper absent-mindedly and was shocked to realize that it was in fact
the edge of a document buried in the sand. Once I retrieved and unfolded
the folio, which was covered on both sides in small, tight Maghribi
script, I was staring at the largest parchment I had ever seen. As I began
to read the document, I experienced the most astonishing moment in my
career as an historian. Addressed to “the community of the protected
people of Guelmim” (in the Wad Nan region of what is today southern
Morocco), the legal report contained the names of the forefathers of
several Tikna families who had shared with me their genealogies. I
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Note on Language

ARABIC TRANSLITERATIONS

Overall, T tend to follow the standard transliteration of Hans Wehr’s A
Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ath ed. (Beirut: Librairie du Liban,
1994), with these notable exceptions:

5:dh
&y th
z:kh
Ui sh
¢:gh
$:w and u as in Mawlad

SAHARAN SPECIFICS AND DATES

Because Saharan names are genealogical in structure they tend to be rather
long. Daughters and sons are given their father’s name. A daughter’s first
name is separated from her father’s name by the word “daughter [of]”
written mint in the Sahara, instead of bint (literally, “daughter” in
Arabic), which is more common in Arabic-speaking countries. Sons’
names are followed by wuld, meaning “son [of].” In classical Arabic, and
in most places in the Arabic-speaking world, the “son of” is usually “ibn,”
often abbreviated to a simple “b.” Throughout this book I use both forms
when writing the names of women and men, depending on the source of
reference. The Islamic (Hijri) calendar was current in the region and

xiii
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X1v Note on Language

period considered in this book. As much as possible, I have attempted to
supply exact dates in both the Hijri and Gregorian calendars, placing the
former first.

TRANSLATIONS AND FOREIGN WORDS

Translations from interviews and texts are mine, except where indicated.
Foreign words are usually in Hasaniya, or in Arabic, Znaga, Wolof, or
Songhay where indicated. They appear in parentheses and/or italicized on
first mention only, and in the singular form with an “s” added for the
plural. Longer foreign expressions (such as Bilad al-Sidan) remain
italicized throughout. Arabic words that have entered mainstream
English, such as jihad and fatwa, are not italicized and are spelled as
such without diacritics. Most names of regions and towns are transliter-
ated, except for some commonly known ones (e.g., Timbuktu).
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AFLSH Annales de la Faculté des Lettres et Sciences Humaines
(Université de Nouakchott)

AMAE Archives du Ministéres des Affaires Etrangéres (Paris,
France)

ASR African Studies Review
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BSGAM Bulletin de la Société de Géographie d’Aix-Marseilles

BSOAS Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies

CEA Cahiers d’Etudes Africaines

CEDRAB Centre de Documentation et de Recherches Abmed Baba

CJAS Canadian Journal of African Studies

EIl;3 Encyclopedia of Islam. Leiden: Brill, 2003 [1968].
CD-ROM.

HT Hésperis-Tamuda (formerly Hespéris: Archives Berbéres et
Bulletin de I'Institut des Hautes-Etudes Marocaines)

IJAHS International Journal of African Historical Studies

JA Journal des Africanistes

JAH Journal of African History

JAS Journal of African Studies

JEH Journal of Economic History

JESHO Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient

JNAS Journal of North African Studies
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JRAS Journal of the Royal African Society
Masadir Masadir: Cahiers de Sources de I’Histoire de la Mauritanie
RFHOM Revue Francaise d’Histoire d’Outre-Mer
RMMM Revue du Monde Musulman et de la Méditerranée
SGPRVM Société de Géographie de Paris, Recueil de Voyages et
Mémoires
SI Studia Islamica
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Glossary

‘adila (‘ada’il): 1In the western Sahara, slabs or bars of rock salt (often
functioning as currency). In Timbuktu and Libyan markets, half a camel-

load.

‘Aghrayjit:  Town east of Tishit founded in 1267/1850-1 by the Awlad
Billa.

ait:  “Berber” for clan, family, people of, as in Ait Musa Wa ‘Aly
(prominent Tikna lineage).

‘ajami (from the Arabic term ‘gjam lit. non-Arab): Term used to
describe the transliteration in the Arabic script of non-Arabic languages
(such as Fulfulde, Hausa, Swahili, Wolof).

akabar (akwabir): Trans-Saharan caravan or international caravan,
linking northern and western Africa, often organized by members of the
Wad Nun network (Tikna and Awlad Ba al-Sibac).

akhal (from the Arabic for blackest): Term used to designate a dark,
black cotton cloth imported from South Asia by way of European
merchants on the Atlantic coast.

Al-Sawira: Port city on the Atlantic coast, known as Essaouira or
Mogador, rebuilt by the Moroccan Sultan in 1127/1764.

amersal: Salty earth crust sold in leather bags to herders as animal feed.
Most important amersal deposits are in and around Tishit.

amuggar: Fairs in northwestern Sahara commemorating saints. Typic-
ally lasting for a week, these commercial fairs marked the end of the
caravan season.

xvil
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xviii Glossary

‘agadim: Caravan agent or chief worker in charge of outfitting caravans
and commandeering a crew of typically enslaved caravan workers.

‘arab: Warrior nomads of the Sahara. Also referred to as hasani.

Azawad: Region of present-day northern Mali that includes Timbuktu,
Gao, Arawan, and Tawdenni.

baysa: Unit of cotton that came to be a common currency in western
Africa from the seventeenth to the early twentieth century. Referred to in
French as (piece de) guinée.

Bidani (Bidan): Inhabitants of the Sahara of mixed Arab, “Berber,” and
African origins, united by the common use of Hasaniya, the Arabic
colloquial language of the Sahara spoken in southern Morocco, western
Sahara, western Algeria, northern Mali, Mauritania, and Senegal.

Bilad Shingit: The country of Shinqiti (spelled Chinguetti in French
documents). This is the name historically given to the region of Adrar and
its vicinity. The reputation of the scholars of Bilad Shingit was well
established in the Muslim world.

dhabiha: Ritual slaughtering (usually of a camel) performed by one
group for another as a gesture of submission, alliance, or/and to seek
protection.

dhimmi: InIslamic legal traditions, this is a non-Muslim of either Jewish
or Christian faith, living in Muslim lands and protected by local
authorities. These communities were subjected to a special tax (jizya)
and other restrictions on mobility and behavior.

faqib (fugqaha): Scholars of Islamic jurisprudence, or figh.
fatwa (fatawa): Legal opinion issued by a mufti versed in Islamic

jurisprudence.

filatur:  Type of cloth (petite filature) imported by the French that was of
higher quality because of a finer weave.

getna: Date festival during the late summer in the regions of Adrar and
Taganit.

ghafar (meaning “pardon”): Type of customs duty or tax imposed by local
emirs on caravaners who crossed their territories. International traders such as
the Awlad Ba al-Siba“ and Tikna paid a special, heavier, duty called the ghafar
al-shidd, or pardon for camel-loads.
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Glossary Xix

girba:  Goatskin water container.
hartani (haratin): Freed slave generally assimilated to Bidan culture.
hasani: See “Arab.

Hasaniya: Lingua franca of the western Sahara, a mixture of Arabic,

“Berber,” and other African languages. Spelled Hasaniya throughout this
book.

Hawd: Region in southeastern Mauritania.

Imazighen (sing. Amagzigh): The peoples of North and West Africa
typically labeled as “Berbers,” including speakers of Tashilhit (e.g.,
Tikna), Tamashek (e.g., Tuareg), and Tamazigh (e.g., Kabyles).

iqala: Revocation of a sale with the consent of both parties (Islamic
law).

jaajgi: Landlord/broker in Soninké; the equivalent of the mai gida in
Hausa.

kbunt: Word of uncertain origin, used generically for cloth. It came to
designate industrial cotton cloth made in South Asia and Europe.

kunnash (kananish): Account book; also a collection of trade records
bound in a leather folder or a register.

leff: Political/tribal division of complementary opposites typical of
“Berber” groups (e.g., the Tikna clan is divided into two leffs: the Ait
al-Jmal and the Ait Billa).

Maghrib al-aqsa@ (Arabic, lit. the farthest Maghrib): Expression used in
former times to designate the northern edges of the western Sahara, a
region located to the south of Morocco.

mahalla: The nomadic emirate or state of Saharan rulers usually
composed of mounted armed horsemen and camels carrying members of
the ruling group (women, children, retinue), tents, supplies, and equipment.
The mahalla traveled from one end of the territory to the other holding court
and collecting tribute along the way.

mallah: Jewish quarter.

marsa: Market along the Atlantic Coast or the Senegal River where
caravans met European traders.
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XX Glossary

mudarat: Tribute exacted by hasani from zwaya. The mudarat
al-qawafil were the tolls exacted by nomads and emirates on caravans
crossing their territory.

mudd (amdad or mduda): Measure for dry goods (especially cereal)
with sizes varying by region.

mufti (muftiyu): Legal scholar qualified to issue fatwas and nawazil.

Nasrani (Nasara): Christian European, especially French (to Saharans,
am a Nasraniya). This epithet stems from the word Nasareth.

nawazil:  Short legal replies written by jurists in response to the concerns
of the general public (known as ajwiba in other parts of the Muslim
world).

Ndar: Town referred to by the French as Saint-Louis du Sénégal.
Ni‘ma: Town in eastern Mauritania, south of Walata.

nomadize: To live a nomadic lifestyle. This is my translation of the
French verb nomadiser and the Arabic verb rabala, which has no
equivalent in English.

qadi (quda’):  Judge of Islamic law.
qafila (plur. gawafil): Literally, “caravan” or “convoy” in Arabic.

qirad: Limited-liability partnership contract between an immobile
merchant-investor and an itinerant trader.

rafga (rafa’ig): Interregional or “subsistence” caravans typically trading
salt for millet. From the Arabic rifga, meaning company of people.

ratl (artal): A measure for light or expensive goods such as ostrich
feathers. The measure varied, but it was approximately soo grams in
nineteenth-century Sahara.

ribla (plu. ribalat): Pilgrimage travelogue.

Saqgiya al-Hamra@: Northwestern desert region in present-day western
Sahara.

shigg (shgng): Half a camel-load.

Shingiti: Town in northern Mauritania (spelled Chinguetti in French
documents).
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Glossary xxi

Shurfa (Shurafa’; sing. Sharif): Linked through genealogy to the family
of the Prophet Muhammad. Also used in the adjective “Sharifian.”

Tariq al-Lamtuna (Tariq Lamtuni): Caravan itinerary from Nul Lamta
to Awdaghust, made historical by the Almoravids.

Tashilhit:  “Berber” language spoken by groups in the Maghrib,
including the Tikna.

Tinduf: Caravan town in Algeria founded by the Tajakanit in 1268/1852;
important caravan crossroads until the early twentieth century.

Tishit: Town in the middle of today’s Mauritania located next to an
amersal pan (see above). It became an important market in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries.

tishtar: Dried salted meat, staple of caravaners.

Trab-al-Bidan: The land of the Bidan, which encompasses the regions of
southern Morocco, western Algeria, northern and parts of western Mali,
Mauritania, and parts of northern Senegal (see Bidan).

‘ugud (sing. ‘agd): Contract.
usul al-figh:  Classic sources of Islamic law.

Wad Nun: Tikna homeland on the northern edge of the western Sahara
(now a part of southern Morocco).

Wadan: Town near Shingiti and an important caravan center until the
early nineteenth century.

Walata: Town in eastern Mauritania, intellectual sister city of Timbuktu.
wangdla: Traditional rotating lunch association.
zakat: Islamic tithe paid after Ramadan.

Zndaga: Name of the “Berber” language prevalent in Mauritania before
the spread of Hasaniya; also meaning tributary groups of the ‘arab or the
zwaya (sometimes also called labhma).

zwaya: The clerical classes in the Sahara. They were the custodians of
Islamic teaching and law.
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MAP 2. Saharan orientation.
Source: Julio Caro Baroja, Estudios saharianos (Madrid, 1955), 66.
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MAP 4. The Catalan Atlas, Bibliothéque Nationale de France, ESP30.
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