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Preface

This encyclopedia is designed for both the beginner and the expert looking for informa-
tion on particular ethnic groups living in the vast region of the African continent to the
eastern limits of the Middle East. The groups selected are based on ethno-linguistic clas-
sifications, and not all individual ethnicities are included. When possible, those speaking
closely related languages are grouped together, and only those with particular historical
or political importance have been listed separately. For example, there is an entry for
Berbers and a separate one for Tuareg, even though the Tuareg are also Berber-speakers.

This encyclopedia of the peoples of the Middle East and Africa was a difficult under-
taking. The geographical region is vast, covering the entire continent of Africa as well as
the Middle East. The Middle East is defined here as the Arab heartlands of the Levant, the
Arabian Peninsula, and Iraq in addition to Turkey and Iran. The Caucasus and Central
Asia are covered in other, separate volumes in this series. Afghanistan is always difficult
to pinpoint where it fits culturally because it can be included with Central Asia, Iran, or
South Asia, depending on how its cultures are being classified. It has not been included
in this work.

When choosing how to classify the peoples of Africa and the Middle East, only closely
related languages, and where there is a common feeling of something more shared
between subgroups, have been combined. For example, Berbers of North Africa are
one major entry with subdivisions within the entry for the different regional groups. In
addition, there are entries for the Copts of Egypt and the Assyrians of Iraq, both of
whom can be argued are religions and not ethnicities, since it is possible to convert to
these religions. However, both are mainly composed of ancient populations with distinct
languages, even if they are only used in church services today.

Arabs are difficult to define, and they are one of the ethnicities with the widest geo-
graphical spread in both the Middle East, across North Africa, down the East African
coast, and out into the Indian Ocean. Today Arabs form the majority population in
19 countries, and in 3 other countries, Somalia, Djibouti, and the Comoros Islands, the
majority of people have such a strong cultural connection to the Arabs that they are
included in the Arab League. In addition, Arab minorities are found in other Middle
Eastern and African countries. Arab identity is primarily linguistic, speaking a form of
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the Arabic language, and it has been historically easy to adopt an Arab identity through
marriage, for example. Berbers in Morocco, Tunisia, and Libya have and continue today
to shift identity between Berber and Arab with great ease.

Each entry in this encyclopedia provides all alternate names and spellings for the
group, and identifies major population centers, estimated population figures, primary lan-
guages and religions, and similarities with other closely related groups. Each entry briefly
examines the group’s origins and early historical developments, describes cultural life
and traditional customs, and discusses recent history, economic factors, politics, and
major concerns or issues related to the group. Further readings are listed at the end of
each entry, in order to provide readers with additional research opportunities. A Geo-
graphic Index provides a list of each country covered and the ethnic groups found in those
countries that are discussed in this work.

Ethnicity is not a sociopolitical organization and is not based on an idea of lineages,
but on a wider set of ideas that serve to unify people. Ethnicity can include regional iden-
tity, shared history and common experience, shared language, geographical isolation,
shared kinship system, and/or religion. Jews, no matter the language they speak or their
particular history, share a common religion that serves to unify them. Arabs have a some-
what shared history and language, even if there are numerous dialects. The Arabic lan-
guage serves as means to unify them from Mauritania and Morocco on the west to Iraq
and the Gulf States on the east.

Language is, more often than not, the main vehicle for a sense of unity between peo-
ple. As a result, ethno-linguistic groupings were used to set the entries in this volume.
It can be argued that in doing so, certain people have been left out or not covered prop-
erly, but to cover all people in the Middle East and Africa would be such a large undertak-
ing that it would be nearly impossible to do. Countries such as Nigeria, Congo, and the
Sudan each have well over 100 different language groups. Many, however, are related
languages, and the people have similar religions, economics, and political systems.
Rather than have separate entries on each, they are presented as a larger ethno-
linguistic group to the reader. For any mistakes or objections by those who find this
method of organization too simplistic, the author would like to ask your forgiveness
and indulgence.
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Introduction: Ethnicity in Africa and the
Middle East

Ethnicity

The region covered in this volume is not only vast, but the populations are greatly varied
and have suffered from being classified by colonial officials into frequently meaningless
categories. In a good number of cases, contemporary labeling for different people were
the direct result of colonial interference and attempts to classify people into categories,
often for easier recognition and labeling rather than for any real reason to combine or di-
vide peoples. These became hardened into the names used in the postcolonial period by
independence governments. As noted above, labels are not always useful and, in a num-
ber of cases in Africa, have set peoples against each other over competition for resources
or where one group was given privilege over others, such as the Hutu and Tutsi. Some
groups, such as the Samburu (Nilotic), have been separated from larger entities, in their
case the Maasai (Nilotic), and were not called the Samburu until into the 19th century.
For the purposes here, ethno-linguistics has been used to denote the different ethnicities.
Thus, Zulu and Xhosa are found in the entry Nguni rather than in separate, individual
entries. It was felt by the main author of the volume that ethno-linguistic groups have a
basis for distinction, while other labels are misleading or even wrong.

Ethnicity is defined by a shared historical experience, regional isolation, specific reli-
gion, kinship type, or language or dialect of a language that distinguishes a population
from others. Ethnic groups can be fluid, such as Arab or Berber, and it is possible to
be both an Arab and a Berber at the same time. Ethnicity can be defined as much by what
a group is not as much as what it is; that is, it can be defined by those who are not mem-
bers as much as those who are. It is possible to negotiate belonging to one group or
another and, when language is the main means of defining a group, such as with the
Arabs, it is possible to have multiple identities. Generally speaking, language or dialect
is more of the marker of an ethnic group than, say, religion, though Jews are distin-
guished as much by their specific religious demands as by their historical experience no
matter what language they speak. Ethnic tolerance or intolerance in much of the region
under discussion (the Middle East and Africa) has become an issue more as a result of

xiii
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European colonialism and the subsequent attempts to build nationalism with the modern,
European-type state such as Kemalist Turkey or Iran. Such issues were rarely part of how
older states behaved. Most of the pre-modern states in the Middle East and Africa had
policies that are referred to as pluralist, meaning that the state included other religions
or other peoples, but their interaction was generally economic and the state allowed for
their own leaders to deal with internal problems as long as the communities paid their
taxes. Nationalism is a 19th-century European invention, and it can be threatened by eth-
nicity. Few countries in the Middle East and Africa have multiculturalism as a policy.
Instead, there are numerous problems around the concept of nationalism, a nationalist
consensus, a national language, religion, food, costume, or how to teach a national his-
tory. Ethnic groups may be considered minorities and subject to discriminatory state pol-
icies. Nigeria is a state struggling with this issue, while South Africa is attempting to
develop a multicultural policy.

When deciding on how to organize this volume, ethnicity, and in particular ethno-
linguistics, makes more sense in deciding who to include and how to include them. Afri-
cans have often been subjected to arbitrary classifications that make little local sense.
Ethnicity, or ethno-linguistic groupings, is an attempt to use ethnicity in its least offensive
meaning.

Bands, Tribes, Chiefdoms, and States

The four main sociopolitical organizations, as classified by the American anthropologist
Elman Service in his work Primitive Social Organization: An Evolutionary Perspective
(1962), include bands, tribes, chiefdoms, and states. Africa and the Middle East include
all four types of organization within the borders of modern states. In bands, tribes, and
chiefdoms, membership is based on kinship; all members of the group believe they share
a common ancestry/origin, even if it is fiction. Fictive kinship is as real as real kinship
with the same obligations, responsibilities, and duties between members of the group,
and often is created for economic or political gain. Lineages are named and, as a member,
one can recount his ancestors back to the founder of the entire group; again, real or fic-
tive. Such genealogies help establish “blood” relationships and set obligations between
the members.

There are a few band peoples still in Africa, though they have been greatly margin-
alized by both the colonial powers and other Africans. Bands are hunter-gatherers that
live without domesticated plants and animals, with the notable exception of the dog. They
live a nomadic lifestyle, shifting campsites with the seasons and the availability of natural
resources. Bands are small in size, and membership is based on real or fictive kinship.
Bands have no formal leadership; leadership duties are assumed by different people at
different times according to need and expertise, and decision making is done by the group
as a whole. Settlement programs in South Africa and Botswana have greatly altered the
hunter-gathering life of the San (Khoisan), better known as the Bushmen, of the
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Kalahari, and few have been able to maintain their traditional lifestyle. The Pygmies of
the Central African rain forest are also organized into bands, but, unlike the San, Pygmy
populations take on the languages and even some of the cultural practices of their neigh-
bors. Exploitation of the rain forest by commercial corporations and by national govern-
ments has greatly impacted their traditional hunter-gatherer economy.

“Tribe” is a term misused in most instances when referring to different peoples in the
Middle East and Africa. A “tribe” is a sociopolitical organization, not an ethnicity. In this
text, the term tribe is used only when the group under discussion is tribal in its sociopo-
litical organization. Tribes are permanent descent groups composed of different lineages,
all of whom claim a common ancestor. Leadership is dispersed and weak, emerging when
and where needed along kinship lines, and decisions are by consensus. The position of
leader is not necessarily inherited, but goes to the person seen as most able or wise. Tribal
leaders have developed different strategies in order to lead their people, such as talents in
oratory, ability to apply social pressure, negotiation skill, and honorable behavior. Lead-
ers are to be just but lack strong authority; they do not have the ability to order others to
do anything, but should command respect for their wisdom and should be good orators
to persuade. Tribal leaders can use social pressure to force someone to agree with the
majority decision, or can lead by example. Tribal organization is often described as
Segmentary Lineage Organization, based on the British anthropologist Edward Evan
Evans-Pritchard’s seminal work The Nuer: A Description of the Modes of Livelihood
and Political Institutions of a Nilotic People (1940). Evans-Pritchard developed the
theory of Segmentary Lineage Organization, which he applied in his study of the Sanusi
Sufi Brotherhood in Libya, The Sanusi of Cyrenaica (1949). Subsequent studies of tribes
in the Middle East, for example, have found that tribes frequently do not respond in the
ways outlined by Evans-Pritchard, but his theory of segmentary lineage still serves as
an important base for understanding how tribes are politically organized. Tribal peoples
are often pastoralists, raising camels, sheep, goats, and cattle, and the more dispersed
leadership and the strong sense of mutual dependence between lineages give security,
especially when the population lives in greatly dispersed locales for at least part of the
year. Most nomadic pastoral tribal peoples live in camping units of closely related fami-
lies, sharing duties and responsibilities. For example, the “Arab” tribe called Tekna in
Morocco and Mauritania is even today composed of two main lineages, one Berber-
speaking and one Arabic-speaking. Each has important grazing lands, and the formation
into a single “tribe” was of clear economic importance for them. They have mutual obli-
gations to help each other as if they were real blood kin, and, through marriage, real
blood relationships are established and maintained.

Today tribal leaders in the Arab world walk a political tightrope between obligations to
states and to their tribesmen. Should a leader be seen as too close to the government, he
will lose his position to someone else. Tribal structure gave pastoral nomads security in
that there is shared responsibility for individual action. Tribal peoples have long had con-
tact with nontribal people and have lived within the borders of states controlled by
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nontribal governments. Some scholars who study tribal people in the Middle East have
proposed that “tribe” as a political structure not only developed after the development
of states, but as a response to states. Tribally organized pastoral nomads in the Middle
East and North Africa have long been integrated into local and regional economic sys-
tems, providing needed milk, meat, wool, and hair to major markets and buying the goods
they do not produce themselves.

While there are still tribal groups in North Africa and the Middle East, they no longer
have political independence. Some states in the Middle East and North Africa have been
able to incorporate them into the state system through service in the military and/or bor-
der police, such as the cases of Egypt, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia. Others have focused on
breaking the political organization of tribes, such as in Morocco and Algeria, but recog-
nizing the social organization may persist in marriage patterns.

The refusal of later colonial powers to use the term “state” and instead use the term
“tribe” has created confusion for many general readers today. Most Africans do not use
the word “tribe” and see it as a colonial legacy as well as insulting. Some Africans prefer
to use indigenous terms to describe local political organization, but in general, it is best to
not use the term “tribe” or to think of people as “tribal” for most of the Middle East and
Africa. News reports of civil conflicts in Rwanda, Congo, Angola, Nigeria, Sierra Leone,
Liberia, and other countries are frequently and incorrectly described in mainstream press
such as CNN and BBC as “tribal.” Such labeling not only serves to trivialize the prob-
lems, but continues the mental picture of “primitive” peoples and “savage” actions. Con-
flicts have long, complicated histories, and it is much easier to simply call them “tribal”
than to try to gain a real understanding of their origins.

African art is also frequently called “tribal” and/or “primitive,” whether it is produced
by a tribally organized people or not. African art was “discovered” by Western collectors
in the late 19th century, when Europeans began to admire and buy African art. Pieces
were originally brought to Europe or North America as curiosities or as war booty, with
little care or interest about indigenous usage or meaning. As tastes developed, Africans
began to make things specifically for sale to Europeans and later for tourists. African
art is today appreciated like any world art, but it is still called “tribal” by most, even by
art experts. There are a large number of Arab, Kurd, and Berber tribes, but, in sub-
Saharan Africa, tribe was not a common form of sociopolitical organization.

In sub-Saharan Africa, tribe has not been a major form of sociopolitical organization,
though some tribally organized pastoral nomads were and are still found there; for exam-
ple, among pastoral Somalis and some of the famous pastoral people in East Africa such
as the Maasai, Samburu, and Turkana. However, most people have been settled agricul-
turalists with stronger central political organization of a chiefdom or state. Chiefdoms
are similar to states in that there is strong central leadership in the person of the chief.
While chiefdom still makes use of principles of lineage, there are defined class differ-
ences based on the concept of senior and junior lineages, and chiefs have far more author-
ity than a tribal leader. The social classes are based on closeness of kinship to the person
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of the living chief; those closest to the living chief are the most senior lineages, while as a
person becomes further away in relationship, the more junior the lineages. New lineages
can be absorbed into the system, but as the most junior of lineages. The position of chief
is inherited and children may inherit it, in which case elder relatives such as uncles serve
as regents until time of maturity. Chiefs need a number of officials to help manage large
populations and natural resources. Like states, the population of chiefdoms can be large,
and the economy is based on intensive agricultural production. Surplus production is con-
trolled by the chief, who can dole it out as a means of payment, reward, or in times of
need. With large settled populations living in permanent villages and towns, chiefdoms
have borders and may need some form of military to protect themselves from others.
Chiefs need a trained army, not a militia, for protection or for conquest of others, and
as noted above, newly conquered peoples could be absorbed into the political system as
the most junior of lineages. Paramount chiefs are very similar to kings and send out depu-
ties or subchiefs to help govern and collect surplus agricultural production. Unlike states,
chiefdom membership is still by kinship, and conquered people are absorbed into the jun-
ior lineages at the bottom of society.

A number of important states emerged in sub-Saharan Africa prior to the arrival of
European traders and colonists. States are old in Egypt, Ethiopia, along the Nile in the
Sudan, along the Mediterranean coast, in West Africa, along the East African coast, and
inland in what is today Zimbabwe. While Egypt and the Mediterranean are well known,
other early African states are not except among African specialists. States first arose in
the Middle East and Egypt around 6000 BCE. Later, contact with Europeans usually
brought quick transformation from chiefdom to state in much of sub-Saharan Africa.
For example, the Zulu transformed not only into a state, but into an empire in the early
19th century under the leadership of Shaka, in response to the growth of competition
for European trade in southern Africa. The Zulu push was to gain control over the flow
of these goods, which had caused constant conflict between different chiefdoms in Natal.
Shaka built on the work of Dingiswayo, paramount chief of Mtetwa Chiefdom, who had
protected the young Shaka and his mother from the wrath of his father. Shaka revolution-
ized warfare and transformed his people into a highly efficient military machine, and his
conquests had long-lasting effects throughout much of southern and central Africa.

In states, there are significant percentages of the population who are not engaged in
primary food production, but working in government, trade, craft, police, military, and
religious sectors. Membership in a state is not based on kinship, and there are defined
social classes. In some instances, these classes allow no vertical mobility, and a person
is bound for life to the class to which he or she was born. Specialization in crafts such
as iron working, weaving, woodworking, leather working, poetry and music, law, reli-
gion, military training, fishing, and even farming provided the basis for different social
classes.
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Language Classifications in the Middle East and Africa

The region covered in this volume includes a number of macro language groups, also
known as phyla. Each of the language phyla includes separate languages often employing
different scripts. Arabic, Tifinagh, Hebrew, Syriac, Ethiopic or Ge’ez, Greek (Coptic is a
modified version of Greek), and Latin scripts are used. Arabic is the language of Islam
and the Qur’an, and thus has loaned a wide range of vocabulary not only of terms related
to religious practice, but in law, sciences, medicine, and even agriculture to many of the
other languages of the region. In more recent years, contact with European colonial
powers has spread English, French, and Portuguese loanwords into many African and
Middle Eastern languages. Several types of Creole have developed in Africa and it is
argued that Swahili is an Arabic-based Creole. It must also be noted here that some of
the linguistic groupings are still subject to a good deal of study, and the names of some
macro language groups have changed over time as linguists refine their knowledge.

The American linguist Joseph Greenberg developed a typology of the languages of
Africa that fall into four macro phyla, which he named Niger-Congo Kordofanian,
Nilo-Saharan, Khoisan, and Afro-Asiatic. His major work The Languages of Africa was
first published in 1963 and has subsequently been revised in 1966 and 1970. He used a
comparative method and established the four macro groups by combining already estab-
lished family groupings. His work has been criticized, with some linguists stating that
certain of these macro groups need to be split into several smaller, distinct ones while still
others think that some can be combined into even larger macro groups.

The Niger-Congo group is one of the largest identified by Greenberg, and it makes up
the largest part of the broader Niger-Kordofanian phylum. Some linguists have argued
that the Nilo-Saharan and Niger-Congo macro groups should be combined into one even
larger phylum called Kongo-Saharan. The Niger-Congo group is divided into six major
family groups: Kwa, Mande, Voltaic, Atlantic, Bantu, and Adamawa. It is the largest in
Africa, both in number of speakers and in geographical distribution, having over 1,000
languages and 400 million speakers, while the Kordofanian languages number some 20
languages found in and around the Nuba Mountains of Sudan. Bantu is the widest spread
of the families, and its movement from the proposed home area in West Africa into cen-
tral, eastern, and southern Africa had important cultural significance. Bantu speakers
brought with them technologies in metalworking and agriculture that supported large,
settled populations. Hunter-gathering and herding peoples were forced out of productive
agricultural areas and into more marginal zones such as arid steppes, desert, and moun-
tains. The debate over the time of the Bantu arrival in South Africa, whether for an early
date of the 4th century CE or the late date of the 18th century, was part of the ideology of
the Afrikaner-dominated government of South Africa following the end of World War II.
The Afrikaners took the position that the Bantu arrived in South Africa in the 18th cen-
tury, meaning that the Afrikaners were in South Africa as long if not longer than the
Bantu.
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Nilo-Saharan was named by Greenberg to indicate the language phyla found along the
Nile north from its origins in Lake Victoria to near where the Sudanese capital of Khar-
toum stands at the confluence of the White and Blue Niles as well as a number of related
languages that fan out into the Sahara, reaching as far as the Niger Bend in Mali, thus the
name Nilo-Saharan. The American linguist Merritt Rehlun estimated that the total num-
ber of Nilo-Saharan speakers was 11 million in 1987 (A Guide to the World’s Languages,
2nd ed.). There are four main families: Eastern Sudanic, Central Sudanic, Saharan, and
Songhai, with another possible eight proposed as large family groups. Songhai is not
fully accepted by a number of linguists, who think it should be considered as its own, sep-
arate language group unrelated to any other.

Khoisan or Click languages are spoken by perhaps less than 100,000 people today.
Once widespread over much of southern and eastern Africa, the Khoisan peoples live in
marginal areas of Botswana, South Africa, Namibia, and Tanzania. Greenberg invented
the name taking it from Khoikhoi, the more acceptable local name for the Hottentots,
and San, the more acceptable local name for the Bushmen. There is a good deal of debate
over the validity of including certain language groups as Khoisan, but in general they are
divided into two main families, Khoikhoi and San. Click languages make use of around
30 click consonants, and some of their Bantu neighbors have borrowed clicks into their
languages over centuries of contact.

Afro-Asiatic (formerly known as the Hamito-Semitic family) consists of 375 lan-
guages still spoken today by over 350 million people in North Africa, the Horn of Africa,
the Sahel and West Africa, and southwest Asia. The largest single language group today
is Arabic, with an estimated 280 million speakers worldwide. Linguists do not agree
about the subgroupings or families of Afro-Asiatic but, generally speaking, there are five
with a possible sixth: Semitic, Egyptian, Berber, Chadic, and Cushitic, as well as Omotic,
which Greenberg classified as part of Cushitic. Each of these is further broken down into
a number of separate languages and then into smaller regional dialects. For example,
Semitic includes Arabic, Hebrew, Amharic, and Tigrinya. Arabic has some eight or nine
major regional dialects (Maghribi, Hassani or that of Mauritania and the Western Sahara,
Nile Valley, Levant, Iraq, Khaliji or Gulf, Najd or central Arabia, Hijaz or the west coast
of the peninsula, and Yemen) and each of these is further divided into smaller regional
dialects. Coptic is the only living Egyptian language today, and Arabic has replaced it
as the medium of everyday communication.

The term Indo-European was first coined by the English scholar Thomas Young in
1813, but the systematic and scientific comparative study of Indo-European languages
began with the German linguists Franz Bopp and his major work Comparative Grammar,
published between 1833 and 1852. Today there are some 443 languages classified as
Indo-European with an estimated 3 billion speakers worldwide. The main subgroup
found in the Middle East is the Iranian of the Indo-Iranian family, which includes
Persian, Kurdish, Luri, and Bakhtiyari. Afrikaans is a recent development of Dutch
and is an important language of southern Africa where an estimated 6.45 million speak
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it as a first or second language. Other major Indo-European languages used in the Middle
East and Africa include English, French, and Portuguese, and to a lesser extent Spanish
and Italian.

The Ural-Altaic language phylum was first proposed by the Finnish ethnologist and
philologist Matthias Castrén in the mid-19th century. He proposed that the two linguistic
families of Altaic and Uralic were really one macro language phylum, but today many
linguists see them as two, unrelated macro phyla though some still hold to Castrén’s pro-
posal. The Altaic language group is composed of five main subgroups; Turkic, Mongo-
lian, Tungusic, Korean, and Japonic. There are six major subgroups of Turkic further
divided into some 30 Turkic languages spoken by 180 million people, of which close to
40 percent of them live in Anatolia. Other Turkish languages in the Middle East include
the Qashqga’i and Azeri (Turks) both spoken in Iran.

Geographical Regions and Cultural Areas

Geographical regions and/or cultural areas are convenient means of organizing and dis-
cussing the different cultures of a huge area such as the Middle East and Africa. Geogra-
phy and environment play significant roles in economic activities, which can influence
social and political organization. The link between specific geographical areas and spe-
cific cultural type is referred to as a cultural area.

The idea of cultural areas was first advanced by American anthropologists in the 19th
century as a means to organize exhibits of mainly Native American cultures. The idea
was further developed by American anthropologists Clark Wissler and Alfred Kroeber.
However, it would be one of Kroeber’s students, Julian Steward, who developed the idea
into the theory of cultural ecology. Cultural ecology looks at the relationship between
environment and a society and how the environment shapes that society. Steward pro-
posed the idea that cultural change is caused when societies need to adapt to a particular
environment in his work Theory of Culture Change: The Methodology of Multilinear
Evolution (1955).

For the Middle East and Africa, a number of cultural areas have been devised by schol-
ars. For the Arabic-speaking countries, the cultural areas are defined not only by the
geography, but also by the dialects spoken. The main divisions are the Maghrib
(Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and western Libya); the Nile Valley (Egypt, Sudan, and
eastern Libya); the Levant or Greater Syria (Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Palestine, and
Sinai); Iraq; the Arab Gulf (Kuwait, eastern Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, and the United
Arab Emirates; the Najd (central Saudi Arabia); the Hijaz (Red Sea coast of Saudi
Arabia); Yemen; Dhofar (includes parts of Yemen and Oman); and Oman. Morocco’s
Western Sahara, Mauritania, the Azwad of northwestern Mali, and the western part of
Saharan Algeria is the homeland of the Awald Hassan Arabs who have a distinct dialect,
Hassaniyah, as well as a culture that includes elements of their Bedouin Arab ancestral
culture, that of the Sanhaja Berbers who lived in the region in historic times, and that of
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the great African kingdoms of Ghana and Mali. Hassani culture is a true bridge between
Arab and Berber North Africa and West Africa.

Africa is oftentimes divided into large geographical areas; North Africa, West Africa,
the Horn of Africa, East Africa, Central Africa, and southern Africa. Within each of
these, there are further divisions based on social, political, and economic typologies.
Unfortunately, such conveniences frequently obscure cultural differences and lump dis-
parate peoples together in large categories.

The Sahara: Not the Great Divide

Africa is too often divided between North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa, with the idea
that the Sahara Desert has been a natural barrier to the movement of ideas and peoples.
Recent scholarship has begun to challenge this idea, and rather than being a barrier, it
has been discovered that the desert has been crossed by peoples since the Neolithic
period. The introduction of the camel from the Middle East in the fourth century BCE
allowed movement of peoples across the desert as well as the development of local cul-
tures dependent on the camel that live all year round in the heart of the Sahara such as
the Teda and the Tuareg. Even before the arrival of the camel, people crossed the Sahara
and trans-Saharan trade dates well into antiquity. Rock art depicting horses and chariots
are found into the central Sahara and follow along well-established trade routes. Move-
ment of people, goods, and ideas continues across the Sahara today.

This work attempts to present the great diversity of the Middle East and Africa. Both
of these regions are complex with ancient histories and emerged from foreign domination
following World War II. Borders drawn up by colonial powers with no or little regard for
how it carved up ethnic groups have been maintained by agreements by major political
bodies such as the Arab League and the African Union (formerly called the Organization
of African Unity). Nationalism and citizenship today challenge older identities built on
historical experience and linguistic unity. For example, the Mande are the heirs of a large
empire that ruled most West Africa between the 13th and 15th centuries, and when it col-
lapsed, many Mande peoples had settled throughout the region. The memory of the glory
of the empire, especially that of its founder Sundiata Keita, are kept alive in epic poetry
and music, which helps unify all Mande no matter where they live. Much the same can
be said of Arabs, who have a feeling of unity of culture even if the states they live in
are hostile to each other. It is hoped the brief entries presented here will help give an
understanding of this complexity and encourage the reader to research more on the peo-
ples of the Middle East and Africa.

xXXi
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Note on Spelling

Names of people and places in the Middle East and Africa are often hard to reconcile. The
same names have numerous spellings given if it is spelled as it is pronounced or if there has
been an attempt to follow an original spelling in another script. For example, in Arabic,
Persian, Turkish, and other Middle Eastern languages with long histories of written texts,
there are a number of “standard” ways of transliterating them from their original into a
European script. These, nonetheless, give different ways of spelling the same word. For
example the Arabic word wadi, for valley or river course, is rendered as ouedi in French,
and using the clipped pronunciation of North African Arabs, it is often written as oued
on maps and in texts. It is more difficult to deal with Arabic when those recording often
did not speak the language and instead wrote down what they thought they heard, rather
than the way a name is written. For example, in Mauritania, the town Shingit is spelled
Chinguetti in French and English texts, and the original Shingit is rarely used except in
Arabic. More confusion can be caused when a people use a name others call them, but
do not use it when speaking to each other. For example, Arabs of Mauritania only called
themselves Moors (English) or Maure (French) when speaking to non-Arabs; but when
speaking to Arabs, particularly to each other, they refer to themselves as Baydani. In
Morocco, the same peoples are called Sahraoui (Sahrawi) by other Moroccans, while most
Sahrawis again call themselves Baydani. Mauritania was selected as the name of the
county by a romantic French officer, Xavier Coppolani, in 1903, based on the Roman-era
provinces of Mauretania Ceasariensis and Mauretania Tingitana inhabited by a Berber
people the Romans called the Mauri. More famous in the Western world are the Tuareg,
but this is the Arab name for them, and their own name is Kel Tamasheq.

In non-Arabic-speaking Africa, spellings of people and places were done by colonial
officers sometimes with little real knowledge of local people, history, languages, or cul-
ture. Spanish, Portuguese, French (including Belgians), Dutch, German, and English lan-
guages have been used to help spell a variety of African languages. Sesotho, the language
of the Basotho of Lesotho was developed by French evangelical missionaries in the
1830s. However, Setswana, the language of the Bastwana of Botswana and closely
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related to the Basotho, was developed by English missionaries around the same time and
they used English orthography; thus, for them, the Basotho are the Basutu.

Generally, this work has followed well-accepted spellings and have, at the head of
each entry, given a variety of spellings or alternative names for ethnic groups. For Middle
Eastern and North African entries, the American Library of Congress system of translit-
eration has been used, minus the dots under letters that differentiates emphatics from
those that are not. Arabic has emphatic and nonemphatic letters; thus there are two H’s,
two D’s, two T’s, two S’s, and two Dh’s. Arabs believe that the emphatic D or dad is
unique to Arabic and thus one of the ways they have to refer to the language is Lughat
al-Dad or “language of the letter dad.” Arabic has three vowels: a, i, and u. In addition,
Arabic has a glottal stop, the hamza, which is usually marked with * and the letters ‘ayn
transliterated as ‘, and ghayn transliterated as gh. Arabic has what it calls Shamsi (sun)
and Qamari (moon) letters that, when at the start of the word, either elide into the definite
article of al or not. They take the two names for how these letters deal with the definite
article, ash-Shams and al-Qamar. However, these deal with pronunciation and not how
the words are spelled. The Library of Congress system notes how words are spelled, not
changes for pronunciation; thus, using the system, it is al-Shams, and this is what is used
in this work.

Persian borrowed Arabic letters, but it is an Indo-European language and does not dif-
ferentiate emphatic and nonemphatic letters, but keeps them in the words borrowed from
Arabic that have them. Some letters are pronounced the same, though written differently;
for example, gaf (or q in Arabic) and ghayn are both pronounced as ghayn in Persian. In
addition, Persian has more vowels, including e and o, and added modified Arabic letters
to represent f; v, ch, and g. Ottoman Turkish borrowed the Arabic alphabet and made
many of the same modifications as Persian, but in 1928, the president of Turkey, Mustafa
Kemal Atatiirk, ordered the change from Arabic script to the Latin alphabet with its own
way of dealing with how to write Turkish, an Altaic language. Turkish has sounds that
were difficult to transcribe in Arabic, such as umlauted letters like 6 and .

Similarly, some African peoples had literacy in Arabic and developed ways of using
Arabic letters to represent the sounds of their languages. Often called ‘Ajami from the
Arabic meaning “foreign” or “non-Arab,” the use of Arabic both as a language of schol-
arship and as a means of writing local languages is wide spread in the Sahel region and
along the Indian Ocean coast.

Ge’ez, or more properly Gi’iz, the written language of Ethiopia, is a development of the
South Arabian script used by the D’mt civilization in the fifth century BCE. Gi’iz script or
abugida was used during the Aksumite period (1st century CE to the mid-10th century CE)
and spread to be used by a number of languages in the Horn of Africa including Amharic,
Tigrinya, and Tigre. Like Arabic, Gi’iz has emphatics as well as a glottal stop.

The other main African script that is still used today by the Tuareg of Algeria, Mali, and
Niger is called Tifinagh (spelled Tifinar in French, noting that the French letter r sounds
like the Arabic letter ghayn). It is argued by some that 7ifinagh is an African invention,



Note on Spelling | xxv

predating the arrival of the Phoenicians on the North African coast. Others argue that it is a
modification of the alphabet invented first in Ugarit on the Syrian coast and later spread
with trade to other parts of the Mediterranean. The name Tifinagh means “of the Phoeni-
cians” from Finig, meaning “Phoenicians” in Semitic languages such as Arabic. Several
versions have been developed and, with the rise of Berber nationalism in the second half
of the 20th century, there has been a recent revival of the script in places like Morocco,
where it was chosen as the script for Berber in 2003. Berber has also been transcribed into
Arabic and Latin scripts, but nationalists want to use their own alphabet.

Despite the best attempts by governments following independence, spellings of Afri-
can peoples and places have remained in a multitude of ways: Tubu or Toubou; Timbuktu,
Tinbuktu, or Toumbouctou; or, among the most confusing, what to call the Fulani, Fula,
Ful Fula, Ful Fulda, Haapulaarin, Peul, or Pulaar peoples who inhabit a wide range of
countries and have fought Arabs, Berbers, the French, the Germans, and the British. In
recognition of the fact that all of these such names are still used, all entries begin with
a list of the names readers will most likely encounter, making the entries easier to use
by the nonexpert reader. Within each entry, one main way of spelling is used based on
what is the most common method found in most scholarly works.
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Acholi

The Acholi or Acoli are a western Nilotic
people who live in southern Sudan,
Uganda, and northern Kenya. They are
most closely related to the Luo of Kenya
and the Shilluk of Sudan. They number
around 2 million, with the largest number,
over 746,000, living in Uganda. Their
name Acholi comes from the term 19th-
century Arab traders gave them, Shiili,
meaning speaking a mix of Arabic with
another language.

The Acholi believe they moved into
their current homeland some 300 years
ago from the north. They began to coalesce
into the Acholi as an identifiable group in
the 17th century, and today there are six
main subdivisions of the Acholi as well as
three main ethnic groups: the Patiko
(related to the Luo), the Ateker-speakers
(who seem to have migrated earlier), and
the Sudanic-speakers (who came from the
west). Arab and Swabhili slave traders from
Zanzibar arrived in the 19th century, and
the Acholi suffered greatly at their hands.
Acholi villages were raided and burned,
high numbers were enslaved, and local
economies subsequently suffered because
people fled to escape further raids.

Like most other Nilotes, Acholi life and
culture revolve around their cattle. Until
the 19th century, they possessed large
herds, but diseases introduced by Euro-
peans and raids by neighbors have greatly
reduced the numbers of their cattle.

Subsequent droughts in the 1980s and
1990s have put a great deal of stress on
their ability to remain pastoralists.

The Acholi have made an effort to use
their rather remote location to resist change.
They are the least economically developed
and least acculturated of Uganda’s people.
Nonetheless, the Acholi have had large
numbers of men serving in the Ugandan
army. The Acholi were severely punished
during the rule of Idi Amin (1971-1979)
for their service in the colonial army and
for their support for President Milton Obote
(1964-1971). Idi Amin became suspicious
of Acholi soldiers, officers, and civilian
leaders following an attempt in 1972 to
restore ousted president Obote. Acholi sol-
diers were massacred in their barracks, and
by the end of his purge, some 5,000 Acholi
had been killed.

The Acholi have become important far
beyond their mere numbers because of the
Lord’s Resistance Army, founded by Alice
Auma in 1986. Auma became a spirit
medium after she was possessed by the
spirit Lakwena and took the name Alice
Lakwena. Her movement began as a reli-
gious movement called the Holy Spirit
Movement. The movement is directly con-
nected with the defeat of the Acholi general
Tito Okelo, who briefly was president of
Uganda as the result of a coup. However,
Okelo was driven from office and his
Acholi soldiers fled back to their homeland,
and subsequently the Acholi homeland was
occupied by southern Ugandans. After a
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series of local victories, Alice Lakwena
began a march to Kampala that was joined
by other ethnic groups with grievances
against the Museveni government, but the
Ugandan army firmly defeated them in a
battle outside of Kampala. Alice claimed
that Lakwena then left her, and she fled to
a refugee camp in northern Kenya where
she died in 2007.

The movement lives on in Uganda led
by Joseph Kony. He has similar claims to
Auma of being possessed by spirits that
direct his actions. Using symbols from tra-
ditional belief, Christianity, and on occa-
sion Acholi nationalism, Kony has been
able to resist the central state and spread
fear beyond the borders of Uganda. He
has an army of child soldiers, most of
whom he has kidnapped from their home
villages. The total of his strength is not
known and guesses range from only 500
to up to 3,000 soldiers.

John A. Shoup
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Afar

The Afar, also referred to as Danakil, are
pastoral nomads living in the harsh deserts
of Dankalia in southern Eritrea, Djibouti,

and adjoining lowlands of northeastern
Ethiopia. The only fertile land is near the
Awash River. The Afar number approxi-
mately 2 million, with most living in
Ethiopia. The people are Muslim and
speak Afar, a Cushitic language.

Afar are a Hamidic people, closely
related to the Somali and Saho. In the
10th century, Arab immigrants introduced
Islam to the indigenous people, with
whom they intermarried. There are two
classes of Afar, the Asaimara (nobles)
and Adiomara (commoners), each consist-
ing of numerous patrilineal clans. Clans
formed into petty Sultanates, most impor-
tant of which was the Sultanate of Aussa
on the Awash River, established in the
16th century. Life revolved around subsis-
tence pastoralism with salt, gathered from
desert lakes, providing the main trade
commodity.

Historically, Afar men were fierce fight-
ers. They formed a major part of Arab
armies in wars against Christian Ethiopia
and for centuries served as guides for Arab
slavers. They plundered caravans along
trade routes and raided neighbors, killing
and castrating enemies as a sign of prow-
ess. Afar men still wear their traditional
curved knife or jile.

The majority of Afar today remains
nomadic, moving between water sources
with herds of camel, sheep, and goats.
The Awash district provides grazing in
dry seasons. Women are responsible for
the camp, constructing huts, gathering
wood and water, weaving mats used for
their dwellings, and tending herds. Meat,
milk, hides, and salt are traded for neces-
sities. Fishing is an important industry
along the Red Sea.



Afar religious beliefs mingle Islam with
an earlier Sky-God religion. A cult of the
dead tradition has continued in the annual
festival of Rebina, which includes animal
sacrifice. Common cultural practices
include both male and female circumcision
and preference for first-cousin marriages.

Recent history has been marred by con-
flict with national governments. Ethiopian
expansionism in the late 19th century
brought the Sultanate of Aussa under
Ethiopian control. In the 20th century,
Modernism established commercial farm-
ing in the Awash valley, eliminating vital
grazing areas. In 1975, the socialist Derg
government nationalized rural lands and
ended the traditional sultanate, sparking
ethnic rebellion. Galvanized by the newly
formed Afar Liberation Front (ALF), the
insurrection continued in the region until
after the collapse of the Derg in 1991.
The creation of an autonomous Afar
Region in 1994 brought peace; however,
drought, famine, fighting, and corruption
have all taken a toll on the Afar.

Geri Shaw

Further Reading

Central Statistical Agency of Ethiopia (CSA).
“Census 2007.” http://www.csa.gov.et.

Collins, Robert O. Africa: A Short History.
Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener Publishers,
2008.

Insoll, Timothy. The Archaeology of Islam in
Sub-Saharan Africa. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003.

Lewis, I. M. Peoples of the Horn of Africa:
somali, Afar and Saho. London: International
African Institute, 19609.

Lewis, I. M. Saints and Somalis: Popular

Islam in a Clan-Based Society. Lawrence-
ville, NJ: Red Sea Press, 1998.

Afrikaner |

Meredith, Martin. The Fate of Africa: A His-
tory of Fifty Years of Independence. New
York: Public Affairs, 2005.

Pankurst, Richard. The Ethiopians: A History.
Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2001.

Said, Ali. “Afar Ethnicity in Ethiopian Poli-
tics.” In Ethnicity and the State in Eastern
Africa, edited by M. A. Mohamed Salih
and John Markiles. Uppsala: Nordiska Afri-
cainstitutet, 1998.

Afrikaner

Afrikaners are descendants of Dutch,
German, and French settlers who speak
Afrikaans, a form of Dutch. There are
between 2.2 million and 3 million Afrika-
ners living in South Africa, Namibia, Bot-
swana, and Zimbabwe, though the majority
live in South Africa. Afrikaners are also
called Boers from the Dutch word meaning
“farmers.” In South Africa they comprise
around 60 percent of the white population,
but only 10 percent of the total population
of the country. Afrikaner identity is closely
tied to their language, Afrikaans, to the
Dutch Reformed Church, and their history
of conflict with both the British and the
native peoples of South Africa. Afrikaners
have a strong feeling of being Africans and
not Europeans.

Afrikaner settlement in South Africa
began in 1652 when Jan van Riebeeck of
the Dutch East India Company established
a colony at Table Bay. The Cape Colony
was to serve as a station for ships going
to and coming from the Dutch East Indies
(Indonesia), a place where ships could
replenish with fresh fruits, vegetables,
meat, and water. The employees working
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the land were kept under strict control by
the administration, but within a decade,
some of the employees were allowed to
settle lands outside of the original colony.
The free burghers proved to be more cost
efficient for the directors in Holland, and
so others were released from their con-
tracts to establish more freehold farms.
To work the land, slaves from the Dutch
East Indies, India, Ceylon, and Portuguese
Mozambique were imported. The indige-
nous Khoikhoi (Hottentots; Khoisan)
were defeated and forced into servitude.
In 1688, the colony received new blood
from French Huguenots (Protestants),
who had been forced to flee France in
1685.

The Afrikaans language developed
during the first 200 years of European set-
tlement in Africa. Dutch was the base, but
in order to speak to slaves from Indonesia

Leander Jameson’s forces attempt to fend off the Boers during the

and Africa, vocabulary from those lan-
guages were borrowed and Dutch grammar
was simplified. The arrival of French
Huguenots brought French vocabulary into
the language as well. English became an
important influence as Afrikaans developed
in the first decades of the 19th century.
Afrikaans was not a written language (for-
mal Dutch was used until after 1900), but
has a rich oral history in songs and poetry.
Following World War I, the language
quickly developed a literary corpus, and in
2003, Afrikaner John Maxwell Coetzee
won the Nobel Prize for Literature.

During the Napoleonic Wars, the Cape
Colony came under British rule in 1795.
The British were forced to leave in 1803,
but were back permanently starting in
1806. British control was confirmed by
the peace agreements between European
powers in 1814. British relations with the
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Jameson Raid in South

Africain December 1895. It was this attempt by the British to annex the Transvaal that sparked

the Boer War. (Library of Congress)



Boers were poor, and in 1815, the Boers
rose in the Slagtersnek Rebellion. In
1820, the first British colonists arrived in
the Cape, which to the Afrikaners seemed
a threat to their religion, language, and
culture. The British government became
increasingly abolitionist, and in 1834, the
Cape administration emancipated all
slaves. The result was the Great Trek,
where some 5,000 Boers left the territory
of the Cape Colony to find a new life free
of British control. The Great Trek is an
important part of shaping Afrikaner iden-
tity; framed in Old Testament symbols, it
developed into the idea of a covenant
between the Righteous and God and the
founding of a new Zion. The defeats of
powerful kingdoms, such as the Zulu
(Nguni) at the Battle of Blood River in
1838, were later embodied in Afrikaner
political ideology. Around 500 Boers
stood off and defeated an army of 10,000
Zulus. Zulu losses were put at 3,000 dead,
with no losses on the Boer side—this
seemed to be a clear sign of God’s appro-
val of the Boers. December 16, the date
of the battle, became a holiday called
Day of the Vow.

The Boers established three inde-
pendent states: Transvaal, the Orange
Free State, and Natalia. The British
annexed them, but later gave Transvaal
and the Orange Free State their
independence. British-Boer relations
were strained, and after 1867, when
the first diamonds were found near
Bloemfontein, British prospectors,
miners, and speculators moved into the
two Boer republics. British imperialist
interests in southern and central Africa
were blocked by the republics, and in
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1896, the Jameson Raid, an attempt to
annex the Transvaal by a pro-British
conspiracy, provoked war. The Boer
War (1899-1902) created great bitter-
ness among the Boers toward the Brit-
ish. To crush Boer resistance, the
British devised concentration camps
for Boer women and children where
28,000 died of starvation and disease
before the end of hostilities.

Boers were militarily defeated, but
Boer resistance was not. It took on a dif-
ferent mode in the form of political parties
and secret brotherhoods. In 1914, the
National Party was founded to protect
Afrikaner economic interests and to take
South Africa out of the British Empire.
Afrikaners were able to get a number of
laws passed in the South African
parliament, which favored them between
1910 and 1948. The year 1938 marked
the centennial celebration of the Battle of
Blood River, and the event was celebrated
with the erection of a monument at the
battle site as important expression of Afri-
kaner culture. In 1948, the National Party
was able to win the election and gain con-
trol of the government. The National Party
imposed policies based on apartheid, a
racist doctrine of separate development
for different peoples. Opposition was
often branded as communist, and those in
opposition were exiled, imprisoned, or
banned. In 1991, the reform element in
the National Party controlled parliament
and ended all apartheid laws, and in
1994, South Africa had its first nonracial
elections. Afrikaners remain among the
more affluent South Africans, owning
large commercial farms. Unlike many of
British origin, Afrikaners have not
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Fighting Apartheid

Apartheid was the official policy of forcing South Africa’s peoples into separate,
distinct living spaces. The word “apartheid” is Afrikaans and simply means
“separation” or “apartness.” The idea of needing a policy of separateness began
as early as the 1870s—1880s; the Afrikaner S. J. du Toit advocated separation
of the Afrikaner people in order to keep their race “pure” from mixing with the
English.

Resistance to Apartheid began as early as 1912, when the African National
Congress (ANC) was founded. Africans, Coloreds, and Indians, though all
directly affected by the growing restrictions on their communities, did not unite
in action against the racist laws. Each fought for greater rights for their own com-
munities, but until 1948, they did not see a common interest. This changed in the
1948 elections, and the ANC was more and more inclusive of South Africa’s peo-
ple. Incidents such as the Freedom Charter of 1955, Sharpsville Massacre in
1960, the Treason Trial of Nelson Mandela and others in 1964, and Steve Biko’s
South African Students Organization founded in 1968 all helped bring a greater
unity to the opposition. A general countrywide strike in 1973 and the Soweto stu-
dent uprising in 1976 help galvanize the opposition. Outside pressure was
applied as well with the United Nations embargo on weapons sales to South
Africa imposed in 1977 and disinvestment movements, forcing companies to
withdraw from their investments in South Africa.

In 1990, the South African government lifted the ban on the ANC, and Nelson
Mandela was released from prison; he had been a prisoner for 22 years. In 1994,
Mandela was elected the first postapartheid president of the Republic of South
Africa, the first black president, and first to be elected where all South Africans
were allowed to participate in the process.

generally joined the white flight from
postapartheid South Africa.
John A. Shoup
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Akans

The Akans are one of the most culturally
dominant ethnic groups in West Africa.
Located in modern-day Ghana, formerly
the British Gold Coast, the Akans are
organized into matrilineal groups in which
social and political power is wielded by
the female head of household, and lineage
reckoning is through the female side.
The Akans are made up of several sub-
ethnic groupings, of which the Ashantis
(Asantes) are the most prominent. In
modern-day Ghana, the Akans have a pop-
ulation of 8,562,748, representing more
than 46 percent of the total national popu-
lation of 18,412,247. The other members
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of the Akan family are Ahanta, Akuapen,
Akwanu, Akyem (Ahuakwa, Bosome,
Kotoku), Buaho, Fante, Kwaku, Sefwi,
and Wasa. Of these, the Asantes constitute
30.1 percent of the Akan population, mak-
ing them the largest of the group. Geo-
graphically, the Akans are spread over a
large area of modern Ghana, covering
areas as far as the Asante region, Bonon
Aha-fo, central and eastern regions, and
some remote parts of the Volta region.
The most commonly spoken language
among the Akans is “Twi” with many
dialects, depending on the location
of the sub-group. These include Fante,
Akuapem, Asante, and Akyem. Other dia-
lects within the Twi language can also be

The Asante king Otumfuo Opoku Ware |l sits next to the Golden Stool (on right), symbol of the

Asante nation. The Asante king is not the son of the previous king; instead, he is the son of the
king's sister, mother, or aunt. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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found in the southwest area of Dankyira,
Twifo, Wasa, and Ahanta.

According to historians, the Ashanti
kingdom (also known as Asante kingdom)
was one of the last kingdoms to have
emerged after the decline of the kingdom
of Akuapem. The kingdom of Akuapem
was itself founded by refugees fleeing the
Bono kingdom by moving southward
toward modern-day Kumasi, where it was
believed that the first Asante kingdom,
known as Asante Manso, was established
by the Queen mother, Nkansa. The first
paramount king of this kingdom was
Obiri Yeboa, who was the first son of King
Ansa Sasraku I of Asamankese-Akwamu.
Shortly after the installation of the new
king, other refugees from Ayoko, led by
Akyeampong Tenten, soon settled in the
new kingdom. With the new arrival, the
title of the king was changed from Asa-
mankese to Asantehene, and Ossei Tutu I,
the grandson of Akyeampon’s sister, Nana
Abena Gyapa, became the first Asante-
hene. As Asante society is matrilineal,
the Asantehene, the king, can be chosen
only from among the male children of the
king’s sister, the Queen mother, or from
his aunt’s male children. The Queen
mother is not the mother of the king; she
could be the sister or the aunt, and she
has tremendous power over the royal
household.

The Akan people are ruled under an
elaborate system of governance at the top
of which is the king, the Asantehene. As
the principal chief, the king acts under the
authority of the ancestors and he is seen,
by his subjects, to be the embodiment of
their power and will. However, with the
conquest of the kingdom by the British

around the end of the 19th century, the
authority and the influence of the king have
greatly diminished. The king now wields
symbolic power, which is restricted to tra-
ditional and customary matters, while
issues of jurisprudence are now taken over
by the constituted authority of the modern
state. In the day-to-day governance of his
kingdom, the king is assisted by several
lesser chiefs. Chieftaincy position is
hereditary, and each of the selected chiefs
has a symbolic right to a blackened tool,
which is a sharp stick that has been hard-
ened in fire. The Queen mother also plays
an important role in the administration of
the royal court and of the kingdom. She
maintains order within the royal court in
addition to mobilizing popular support for
the king’s authority and influence. Besides
the Queen mother, the Council of Elders
also plays a prominent role in running the
kingdom and in advancing the authority of
king over his subjects.

Under the direction of the king, the
Council of Elders is set up as an advisory
body to the royal court. The council con-
sists primarily of elders, selected from dif-
ferent clans, who are considered to be
knowledgeable of the clan’s history and
rules guiding descent. Within the Council
of Elders, there are three prominent fig-
ures. The Krontihene is in charge of over-
all administration of the kingdom. The
Okyeame is the noted linguist within the
royal court, and through him, the king
speaks to his subjects. The third position
is the Gyasehene, who is solely respon-
sible for the day-to-day administration of
the royal palace. He is also responsible
for maintaining an elaborate system of
royal servitude, which in many cases may



consist of several hundreds of royal serv-
ants and court attendants selected from
lower ranks of the Asante society.

Among the Akans, the extended family
is the norm, which may be comprised of
the spouse, uncles, aunts, grandparents,
and other related siblings. The clan is the
basis of social organization among
the Akans, and members of the clan have
claim to common ancestry and, in some
instances, are united by one language.
The oldest female member of the house-
hold, often the maternal grandmother,
oversees the running of the household,
and through the recognition of her author-
ity, order and respect for elders are main-
tained within the unit. Matrilineal descent
is the norm, and family properties are
passed down through the female line.
Rules of consanguinity, often determined
by the female elders of the household, are
used to decide on which member of the
clan one can take as a bride. In most cases,
the Akans practice exogamous marriage,
which prohibits one from marrying one’s
cousin. Marriage is seen as uniting two
families or clans as opposed to uniting
the bride and the groom; the maternal
grandmother of the bride or the aunts have
more say as to whom the bride takes for a
husband.

Like most ethnic groups in West Africa,
the Akans of Ghana believe in a very com-
plex system of ancestor worship, and their
worldview is still guided by superstition
and oracular beliefs. The Akans believe
in the existence of a universal God, the
creator of all living things. They also
believe in the existence of other lesser
gods or spirits through which they relate
to their primary God, Odonmankoma or
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the Supreme God. The most important of
these lesser gods are Bonebone, the
creator; Omaomee, the granter of satisfac-
tion; Omaowia, the giver of sunlight;
Toturobonsu, the giver of rain; Onyan-
Koropon; and Twereampton, the supporter.
These lesser gods or spirits are represented
by different objects, the most common of
which are blackened stools, and a tree
(Nyaamedua), under which foods or eggs
are left as sacrifice to the ancestors. Over-
all, the Akans believe in their ancestors
(Nsamanfo) as medium spirits between
them and the Supreme God. They also
believe that life continues after death and
there is no clear separation, in their belief
system, between heaven and earth; both
are seen as a continuum.

In the Akan society, polygyny, a prac-
tice whereby a man can marry more
than one woman, is the norm. Polyandry
(a practice where a woman can have more
than one husband) is very rare. A man can
only marry a woman outside his clan
(exogamous marriage). Mate selection is
usually done by the parents of the groom,
often the mother or aunt of the groom.
Once a match is made and both families
have agreed on the suitability of the cou-
ple for marriage, the groom’s family offers
a “bride price” to the family of the bride.
The bride price can be in the form of
articles of clothing, labor service in the
bride’s father’s farm, and, more recently,
money. The groom also presents to the
father of the bride local drinks (Odo Nsa)
to seal the relation. This process repre-
sents the marriage contract; however, the
bride price should be seen not as a pur-
chase price of the bride, but as a symbolic
offering that recognizes the emerging
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bond between the two families. Other
types of marriage exist among the Akans,
and one of these is the marriage of an
unborn baby to a prospective suitor. This
is known as Asiwa (or betrothal), in which
a man requests the hands of the unborn
baby in marriage, assuming the unborn
child is going to be a girl, which often
can be predicted by the oracles. Once the
request is accepted, the man then becomes
the sole provider for the unborn baby’s
mother, and after the baby is born, he con-
tinues to support the baby and the mother
until she reaches the age of puberty.
Female twins are automatically reserved
as wives to the king.

One of Akan’s great historical figures
was a female warrior, Nana Yaa Asente-
waa, who mobilized her people on
March 28, 1900, against British occupa-
tion of the Asante kingdom. Born of noble
origin in 1840, Yaa Asentewaa was
appointed Queen mother of Ejisu king-
dom, one of several loose confederacies
of the greater Asante kingdom. In 1896,
Yaa Asantewaa’s brother, King Ejisu, was
exiled to Seychelles along with the Asante
king, Prempeh I, and other prominent
members of his royal court. The king had
opposed the British occupation of his
kingdom. With the absence of Prempeh I,
the kingdom was in disarray, and agitation
for his immediate release became the ral-
lying point of revolt against the British
occupying force. As a leader of the Asante
confederacy, Yaa Asentewaa appointed
her grandson to replace her brother as the
new Ejisuhene. Together they became the
rallying point of protest and opposition to
the British governor-general of the Gold
Coast, who earlier had humiliated King

Prempeh I by seizing his Golden Stool
before exiling him to Seychelles. Now as
a regent of the Ejisu-Juanben, Yaa Asante-
waa organized and led a powerful force of
14,000 armed men and women in Kumasi
in revolt against British occupation. This
marked the beginning of the Asante’s rebel-
lion against British rule throughout the
Gold Coast. Several attacks were mounted
against British soldiers by Yaa Asantewaa
and her followers before she was finally
captured in 1901 and sent to exile in
Seychelles, where she died on October 17,
1921. Yaa Asantewaa’s courage, and her
dedication to freeing the Asante’s nation
from British occupation, in the face of one
of the most brutal British military cam-
paigns in colonial West Africa, made her a
legend in the Akan society today.

Today the Akans are part of the modern
state of Ghana. While still maintaining
their culture and tradition, which are often
seen in their mode of dress, especially the
Kente, the authority of the Asantehene,
Ossei Tutu II, has been relegated solely to
customary matters. After gaining indepen-
dence in 1957, the country of Ghana
adopted a British-type parliamentary
democracy; but today, it has opted for an
American-style presidential system after
the country went through several violent
military coups.

Pade Badru
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Aka Pygmies

The Aka pygmies (also called BaAka,
Gba-Aka, Bi-Aka, Beka, Yakwe, Yakpa,
and Yakpawe) live in the Central African
Republic and Congo (Brazzaville) and
number around 5,000. Like the Mbuti
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and Efe of the Ituri forest, the Aka are true
pygmies and adults are no taller 150 centi-
meters (4 feet, 11 inches). According to
geneticists they, along with the Mbuti/Efe
and Khoisan, have the Y chromosome
haplogroup B and mt (mitochondrial)
DNA haplogroup L1, making them per-
haps the oldest living group of modern
man. The Aka speak their own language,
Diaka, as well as the Bantu languages of
the populations close to them.

The Aka are among the oldest of living
groups of modern man and are most likely
the descendants of the Tschitolian industry
that dates back to around 25,000 years ago
on the fringes of the rain forest. An ancient
Egyptian (6th dynasty, 2300 BCE) account
of an expedition that may have reached into
central Africa records bringing back a
pygmy dancer, and other ancient Egyptian
references call pygmies “Aka.”

The Aka traditionally are hunter-gatherers
and developed relationships with some 11
Bantu peoples who moved into the region.
Aka provide skins, ivory, and wild rubber
to their Bantu neighbors in exchange for
foodstuffs that are not found in the wild.
The Aka live in particlan groupings, or
camps of three to four adult males who
belong to the same male line of descent.

The Aka have become well known for
their distinctive contrapuntal polyphony
vocals accompanied by drums and hand
clapping. They perform the music to mark
the making of a new camp, funerals, and
other special occasions. In 2003, the
United Nations named their music one of
the world’s Intangible Cultural Heritage
of Humanity.

The Aka were brought into the world
economy in the late 19th century to help

supply the European market with ivory.
Elephant hunting brought about a change
in their society as elephant hunters gained
prestige from their earnings. Later, with
the introduction of coffee, many Aka now
spend significant parts of the year working
on village farms during the best time of
year to trap and net game. Like the Mbuti
and Efe, the Aka have been targets for kill-
ing squads called Les Efaceurs (erasers),
who also are accused of cannibalism. It is
reported to the UN representatives in sev-
eral central African states that some of
the rebel groups in the region hunt and kill
pygmies, eating parts of their victims to
gain the skills of those eaten, believing
they can take on some of the abilities of
those they eat.

John A. Shoup
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Amhara

As a group, the Amhara are a mixture of
people who speak a common language,
Ambharic. They occupy the central high-
lands of Ethiopia, west to the Sudanese
boarder. Their state includes the regions
of Wollo, Gojjam, Gonder, and north
Shoa. Typically, people think of them-
selves in terms of their regions, rather
than as a distinct ethnic group. While the
majority of people are sedentary farmers,
the Amhara have been the ruling class of
Ethiopia over most of its long history,
and have provided almost all of the
imperial rulers. They have been seen as
synonymous with the Ethiopian State.
The people are Orthodox Christian and
speak Ambharic, a Semitic language related
to Tigrinya and Tigre, though strongly
influenced by Cushitic and Sidama lan-
guages. They are a large group, numbering
about 18 million, approximately 30 percent
of Ethiopia’s population. They are closely
related to the Tigray people, their main
political rivals.

Ambhara ancestors are believed to have
come from southern Arabia and intermar-
ried with the local Cushite inhabitants in
the south Wollo area. From here, the
Ambharic language and culture spread,
absorbing non-Amhara ethnic groups,
and creating a mixed culture and lan-
guage. Amhara imperial tradition claims
that the first Ethiopian kingdom was
established by Menelik I, son of the
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Judean king Solomon and the queen of
Sheba. The line of kings and emperors
that followed remained unbroken for
2,000 years. Menelik is also said to have
brought the Ark of the Covenant from
Jerusalem to Ethiopia. The Ark of the
Covenant still figures prominently in
Ambharic religious beliefs.

The first important kingdom was the
Kingdom of Axum from the first to the
ninth century. Centered to the north in
Tigray, Axum controlled a large area with
important trade connections with southern
Arabia. Ge’ez, the language of Axum, is
the foundation of the Amharic language
and writing system. Orthodox Christianity
was adopted by the Axumites in the
fourth century and spread throughout
the kingdom. The church remains at the
core of Amhara culture, and Ge’ez is still
the language of the church. As Axum
declined in the ninth century, the center
of power gradually shifted southward to
the Ambhara.

During the decline of Axum, Arab in-
fluence pushed inland along trade routes,
bringing Islam into the regions surround-
ing the highlands, isolating the Christian
Church. The only outside contact was
with the Orthodox or Coptic Church of
Alexandria in Egypt. In the 16th century,
the Christian kingdom was attacked in an
Arab holy war against Christians led by
Ahmad Gran. The Arab army massacred
people, burned churches, and sent the
imperial ruler into hiding. Only the high-
est mountainous regions were uncon-
quered. The invasion was brought to an
end with the intervention of the Portu-
guese, preserving Amhara rule and the
Christian faith.
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For the Amhara, the Orthodox Christian
Church is the center of community and
cultural life. Over the long centuries of
isolation, the Orthodox Church developed
its own distinctive form, noted for its
Judaic elements. The many churches are
a typical part of the landscape and appear
in every village. A distinctive form of art-
work has developed around the religion,
and numerous religious feast days are
observed throughout the year. On holy
days, the Tabot, replicas of the Ark of the
Covenant, are carried in colorful proces-
sions led by priests who wear elaborately
designed robes. The processions are
accompanied by music and dancing, evok-
ing images from the Old Testament. It is
the possession of Tabot that gives sanctity
to churches. Sites of pilgrimage include
the many churches carved out of solid
rock into hills and cliff faces. The most
important are the medieval churches of
Lalibela, purportedly built with the help
of angels.

Almost 90 percent of Amhara are rural
people, whose lives have changed little
over time. They are sedentary farmers
living in villages surrounded by cultivated
fields. Amhara were among the earliest
peoples in Africa to develop plows and
harnessing for oxen to pull them. Grains
such as millet, corn, and tef, a small local
grain, are the dietary staples. During the
harvest, animals are used to thresh the
grain. Most cultivation is subsistence.
Ambhara also raise cattle, goats, and sheep,
with donkeys serving as draft animals.
Coffee, indigenous to the highlands, is
the cash crop. Men tend the fields and
herd larger animals while children tend
smaller animals and women take care of

household tasks. Drought, famine, and
political unrest have created hard times
for the rural Amhara.

The 19th century brought expansion of
Ambhara political dominance as regions
were brought under imperial control. From
the north, foreign invasions from the
Ottomans of Egypt and Mahdists of Sudan
were fought off. French, British, and Italian
colonial powers made inroads along the
coastal regions. The Italians, having taken
control of Eritrea, invaded Tigray, but
were stopped by the Ethiopian armies of
Menelik II at the Battle of Adowa in 1896,
effectively ending the Italian colonial
enterprise. The Amharic empire remained
free of European colonization.

Under Haile Salassi, the last emperor in
the early 20th century, a process of mod-
ernization and assimilation began. Amhara
culture was promoted and Ambharic became
the official language at the expense of non-
Ambharic cultures and languages. Regional
ethnic groups in the country resented the
push toward Amharization and sporadic
unrest ensued. Salassi was overthrown in
1975 by the socialist, military Derg regime,
ending 2,000 years of monarchy. The Derg
used harsh tactics to subdue unrest. Famine
in the 1980s compounded the problems,
and the economy deteriorated. Ethnic
groups rose up in defiance of the govern-
ment, in pursuit of self-determination and
as a reaction to centuries of Amhara domi-
nance. Leading the struggle was the Tigray
People Liberation Front (TPLF) in the
Tigray region. After bitter fighting, the
Derg government fell in 1991. The federal
republic that followed created several ethnic
states, one of them the Amhara State. Politi-
cally, the federal republic is dominated by



the Tigray, who control the current ruling
political party. Having lost political control,
the Amhara are now beginning to form
political parties to promote their political
interests.

Geri Shaw
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Annang

The Annang or Anang live mainly in the
Cross River area of southern Nigeria.
Their language belongs to the Kwa group,
which is the same Benue-Congo branch of
the Niger-Congo phylum of languages, as
do all of the Efik-Ibibio-speaking peoples.
The Anang belong to the Western branch
of the Ibibio people, and today the Anang
number around 800,000 people.
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The Anang, like others of the Ibibio
group, have a long history in the Cross
River region of Nigeria. They developed
generally democratic independent vil-
lages, rather than strong, central states,
and following the arrival of Europeans
eager for slaves, the Igbo pushed the Ibi-
bio peoples, including the Anang, further
to the south and east. The Anang grew
rain-forest crops of yams, taro, and cas-
sava, and in the 19th century, following
the collapse of the Atlantic slave trade,
palm oil become the staple of the
economy.

The Anang, like other Ibibio peoples,
have a number of secret societies called
ekpo linked to the traditional religion of
the ancestral spirits. Most of the ekpo soci-
eties use a number of masks, and during
important festivals, the masks are paraded
in what are called “theatrical staging of
the masks.” Masks represent the spirits of
the ancestors as well as of the idiok spirits,
which are considered to be dangerous and
can only be seen by members of the ekpo
societies.

The Anang are patriarchal, and people
trace their ancestry from their original
compound or ufok. Several ufok make up
an ekpuk or extended families, and several
ekpuk make up an idung or village. Politi-
cal power rests with lineage elders and
elected village leaders. Women have both
economic and political importance and
have been able to rise to high political
positions. Bride fattening is part of the
political and economic power that women
once had, and some scholars note that
prior to the arrival of Christian mission-
aries, the Anang may have been at least
partially matriarchal. The fattening room
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was where the potential bride was taught
how to be a good wife, how to cook, clean,
and perform other duties. In addition, she
was encouraged to add to her weight
because fat was an essential part of beauty.
Anang argue that being fat was not just a
sign of wealth, and since Anang did not
suffer hunger, fat people did not separate
wealthy from the poor. Instead, it was sim-
ply an aspect of local concepts of beauty.

Political organization of the Anang has
remained village headmen who are elected
by the leaders of the main lineages.
Equally important are the leaders of the
three ekpo societies who help plan the
main annual rituals. The council of elders
assists the elected chief.

In 1929, during the colonial period,
women in the southern region of Nigeria
protested attempts by the British to control
trade, much of which was done by women.
Nigeria became independent in 1960 and,
due to the military rule that began in
1966, the southeastern region of the coun-
try, led by the Igbo, declared indepen-
dence as the Biafra, sparking a long civil
war. The civil war ended in 1970 with the
surrender of Biafra, but only after between
500,000 and 2 million people died. The
Anang, like all peoples of the region, suf-
fered from the war.

Following the civil war, the region has
been reintegrated into the Nigerian repub-
lic, and some of the issues that sparked
the rebellion to begin with have been
addressed by the Nigerian state.

John A. Shoup
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Arabs

Arabs are the largest single ethnic group in
the Middle East and North Africa, number-
ing around 325 million people living in 22
countries that make up the League of Arab
States, including Somalia, Djibouti, and
the Comoros Islands. In addition, there are
important Arab minorities in Turkey, Iran,
and Israel as well as in a number of Saharan
and Sahel states in Africa including Mali,
Niger, and Chad. Arabs have had a long
historical presence in East Africa where
they founded several trade cities, and as a
result, there are Arab minorities in Kenya
and Tanzania, especially on the island of
Zanzibar.

Arabic is the largest and most wide-
spread Semitic language today. Most Arabs
are Muslims, and Arabic is closely tied to
the religion as it is the language of the
Qur’an and Islamic practice. Arabs com-
prise around 20 percent of Muslims world-
wide. There are between 20 million and
30 million Christian and Jewish Arabs
and, in Lebanon, Christians make up
around 44 percent of the total population.
Since the foundation of Israel in 1948,
many Jewish Arabs have immigrated, leav-
ing behind small communities numbering
only in the few hundreds or few thousands.
Arab ethnicity is difficult to define, and it
is generally accepted that it is primarily
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Sunni or Shi‘ite

The main division between Muslims is between the Sunnis and the Shi‘ites,
which goes back to the succession of the temporal and spiritual leadership of
the Muslims following the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 632. The first four
who succeeded him, Abu Bakr (632—634), ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (634—644),
‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (644—656), and ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (656—661) were all from the
close companions of the Prophet and elected by a council called the shura or
consultative council made up of the companions as a whole. ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan
was assassinated and ‘Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and husband of the Prophet’s
daughter Fatimah Zahrah, was elected, but the governor of Syria and a relative
of ‘Uthman, Mu‘awiyah, refused to recognize ‘Ali and said that he suspected ‘Ali,
or his supporters, had a hand in ‘Uthman’s death. The two met in battle at Siffin in
657, but agreed to arbitration. The attempts to arbitrate between the two did not
bring an end to the problem, and until ‘Ali’s death in 661 both men ruled as the
“successors” to the Prophet, Mu‘awiyah from his base of support in Syria and ‘Al
from his base in Irag. Sunnis believe the succession of Mu‘awiyah in 661, follow-
ing the death of ‘Ali, is politically acceptable, while Shi‘ites believe that ‘Ali and his
sons should be the legitimate rulers of the Islamic world. Most Sunnis today do
not feel that the contest over power in the seventh century is that important
and, in general, have followed the “rule of law” and thus the appellation of
“Sunni.” Shi‘ites, on the other hand, see the legitimate succession as extremely
important and have taken their support for ‘Ali and his descendants as central
to their belief and are thus “Shi‘itu ‘Ali” or “partisans of ‘Ali.”

based on speaking the Arabic language.
The language serves as a means of separa-
tion into regional dialects, but is also the
unifying force in the form of classical/liter-
ary Arabic (Fusha). A modified form of
Fusha called Modern Standard Arabic is
used in print and broadcast media.

In the Qur’an (and the Bible), Arabs are
the descendants of the patriarch Ibrahim
(Abraham) and his Egyptian bondwoman
Hajar (Hagar) through their son Isma ‘il
(Ishmael) and are thus close cousins to
the Hebrews. In Arabic sources, Isma ‘il
founded the various North Arabian tribes

including that of the Prophet Muhammad,
which are collectively called the ‘Arab
al-Musta‘arabah or the Arabized Arabs.
Qahtan (the Biblical Joktan) was the
founder of the ‘Arab al-‘Arabah or Ara-
bian Arabs who are the South Arabian
tribes. The rivalry between northern
(Qaysi/‘Adnani) and southern (Yamani)
tribes played a major role in Arab history.

Arabs originated in the Arabian Penin-
sula, and the first recorded use of the term
“Arab” is found in an Assyrian inscription
dated 853 BCE; Shalmaneser III notes that
among those he defeated was Jindibu, king
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of the Arabs, at the Battle of Qarqar. Set-
tled populations in South Arabia formed
states early and were in contact with
Egypt, while in the Arab (Persian) Gulf,
South Arabian peoples traded with India,
Iran, and Mesopotamia. Copper from
Oman and frankincense and myrrh from
Dhufar were the major items traded. South
Arabians established the Kingdom of
Axum in Ethiopia around 400 BCE. There
were a number of South Arabian states,
but among the best known were Sabaean
and Himyarite that ruled Yemen and the
Hadramawt from the fourth century BCE
to the rise of Islam. North Arabian king-
doms such the Nabateans emerged in the
fourth century BCE, controlling trade
between Yemen and the Mediterranean.
The oasis city of Tadmur (Palmyra)
controlled the trade from Iraq and assisted
the Romans in their wars against Persia.
The Palmyrene queen Zenobia (ruled
267-274), briefly challenged Roman rule
over the eastern parts of the Empire
including Egypt. The Roman emperor
Marcus Julius Philipus (ruled 244-249)
was born in what is today southern Syria
and was known as Philip the Arab.

In the fifth century CE, several Arab
buffer states arose on the borders between
the Roman and Persian empires. The Bani
Ghassan served the Romans/Byzantines
and the Lakhamids served the Persians.
The Kingdom of Kinda in what is today
Saudi Arabia remained outside of imperial
control and briefly united much of Arabia,
but it was eventually destroyed by the
Lakhamids. The last prince of Kinda, the
poet Imru’ al-Qays, sought the help of
Emperor Justinian I (ruled 527-565) to
reclaim his throne.

Pre-Islamic history is usually called the
Jahiliyah Period in Arabic, meaning the
Age of Ignorance, indicating ignorance of
Islam. It is also called Ayyam al-‘Arab or
Time of the Bedouin because Bedouin
tribes and their conflicts dominated the
events. The Prophet Muhammad was born
around the year 571 in Makkah to the rul-
ing Quraysh tribe. He was orphaned early
in his life and was raised first by his grand-
father ‘Abd al-Mutalib and then by his
paternal uncle Abu Talib. Muhammad
was uncomfortable with the religion of
his fathers and took to deep meditation.
In 610, he had the first revelation of the
Qur’an during the month of Ramadan and
declared that he was chosen to be the
Prophet of God.

In 622, Muhammad was invited to
come to the oasis of Yathrib (Madinah)
and help settle the dispute between its
main tribes. In Yathrib, Muhammad effec-
tively became both the head of the new
religious community and of a new state
that challenged Makkah’s position in
Arabia. Muhammad was able to defeat
coalitions formed by the Quraysh and
entered Makkah in triumph in 630. The
Prophet died in 632, and Abu Bakr, a long-
time friend and one of the first converts to
Islam, was elected to be the Prophet’s Suc-
cessor or Khalifah.

After a short period of consolidation,
the Arabs set out to challenge the power
of the Byzantines and the Persians, and
by 636, Syria and, in 642, Egypt were
taken from the Byzantines; by 652, most
of Persia was in Arab hands. The Arabs
continued to expand after the establish-
ment of the Arab Muslim first imperial
dynasty the Umayyads (660-661 to 750).



The Umayyads moved the capital from
Madinah to Damascus in Syria. The
Umayyad period brought the Arabs into
contact with Hellenistic and Persian cul-
tures, helping to forge a larger Islamic
identity. Under the Umayyads, the Arabs
successfully expanded into North Africa
and by 711 had conquered the Visigoth
Kingdom of Spain. Initially, the new
empire relied on the people and institu-
tions of the old empires they conquered,
but during the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik
(ruled 685-705) the government was
Arabized; Arabic replaced Greek and
Persian in official government records.

The Umayyads were unable to deal
effectively with the continual rivalries
between Qays and Yaman and the growing
dissatisfaction among recent converts to
Islam who did not have equal rights with
Arabs. The descendants of ‘Ali ibn Abi
Talib rose in a rebellion that weakened
Umayyad rule. Eventually, the Umayyads
fell to their distant relatives, the ‘Abbasids,
in 750. The Umayyads continued in a sepa-
rate state in Spain, which lasted from 755
to 1031. The Umayyads of Spain produced
one of the most remarkable societies of
their time, with Muslims, Christians, and
Jews living together in tolerance. The cul-
tural dialogue of Umayyad Spain or the
convenvincia remains unique and one of
Islam’s greatest periods.

The ‘Abbasids moved the capital of the
empire to Baghdad in Iraq and styled their
government on the Persian model. The
position of Wazir or chief minister was
adopted by al-Mansur (ruled 754-775) and
was first held by the Persian Barmakid fam-
ily. During the ‘Abbasid period, the position
of Khalifah became more of a figurehead as
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powerful military commanders called
Sultans took control of the government.
The empire broke into numerous small
states ruled by local dynasties, though most
continued to give official recognition of the
‘Abbasids as their overlords. The last
‘Abbasid Khalifah al-Mu‘atasim (ruled
1242-1258) was killed by the Mongol
Hiilagii Khan at the fall of Baghdad in
1258. A branch of the ‘Abbasid family was
saved by the Mamluks of Egypt where they
would be figureheads until 1517, when the
Ottomans conquered Egypt and forced the
last of the ‘Abbasids to sign over the title
of Khalifah to the Ottoman Sultan.

Arabs have a long history of cultural
contributions in literature, architecture,
fine arts, and music. Arabic became the
language not only of literature and reli-
gion, but also of medicine, optics, biology,
history, geography, astronomy, and lin-
guistics for the vast Muslim society. Many
non-Arabs contributed to the corpus of
Arabic literature. Even today, most reli-
gious scholarship on Islam is written and
studied in Arabic, no matter the origin of
the person.

Poetry is an Arab art, and few people
enjoy both making and listening to verse
as much as Arabs. During the pre-Islamic
period, poetry had already emerged as the
primary Arab art form in the Suspended
Odes or al-Mu‘allagat. The Classical
period of Arab-Islamic literature produced
a long list of poets who developed such
forms as satire, elegy, panegyric, and the
ode. Princes such as Firas al-Hamadani of
Aleppo became famous, and collections
or Diwans of poetry were edited and pub-
lished in large numbers. Another format
at which the Arabs excelled was rhymed
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prose or belle lettre. ‘Ali ibn Hazm’s
(d. 1064) works on courtly love greatly
influenced that of medieval Europe.

The Qur’an and its commentaries
(Tafsir) were important not only in under-
standing and developing law, but also for
a better understanding of the language.
Grammars were written to help instruct

non-Arabs in proper style and pronuncia-
tion, and the language of the Qur’an
remains a standard few have been able to
match. The Syrian poet al-Mutannabi
(d. 965) earned his name (meaning
“prophet-like”) for being able to compose
poetry said to equal the high standards of
the Qur’an. Arabs also developed literature

Najib Mahfuz

Najib Mahfuz (1911-2006) was the first Arab author to win a Nobel Prize for
Literature in 1988 to the delight of the whole Arab world. Mahfuz was born to a
poor family in Gamaliyah in old Cairo. His father was a low-level civil servant;
nonetheless, he made sure all of his children had a solid religious education in
a traditional Islamic school. The family moved from Gamaliyah to ‘Abbasiyah, at
that time one of the newer parts of the city. One of the major incidents that had
a profound effect on the young Najib Mahfuz was the 1919 Egyptian uprising
against the British. Though only seven years old at the time, he long remembered
seeing events from the window of his family’s house.

Mahfuz graduated from King Fouad | University (now Cairo University) with a
degree in philosophy in 1934. He worked as a journalist and began his career
as a writer. His first novels were set in ancient Egypt, and though their sales were
not bad, it was not until 1947 and the publication of Midaq Alley (Zuqaq Midaq)
that he came into his full stride. He followed Midaq Alley with The Mirage
(al-Sirab) in 1948 and then another of his classics, The Beginning and the End
(al-Bidayah wa al-Nihayah), in 1950.

Between 1956 and 1957, he wrote the Cairo Trilogy that trace the family of
al-Sayyid ‘Abd al-Gawad from World War | through the Free Officers Revolution
in 1952. His next novel, Children of Gabalawi (Awlad Harratna) was banned for
being blasphemous since the novel’s characters were Cain, Abel, Moses, Jesus,
and Muhammad, and the patriarch Gabalawi (God). Only Lebanon allowed the
book to be printed, and Egypt finally allowed it to be published in 2006.

Mahfuz wrote 50 novels, numerous short stories, and screenplays for a num-
ber of films, including those based on his own novels. He was an outspoken critic
of censorship and, in 1989, spoke in favor of Salman Rushdie when Ayatollah
Khomeini condemned Satanic Verses. Mahfuz suffered death threats from reli-
gious fundamentalists in his own country and survived an attack by a knife in
1994. He died in 2006 as a result of a fall.




on the Hadith (sayings of the Prophet
Muhammad) as well as on mystical Islam
(Sufism). The works of al-Ghazali (d. 1111)
were an attempt to reconcile mysticism
with orthodox belief and the folly of
philosophy. In the Arab West, ibn Tufayl
(d. 1185) responded to al-Ghazali to
defend human reason with his book Hayy
ibn Yaqzan (Alive Son of Awake) which
later served as a model for Daniel Defoe’s
Robinson Crusoe.

Arabs adopted and adapted the writings
of the Greek philosophers such as
Aristotle and Plato through translations
into Arabic. Al-Kindi (d. 873) and al-
Farabi (d. 951) gave the works of Plato
an Islamic bent and developed his Repub-
lic into the Islamic ideal state al-Madinah
al-Mufadilah. In Muslim Spain, ibn Rushd
(d. 1119) wrote on philosophy and reason,
and his works greatly influenced Thomas
Aquinas and the rise of European thought.

Arabs produced a large corpus of his-
tories, geographies, and travel narratives.
The North African Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406)
produced the first social theory of history
in the Muqgaddimah (Prologue) to his
monumental history of the Berber dynas-
ties. Ibn Battutah (d. 1368-1369) wrote
an extensive and detailed description of
his numerous travels. His accounts of the
Kingdom of Mali still serve as valuable
information on it and its culture.

Arabic literature suffered a decline with
the rise of Turkish and Persian dynasties
and the subsequent elevation of both
Turkish and Persian to the level of court lan-
guages. The Arabic literary revival began in
the 19th century, with Egypt and the Levant
being the main centers. Arabs not only
revived ancient forms such as poetry, but
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quickly adopted new literary forms from
the West such as the novel, short story,
plays, and free-verse poetry. Cairo became
the center for literary publications because
its upper class had the finances and
the desire to patronize journals, newspapers,
and book publishing houses. Arabs from
Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine moved to
Cairo to pursue their careers.

Egyptians took the lead and major
authors such as Taha Hussein (d. 1973),
Tawfiq al-Hakim (d. 1987), and Nagib
Mahfuz (d. 2006) became well read both in
and out of the Arab world, and Nagib Mah-
fuz won the Nobel Prize for Literature in
1988. The Syrian poet Adonis (b. 1930)
has taken modern Arabic poetry to
unknown limits, breaking standard conven-
tions, and has been nominated for the Nobel
Prize for Literature four times since 2005.

Arabic music is one of the major musics
of the world, and there are a wide variety of
forms today. Arabic music developed in the
early Islamic period to include not only
indigenous Arab styles of the Arabian
Peninsula, but also instruments and scales
adopted from the Byzantines and Persians
and based on a system of modes/scales or
magamat. The composer/teacher Ziryab
arrived in Muslim Spain in 822 after falling
out with the ‘Abbasids. He introduced a
number of innovations to Arabic music,
including adding a string to the ‘ud and
developing the muwashshahat form of
zajal. Muwashshahat became a major
source for the medieval European trouba-
dour music, and the Andalusian ibn
Quzman (d. 1160) is considered the first
troubadour.

Arabic music was also revived in the
19th and early 20th centuries. In the
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Postmodern architecture marks most of the
contemporary Arab world. Buildings, such as
these in downtown al-Sharigah (al-Sharjah) are
the new urban feature of Arab cities. (John

A. Shoup)

1920s, the Egyptian Umm Kulthum
(d. 1975) established a reputation unchal-
lenged in her ability to produce tarab (a
state of ecstasy) in her listeners. The
Egyptian composer/singer Muhammad
‘Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1991) was the oppo-
site of Umm Kulthum, including a wide
range of Western innovations in his music.
The Syrian Farid al-Atrash (d. 1974) was
an accomplished ‘ud composer and player
and wrote a large number of songs both
light and popular as well those with strong
classical influences. The Syrian singer
Sabah al-Fakhri (b. 1933) carries on the
classical style of music, noted for his abil-
ity to induce rarab among his listeners.
Today, Arab music includes a range of
popular styles: Khaliji from the Gulf and

Saudi Arabia, Rai from Algeria, and Jil
from Egypt as well as Arabic rap.

Calligraphy is a well-developed Arab
art, and it is not only used in books, but
in decoration on buildings. Six “classic
hands” or calligraphic styles were devel-
oped, and that of ibn Bawwab (d. 1031)
became the standard for others to imitate.
The Arab West developed its own styles
called maghribi and andalusi from which
the Arabic script in West Africa, sudani
or ‘ajami, developed. In addition to the
beauty of the calligraphy, many books
include illumination and miniatures were
a specialty of books produced in the
Islamic world. Miniature illustrations
arose in the 13th century in Iraq at a time
when large numbers of manuscripts were
produced. Miniatures were quickly adop-
ted by the Persians and Turks, who
developed the art form in the 15th and
16th centuries.

Arab architecture has developed over a
wide geographical area responding to cli-
mate and available building materials.
There is no single Arab type, and Arab
architecture is influenced by the classic
traditions of Rome (stone) and Persia
(brick). The typical Arab house is built
around a central courtyard where much of
the housework is done. The courtyard can
be simple as in a rural farmhouse, or
elaborate with side iwans (alcoves) such
as in houses in Damascus. Courtyards in
urban homes were paved in stone such as
marble and included a fountain and often-
times fruit trees such as lemon. In the Arab
Gulf, houses had a wind tower that helped
catch the slightest breeze and funnel it into
the house. In Yemen and the Hadramawt,
houses were built in mud brick as much



as five stories tall. Most Arab palaces con-
sist of a series of pavilions in large gardens
of flowering trees and bushes and flowing
water from fountains in an attempt to imi-
tate heaven; the Arabic word for garden,
Jjunaynah, is a diminutive of the word for
paradise, jannah.

Mosques, madrasahs (Islamic schools),
hospitals, fountains, and other such public
buildings developed over the centuries,
incorporating local influences as well as
those of Rome, Iran, and Central Asia.
Public buildings served as a means for
the upper class to demonstrate both their
wealth and their generosity. Regional
styles developed such as “Andalusian”
Muslim Spain and North Africa and
“Mamluk” in Egypt and Syria. The Otto-
man Turks had a profound influence on
public buildings in the Arab world bet-
ween the 16th century and the early 20th
century, when they ruled most of the
Middle East and North Africa.

Modern history of the Arabs begins in
the 19th century with the rise of Arab
nationalism and European colonization.
Muhammad ‘Ali’s (d. 1848) period of rule
in Egypt marks the beginning of the
modern era. He arrived in Egypt in 1801
with the Ottoman army sent to expel the
French. Muhammad °Ali destroyed the
last of the Mamluks and set about
reforming the army along European lines.
He came to the aid of the Ottomans and
defeated the Wahhabis in the Arabian
Peninsula 1814 and added the Sudan to
Egypt in 1820. He expanded into Syria in
1831 and was quickly able to advance into
Anatolia, where he defeated the Ottoman
army. The European powers forced him
to return to Egypt, giving up control of
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Syria to the Ottomans. However, the brief
period of Egyptian occupation forced the
Ottomans to begin their own reforms.
Between 1839 and 1876, the Tanzimat
(Reform Movement) tried to modernize
the Ottoman government and army. A
number of new acts were promulgated,
including equality between all citizens of
the empire and a national assembly. How-
ever, the movement was killed when the
new Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II (ruled
1876—-1909) came to the throne in 1876.
Suspicious and reactionary, he dissolved
the parliament and ruled by decree until
he was overthrown by the Young Turks in
1908.

The Arab provinces of the empire had
been stripped from the Sultan one by one
by the European powers; Algeria in 1830,
Tunisia in 1881, Egypt in 1881, and Libya
in 1911. The Arab Gulf rulers had been
placed under British protection by a series
of treaties in the 19th century, and Britain
occupied Aden in 1839 in order to help
protect British shipping to India. Euro-
peans were interested in the Levant, the
French in Lebanon and the British in Pal-
estine, though they were not able to detach
them from the empire.

Arab nationalism grew in the 19th cen-
tury, and many young Arab men were edu-
cated in foreign mission schools or went to
Europe to complete their education. While
in Europe, they formed a number of secret
societies and began publishing nationalist
materials to distribute back home. When
the Young Turks came to power, their
Turkish nationalism clashed with Arab
nationalism and, when World War 1
started, many Arab citizens reluctantly
fought for the Turks. In 1916, the Sharif
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The Voice of Egypt: Umm Kulthum

Umm Kulthum has been called the Voice of Egypt, but she was also the Voice of
the Arab World. She was born sometime between 1899 and 1902 in the village of
Tammay al-Zahayra and her father, al-Shaykh Ibrahim al-Sayyid al-Baltaji, was
the Imam of the local mosque. Her father made very little money as the village
Imam and substituted his salary by singing at wedding parties along with his
son and nephew. When Umm Kulthum was between five and eight years old,
she was allowed to also come along and sing, but dressed as a boy wearing
the long robes and head dress of a Bedouin.

By 1934, her voice was so well known that she was asked to be opening
singer for the new Radio Cairo. Umm Kulthum had the distinction of being asked
to perform for the Egyptian king, King Faruq, and for Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasir. Umm
Kulthum joined forces with the major poet Ahmad Shawqi and composer Riyadh
al-Sumbati in 1946 and took the chance to sing lyrics fully in classical Arabic. The
result was an immediate success. Kulthum had a powerful contralto voice. Her
voice was so strong that she had to stand about three feet (one meter) from a
microphone. She had a tremendous range, being able to sing all five Arabic
scales, a feat she shares with only four other women in Arab history (Asmahan,
Fairuz, Sabah, and Therka). She performed nearly until her death in 1973, and
her vocal range was barely affected. Her funeral was a mass outpouring of grief
and was perhaps the largest funeral ever, with an estimated 1 million people lin-
ing the streets of Cairo. In 2008, the Institute du Monde Arabe in Paris put on an
exhibition about her life and music.

of Makkah declared the Arab Revolt and
joined the Allies.

Following the war, the Arabs thought
they would be able to have their indepen-
dence, with Damascus as the capital.
However, neither France nor Great Britain
would allow an independent Arab state,
and instead Arab provinces became man-
dates with the British in charge of Pales-
tine, Transjordan, and Iraq, and France in
charge of Lebanon and Syria. The British
declared Egypt an “independent” Sultan-
ate at the start of hostilities in 1914. In
1919, Egyptians rose in revolt when their

delegation to the Peace Conference was
refused a seat, and by 1921, the British
had negotiated Egyptian independence, but
Great Britain still controlled most of the
country’s affairs. Great Britain granted Iraq
independence in 1932, and Jordan was
granted its independence in 1946. The
Syrians rose in rebellion in 1925 and, though
crushed by 1927, the rebellion forced France
to allow elections for a national parliament,
which the opposition won. Syria became in-
dependent in 1944, though French troops
stayed until 1946 and Lebanon became inde-
pendent in 1943. Only Saudi Arabia and



Northern Yemen were independent and not
occupied by foreigners.

Morocco was the last of the North Afri-
can states to fall under European control
and, in 1912, split between France and
Spain while the city of Tangiers was inter-
nationalized. Morocco was a protectorate
with a French resident general who was to
work with the Moroccan Sultan, though in
reality the resident general administered
the country. In 1927, Muhammad V
became the Sultan, and he formed an alli-
ance with those Moroccans who wanted to
see the end of foreign rule. He was exiled
in 1953 and the French tried to replace
him, but were forced to return him in 1955
and, in 1956, Morocco became indepen-
dent as did Tunisia. Algerians fought a long
war of independence with France, which
they won in 1962. Mauritania gained its
independence in 1960, and the last of the
Arab world to receive full independence
were the Gulf States in 1970.

Much of recent Arab history has been
driven by the Palestinian conflict with
Israel. With roots in promises made during
World War I, the conflict has not been
resolved. Of the nearly 1 million Palesti-
nians in 1948, two-thirds were made refu-
gee in the first war. The Arabs have fought
three major wars with Israel, in 1948,
1967, and 1973, as well as a number other
conflicts such as 1956, when Israel joined
the British and French attack on Egypt as
a result of Egyptian president Gamal ‘Abd
al-Nasr’s nationalization of the Suez Canal
and the 1978, 1982, and 2006 Israeli
invasions of Lebanon and the 2008-2009
Israeli invasion of Gaza. Some Arab states
had diplomatic ties with Israel following
the 1990-1991 Gulf War; but relations
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remain stagnant, and as long as the conflict
in Palestine continues, diplomatic repre-
sentation is difficult. Mauritania cut its dip-
lomatic ties with Israel following the
2008-2009 invasion of Gaza.

Arab states include a range of different
political systems, from monarchies to
republics. Meaningful political participa-
tion is limited, and most Arab counties
are accused of human rights abuses. Cen-
sorship of the media still occurs, although
general wide access to satellite television
makes censorship less important. Since
the 1980s, governments have been chal-
lenged by the rise of militant Islamism.
Egyptian president Anwar Sadat was
assassinated during a military parade in
1981 by Islamic militants, and Algeria
fought a civil war from 1991 to 2002 with
several different Islamist groups. All of
the Arab states have had to deal with
bombings or other acts of violence perpe-
trated by organizations such as Al Qaeda.

John A. Shoup
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Armenians

The Armenians are a globally distributed
ethnic group originating in Eastern Anato-
lia and the Trans-Caucasus region—
where an independent state, Armenia, has
emerged after the collapse of the Soviet
Union. While they use Russian, Spanish,
English, French, Turkish, and Arabic,
their indigenous language is Armenian—
a unique member of the Indo-European
family of languages. About half of the
world’s Armenians use Armenian, and
the rest rely on the languages of the
broader societies in which they live. The
worldwide population is estimated to be
about 8—10 million people, with about
3 million dwelling in Armenia proper and
the rest living in Russia (1.4 million), the
United States (1.1 million), France
(0.5 million), Georgia (0.5 million),
Argentina (0.3 million), the self-declared



Republic of Nagorno-Karapakh (0.2 mil-
lion), and the Middle East (0.5 million).
Important Armenian communities cur-
rently exist in the Crimea, Greece, Cyprus,
Poland, Bulgaria, Belgium, Ethiopia,
Canada, Brazil, the Central Asian Repub-
lics, Australia, and Egypt. Historic centers
of population included Mughal India,
the early modern Netherlands, and
Dutch Indonesia as well as the Ottoman
Empire—which included most of the tra-
ditional Armenian lands. The Armenian
community in Turkey today numbers
about 70,000 individuals, largely concen-
trated in a few districts in the Asiatic side
of Istanbul. Aside from Istanbul, the
only remaining Armenian communities in
Turkey are in Malatya, Diyarbakir,
and Arapgir—where fewer than 5,000
Armenians live today.

The dispersion of the world’s Arme-
nians tends to reflect the country’s difficult
history as a crossroad on one of the main
East-West invasion routes in Eurasia as
well as a borderland region between the
powers that dominate Anatolia and the Ira-
nian plateau. The earliest references to
Armenians include descriptions of the
Armenian units in the Persian army invad-
ing Greece by Herodotus. The Behistun
stele in Iran, set up during the reign of
Darius, also refers to the Armenians as
one of the peoples constituting the Persian
Empire who had risen in revolt. While in-
dependent at many and long stages of their
history, Armenians have often known
imperial rule, with is benefits and costs.

Unlike most of their immediate neigh-
bors, with the notable exception of the
Georgians, Armenians tend to be at least
confessional Christians. The dominant
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Armenian Church is the indigenous Gre-
gorian Apostolic Church (often called the
Armenian Orthodox Church), a Jacobite
miaphysite denomination in communion
with the national churches of Egypt and
Ethiopia. There is also a Uniate Armenian
Church within the Roman Catholic
Communion as well as Protestant Arme-
nians often organized as autonomous
branches of the Congregational and other
mainline Protestant denominations in the
United States. There is also a small com-
munity of Jewish Armenians in Yerevan.

Historically, there have been some
Muslim Armenians such as the medieval
Shah-Armen princely dynasty as well as
the recent Hashmen Armenian community
in contemporary northeastern Turkey,
Ajaria, Georgia proper, Abkhazia, and
southern Russia. Armenian Muslims have
been either largely assimilated into the
Turkish mainstream or simply no longer
regard themselves as Armenian, preferring
a Hamshen identity instead. With the
incorporation of Armenia into the Soviet
Union in 1920, the state worked against
religion, and as a result, there are some
atheists among the Armenian post-Soviet
nomenklatura. While present, atheism has
generally failed to gain adherents, because
it faced the cliff-face of Armenian Chris-
tian heritage; Armenia converted to Chris-
tianity under the rule of King Tiridates III
in 304 CE, who was brought into the faith
by his cousin, Gregory the Illuminator, in
part because of his sense of guilt over his
execution of Christian missionary nuns
Saints Hripsime and Gayane.

Reflecting on the Christian faith
informed Armenian art and literature to
this day. Second only to the Bible for
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Armenian widows and children, about 1915. The Armenian genocide of 1915-1916 resulted in

the deaths of an estimated 600,000 to 1.5 million Armenians and the deportation of most of the
remainder of Armenians from Anatolia. (Library of Congress)

many Armenians, the Lamentations of
Saint Gregory of Nareg (951-1003) could
be found in any Armenian home.
Armenian music was systematized by
Komitas (1865-1935) in Istanbul, who
wrote sheet music for the Divine Liturgy
as well as religious anthems. In the
domain of poetry, Sayat Nova (1712-
1795) wrote poems and performed music
in Armenian, Persian, Turkish, Azeri,
and Georgian, before hanging up his lyre
to become a priest. Nova’s life was
chronicled by Sergei Parajanov (1924-
1990) in his opus magnum film, The Color
of Pomegranates. Other Armenians to
make a significant cultural contributions
include Mkhitar Gosh (1130-1213),
whose legal texts informed the pre-

partition Polish legal code, and William
Saroyan (1908-1981), whose novels in
English replicated traditional Armenian
storytelling in an American context.
Before 1915, Armenians practiced
farming, animal husbandry, carpet weav-
ing, iron working, coppersmithy, and meat
preservation. These lifestyles have disap-
peared in nearly all Armenian commun-
ities outside Armenia, Georgia, and
Nagorno-Karapakh. While there are some
Armenian farmers in the Central Valley
region of California, their operations can
be described as corporate. Today most
Armenians are urban dwellers working in
factories, the professions, and retail trade
as well as in services such as photography,
bronzing, and shoe repair. Other current



professions include restaurants and spe-
cialty stores selling automotive parts as
well as vehicle repair and customization.

The relationship with the Ottomans was
generally positive throughout the exis-
tence of the empire, but as the Porte went
into decline, internal tensions increased.
The arrival of nationalism in the Balkans
and the rise of independent Christian
nation-states led to the development
of Armenian nationalism, which was
politically articulated by the Armenagan
(National Democratic), Ramgavar (Liberal
Nationalist), Hunchak (Social-Democratic
and Nationalist) and Tashnak (Socialist
and Nationalist) parties. While the Arme-
nian movements participated in and were
included in the revolutionary Ottoman
government of 1908, the First World
War brought unprecedented stress to the
Ottoman system, whose collapse saw
attempts to ensure the population’s loyalty
through demographic engineering by mas-
sacres between 1915 and 1923. While
contemporary Armenian and Turkish
narratives differ on the meaning of
these events, most historians as well as
the International Center for Transitional
Justice call these massacres genocide.
The events of 1915 led to the establish-
ment of the diaspora communities in the
Middle East, Europe, Australia, and the
Americas.

The smaller Russian portion of historic
Armenia saw the rapid integration of
Armenians into the Russian imperial sys-
tem. The Russian portion of Armenia also
served as the core of the Democratic
Republic of Armenia (1918-1920) and
the Armenian Soviet Socialist Republic
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(1936-1991). With the collapse of the
Soviet Union, Armenia emerged into a
world where a significant portion of its
original territory and population was
placed under Azeri rule by the Soviet
Union. Azerbaijan refused to return the
territory to Armenia, and a war resulted
in its forceful eviction from the territory
and the decision of Turkey to provide its
ethnic Azeri kin with political support
through the imposition of a blockade on a
landlocked Armenia.

Turkey’s decision directly led to the
rebirth of Armenian diaspora political pres-
sure to isolate it from the Western commu-
nity through the use of genocide as a
political weapon, causing heightened fric-
tion and threatening to pit Turkey and its
friends in the Organization of the Islamic
Conference against France, Russia, and 20
additional states that recognized the
Armenian genocide of 1915. Diaspora
political activity directly resulted in U.S.
pressure on both Turkey and Armenia to
sign a normalization accord in 2009, but
whether the documents are implemented
remains to be seen.

Jack Vahram Kalpakian
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Assyrians

The Assyrian people are closely related to
other speakers of Semitic languages, includ-
ing Arabs and Jews. Assyrians use several
forms of Neo-Aramaic as well as Arabic,
Persian, Turkish, Armenian, Swedish,
French, English, and Russian. They are
also known as Chaldeans, Syriacs, and
Arameans. Depending on the criteria used
in determining membership in their com-
munity, there may be as many as 3 million
Assyrians worldwide. While the 20th- and
early 21st-century conflicts have led to the
migration of many Iraqi Christians, includ-
ing Assyrians, there may be as many
as 1 million Assyrians in Iraq. Syria and
Lebanon may host an additional 0.4 million,
the United States 0.1 million. Other signifi-
cant populations can be found in Iran,
Turkey, Jordan, Sweden, Russia, Armenia,
the Netherlands, and Canada. There are
two districts in the Nineveh province of Iraq
with slight Assyrian majorities. According
to the Ethnologue, about 400,000-500,000
can speak either the Chaldean or Assyrian
versions of Neo-Aramaic. There are large
and visible Assyrian communities in
Turlock, California; Detroit, Michigan; and
Chicago, Illinois. As a native Mesopota-
mian population, Assyrians are traditionally
farmers and townspeople engaged in crafts.

The community differs concerning
its name, with some preferring the term
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Iragi Chaldean Catholic worshippers attend Sunday mass at a Chaldean church in Amman,
Jordan, on February 18, 2007. The Catholic Church in Irag prefers the designation “Chaldean”

over “Assyrian.” (AP/Wide World Photos)

“Aramean” while others preferring the
term “Assyrian,” and there are closely
related communities that use Aramaic in
their liturgy but not in their daily lives,
such as the Maronites of Lebanon and
Syria. Some Maronites now reject Arab
identity and prefer to be designated as
either Phoenician or Aramean instead.
While there is a clear basis for this claim
in terms of liturgical language as well as
self-identification, common use of the
terms Assyrian, Chaldean, Syriac, and
Aramean has not historically included the
Lebanese and Syrian Maronite commun-
ities. To complicate matters, the appear-
ance of an independent Arab state
bearing the name “Syria” increased the
level of confusion concerning who is an
Assyrian. Some of the confusion has been

fed by the existence of several national
churches among Assyrians. These include
the Chaldean Catholic Church, the Syriac
Orthodox Church (Miaphysite), the Assyr-
ian Church of the East, the Ancient Church
of the East, and the Syriac Catholic
Church. Depending on how the community
is defined, the list may also include the
Antiochian Orthodox Church and the
Maronite Catholic Church. The existence
of separate churches for a community that
spoke dialects of the same language
prevented the rise of a unified Assyrian
identity until the modern period. While
there are also Muslims who use the Ara-
maic language, they generally do not
maintain an Assyrian or Chaldean identity,
and much the same applies to Jewish
users of the same language. The Catholic
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Church in Iraq generally resists the desig-
nation “Assyrian,” preferring “Chaldean”
instead.

As with other Middle Eastern Chris-
tians, Assyrians and Chaldeans celebrate
a number of Christian holidays including
Easter, Christmas, and All Saints Day.
These holidays are celebrated on different
days by each denomination, but the cele-
brations are usually similar to those
among other Christians. All Saints Day is
celebrated as an aid to fasting; young
men dress in frightening costumes and
visit Assyrian homes to motivate children
into abstaining from animal products.
Uniquely Assyrio-Chaldean celebrations
include the Nineveh fast (a three-day
period of fasting associated with Job) and
the feast of the Bride of the Ascension,
which commemorates Assyrian resistance
to Tamerlane. The Assyrian New Year
(Kha B-Nisan) begins on April 1, and the
day is marked with parties and parades.
While marriage, birth, and burial tradi-
tions vary by community and location,
there are some commonalities. Marriage
includes ritually cleaning the groom and
placing cross pins on his coat or cloak
during the wedding ceremony, the passing
of a symbolic blanket to the bride a few
days before the wedding, and the payment
of a symbolic bride price. These rituals
combine pre-Christian traditions with
church procedures. Turkey banned the
Assyrian New Year celebrations, and the
country is not alone in proscribing Assyr-
ian cultural practices—Syria has banned
commemorations of the attempts by Iraq
to destroy Assyrian culture in the 1930s.

Like other Ottoman Christians, the
Assyrians faced massacres and attempts

at liquidation in 1915. While the Assyr-
ians and most historians describe these
events as genocide, Turkey does not,
insisting that the deaths were a result of
World War I; the estimated numbers
of dead range between 200,000 and
500,000. The Assyrians had been encour-
aged to rebel by the British, and their
leader, Agha Petros, was able to help the
British drive the Ottoman military out of
northern Iraq; having served his purpose,
the British exiled Petros to France after
they joined Mosul to Faisal’s Iraq. The
Assyrians’ relationship with Great Britain,
despite its fruitlessness, made them sus-
pect to their Arab neighbors, and Iraq
responded by inducing Kurdish tribes to
target and massacre Assyrians in over 60
villages in northern Iraq in 1933. The
Simele massacre was the beginning of a
series of attacks that arguably continues
to this day, carried out by Kurdish and
Arab nationalists, Islamists, and Baathists
alike, despite the close association of the
now-condemned Tariq Aziz with the pre-
vious Baathist government. The removal
of Saddam Hussein revived calls for
autonomy in Assyrian areas, and there are
signs that the current Iraqi government
seeks to reverse earlier policies. The
Assyrian Democratic Movement is repre-
sented in the Iraqi parliament with one
seat. While the instability and the target-
ing of Christians in Iraq by violent Islam-
ists has led to the migration of thousands
of Assyrians, the funeral of Emmanuel
“Ammo Baba” Dawud, an Assyrian soccer
coach and former star, was conducted in
an atmosphere of national mourning and
empathy towards his family.

Jack Vahram Kalpakian
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Bafur

Bafur, Imrawgen or Imraguen, and Nem-
adi represent what are most likely some
of the most ancient populations in the
Sahara, and their language may belong
to the Niger-Congo group. What little
of their language is left seems to be similar
to Azer, a form of Soninke (Mande). To-
day they all speak Hassaniyah Arabic, the
Arabic of the dominant Arabs of Maurita-
nia, the Azwad region of Mali, and the
Western Sahara, but the Imrawgen and
Nemadi still maintain a few words related
to fishing, hunting, and houses as well as
other grammatical features of their origi-
nal language when speaking Hassaniyah.
Depending on the sources, some 1,000
Imrawgen still speak their form of Azer.
In total, all three groups number only in
the few thousands; the Imrawgen number
around 5,000 found along the Atlantic
coast of the Western Sahara and Maurita-
nia. Most live in and around the Banc
d’ Arguin National Park in Mauritania.
The Nemadi number perhaps no more than
200 in the Tagant and Hawdh of Maurita-
nia either as nomadic hunters or settled in
towns such as Tishit and Walata, where
they make up 20 percent of the population.
The Bafur exist in small numbers in the
Adrar, Trarza, and Senegal River valley
and are dominated by the Hassani Awlad
Banyug. The Mauritanian scholar Wuld
Hamidun notes that the Hajjah people, a
minority group in Senegal, is Bafur.
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Very little is known of the origins of the
three groups, though it can be speculated
that they are descendants of the Neolithic
populations of Mauritania. During the
Neolithic period, the Sahara was a lush
savanna and the population in Mauritania
produced rock art illustrating hunting,
fishing, and the beginnings of domestica-
tion of cattle, sheep, and goats. The Bafur
are mentioned in early Islamic geogra-
phies and histories as occupying the Adrar
region of central Mauritania south to the
Senegal River. They were fierce adversa-
ries of the pastoral nomadic Berber
Sanhajah and at first resisted Islam. The
Murabatin eventually defeated the Bafur,
took their capital Madiat al-Kilab (City
of Dogs, named for their use of trained
dogs in combat), and forced them to re-
treat south of the Adrar.

All three groups have been subjugated
first by Berber-speaking Sanhajah and
later by Arabic-speaking Awlad Hassan.
Imrawgen is a Berber term meaning fish-
ermen, and nemadi is a Berber word
meaning master of dogs. The Imrawgen
were dominated by the Awlad Ahmad bin
Daman and the Awlad Dulaym, to whom
they paid a form of tribute into the 20th
century. The Nemadi lived from hunting
and once roamed the vast region from
Wadan in the north to Kiffa in the south
and N‘imah in the east. They still raise
and use dogs to hunt today, thus their Ber-
ber name meaning “master of dogs.” Stud-
ies by Jean Gabus, such as “Contribution a
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I’étude des Némadis,” remain the most
complete studies to date.

The Imrawgen’s traditional fishing
grounds became a national park in 1976,
and in 1989, it became a UNESCO World
Heritage Site. The park has split the com-
munity between those who wish to main-
tain their traditional fishing methods and
those who have “modernized.” Competi-
tion from international fishing fleets
has created a major problem for them. In
conjunction with the World Wildlife
Federation, the Mauritanian government
integrated the Imrawgen into the park
by officially making them guards. Other
international organizations have come to
assist, and in 2007, traditional Imrawgen-
preserved fish was introduced to the
market.

John A. Shoup
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Bakhtiyari

The Bakhtiyari is one of the major tribal
sections of the Lur and live mainly in the
Zagros Mountains in Southwest Iran. They
number around 800,000 and speak the
Lur-i Buzurg (Greater Lur) dialect of Luri,
which has features of Kurdish. Luri (and
Kurdish) are closely related to Farisi or
Persian, an Indo-Iranian language of the
Indo-European phylum.

Like others who comprise the Lur tribal
confederacy, the Bakhtiyari is most likely
of Kurdish origin coming from Syria
between the 9th and 12th centuries. Other
ethnic groups, such as Arabs, have been
absorbed into the Bakhtiyari as well. They
were under the Khushidi Atabeks and
became 12er Shi‘ites along with the other
Lurs supporting the Safavid Shah Isma‘il
1 (1501-1524).

The Bakhtiyari have played important
roles in Iranian history. During the period
following the collapse of the Safavids
in 1722, Bakhtiyari tribal leaders were
involved in the political intrigues and
led Bakhtiyari troops both for the state
and against it. The Qajar dynasty (1779-
1925) had generally poor relations with
the Bakhtiyari and, despite numerous mili-
tary expeditions sent against them, the
Qajars were never able to bring them fully
under state control.

The Bakhtiyari are divided into two
major groups, the Haft-Lang and the
Chahar-Lang, which are further divided
into subgroups; the Haft-Lang is com-
posed of 55 sub-tribes and the Chahar-
Lang is composed of 24 subtribes. Tribal
leaders are called khans, who are judges
called upon to settle disputes inside the



group and are representatives for their peo-
ple to the outside, including to governments.
Wives of the khans are able to stand in for
their husbands to settle disputes between
tribespeople when the khans are absent, and
the wives’ decisions are binding.

The yearly migration from the lowlands
at the foot of the Zagros Mountains to
highland summer grazing areas is legen-
dary. The trek was the subject of a Holly-
wood documentary in 1925 called Grass:
A Nation’s Battle for Life. The film crew
was the first group of Westerns to make
the journey across the Zagros with the
nomads. In 1976, a similar documentary
was made of the yearly migration called
People of the Wind, which was nominated
for the Oscar (1976) and for the Golden
Globe (1977) for best documentary.

There is a good deal of Bakhtiyari oral
literature; stories, proverbs, poems, and
the like. Some of this has been collected
and translated into English by a number
of scholars. In addition, Bakhtiyari women
are noted weavers. Bakhtiyari weaving is
easily recognizable by their designs; the
main field of the rug is divided by squares,
diamonds, and other such shapes that are
filled with floral patterns. Settled sections
of the Bakhtiyari have adopted elements
from urban Persian designs, but keep their
distinctive Bakhtiyari use of floral-filled
geometrics. Like most “tribal” carpets,
Bakhtiyari are mainly red with designs in
green, brown, yellow, and blue.

Like other pastoral nomads in Iran,
attempts were made in the 1920s and
1930s to force the Bakhtiyari to settle.
Most of these settlements failed, and they
returned to pastoral nomadism once Reza
Shah (1924-1941) was removed from
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power. Sections of the Bakhtiyari have
remained resolutely pastoralist, and their
great migration has been aided by the
building of roads and bridges along their
route.

Many Bakhtiyari have held important
positions in the Iranian government. Perhaps
the most famous was Soraya Esfandiary-
Bakhtiayri, who was queen of Iran. In 1951,
Muhammad Reza Shah married her as his
second wife. Soraya Esfandiary-Bakhtiyari
was the daughter of Khalil Esfandiary, a
Bakhtiyari khan and Iran’s ambassador to
Western Germany, and the niece of Sardar
Assad, a major figure in Iranian politics and
constitutional movement. They divorced in
1958 due to her infertility.
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Baluch

The Baluch (Balush) are an Indo-Euro-
pean people whose language, Baluchi,
belongs to the Indo-Iranian family and is
closely related to Kurdish. The Baluch
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occupy a large region in southeastern Iran
and across the border into Afghanistan and
Pakistan; historic Baluchistan meaning
“land or home of the Baluchi.” There are a
number of Baluchi dialects, but they can be
placed into three main geographical divi-
sions: Western, Southern, and Eastern. In
addition, there are minorities of Baluchi in
the Gulf States such as the United Arab
Emirates, Bahrain, and Oman. In Oman,
they make up around 25 percent of the pop-
ulation today. Oman’s overseas empire
included a number of coastal Baluchi towns
and people, and it was only in 1958 that the
last Omani possession, Gwadar, was incor-
porated into Pakistan. There are between
6 million and 7 million Baluchi speakers,
but some 2 million “Baluchis” speak Brahui
or Brahvi, the only Dravidian language spo-
ken outside of the Indian Subcontinent. Ira-
nian Baluchistan is one of the provinces of
the Islamic Republic, and its population is
estimated to be close to 2.3 million, the
majority of which are ethnic Baluchis. Balu-
chis make up 2 percent of Iran’s population.

It is thought that the Iranian element
in the Baluchis arrived after the Arab-
Islamic conquest between the seventh and
eighth centuries. Arab-Islamic expansion
came mainly from the direction of Kirman
in Iran and was mainly administered from
Kirman. Most of today’s Baluchistan was
conquered by 750. Baluch tribes moved
into the region and raided Khurasan and
Sistan, which brought punishment from
first the Buwayhid ruler ‘Adud al-Dawlah
(978-982) and then later by the Ghaznavid
ruler Mahmud (998-1030).

Raids by Baluchis caused the Brahui in
the Kalat highlands to form a confederacy
that included other Baluchi and Afghani

tribes. Most of the information on the
time between the Saljuq (1040-1194) and
Safavid (1501-1722) periods is mainly in
the form of oral histories, poems, and sto-
ries detailing the raids and expansion of
various Baluch tribes into India. There
are occasional mentions of them in official
histories, such as the assistance some
Baluch tribes gave to the Mughul rulers
Babur (1526-1530) and to Humayun
(1530-1540, 1555-1556) in his recon-
quest of Dehli in 1555.

Most Baluchis are Sunni Muslims. The
Baluchis were not brought under Safavid
rule when the Iranian state imposed 12er
Shi‘ism. Iran was not able to establish firm
authority over its part of Baluchistan until
1872 in a treaty between Iran and the Brit-
ish in India. Shi‘ism has subsequently
spread, and some of the Iranian Baluchis
have become Shi‘ites. Today only 4 percent
of Iranians are Sunni, mostly among the
Baluchis, Kurds, and Turkmen.

Baluchis are organized into tribes and
tribal confederacies with khans to measure
out justice and deal with states. Over the
course of the 17th century, the Kambarani
khans were able to develop into something
close to a state where the khans were able
to assert a good deal of authority over
their people and deal with the Persian and
British states.

Along the Persian Gulf coast, Oman
gained control of a number of ports and
towns that provided troops for the Sultan’s
army. Baluchi tribesmen had a reputation
for both loyalty and as fierce fighters,
which made them sought after as soldiers
in the personal guards of the Omani rulers.
Oman lost most of its overseas empire to
the British in the course of the 19th



century, including most of its holdings in
Baluchistan. Nonetheless, individual
Baluchis still serve in the Omani military.
In addition, the Bani Hadiyah section of
the Shihuh tribe in the Musandam Penin-
sula is of Baluchi origin, and they still
speak a dialect of Baluchi in addition to
Arabic.

Like many pastoral peoples, the Balu-
chi women are master weavers using
a horizontal loom. Baluchi carpets are
distinctive with the use of dark blue and
red wool or natural beige camel-hair back-
grounds and use designs from a number of
sources including Central Asia, Afghani-
stan, and the Caucasus. Baluchi carpets
are sold through regional centers such as
Mashhad in Iran and Sharjah in the United
Arab Emirates.

Contemporary history begins with the
Brahui Kambarani Khanate that emerged
as the local power in the 17th century.
The height of their power was under Nasr
Khan (d. 1795) who was able to even chal-
lenge the Moghul emperor, Ahmad Shah
(1748-1754); however, he was defeated
and agreed to supply the emperor with
troops. In the 19th century, the British
expanded their control over India and
began to minimize Arab control over the
Gulf. In 1872, the British and Iranians
signed a treaty, revised in 1895-1896,
which established the boundaries of Iran,
British India, and Afghanistan, splitting
Baluchistan between the three. In general,
the Baluchi tribesmen ignored the borders
until well into the 20th century.

Baluchi nationalism began in the 1920s
with an attempt to separate Kalat under
the khan of Kalat in what is today Pakistan
when the British left, but it was ignored by
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Muhammad ‘Ali Jinnah. Various Baluchi
political organizations have grown in Iran,
and perhaps the best known is the Jund
Allah, meaning Soldiers of God, formed
in 2003 under the leadership of ‘Abd al-
Malik Rigi. The group claims to be fight-
ing for the rights of Iran’s Sunni minority
and has been responsible for a number of
terror acts in Iran. Iran claims the group
has connections to both the Taliban in
Pakistan and Afghanistan and to officials
in the U.S. CIA.
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Bamileke

The Bamileke are one of the largest groups
in Cameroon, numbering between 3.5 mil-
lion and 8 million people. The Bamileke
speak a number of Bantu languages of the
Niger-Congo phylum. The main language
groups include the Ghomala’, Fe’fe’,
Nda’nda’, Yemba, Medumba, Mengaka,
Ngiemboon, Ngomba, Ngombale, Kwa,
and Ngwe. Though the languages are
closely related, there are at least 17 dia-
lects that follow a continuum of change
that makes it possible for people to under-
stand each other. The Bamileke live in sev-
eral provinces in the highlands area or the
grasslands region covering the western
part of the country.

Bamileke trace their origins to ancient
Egypt and claim to have left Egypt in the
ninth century CE. After nearly two centu-
ries of moving across the continent, they
arrived in their present location in the
11th century. The history of their journey
from the Nile to the plateau of western
Cameroon includes tales of magic and
even levitation of the entire population
over wide rivers and deep chasms. They
arrived in western Cameroon in the 11th
century, and in the middle of the 14th cen-
tury, they began to split into different local
kingdoms called fon or fong, and the first
to be established was Bafoussam by
Prince Yendé. He was followed later by a
royal sister who also founded an indepen-
dent fon. The pattern was repeated by
others, and Bafoussam was the original
home of many of the subsequent king-
doms. A number of waves of new people
arrived; according to their legends, five
separate waves arrived and were absorbed

into the Bamileke identity, as were those
who already lived in the area. Today, little
difference can be noted even in language,
but those who live along the western and
southern limits of Bamileke territory
are most likely descendants of those peo-
ple who already lived in the area and were
incorporated into the Bamileke. They
share some cultural traits with the forest
Bantu who live nearby.

The Bamileke are patrilineal, and a
man’s children belong to the fon of their
father. Property is inherited by one single
heir, a son. Men can marry large numbers
of women and, in the past, wealthy men
could have literally hundreds of wives.
Strict inheritance meant that wealth would
not be spilt upon the death of a head of
household and group cohesion gave other,
less lucky sons, the ability to share in their
father’s wealth, though not inherit it out-
right. Families live in grouped housing
surrounded by their fields. Each village is
governed by a chief, also called a fon,
who has nine advisers. The position of
fon is also inherited and, in the past, the
decision of who would be the heir was
kept a secret until after the fon’s death.

As noted above, Bamileke men are able
to marry a large number of wives. In gen-
eral, the man pays a bride price to the
bride’s family, and all of her children
belong to the fon of the man. Men work
to clear agricultural fields, but the actual
farming is left to the women. Like many
agricultural societies, women and children
are important sources of farm labor. Even
today, Bamileke villages produce quan-
tities of taro, peanuts, maize, and yams.
Men are also engaged in trade and entre-
preneurship. Starting in the 17th century,



Bamileke men have moved out of their
home area as traders and entrepreneurs
spreading throughout Cameroon. Follow-
ing the introduction of colonial authority
in the second half of the 19th century,
Bamileke traders and craftsmen have
expanded into other parts of Africa and,
with colonial empires, to other parts of
the world.

The Bamileke are skilled craftsmen,
though it is said that since colonial times
many of their skills have been lost. They
have reputations as carvers of wood, horn,
and ivory. Many of their sacred masks are
made from cloth heavily beaded, using
imported glass beads. Several types of
masks associated with different societies
are still made—and many sought on the
international African art market. Among
the most spectacular are the elephant
masks, which represent the power of the
fon. It is believed the fon has the ability
to change his shape into that of a leopard,
a buffalo, or an elephant. All three of these
animals are the embodiment of what a
fon is; powerful, fierce, and willing to
defend his people. The elephant mask is
made of dark (often in deep indigo) cloth
and covered in beads and cowrie shells,
symbols of wealth that outline and fill in
the main features, including large ears. The
mask falls down the front of the wearer in
imitation of the trunk. The person wearing
the mask also wears a long, decorated tunic,
again of dark indigo cloth, and has a large
feathered crown on the top of his head.
Masks are worn during special ceremonies
and at funerals of important men.

The Kuosi Society is the most important
of the men’s societies and in the past
was made up of warriors. Today, it is
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composed of important and wealthy busi-
nessmen, and even the fon himself may
decide to wear a mask and join the mas-
querade. Kuosi Society members wear
elephant and leopard masks, both animals
associated with the political power of the
fon. The Kwifo Society is another specific
mask group and each local Kwifo Society
has their own mask. The masks are worn
during trials or when the fon is receiving
local petitioners. The Kwifo masks are
worn in groups of up to 50 individuals
and are accompanied by an orchestra of
xylophones, drums, and rattles. Unlike the
Kuosi masks, the Kwifo masks are a large,
helmet type made of carved wood and deco-
rated with brass and copper. The masks are
of men and frequently include elaborate
hairstyles that in the past were associated
with high-ranking dignitaries.

Christianity was introduced to the
Bamileke during the colonial period and
subsequently, there have been some con-
versions. Islam has also penetrated from
the north where Fulani and Hausa have
come into contact with the Bamileke.
Most, however, adhere to the religion of
their ancestors that focuses on the honor-
ing of ancestors. The skulls of ancestors
are kept so as to provide a place for the
spirits of the departed to live. If it is not
possible to keep the skulls, a ceremony is
held periodically to ask for the help of the
ancestors even if there is no place for them
to live. The Bamileke have a supreme god
called Si, though he had little to do with
the affairs of man. Ancestors are appealed
to and can send messages through illness
or dreams. Women are seen to be the
embodiment of fertility of the land, and it
is advanced by the Bamileke—this is the
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reason women are the planters and cultiva-
tors of the soil.

Germany extended its control over the
Bamileke in 1884 and were the first to use
the term Bamileke for the entire population
as an easy means of identifying and classi-
fying African peoples in the colony; the
Bamileke used names of local fon to iden-
tify themselves. Following World War I,
the German colony of Kamerun was di-
vided between the British and the French,
and most of the Bamileke fell under French
control. Resistance to European domination
grew in French Cameroon, and in 1955, the
Union des Populations du Cameroon (UPC)
was founded demanding independence. The
French quickly outlawed the organization
and attacked those supporting the UPC,
and the Bamileke were among those to suf-
fer. The attacks against the Bamileke were
so severe that in some texts they are called
the “Bamileke genocide.” The exact count
of dead is not fully known, but Bamileke
see the killings as the first, but unreported,
genocide in contemporary African history.
They compare the French operations
against them to be similar to the German
attacks on the Herero in Namibia and later
Hutu and Tutsi attacks against each other
in Rwanda and Burundi. The war with the
UPC continued until its leader, Ruben Um
Nyobé, and his subsequent replacement,
Félix-Roland Mounié, were both killed by
the French in 1958 and 1960, respectively.

Cameroon became independent in 1961,
with British Cameroon deciding to join
French Cameroon rather than Nigeria. Fol-
lowing independence, the Bamileke have
prospered, using their entrepreneurial skills
to become among the best-known business-
people in the country. Bamileke music,

called Mangambe, was fused with other
Cameroonian sounds by Manu Dibango in
the 1970s to create the dance style called
Makossa. According to Manu Dibango,
“what makes the makossa popular is that
every Cameroonian can find himself in the
makossa” (Ewens, 109). Since the original
music began, it has been taken up and
developed by groups such as Les Tetes
Brulées.

John A. Shoup

Further Reading

Bacquart, Jean-Baptiste. The Tribal Arts of
Africa: Surveying Africa’s Artistic Geogra-
phy. London: Thames and Hudson, 2000.

“Campagne militaire Francaise en Pays Bami-
leke.” http://www.scribd.com/doc/125988/
Bamileke-genocide (accessed February 14,
2011).

Crabtree, Caroline, and Pam Stallerbrass.
Beadwork: A World Guide. London:
Thames and Hudson, 2002.

Ewens, Graeme. Africa O-Ye! A Celebration of
African Music. London: Guinness Publish-
ing, 1991.

Toukam, Dieudonné. Histoire et anthropologie

du peuple bamileke. Paris: 1’Harmattan,
2010.

Van Custem, Anne. “Les coiffures d’ Afrique
subsharienne.” In Costumes et Textiles
d’Afrique: Des Berberes aux Zulu. Milan:
5 Continents Press, 2008.

Bassa

The Bassa are one of the main 28 ethnic
groups in Liberia, living mainly in the
Marshall and River Cess Territory. The
Bassa speak a Western Kru language,
which belongs to the Atlantic branch of
the Niger-Congo phylum. The last noted



census of them in 1991 states that there
were more than 350,000, most of whom
were rural farmers.

The Kru peoples moved into the rain for-
ests of West Africa, most likely between
1000 BCE and 300 CE. Ironworking
seemed to have spread into the region in
the first millennium CE, and the economics
shifted from yam production to sorghum
and rice. Others moved into the rain forest,
following the paths of the more ancient
Kru speakers. Bassa language and identity
emerged as they moved further to the west
and eventually into the area where they are
found today. A separate identity based on
language shifts gave rise to Bassa identity.

The Bassa remain notably small farmers
producing mainly cassava, yams, and plan-
tains. While some have converted to Chris-
tianity or Islam, many have remained
followers of their traditional religion like
most of the other ethnic populations of
the country. Only the Americo-Liberians
are majority Christians. The Bassa have their
own script to write their language called Vah.
It was devised in 1910 by Syracuse Univer-
sity graduate Dr. Thomas Narvin Flo Lewis,
who began teaching it once he returned to
Liberia. Dr. Lewis had a printing press made
in Germany and began printing materials in
using the Vah alphabet in 1920.

Traditional Bassa political organization
consisted of several chiefdoms of closely
related lineages. Each chiefdom was fur-
ther divided into numerous smaller clans.
There were three main chiefdoms that
coincide today with the political divisions
of Grand Bassa, Marshall Territory, and
River Cess Territory.

The founding of modern Liberia and
the return of American slaves to Africa
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starting in 1822 had important consequen-
ces for the non-slave population of the
country. At first the newly created town
of Monrovia was the main base for the
new community, and disease claimed many
of the new inhabitants. By 1840, the popu-
lation numbered only 17,000, but they were
able to declare their independence by 1847.
The result was that the Bassa began to build
a number of strong villages along the Atlan-
tic coast. The Bassa and other Kru speakers
had to confront the growing Americo-
Liberians as they began to expand areas of
control.

Following the fall of President William
Tubman in 1980, the Americo-Liberians
lost their long-term control over Liberian
politics. His successor Samuel Doe was
from the Krahn, while his main rival,
Charles Taylor, was backed mainly by the
Gio and Mano, who are closely related to
the Bassa. As a result of the long, bloody
civil war, thousands of civilians were killed
and hundreds of thousands were forced to
flee their homes During the civil war, ethnic
affiliation became important as a person’s
political orientation was seen as support
for one side or another. In 1996, opposition
leader Charles Taylor won the presidential
elections, and over 150,000 Liberians had
lost their lives. Taylor was forced to leave
the capital in 2003, and subsequently multi-
party elections have been held. The country
seems to be on the road to recovery with
foreign economic aid and investments.
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Charles Taylor, leader of a rebel army during the fighting in Liberia, celebrates a military
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BaTwa

The Twa or BaTwa are pygmy peoples
who live in the forests and savannah plains
stretching from Uganda in the north down
along the Lakes Region of Central Africa
to Rwanda, Burundi, and the Democratic

Republic of Congo (formerly Zaire). In
addition, there are BaTwa populations
scattered in Botswana, Angola, Zambia,
and Namibia, where they have adopted to
living conditions in deserts and swamps
as well as their more familiar forests. In
2000, BaTwa numbered around 80,000 in
total, and in some of these countries, they
represent significant minorities.

Like other pygmies, the BaTwa have
been dominated by their Bantu and Cushitic
neighbors and speak their languages. Most
BaTwa speak Kirundi and Kinyarwanda,
the languages of the Hutu and Tutsi. In
Rwanda and Burundi, the BaTwa make up
1 percent of the population in each country
and, due to the heavy demands for farming
and grazing lands, much of the natural



BaTwa pygmies perform a traditional dance in the Kabale District in southwestern Uganda.
Much of the BaTwa way of life was destroyed by colonization; however, they have managed to
preserve some aspects of their culture, such as traditional dances. (Torsius/Dreamstime.com)

forest habitat has been lost over the last sev-
eral centuries. Like other pygmies, little of
their own culture still exists.

The BaTwa are thought to be among the
oldest living groups connected to the
Tschitolian culture dating back some
25,000 years ago. They seem to have lived
in a widespread area before the Bantu
expansions starting in the second millen-
nium BCE and lasting, with different
waves and patterns, into the first centuries
CE. The BaTwa, as hunters and gatherers,
helped provide meat and honey to the
Bantu in trade for iron goods and agricul-
tural products. In some situations, the two
were able to develop a symbiotic relation-
ship, and the Kuba of Angola and
southern Democratic Republic of Congo
have brought BaTwa into their mask

societies. That is, among the masks made
and worn at special occasions are those
that represent BaTwa with a noticeably
large head, large, bulging forehead, and
wide nose. Called a bwoon mask, they
are worn at funerals of important men
who belonged to the initiation societies.
In the colonial period, BaTwa society
began to unravel in a number of places.
Their hunting and gathering skills were
less and less needed, and their natural hab-
itat was quickly cut down. BaTwa began
to gather on the outskirts of Bantu towns
and villages and became a source of
menial labor, in often very abusive terms.
They were generally ignored in the post-
colonial developments, and their com-
munities still suffer today from the lack
of schools, electricity, water, and medical
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treatment. Missions did not seek them out,
and today it is estimated that only some
7 percent of BaTwa are Christians. The
largest number of them adheres to syn-
cretic Apostolic forms that combine Chris-
tian belief with indigenous systems of
belief or still follow indigenous (mainly
Bantu) forms of belief. BaTwa have been
able to preserve some of their specific cul-
tural practices such as dances and songs
during social gatherings. Hunting was
banned in the 1970s, and though BaTwa
men still know how to make bows and
arrows, they have been persecuted and
jailed for continued hunting.

In the fighting between the Hutu and
Tutsi in Rwanda in 1994, the BaTwa suf-
fered greatly, and some 30 percent of the
BaTwa in Rwanda died at the hands of
the Hutu Interahamwe. According to the
UN Office of Unrepresented Nations and
Peoples, some 10,000 BaTwa were killed
in the Rwandan Genocide and another
8,000 to 10,000 fled to nearby countries
(“Batwa”).

BaTwa communities suffer from prob-
lems of alcoholism and are treated with
contempt by their countrymen. In 2007, it
was reported that with no source of
income, over 40 percent of the BaTwa in
Rwanda earned a living through begging.
The majority are illiterate, and many
BaTwa children drop out of school due to
harassment by other students in the
classes, and the UN Office of Unrepre-
sented Nations and Peoples states that
91 percent of BaTwa have no formal edu-
cation (“Batwa”). BaTwa women are sub-
ject to harassment, including sexual
harassment from Bantu men. A source of

income and of cultural identity is pottery
making; however, the swamp lands where
the BaTwa have enjoyed joint land rights
for centuries with Hutu farmers came into
danger starting in 2005 when plans to
develop rice plantations emerged. In both
Rwanda and Burundi, the BaTwa are
not legally recognized, have no represen-
tation in government, and have no land
rights. In 2009, Burundi began the process
of bringing the BaTwa into the govern-
ment in an attempt to finally deal with
the situation. In addition, a number of
different organizations have taken up
the cause of not only the BaTwa, but
other pygmy peoples in Africa such as
Act and Empower, based in Washington,
D.C., and Uganda; Communauté des
Autochtones Rwandais, (CAURWA) in
Kigali, Rwanda; and Pygmy Survival Alli-
ance, Seattle, Washington.

John A. Shoup
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Baule

The Baule (Bawle, Baoulé, Ton, Kotoko,
Baba, and Po) belong to the Twi group of
the Akan language, part of the Kwa
branch of the Niger-Congo language phy-
lum. They number between 1.5 million
and 2 million people living mainly in cen-
tral Cote d’Ivoire, making them one of the
largest ethnic groups in the country. There
are also a large number living in Ghana.
They are closely related to the Anyi, also
of Cote d’Ivoire and Ghana, and broke
away from the Asante (Akans) in the
mid-18th century. Most of the Baule today
are Christians or adhere to their traditional
religion, though around 2 percent of them
have converted to Sunni Islam of both the
Maliki and the Shafa‘i schools of jurispru-
dence.

The Baule originated when the Asante
Kingdom in today’s Ghana needed to
expand farming lands in the 18th century.
The Baule, like other Akan peoples, are
matrilineal; thus it was not difficult for a
woman to be a political leader. According
to the Baule founding legend, a woman
named Awura Poku (a variant of the name
is Alba Poku) brought her people to the
eastern side of the Bandama River and
established settlements. These were the
origins of both the Baule and the Anyi.
Later, another woman named Akwa Boni
took her followers across the river and into
central Cote d’Ivoire, but in order to cross
the river, she had to make a sacrifice to the
river god. She sacrificed her son and in
doing so gave name to her people, bauli,
meaning “the son is dead” (other sources
credit Awura Poku with both the establish-
ment of settlements along the eastern
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shore of the Bandama as well as for taking
her people on into central Cote d’Ivoire
and say that she sacrificed her son). The
queen and her followers were able to take
control of the important gold-producing
areas along the west of the Bandama
region.

The Baule remain not only matrilineal
but matriarchal, with women occupying
political office. The Baule maintained the
office of a queen who ruled them until
the end of the colonial era. Nonetheless,
the queen had limited authority to act,
and each village was more or less indepen-
dent of others with their own local council
of elders. Villages were divided into
wards, and each ward further divided into
family compounds. Decisions were made
with the entire group being involved, and
the Baule were remarkable for allowing
not only women but also slaves into the dis-
cussions. The Baule were truly egalitarian.
The Baule did not develop any societies or
associations with hierarchy as many other
West African peoples did. They did not
organize age sets, or initiation ceremonies,
nor did they circumcise boys. They did fo-
ster a great deal of tolerance and individual-
ism, which, it is argued, helped them
become among the most influential people
in Cote d’Ivoire today.

Traditional religion was and still is cen-
tered around the ancestors. While the
father’s line is not completely forgotten,
the mother’s line is the more important,
and important traits and spiritual connec-
tions are inherited through her. Each fam-
ily has an ancestral stool that embodies
the ancestral spirits or amuen. They do
have a creator god (male) figure called
Nyamien, who is unseen and inaccessible
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and no longer concerned with human
affairs. This is left to the earth god Asie,
who controls humans and animals alike.
Offerings are made to the ancestral spirits
such as the first yam of the harvest.

The Baule are a farming people, and
they occupy both forest and savanna areas.
They are still mainly farmers and produce
crops of yams and maize and grow cash
crops of cocoa, kola nut, and coffee. Tra-
ditionally, crops have been supplemented
with hunting and fishing, though they do
raise some small stock.

Baule art is another major source of
income today. Unlike other West Africans
with traditions that bind people to specific
professions, among the Baule, to become a
wood carver is a matter of personal choice.
The Baule make a number of wooden
statues and masks that are sought by art
dealers. Among the most interesting of stat-
ues are the spirit spouses that each married
person has. In addition to the living spouse,
each man has a blolo bian and each woman
has a blolo bla. It is believed that every per-
son has a spirit spouse, and the statue helps
focus contact through offerings of food.
The statues are made under supervision of
the village diviner and are kept in a person’s
room. The spirit spouses contact people
through erotic dreams and can cause a per-
son problems in their life if not properly
attended to. Since the late 19th century,
Baule carvers have made statues for the tou-
rist market, and among the first were figures
of Baule people dressed as colonials.

There are a number of different types of
Baule masks, but generally they were only
to be worn by men. The Bon Amwin mask,
originally worn by men ready to go to war,
is of a buffalo head with crescent horns.

Pablo Picasso was greatly impressed with
them and incorporated them into one of
his costume designs. Today, the masks
are used to protect the village. Masks for
the Goli festival to celebrate harvests
developed after 1900. They are also used
to welcome official visitors and during
periods of mourning.

The Baule were the last people to submit
to European rule. European interest began
with the arrival of the Portuguese in 1482,
and the French established a mission post
at Assinie in 1637. French presence in
Cote d’Ivoire remained precarious until
1843—-1844, when French admiral Bouét-
Willuamez signed treaties with the king-
doms of Grand Bassam and Assinie, which
made them French protectorates. This
allowed French explorers, traders, and mis-
sionaries the ability to access the interior.
As a result of the Franco-Prussian War of
1871, France withdrew much of its military
from West Africa, but in the 1880s, France
again expanded into its colonies, and in
1889, Great Britain recognized French
rights to Cote d’Ivoire. French direct mili-
tary expansion began and met with resis-
tance. The Baule continued to resist the
French until they were finally defeated in
1915.

While only a few Ivoirians were able to
get French citizenship during the colonial
period, most remained subjects of France
and, lacking political rights, were able to
be drafted for the military or for work. As
aresult of African loyalty to France during
World War II, Charles de Gaulle gave all
Africans French citizenship; however,
continued discriminatory practices pushed
educated Ivoirians toward independence
in 1960 under the leadership of a Baule



chief’s son, Félix Houphouet-Boigny. He
first came to politics in 1944 when he
formed an African trade union to protect
the rights of African cocoa farmers like
himself. When in 1945, France abolished
the forced labor law, Houphouet-Boigny
became a good friend of France and
thought Céte d’Ivoire would benefit from
long-term connections with France.

When the country became independent in
1960, its economy boomed, becoming the
third-largest producer of coffee in the world.
With French engineering help, it became
Africa’s largest producer of pineapple
and palm oil. In 1983, he decided to move
the capital from Abdijan to his hometown
of Yamoussoukro and spent millions to
improve the city, but the world economic cri-
sis hit when world prices for sugar and tim-
ber fell, and so did the Ivoirian economy.
Houphouet-Boigny died in 1993 and was
followed as president by Henri Konan Bédié.

Many Baule are highly educated, and
many hold positions in the government
and in the professions. They are hard-
working farmers, and many still produce
the basic commodities that are Cote
d’Ivoire’s main sources of income.

John A. Shoup
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Beja

The Beja are comprised of a number of
tribal peoples inhabiting the region
between the Nile on the west and the Red
Sea on the east, from the borders of Eritrea
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along the south to the region near Luxor
in Upper Egypt. Most of them speak
Tu-Bedawiye, an Afro-Asian language
belonging to the Hamitic/Kushitic family,
as well as Arabic. The northernmost group,
the ‘Ababda, speak Arabic, while the
southern Bani ‘Amir include a Tigre-speak-
ing section. They number over 2 million,
with the largest numbers in Sudan.

Many of the Beja peoples now claim
Arab genealogies connecting themselves
with Arab tribes such as the Bani Hilal, the
Awlad Kahil, the Juhaynah, and the Rabi‘a,
while the ‘Ababdah claim to descend from
Zubayr ibn al-‘Awwam, a companion of
the Prophet Muhammad.

The Beja have been living along the Red
Sea coast for millennia, though attempts to
connect them with the Blemmyes noted in
texts of the late Roman period have been
questioned. At least some of the Beja were
missionized from Coptic Egypt or by the
Christian kingdom of Nubia. In the 10th
century, the Arab Rabi‘a tribe came to
dominate much of the Beja territory through
intermarriage with the leadership of the
Hadarib section of the Beja, taking advan-
tage of the matrilineal system of succession
of many Sudanese peoples. By the 14th cen-
tury, most Beja had converted, and Islamiza-
tion brought the change from matrilineal to
patrilineal system of descent.

With the arrival of Arab tribes and
through intermarriage, Arabic language
and social customs mixed with Sudanic
ones. Many of the Beja were pastoral
nomads and, for example, the Bisharin sub-
group, who live south of Aswan in Egypt,
became famous for the high quality of their
riding camels. Others settled and grew mil-
let, sorghum, and other subsistence crops.

The Beja kept certain Sudanic practices
such as matrilocality and taboos about milk,
as well as living in tents made from mats
rather than the woven goat-hair tents of the
Arabs. In addition, the Beja still use large
charms of made of stiffened straw shapes
covered in bright cloth, and decorated with
glass beads and ostrich feathers to protect
newlyweds from harmful spirits. Until the
early 20th century, many Beja men wore
their hair in what was called the dirwa, what
the British soldiers called “fuzzy-wuzzy”
and from which African Americans in the
1960s took as the model for the “Afro” style.
The Sufi saint al-Shadhali is buried in
‘Ababdah territory, and many celebrate the
Islamic festival ‘Id al-Adha at his tomb,
where they leave as offerings the sacrificed
animals’ ear to al-Shadhali. The ‘Ababdah
also have yearly visitation to the tomb of
‘Abad, their ancestor near Edfu in Upper
Egypt, where they also sacrifice animals.
The Beja were defeated and brought
under Ottoman-Egyptian rule by Ibrahim
Pasha, son of the Ottoman governor
Muhammad °‘Ali, in 1820. Egyptian misrule
in the Sudan provoked a general rebellion in
1881 led by an Arab Sufi shaykh from Don-
gola named Muhammad Ahmad, who was
proclaimed the Mahdi, meaning a special
guide to reform society. The Beja, particu-
larly the Hadanduwa, joined the ranks of
the Mahdi’s army. They were led by one of
their leaders, ‘Uthman ibn Abi Bakr Digna,
who was successful in containing the Egyp-
tians and later the British to the Red Sea
port at Suakin. In 1884, Digna’s men
defeated an expedition at Trinkitat in an
attempt to relieve Anglo-Egyptian forces
besieged at Tokar. Later, strong British
expeditions were able to inflict two defeats



on Digna’s forces, but in the end, they were
not able to help relieve the ill-fated General
Gordon, the governor-general of the Sudan,
who was besieged by the Mahdi’s forces in
Khartoum. The British defeats of Digna’s
forces did little to their morale or the feroc-
ity of their attacks, and Beja support for the
Mahdi, and for his successor ‘Abdallah
al-Ta‘ishi, continued after British forces
took Tukar in 1891. Digna remained loyal
to the Mahdist cause, lost an arm in battle
with the British in 1888, fought in the last
Mahdist campaign in 1899, and was not
captured and forced to surrender until
1900. In the period between 1899 and
1956, Sudan was ruled as a condominium
between Egypt and Great Britain, and
during that time, the Beja were “pacified,”
schools were built, and contacts with the
outside increased due to the construction
of a rail link to Port Sudan from Kasala
and between Kasala and the Nile Valley.
Following Sudanese independence in
1956, relations with the central government
have been strained on occasion. Beja
formed the Beja Congress in 1957, and
it has served as a focal point for Beja
opposition to the government. It even
became an armed resistance group several
times. It joined the National Democratic
Alliance in 1989 to oppose the government
of ‘Umar al-Bashir, and in 2006, the Beja,
under the name of the Eastern Front, signed
a separate peace agreement with the
government in Khartoum.
John A. Shoup
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Bemba

The Bemba, also called the Awemba,
Wemba, and Babemba, are one of the larg-
est ethnic groups in Zambia and are also
found in Tanzania and in the Democratic
Republic of Congo (formerly Zaire). Two
other groups, the Hemba and the Katanga,
are considered to be part of the Bemba.
The Bemba number close to 1 million in
total and make up between 20 percent
and 37 percent of the total population of
Zambia. The Bemba language Chibemba,
also known as Cibemba, Ichibemba, Ici-
bemba, or Chiwemba, belongs to the
Bantu language group and is spoken by
others since it has become the language
used in the copper industry. Chibemba is
one of the most widely spoken of indige-
nous languages in Zambia.

The Bemba originated in the Katanga
region in today’s Democratic Republic of
Congo, and they claim to have close con-
nections to the Luba and Lunda. These
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three peoples appear to have originated in
the Shaba area in the Congo and, some
300 years ago, began their migrations
south into Zambia and Angola. It has been
noted that the Bemba belong to the group
known as the Sabi, who have a matrilineal
system of inheritance. In the 1650s, they
founded the Bemba kingdom, and in the
19th century, they expanded into the Lua-
pala and the Luangwa River valleys.
Between 1750 and 1800, the Bemba
expansions caused a number of splits, with
smaller units becoming new kingdoms
such as the Chishinga, Unga, and Bisa.
The Bemba became involved in the slave
trade with Arab and Swabhili traders from
the coastal regions of the Indian Ocean
during the 19th century. In 1889, the
British South African Company was
granted control over what was called
Northern Rhodesia, and by 1900, all of
the African peoples in this area had sub-
mitted to European rule. Bemba lands
were particularly important due to the cop-
per deposits located there. The Bemba
were among those recruited to work the
mines, which revolutionized life for them.
The Bemba are an agricultural people,
but because of the poor soils of the area
where they lived, villages had to be relo-
cated every four or five years. With the
introduction of fertilizers and crop rotation
methods, they no longer need to move. They
raise crops of millet, sorghum, maize, and
cassava, and some keep livestock such as
sheep and goats; but because of the tsetse
fly, few have cattle. Since the introduction
of wage labor in the copper mines and other
employment opportunities opened up due to
mission education, many Bemba have
moved to the major cities to live and work.

The majority of Bemba are Christians,
but their traditional religion, which
focused on ancestral spirits and women,
has been incorporated into Zambian Chris-
tianity. One custom of traditional religion
was that there was a shrine in every house-
hold, which was maintained and managed
by married women. Married women kept
in touch with the ancestral spirits or ngulu
through spirit possession. In the 1700s,
with the growth of the political power of
the Bemba king, power of the household
spirits was undermined by that of the
kings; and in the late 19th century, Chris-
tianity also undermined the traditional
religion and the place of women. Chris-
tianity spread rapidly among the Bemba
following its introduction in the 1890s.
The Bemba converted mainly to Roman
Catholicism, and today the Roman Church
is the largest single Christian domination
in the country. However, Christianity in
Zambia was greatly influenced by the
ancestral spirits, and spirit possession of
both men and women is part of Christian
worship.

Traditional Bemba society is matrilineal,
and a man inherits even his political posi-
tion through his mother. The Bemba are
composed of 30 clans, each claiming to
descend from a distant ancestor named for
an animal, plant, or mineral. For example,
the Bena Yanda clan, the clan that became
politically dominant, takes their name from
the crocodile. Each of the clans is governed
by a hierarchy of leadership from the local
village level up to the top authority, called
the Chitimukulu from the name of the great
leader Chiti of the 18th century. His place of
burial, called Mwalule, is still where leaders
of the Bemba are buried.



The British South African Company
turned over control of the three territories,
Northern and Southern Rhodesia and
Nyasaland, to the British colonial office
in 1923 as the Central African Federation.
The three territories had numerous differ-
ences, but the principal one was the amo-
unt of land granted or bought by whites.
Problems over rights of indigenous peo-
ples, especially in Southern Rhodesia,
eventually caused the union to break, and
Southern Rhodesia declared its indepen-
dence with a minority-white government
in 1963. Northern Rhodesia became the
new state of Zambia in 1964 under its first
president, Kenneth Kaunda. Kaunda’s
father was himself a Christian missionary
and Kenneth was the product of a mission
school. The Bemba, being generally well
educated with an urban as well as a rural
base, were among the most active oppo-
sition populations during Kaunda’s rule,
and many Bemba were arrested and
accused of plotting against the govern-
ment in 1981. In 1991, Kaunda lost the
presidential elections to the Bemba politi-
cal leader Frederick Chiluba.

John A. Shoup
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Berbers

Berbers are the indigenous inhabitants of
North Africa who generally call them-
selves Imazighen (singular amazigh)
meaning the “free people.” Berbers inhabit
a wide area from Siwa Oasis in Egypt’s
Western Desert to the Atlantic coast of
Morocco and from the Mediterranean
south to the Sahel in Niger and Burkina
Faso. The total number of Berbers is diffi-
cult to determine, mainly because of the
different ways people can be counted
as Berber or not. In Morocco, between
30 percent and 60 percent of the popula-
tion can be counted as Berber, depending
on whether or not speaking Berber as the
language of the home is part of the identity.
If speaking Berber as the first language is
considered, then around 30 percent to
40 percent of Morocco’s people are
Berbers; but if other aspects are taken into
consideration, such as family name, place
of origin, and cultural affinity, then as many
as to 60 percent of Moroccans are Berbers.
Berbers number at least 10 million, with
the largest populations in Algeria and
Morocco.

The term Berber derives from the Greek
word barabaroi, which they used to mean
those who could not speak Greek. It was
borrowed into Latin as barbar, from which
the English language takes the word bar-
barian. The Latin term was also borrowed
into Arabic as barbar (plural barabar) and
generally was applied to much of North
Africa or Barbary by Europeans. Arabic
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speakers usually referred to Berbers as
Shluh, which derives from the Arabic for
someone who speaks a broken form of
Arabic, though recently, the more proper
amazighl/imazighin has been adopted by
most North African countries. The Berber
language, generally called Tamazight,
belongs to the Afroasiatic group and
seems to have divided from Semitic some-
time around 11,000 BCE.

The origin of the Berbers has been a
source of controversy, especially after the
emergence of the highly romantic Berber-
isme or Berber Myth movement supported
by Europeans and Americans in the early
20th century. The Berber Myth originated
with the work of the French officer Robert
Montagne, who was commissioned by the
French Governor-General of Morocco,
Hubert Lyauty, to study the Berbers. He
sought to find Berber origins in Europe,
perhaps related to the Basques. The
Berber Myth of lost Europeans pushed an
agenda to “free” the Berbers from their
occupation and suppression by the Arabs
and Islam. Medieval Arab historians and
geographers followed Berber genealogies
that gave themselves Yemeni origins
claiming to descend from the Himyarites.
Berbers sought to place themselves on an
equal footing with Arabs by claiming
prestigious Arab genealogies. Recent
studies by physical and medical anthropol-
ogists note the Y chromosome and DNA
place Berbers as sharing common links to
African and Middle Eastern peoples.

Archeologists believe that what they
call proto-Berbers inhabited most of the
Mediterranean coastal regions of North
Africa in the late Paleolithic period (for-
merly called the Mesolithic) and produced

the Capsian culture. By the Neolithic
period, around 7000 BCE, Berbers pro-
duced some of the rock art found in the
Sahara. Evidence is backed up not only
by genetic research, but also by represen-
tations of nomadic life, tent structures,
and clothing that are very similar to those
found in ancient Egyptian representations
of the Libu and other Berber peoples from
historic times.

The ancient Egyptians provided a good
amount of detail about the Libu/Rebu,
Tehenu, and Temehu peoples who lived
in the Western Desert and in eastern
Libya. The Algerian archeologist Malika
Hachid argues that the Tuareg are the
modern-day descendants of the ancient
Garamantes mentioned by Greek and
Roman geographers. Some of the Berbers,
mainly those in contact with Egypt and
Punic Carthage, organized themselves into
states. Numidia arose in the fourth century
BCE in the region close to Carthage and
divided into two main lineages/kingdoms
of Massyles and Masaeyles. A third king-
dom, Mauritania (no connection with the
modern country of Mauritania) under the
Bogud lineage, emerged in the first cen-
tury BCE. The Berber kings were greatly
influenced by Punic culture and took on a
number of elements, including worship of
the two principal Punic gods Tingit and
Ba‘al-Hammon. The Numidian rulers
became embroiled in the conflict between
Rome and Carthage. The last independent
Numidian ruler, King Jugurtha (118—
105 BCE), fell out with Rome, with whom
he fought a seven- year war. Jugurtha was
eventually betrayed by his cousin, the
king of Mauritania, and was taken to
Rome for execution. Numidia was allowed



to continue to exist, but was broken up
into small, contesting city-states until the
civil war between Julius Caesar and Pom-
pey when King Juba I (68—46 BCE) tried
to use the civil war for his own benefit.
However, Pompey’s forces were beaten
by Caesar and Numidia was annexed as
the Roman province of Africa.

The Kingdom of Mauritania remained a
“Friend and Ally of Rome.” Its last major
ruler, Juba II (25 BCE-23 CE), was taken
to Rome, where Julius Caesar had him
educated in Latin and Greek. During this
time, he became a close friend of Octavian
and they remained close the rest of their
lives. His kingdom was annexed by Rome
in the year 40 CE after the emperor
Caligula had King Ptolemy (23-40 CE)
poisoned. The city of Volubilis rose in
resistance under the command of the
Aedemon, King Ptolemy’s servant, but, in
42, the rebels were defeated. Rome con-
trolled all of North Africa including
the provinces of Africa (Tunisia), Numidia
(eastern Algeria), Mauritania Ceasaria
(western Algeria), and Mauritania Tingitania
(Morocco). Berber resistance led by
Tacfarinas (17-24 CE) in what is today
Algeria was also crushed. As the empire
weakened, Rome withdrew from Mauritania
in 285, though it kept the ports of Tangier and
Sebta/Ceuta.

During the later Roman period, Berbers
in Tunisia and eastern Algeria were
attracted to the Donatist and Arian forms
of Christianity and rose in rebellion against
the Catholic Church and the wealthy land-
owners. However, Saint Augustine of Hippo
(340-430), who was of Berber origin, wrote
to defend the Church of Rome, and he
argued against the theological points of
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Donatists, Arians, and Palegians as well as
against the ideas of the last of the pagan
philosophers. His major work, The City of
God (De Civitate Dei) argued for the
supremacy of the Catholic Church of Rome,
which formed the basis for the secular as
well as religious power that the Church
was able to maintain throughout the
European medieval period as the true inher-
itor of imperial Rome.

By the fifth century CE, the edges of the
Roman possessions in Africa were under
pressure from camel pastoral nomadic
Berber tribes and, with the arrival of the
Arabs in 647, Rome/Byzantium lost Libya
and Tunisia to the Muslims. Berber resis-
tance to the Arabs was led by two remark-
able figures. The first was Kusaylah ibn
Lamzan, who was able to push the Arabs
out of Tunisia briefly, and the second
was the queen of the Gerawa Berbers,
al-Kahinah or the Priestess, who was not
defeated until 701. Following the collapse
of the last resistance, Berber conversion
to Islam happened quickly, and by 711
when the Muslims conquered Spain,
nearly everyone in the army, including
their commander, Tariq bin Ziyad, were
Berbers.

Berbers were attracted to both early
Shi‘ism and Kharaji forms of Islam. Both
forms of Islam were brought to North
Africa by populations from the Middle
East trying to escape persecution by
the Umayyads and ‘Abbasids. Along
Morocco’s Atlantic plain, the Barghwata
Berbers developed their own version of
Islam following their prophet Salih ibn
Tarif, who compiled his own Berber
version of a “revealed book” to rival the
Qur’an. In central Morocco, the proto-
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Shi‘ite Idrisi dynasty was established by
Idris T (788-791/792), a descendant of the
Prophet, in 788. Berbers also were the
main supporters of the Isma‘ili Shi‘ite
Fatamids who arose in Tunisia in 909.

Sunni Orthodoxy of the Maliki madh-
hab (School of Law) was firmly estab-
lished in North Africa with the rise of the
al-Murabatin (Almoravids), who devel-
oped in the Sahara among the pastoral
nomadic Sanhaja tribes. By 1056, they
had begun their conquest of Morocco,
and by 1070, they had consolidated their
control over all of Morocco and expanded
into Algeria as far as the city of Algiers.
The al-Murabatin were asked by the
Muslim rulers of Spain to assist them
against the pressures from the king of
Castile. In 1086, they responded, and by
1110, all of the Muslim states of Spain
were under Murabati rule, creating a uni-
fied state from the Ebro River in Spain to
the Senegal River.

The al-Murabatin were replaced by
another Berber dynasty, the al-Muwahhidin
(Almohades), by 1147 when the Murabati
capital Marrakech fell. The al-Muwahhidin
had their main support among the settled
farming Masmuda Berbers of the High
Atlas. The al-Muwahhidin claimed the al-
Murabitin were not truly pious, but in
1212, the al-Muwahhidin were defeated by
the Christian king of Castile at the Battle of
Hisn al-‘Uqab or Las Navas de Tolosa, and
the subsequent abandonment of the
Muslims of Spain caused them to lose moral
authority. Al-Muwahhidin control weak-
ened, and the Bani Ghaniya in southern
Tunisia broke from them in the early 13th
century as did the Hafsids of Tunis. The
Bani Marin of the Berber Zanata tribal

confederacy began their slow conquest of
Morocco between 1244 and 1274. The Mar-
inids were unable to halt the advance of both
Spanish and Portuguese expansion along the
coasts of Morocco, and in 1415, the Portu-
guese seized the port of Sebta/Ceuta.
Between 1486 and 1550, nearly every
Atlantic port of Morocco was taken by the
Portuguese, and the Marinids lost popular
support. The Marinids marked the last of
the major Berber dynasties, and they were
followed by the Arab Sa‘adians who
claimed legitimacy through direct descent
from the Prophet Muhammad.

Today, most Berbers are Sunni Muslim,
belonging to the Maliki school or madh-
hab. The Berber al-Murabitin imposed
Sunni Islam and the Maliki school and
ended both Shi‘ite and Kharaji forms of
Islam, though small communities of Khar-
aji Muslims have been able to survive in
the Mzab of Algeria, on the Island of Jerba
in Tunisia, and the Jabal Nafusa in Libya.
In addition, many of Morocco’s Jews were
Berber-speaking and belonged to one of
the oldest Jewish communities outside
of the Middle East. Their own history
states that they were sent with Phoenician
traders by King Solomon. Christianity
was embraced by some Berbers in the
past, but most Berber Christians today
were converted during the French colonial
period, with the majority found among the
Kabyli Berbers of Algeria.

Berber society was mainly tribally
organized. People belonged to particular
lineages and, like the Arabs, they had
demonstrated descent, meaning that it
would be possible to name a person’s
ancestors back to the founder of the
lineage. Berbers were pastoral nomads,



with mixed economies of husbandry and
farming, while those who lived in oases
practiced intensive agriculture. Each
lineage among the nomads was under the
leadership of an amghar, similar to the
Arab shaykh, while the settled population
had elected assemblies (of leading line-
ages) generally called jama ‘a.

Until recently, Berber culture was side-
lined to folklore by most North African
governments. Berber contributions to
Andalusian architecture and music have
not been well studied, but the three main
Berber dynasties that ruled most of North
Africa and Muslim Spain between
1050 and 1510 patronized the arts. The
al-Muwahhidin marked their empire with
major mosques with massive minarets in
Marrakech, Rabat, Seville, and Tunis.
The Marinid period marks the high point
in Andalusian architecture, and they
encouraged the best and brightest from
Spain to work for them. The al-Murabatin
court promoted poetry and philosophy, in
the universal language of education in the
Muslim world, Arabic, and made Arabic
the official language of the state.

Berbers nonetheless have a rich herit-
age in domestic architecture, building in
stone, mud brick, and pisé or pounded
earth. This architecture shows a sophisti-
cated knowledge of thermal and structural
aspects of the building materials. Among
the most notable structures are the fortified
granaries or agadir that often stand in the
middle of villages.

Berber literature is mainly oral, and
most of the texts written in Tifinagh or
Libyan script are monumental inscrip-
tions. Berbers wrote in Latin or, with the
arrival of Islam, in Arabic. Some Berber

Berbers |

Siwa, the furthest east of any Berber-speaking
population. Most of the traditional village has
been abandoned following a heavy rain in the
1970s, and today most live in a new village with
full amenities. The weekly market is held at the
foot of the old village as it always has been.
(John A. Shoup)

language texts in southern Morocco are
written using Arabic letters. In general,
most Berber literature is in the form of
poems that are preserved by the imdiyazin
or bards. These poems are frequently sung,
and two major types of dance are associated
with them, the ahidus of the Middle Atlas,
and the ahwash of the High Atlas and Sus.
Other Berber arts include silver jewelry,
often very large and heavy. Silver jewelry
has a wide variety stretching from Siwa
to the Atlantic, though use of geometric
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designs such as triangles is common. Ber-
ber weaving is famous, and Berber kilims
are excellent, though knotted carpets have
large “clunky” knots and are not as refined
as those from Iran or Turkey. Use of embroi-
dered patters of sunbursts, sun wheels, and
triangles in bright orange, red, and yellow
silk floss link communities as distant as
Siwa in Egypt and the Tafilalt in Morocco.
Berber silver jewelry, embroidery, and car-
pets have become collectors’ items.

Berbers in Algeria and Morocco have
recently engaged in a revival of their
identity and culture. In Algeria, where
Berbers have been able to develop a sense
of nationalism, a political movement
began in the late 1970s. In 1980, the
Berber Spring occurred with a widespread
strike by Kabayli Berbers in response to
the government banning a conference
where the Kabayli intellectual Mouloud
Mammeri was scheduled to speak. Sub-
sequently, several Berber associations
were founded, and eventually the Algerian
government made some concessions,
including declaring Berber to be a national
language in 2001, though Arabic remains
the official language.

In Morocco, King Muhammad VT insti-
tuted the Royal Institute for Berber Culture
(IRCAM) with the main purpose of study-
ing and publishing on Berber language, his-
tory, and culture. Nonetheless, the Amazigh
Moroccan Democratic Party (AMDP),
formed in 2005, was declared illegal by
Moroccan courts in 2008. Moroccan Ber-
bers have been able to get Berber introduced
as a language of instruction in regions where
Berber is the main language of the home,
but have not been able have it declared on
par with Arabic. Some still say that they

have difficulty having local officials register
their children with Berber names.
John A. Shoup
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Beti/Beti-Pahuin

The Beti are composed of 20 Bantu speak-
ing peoples living mainly in Cameroon,
Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, and Sao Tomé
and Principe. There are two main divi-
sions, the Beti and the Fang, which are
the northern and southern division of the
same people. Population figures for indi-
vidual ethnic groups are difficult to deduce
following independence, where such
distinctions can be seen as counterproduc-
tive to nation building, but it is estimated
that the Fang in Gabon and Cameroon
number 800,000. Other sources give num-
bers for the Fang at over 2 million and for
the Fang and Beti at over 3 million spread
over three main countries. Whether Fang
or Beti, all speak different dialects of the
same Bantu language called Beti. Beti
includes a third group, the Bulu, which
makes up about one-third of the Beti-
Fang in Cameroon. Bulu speak a dialect
that is spoken by some 800,000 people in
southern Cameroon, and is further divided
by more local dialects of Bene, Yelinda,
Yembana, Yengono, and Zaman. All of
the regional dialects are considered to be
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dialects of one main language, Beti, and
all of them are mutually intelligible.

Originally, the Beti and Fang migrated
from east of the Sanaga River and moved
primarily as well-armed farming families
into western Cameroon and Gabon. Their
migration began perhaps in the 17th or
18th century. It has been noted that the
term Fang or Pahouin come from lan-
guage shifts of “p” and “f” in the Myene
language, since Myene-speakers served
as translators for 19th-century French,
British, and German explorers. The Beti
and Fang call themselves after their line-
age; thus there are a number of different
groups who claim a common identity.
The Beti and Fang were pressured by raids
by the Fulbe in the early 19th century and
moved into areas with lower population
densities.

Among the first Europeans to contact
the Beti and Fang was Franco-American
Paul du Chaillu, whose book Voyages et
aventures dans I’Afrique équatoriale was
published in 1863. His journey took place
in 1856, and he seems to be the first Euro-
pean to visit them. Du Chaillu had been
told by peoples along the coast that the
Fang were cannibals and their warnings
seemed to be true when he noticed heaps
of human bones, though in truth these
were bones of Fang ancestors kept in
sacred areas where so and ngil initiations
took place. Rumors of cannibalism were
sustained by other 19th-century travelers
and explorers such as by Mary Kingsley’s
1893-1895 expedition. Her book about
her travels, when translated from French,
was entitled A Victorian Woman Explorer
among the Man-eaters. The first true eth-
nographic account was produced in 1912
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by Father Trilles, who learned to speak the
Beti language.

European powers did not establish them-
selves in Beti and Fang areas until near
the end of the 19th century. In 1884, the
Germans created the colony of Kamerun.
German rule was harsh, but following
World War I, in 1920, the German colony
was divided between the French and the
British. Most of the region inhabited by the
Beti and Fang went to the French, who
found it hard to defeat them. During the
French colonial period, large numbers of
men were taken away to work in large-
scale commercial timber and plantation
production, which left too few at home to
produce enough food, resulting in famine.
Starvation was followed by outbreaks
of contagious diseases such as smallpox
and influenza, which initiated strong Fang
nationalism.

Beti-Pahuin/ Fang society is formed at
the level of the village. Each village is
a fortified outpost in its organization,
reflecting the manner of their penetration
into the rain forest. Social organization is
based on patrilineal lineages or ayon/
mvog, but each village is independent of
others. Each village is ruled by a headman
of the most important lineage with a coun-
cil made up of the heads of the other line-
ages living there.

Important in the traditional belief sys-
tem are the bones of important ancestors
that used to be periodically paraded in the
community and kept in reliquary boxes
called byeri. Byeri were stored near the
bed of the head of household along with
personal fetishes. Fang wood carvings of
byeri proved to be some of the most beau-
tiful and collectable African art with

naturalistic human features and “a distinc-
tive oily patina (that) was instantly
appealing to collectors and artists alike”
(Bacquart, 124). In addition to the reli-
quaries containing ancestors’ bones,
masks were used in initiation ceremonies
called so and ngil, representing the spirit
of the forest in the form of animals such
as the snake, red antelope, and so forth.
So and ngil are both the names of the
masks as well as names of initiation cer-
emonies; so masks tend to be of horned
animals, while ngil masks usually have a
human face. Like the byeri figures, collec-
tors and museums were interested in ngil
masks and “since the thirties, every major
international collection of ‘Negro arts’
and then ‘tribal arts’ has had to have a ngil
mask from the Fang” (Perrois, 44). Initia-
tion into the wearing of such masks was
organized more like societies because
those who had been initiated also helped
in policing during other ceremonies, espe-
cially those ceremonies that brought out
the bones of the ancestors to be viewed or
paraded. Such displays of human bones
led to rumors of Beti-Pahuin/Fang canni-
balism. So common was the belief about
their cannibalism and warlike demeanor
that the writer Edgar Rice Burroughs
decided to set his novel Tarzan in the
Beti-Pahuin/Fang area. Between 1910
and 1920, French colonial authorities sup-
pressed so and ngil societies and a new
form emerged called ngontang, meaning
young white girl. Ngongtang masks are
helmet masks colored white and many
are “janus” faced (two faces) and are used
during funeral ceremonies. Since the
colonial era, many Beti-Pahuin/Fang are
Christians or belong to local Christian
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Tarzan and the Beti

Edgar Rice Burroughs brought the character of Tarzan to the world audience in
1912 with the publication of the first illustrated “pulp” fiction story, Tarzan of the
Apes. In the story, John Clayton, Lord Greystoke and his wife Lady Alice are left
on the “wild” shore of central Africa—the coast of Cameroon—by mutineers. The
stranded Lord, Lady, and infant son John begin life where British civilization is pit-
ted against savage nature and cannibal natives. The infant John is found by the
female ape Kala, who names him Tarzan, meaning “White-skin” in the language
of the Great Apes.

Tarzan is raised by Kala, who protects him from the other apes as well as
teaches him to fear the cannibal Africans led by their king Mbonga. The first
European explorers who witnessed Beti rituals around the bones of their dead
ancestors thought the bones were those of victims eaten by the Beti. The Beti
lands were located only a short distance from the Atlantic shore and thus were
easy for Burroughs to bring them into his story of stranded Europeans. The
rumors of Beti cannibalism and aggression (fierce demeanor) perpetuated by
other Africans and Europeans made them an excellent foil to the “pure” uncor-
rupted soul of Tarzan.

Tarzan of the Apes and the subsequent titles became among the best-selling
titles of the 20th century. In 1921, the first Broadway play based on the novels
was staged, and in 1929, it was published as a syndicated cartoon strip in news-
papers. Burroughs himself published 26 Tarzan books, and other authors, under
license, published another 18 novels. Hollywood made 89 Tarzan movies and
since the 1930s, both radio and television produced Tarzan series. Tarzan,
despite criticism of racism, stereotype, and colonialism, is one of the best-
known characters of the 20th century worldwide.

churches that blend traditional belief with
Christianity.

Each Beti-Pahuin/Fang community was
built like a fortress with a single street
lined with houses and defended by watch-
towers. The villages were also protected
by traps making it difficult to surprise
any such village. Houses were built to be
small with one single room and a single,
small entrance. The Beti-Pahuin/Fang
practiced double exogamy—marriage out

from the lineages of both mothers and
fathers—but group genealogy was passed
on in melan initiation. They also practiced
a type of potlatch called mebala, in which
the rich redistribute excess wealth to less
prosperous members of the community.
The modern community has been split
between three main countries with very
different histories. Gabon became inde-
pendent in 1960, Cameroon in 1961, and
Equatorial Guinea in 1968. Equatorial
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Guinea has been controlled since indepen-
dence by Fang from the Esangui lineage.
The government is accused of human
rights violations, and the president is
accused of authorizing the arrest and tor-
ture of political opposition leaders.

John A. Shoup
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Bilen

The Bilen or Bilin (alternate names
include Balen, Belen, Beleni, and Bogo,
among others) live in the Keren region of
Eritrea and Tigray Province in Ethiopia.
As of 2006, they numbered around
91,000 in Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Djibouti.
Around 60 percent of Christians speak
Tigrinya, and 70 percent of Muslims speak
Tigré and use either the Ethiopic or Latin

scripts. Tigrinya and Tigré languages
belong to the Cushitic branch of the
Afro-Asiatic phylum of languages, and
they are a division of the Agaw people.
Agaw is the general name given to all
speakers of Central Cushitic. Bilen iden-
tity arose during the early Christian era,
and currently a Bilen nationalist Web site
states that they are the oldest human popu-
lation in the world.

Between 3500 and 1000 BCE, the
Agaw established themselves in the Ethio-
pian Highlands. Small immigrant popula-
tions of Semitic settlers from Yemen
brought with them a number of cultural
innovations, including wheat and barley
cultivation, to add to the cultivation of zeff
and millet, as well as oxen and the plow.
Agaw communities grew in population,
and more of the mountains were cleared
for cultivation. Population exchange
between the Ethiopian Highlands and
Yemen continued introducing religious
elements, including Judaism, into
Ethiopia. Urban cultures grew with the
improved agricultural practices that could
support much larger numbers. The great
pre-Christian kingdom of Aksum in the
first century CE and among the servants
of the king of Aksum was a governor of
the Agaw. Later, Christianity also found
fertile ground in the same region and it
spread among the Agaw. The Agaw King-
dom of D’mt under the Zagwé dynasty
revolted against Aksum control in the
970s, which eventually brought the down-
fall of Aksum.

Following the collapse of the Zagwé
kingdom around 1270, the Agwa with-
drew into isolation and emerged again
with the Islamic conquests of the 16th



century. The Agaw joined the jihad armies
as they moved inland, which by the 1530s
had most of Ethiopia in Islamic control,
and a Bilen identity seems to have emer-
ged. However, thanks to Portuguese inter-
vention on behalf of Christian Ethiopia,
by the 1550s, most of the country was
recovered and the notably rebellious,
Islamic principality of Damot was forced
to submit.

The Agaw people are both Christian
and Muslim and the Bilen are around
two- thirds Muslim today. The Christian
one-third is mainly Roman Catholic—the
religion of the Italian occupiers—rather
than the Coptic Christianity of the Ethio-
pians. There are small minorities of Copts
and Protestants as well.

The Agaw emerged again in the 19th
century with the completion of the Suez
Canal in 1869, once again making
the Red Sea an important commercial
thoroughfare. The British, French, and
Italians all became interested in the once-
remote area, and in the 1930s, the Italians
employed Bilen troops in its invasion of
Ethiopia. The British and Ethiopians
forced the Italians out of Ethiopia in
1941, and in 1952, under United Nations
order, Eritrea was added to Ethiopia. In
1962, Ethiopia annexed Eritrea and a
number of separatist movements arose.
Long, protracted war began, and in 1993,
Eritrea gained its independence from
Ethiopia. The war had displaced as many
as one-half of all Bilen who are scattered
throughout Eritrea. Today, many are con-
centrated around the cities of Keren and
Asmara in the State of Eritrea.

John A. Shoup
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Bini/Edo

The Bini/Edo belong to the Kwa group of
the Benue-Kwa family of the Niger-Congo
phylum of languages. The language is usu-
ally called Bini, and they numbered 3.8 mil-
lion at the turn of the 21st century. They are
found mainly in the Edo State in southern
Nigeria and claim direct descent from the
Edo, who founded the state of Benin in the
14th century.

The Bini/Edo emerged sometime around
1000 in the rain forest of Nigeria. The Bini/
Edo moved from the savanna into the forest,
building large sites and excavating around
them to reduce the problems of disease.
They built large and densely populated set-
tlements; often larger ones grew into and
incorporated smaller ones. They developed
a highly centralized business elite with far-
reaching trade links to the Hausa, Songhay,
and Yoruba states, and expanded south-
ward into regions of less centralized Ijoid
peoples.

In the 14th and 15th centuries, the
Benin kingdom, as it was called, became
one of the most powerful in the region.
The height of the Benin Kingdom lasted
from the 14th to the 17th century, and their
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wealth was due to trade in ivory, pepper,
palm oil, and slaves, though the state
resisted the idea of sale of slaves. Benin
City had wide, straight streets and was sur-
rounded by earthwork walls. Matrilineal
descent patterns helped shape the manage-
ment of the smaller villages in the king-
dom, and women had a say in the politics
of the kingdom through the 17th century.
Europeans bought African cloth, which
brought not only economic growth, but
greatly enhanced the position of women,
who were the main producers of cloth.
Benin began to decline in the 18th century
as many of their main exports were taken
over by other producers outside of Africa.

The period of political height was also
the height of its artistic production, espe-
cially in bronzes and carved ivory. Contact
with the Portuguese along the coast start-
ing at the end of the 15th century intro-
duced other metalworking techniques
such as brass gilding. When Benin City
fell to the British in 1897, some 3,000
brass, ivory, and wooden objects were
taken away to Europe and later sold to
pay for the expedition’s costs. Around
1,000 brass plaques from the palace of
the king, or oba, dating from between the
16th and 17th centuries were among the
booty taken, and their beauty and sophisti-
cation astonished Western art scholars.
The vast amount of materials were due
partially to the fact that each oba had a
state monopoly on ivory, coral, brass, and
wooden objects, which were an important
part of public displays and ceremonies that
were paraded, or were objects for ances-
tral altars.

The Edo people are well known for both
music and dance, much of it part of official

holidays. The Igue festival is still held every
December, and the oba welcomes the New
Year and gives thanks for the bounty of the
outgoing year. There are 27 other masquer-
ades held every year, with different masks
representing different natural powers. There
are a large number of well-known Edo
musicians who play a variety of music,
from traditional styles to Nigeria’s interna-
tionally known Highlife.

The head of the Benin state was the
oba, who had a sacred status. The oba was
selected on the principle of primogeniture
or to the eldest son, and he held political,
economic, and religious power. He had
monopolies on items such as ivory, and any-
one who killed an ivory-bearing animal,
such as an elephant, had to give one-half
of the ivory to the oba, who also had first
right of purchase to the rest. Matrilineal
principles of inheritance were part of village
leadership, and villages were usually
divided into age sets or age grades that were
responsible for different aspects of running
the day-to-day affairs of the village.

The modern history of Benin begins with
economic collapse in the 18th century. The
obas surrounded themselves with the aura
of divine kingship, and human sacrifice
was introduced. The British used the excuse
of what they called large-scale human sacri-
fice to justify their invasion and burning of
Benin City in 1897. The power structures
were more or less left in place, but Benin
was incorporated into British Nigeria and
eventually became part of independent
Nigeria in 1960.

Today, the Bini/Edo live in a region
called Edoland, which comprises Edo and
the Delta States in modern Nigeria. The
Edo and the Yoruba-dominated states did



not join with other southerners when in
1967 the Igbo seceded from the Nigerian
federation. When Nigeria reorganized the
federal states in 1996, the State of Edo
was formed, with the ancient capital of
Benin named the new state’s capital.

John A. Shoup
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Chagga

The Chagga, Chaga, Wachagga, Jagga,
Dschagga, or Waschagga are a Bantu-
speaking people who traditionally live on
the slopes of Mount Kilimanjaro and
Mount Meru. The Chagga are the third-
largest ethnic group in Tanzania, number-
ing some 2 million people. Their language
is called Kichagga and, though mainly
Bantu, the language includes some
elements of other peoples the Chagga
encountered when they migrated from
west of gqake Victoria starting in the
11th century CE. There is no one single
Kichagga language, but it is made up of a
number of closely related dialects, includ-
ing Kivunjo, Kimarangu, Kiromba, Kima-
chame, and Kikibosho. Some linguists
note that the Kamba of Kenya speak a lan-
guage with many similarities to Kichagga.
The Chagga are related to the Pare, Tateva,
and Teita, who remained in the Pare
Mountains south of Kilimanjaro when
the Chagga migrated to their current
homeland.

The Chagga were part of the Bantu
expansion into Kenya and Tanzania that
began around the start of the 11th century
and lasted until the mid-15th century. The
Bantu brought with them knowledge of
highland cultivation that could support
large populations, and the Chagga found
the highlands of Mounts Kilimanjaro and
Meru ideal for the cultivation of bananas.
They developed a large number of banana
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types and developed agricultural methods
including terracing, irrigation systems,
and use of animal waste for fertilizer. The
Chagga did not have large areas to graze
livestock, but kept them in stalls or pens
and collected the manure to fertilize their
fields. It is debated if the Chagga invented
some of these methods, or if they were
partially already in place, brought by
Southern Cushitic peoples from Ethiopia,
where similar techniques were in use for
centuries. Southern Cushitic peoples had
been in the region since the first millen-
nium BCE.

The Chagga absorbed the remnants of
those who already lived on the mountain
slopes and developed a close trading rela-
tionship with the Nilotic peoples, who
dominated the plains by the end of the
11th century. The Nilotic Ongamo in par-
ticular had a major role in shaping Chagga
culture. The Chagga borrowed a number
of Nilotic practices including female
circumcision, the drinking of cattle blood
(originally a Cushitic practice), and age
sets. Drumming, associated in Bantu
culture with the chieftaincy, was lost
among the Chagga, who no longer prac-
tice it. In the second half of the 19th cen-
tury, the Ongamo were increasingly
acculturated into the Chagga. Chagga-
Ongamo interaction blended their reli-
gions; Bantu concepts of the Creator God
and Cushitic-Nilotic concepts of the life-
giving sun whom the Chagga combined
into Ruwa. Ruwa is also the Chagga word
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Bicycles for delivering bananas stand outside a storehouse in Tanzania. The Chagga develo-

ped methods for cultivating bananas on Mount Kilimanjaro and Mount Meru. (iStockPhoto)

for “sun,” and as a god, he is a provider;
kind, and tolerant. The Bantu importance
of ancestor spirits remains to this day
among the Chagga, but in general, their
traditional religion has been replaced by
Christianity and Islam.

The Chagga are patrilineal, and the
center of their society is the kihamba or
family plot of land. The kihamba is passed
from one generation to the next and was
the source of family wealth. Chagga farm-
ers in the past grew bananas, finger millet,
beans, and cassava and raised small num-
bers of livestock, cattle, goats, and sheep.
With colonization, new crops were added
including coffee, maize, and tobacco,
which helped them remain wealthy in the
face of colonial commercial farming.

Politically, the Chagga developed a
number of competing chiefdoms that were

more territorial based than lineage based.
The need to expand viable agricultural
lands met the challenge of space on the
mountain slopes and the kihamba system
is seen today as one of the best examples
of multi-cropping and with less environ-
mental damage than other agricultural sys-
tems. Environmentalists have urged others
to study how the Chagga are able to main-
tain high production on small quantities of
land and not damage the natural environ-
ment. Today the kihamba produce crops
of coffee, bananas, millet, maize, beans,
cassava, sweet potatoes, yams, sugar cane,
tobacco, pumpkins, and squash. In addi-
tion, they grow fodder crops for their live-
stock, and keep fish in the irrigation canals
to help keep them clean. Chagga chiefs are
called mangi, which means more of “an
arranger” or “planner” than “head of a



clan.” Rivalries between Chagga chiefs led
to a continual need for iron ore to make
needed weapons. Iron ore deposits are
located in the Pare Mountains, and Chagga
chiefs maintained good trade relations
with the Bantu Pare, Tateva, and Teita
who inhabit the Pare Mountains. Conflicts
between Chagga chiefs allowed the inter-
ference of colonial powers, who took one
side against another.

Toward the end of the 19th century, two
major mangi were in rivalry, Mangi Rindi
and Mangi Sina, both with large, well-
armed armies. The Germans established
their colony in the 1880s and entered into
the conflict assisting Mangi Rindi against
Mangi Sina, and in 1891, a German col-
umn assisted in the defeat of Sina. Mangi
Rindi had already signed a treaty with the
Germans in 1885 and his town of Moshi
became the German colonial capital. The
Germans, and later the British, used the
rivalries between the Chagga leadership
to manipulate them; however, in 1952,
the Chagga decided they needed better
means to deal with colonial administrators
and elected the Mangi Mkuu or “Para-
mount Chief.” The Mangi Mkuu became
their representative with colonial author-
ities until he came into conflict with
Western-educated Chagga and growing
power of the Tanganyika African National
Union (TANU) under the leadership of
Julius Nyerere.

Chagga split their support between
the Mangi Mkuu, who formed a rival
party called the Chagga Democratic Party
that pushed for democratization of the
chieftaincy, and those who supported
Julius Nyerere. By 1959, the position
of Mangi Mkuu was abolished and with
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independence, the role of traditional chiefs
was reduced.

The Chagga are one of the most highly
educated people in Tanzania, with over
80 percent literacy in the 1980s. During
the colonial period, Chagga welcomed
missionaries and the majority of them are
Christian, perhaps as much to do with the
combination of Christianity and schools.
There are also a smaller number who are
Muslim. As the most educated population
of Tanzania, they exercise a great deal of
influence in economics and politics and
have the highest number of people in
government, education, and the arts.

John A. Shoup
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Chewa

The Chewa or Chichewa (Chuas, Achewa,
Ancheya, Masheba, or Cewas) are the larg-
est ethnic group in Malawi and the third-
largest ethnic group in Zambia. The
Chichewa number around 57 percent of
the total population of Malawi and total
over 1.5 million in Malawi and Zambia.
They are a Bantu-speaking people, and
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their language is called Chicewa,
Chinyanja, or Banti.

The Chewa arrived in the region of
Lake Malawi in the 15th century and was
part of the Maravi or Mravi chieftaincies
that eventually merged into a state; Lake
Malawi is a corruption of Lake Maravi
and was named so by the Portuguese. In
the 18th century, the Portuguese believed
the Chewa controlled a vast empire,
though this seems to have been born more
of rumor than solid facts.

The Chewa created at least one king-
dom, Undi, and the leadership benefited
from the trade routes from the interior that
passed on to Zanzibar. North of Undi, the
territory was divided into hundreds of
chiefdoms that fell victim to the Yao,
another Bantu people who lived to the east
of Lake Malawi. Internal warfare among
the Chewa, including the larger, more
organized kingdom of Undi, supplied the
Yao with war captives sold as slaves.
Trade was not only in slaves, but in locally
grown and woven cotton cloth.

The Chewa were peaceful and thus suf-
fered from slave-taking raids by the
Arabs, the Portuguese, and the Yao. In
the 19th century, the Nguni, fleeing north
from Shaka Zulu, also fell on the Chewa,
taking some as slaves. From 1600 to
1870, the Chewa were subjected to war-
fare from the expanding Luba, Bemba,
and Luyi from the north and the southern
Nguni Bantu pushing north from Natal in
South Africa. After 1856, the Bemba were
supplied with guns by Arab traders from
Zanzibar and, together with the Nguni,
they devastated the Chewa.

Although contacted by the Portuguese
in Mozambique in the 17th century,

Portuguese ideas of the Chewa were rather
negative. They were described as being
“heathens very barbarous, and great thieves
... Their mode of speaking is in a loud
harsh voice” (Wills, 51). Subjected to slave
raids, it was not until British missionary
David Livingston’s travels through what
was then called Nyasaland that the Chewa
were absorbed into British ambitions in
Africa. Between 1884 and 1900, the British
in the “scramble for Africa” secured
their control over Nyasaland in 1891.
Originally called the British Central Africa
Protectorate, the name was changed to the
Nyasaland Protectorate in 1907.

The Chewa are settled agriculturalists
and grow crops of sorghum, maize, beans,
and rice. Droughts in the 1980s greatly
affected the rural population, and many
have left to find jobs in the cities. British
and Portuguese Christian missions have
converted many, but at least one-fifth of
all Chewa are Muslims today. Despite the
influence of Christianity and Islam, a good
number of Chewa still hold to their ances-
tral belief system. Traditional belief cen-
tered on a single creator god called Chiuta
or Chaunta, who made all living things on
Mount Kapirintiwa that exists on the border
of Malawi with Mozambique.

Most Chewa lived in densely compact
villages managed by a hereditary village
chief and a council of elders. Historically,
the Chewa did not form into a single cen-
tral state, but remained, for the most part,
divided into hundreds of independent
chiefdoms even after being attacked by
more centrally organized peoples.

British and German troops were engaged
during World War I on Lake Malawi and
along the land frontier between their



colonies. Though the British quickly put
the one German boat operating on Lake
Malawi out of commission, the Germans
held a strong position on the land frontier
until, in 1915, the British victory over a
much larger German force in Nyasaland
did much to boost the British image in the
region. The last major German-British
encounter along the northern shores of Lake
Malawi took place after the armistice in
Europe was signed and the German com-
mander agreed to surrender a few days later.
Moves toward independence began in
the 1950s, and more and more local peo-
ple became involved in the administration
of Nyasaland. Many were educated
in British schools or in the United States,
and in 1944, the Nyasaland African
Congress Party was founded, which later
changed its name to the Malawi Congress
Party. In 1953, Great Britain consolidated
all three territories of the two Rhodesia
and Nyasaland, which gave more support
to the independence movement. In 1961,
the Malawi Congress Party won a majority
in the elections and Hastings Banda was
appointed prime minister. Nyasaland won
full independence in 1964, and in 1966,
Hastings Banda became the first president
of Malawi. Banda ruled Malawi until

1994, when he was removed from office.
John A. Shoup
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Chokwe

The Chokwe are one of the main ethnic
groups in Angola and live in the diverse
ethnic region of eastern Angola and the
southern Democratic Republic of Congo
stretching into Zambia. They are associ-
ated with the former kingdom of Lunda
and the related Luba. They have a number
of variants for their name, including
Kioko, Cokwe, Tschokwe, and Quioco,
which stem from different languages and
the linguistic slip between “ch” and “c.”
The Chokwe number over 1.16 million
people and speak a Bantu language called
Wuchokwe, which is only a little different
from their two ancestral languages of
Lunda and Luba.

Chokwe origin dates to sometime
between the 15th and 17th centuries, when
a Lunda woman of high lineage named
Lweij married a Luba hunter named
Chibinda Ilunga, also of high lineage.
However, most of the Lunda nobility did
not approve of the marriage, and the cou-
ple began their migration south into what
would become Angola. The Chokwe grew
from their descendants and subsequent
attached peoples. In this period of origins,
the Chokwe legendary hero figure
Chibinda Ilunga (also spelled Kibinda
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A pwo mask. (Swisshippo/Dreamstime.com)

Ilunga) emerged; by legend he is the son
of the Lunda and Luba couple or the Luba
“prince” himself. Chibinda Ilunga intro-
duced a number of specific hunting prac-
tices that helped in developing a Chokwe
identity. It has been noted that the Chokwe
expanded by dispersing the population
through setting up small hunting camps
in the territory of a king. As the Chokwe
grew in size and began to cultivate land,
they would then reject the laws of the king
in whose lands they have settled and even-
tually either defeat or simply absorb him
into the growing “Chokwe” peoples, mak-
ing everyone Chokwe. The Chokwe were
unable to supply the needs for manpower,

and marriage with non-Chokwe women,
even slaves, was common, and the chil-
dren belonged to their father’s lineage. It
has been noted that the Chokwe men used
ivory obtained through hunting to pur-
chase women and then gained access to
the rubber regions of the Congo basin,
which was highly profitable.

The Chokwe were very successful in
spreading their identity. By the 19th cen-
tury, a number of Chokwe chiefdoms had
emerged, and they began trading with the
Ovimbundu. Fortified Chokwe villages
dotted the landscape, and though they did
not have a centralized head, they were able
to raise enough highly trained men that by



1885 they were able to overwhelm
the Lunda, taking their capital city. At the
start of the 20th century, the Chokwe
chiefdoms were split between the British
(Northern Rhodesia in today’s Zambia),
the Belgians (Democratic Republic of
Congo), and the Portuguese (Angola) as
the colonial authorities divided them
into colonial-administered provinces and
districts.

The Chokwe produced some of the
most sought-after art in Africa. Despite
the decline in art following the collapse
of Chokwe political power at the end of
the 19th century, Chokwe pieces are still
produced, particularly the pwo masks.
Pwo masks consist of not only the face
mask, but entire body costumes of twisted
plant fiber called makishi. There are other
makishi masks; some are of men and are
used in a number of different celebrations
including the mukanga initiation/circum-
cision ceremonies. The masks associated
with circumcision in the past were burnt
as soon as the ceremony had finished. It
has been noted that today, artists tend to
keep the masks from year to year rather
than destroy them, and the parts that were
once made from plant fiber have been
replaced with nylon from flour and grain
sacks.

The Chokwe believe in a creator called
Kalunga and a number of spirits or maha-
mba who can be consulted by a nganga or
diviner. Belief in spirits or hamba links the
current generation with their ancestors and
are shared with the Lunda and other peoples
in the region. The Chokwe hero figure
Chibinda Ilunga introduced specific orien-
tation of hamba rituals to hunting in
addition to the more shared idea of hamba
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in connection to divination and fertility.
Some of the ancestor statues made for
hamba rituals began to fade in the 1860s
and new, simpler styles became more
common. As trade developed in the 19th
century, another type of hamba spirit
became important, that related to trade
called the spirit of the wind, or hamba
e peho. These were “scourges of unknown
origin that behaved in unpredictable ways”
(Wastiau, 18). The hamba vimbali (also
spelled imbali or imbari, which is the
Wuchokwe word for the Ovimbundu)
represent the Ovimbundu and their Portu-
guese partners on the Atlantic coast. These
hamba pieces show figures in European
dress, smoking cigarettes, with facial hair,
and sunburnt faces.

The Chokwe developed a dispersed
form of government, and though they were
able to defeat the Lunda, they did not have
a recognized central authority. Each chief
was called mwana nganga, who consults
with a council of elders to make decisions.
The leadership position is inherited,
though usually it goes to the son of the
chief’s sister following a matrilineal sys-
tem of governance. Generally sons go to
live with their maternal uncles at around
age six. Chokwe society is broken into
two major groups: those who descend
from the Lunda princess Lweij, and those
who descend from people later absorbed
into the Chokwe.

The Chokwe live in areas of Angola
and Democratic Republic of Congo that
are rich with minerals, including dia-
monds. During the Angolan civil war,
which began in 1975, the Chokwe were
again divided between pro-government
and pro-UNITA (Uniao Nacional para a
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Chokwe Art

The Chokwe are well known in the world of African Art for the beauty of their carv-
ings and masks. “Of all the sculpture in Central Africa, ancient, traditional
Chokwe pieces are now among the most admired: statues of mythological
ancestor Chibinda llunga, cult statuettes, ritual masks, and prestige objects,” all
of which are avidly collected by art dealers, museums, and private collectors
(Wastiau, 7). Chokwe art appeals to the Western aesthetic due to the natural,
almost realistic representations of humans and animals.

One of the main collectable types of art is the statues representing the founder
of the Chokwe people, Chibinda llunga. The figure always wears the chiefly
headdress called a mutwe wa kayanda, which is an elaborate coiffure of hair, raf-
fia, and glass beads, which in rolls, folds back over the head and on both sides,
and separate rolls form horn-like sides. The figures always are bearded and in
some instances, the beard hair is made of real hair. The statues always show a
circumcised penis, and it is said that Chibinda llunga imposed circumcision on
the people.

Walking sticks, scepters, and ceremonial clubs are also elaborately carved,
often with human heads. The detail and natural representations of people as well
as the high finished polish of each piece gives them the strong appeal to Western
buyers. Other items, such as elaborately carved chairs and stools, are also made
by Chokwe craftsmen. Masks are called mukishifrom the Chokwe kishi, meaning
to represent or express a living force. The masks are carved of wood and again,
Chokwe masks are noted for their naturalism. Masks are divided into pwo
(female) and chihongo (male). Pwo masks are worn now at parties of different
kinds, including celebrating local events and at tourist attractions. Today,
Chokwe artists make a living from selling masks and other art items for the
international African Art market.

Independencia Total de Angola—the rebel
movement under the command of Jonas
Savimbi and supported by South Africa
and the United States) villages. The rebels
were attracted to the Chokwe area due to
the mineral wealth of the region, and again
in 1992, just before the brokered elections,
UNITA forces occupied the diamond
fields. UNITA rebels were financed
by selling diamonds through Zaire

(now Democratic Republic of Congo) at
between US$300 million and $500 million
a year, and by 1997 Jonas Savimbi, head
of UNITA, was making an estimated US
$2 billion a year from the sales of
diamonds. Savimbi’s last stand against
government advances was in the Chokwe
region of Moxico, where in 2002, Savimbi
was surrounded and killed.

John A. Shoup
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Copts

Copts are a Christian group native to Egypt
and today make up around 10 percent of the
total population of the country. The Coptic
language belongs to the Afro-Asiatic group,
but was generally replaced with Arabic by
the 14th century and is reserved for reli-
gious services, though even some parts of
the service are now in Arabic. Copts speak
various dialects of Egyptian Arabic in daily
life. The Coptic language is written in a
modified version of Greek script, but the
language is the last development of the lan-
guage of ancient Egypt. The Coptic faith
spread beyond the borders of Egypt
into Nubia and Ethiopia early in the fourth
century.

The word Copt, or Qubt in Arabic,
comes from the name of the town Coptos
(modern Quft) in Upper Egypt, though
others argue that it comes from the Greek
Aegyptos or Egypt. That term derives
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originally from the name of the ancient
city of Memphis, Ha-Ka-Ptah or the House
of Ptah, which the Greeks corrupted into
Aegyptos.

Copts believe that Christianity was
brought to Egypt by Saint Mark in the first
century CE and the Coptic calendar, or
Calendar of the Martyrs, dates from 284
CE when the Roman emperor Diocletian’s
persecutions of Christians included the
martyrdom of the Coptic patriarch. The
Coptic calendar is solar based and is
linked to the agricultural year. It uses the
ancient Egyptian names of the months di-
vided into three seasons of four months
each. Christianity spread quickly among
Egypt’s Greek-speaking urban population,
but much more slowly among rural Egyp-
tians. Because it is believed that Saint
Mark first landed in Alexandria, it is the
seat of the patriarch of the Church.

Copts diverged from the official Chris-
tianity of the Roman/Byzantine state in
451, leading to conflict between the Mali-
kite or Christianity of the King (malik)
and the monophysitism of the Copts.
Byzantine persecution of Copts prior to
the Arab conquest in 641-643 caused
many Copts to welcome the Arabs. The
Prophet’s wife Maryam was a Copt, and
she was the mother of his short-lived
son Ibrahim. Copts served in the first
Arab administrations of the province, and
the Coptic language was used by the state
until replaced by Arabic under the
Umayyad Khalifah ‘Abd al-Malik (685-
705). Copts remained in government
service, and a number rose to important
positions under Islamic rulers.

Copts are mainly rural peasants with
the largest numbers in Upper Egypt,
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exceeding 2 million. In Coptic marriage
patterns, divorce is not allowed except in
the case of adultery, and marriage can only
be among their fellow Copts, indicating
that they see themselves as the true desc-
endants of the ancient Egyptians. Copts,
like Muslims in Egypt or Sudan, practice
circumcision for boys and girls, who have
the clitoris removed. Excision of the clito-
ris is a practice shared with many other
peoples in Africa. Most Copts tattoo a
cross on their wrists, and according to
folklore among the peasants, their fellow
Coptic Ethiopians will one day conquer
Egypt and spare only those who have the
tattoo. In the past, Copts also had the date
of their pilgrimage to Jerusalem tattooed
on their arm. Cross confessional popular
practices are common among the peasants,
with Muslims and Christians visiting each
other’s shrines and asking for both bless-
ings and protection against evil.

There are mixed Muslim-Christian
villages, but others in Upper Egypt are pre-
dominately one or the other. Coptic villages
or neighborhoods are dominated by the
local church bell tower, and church services
in the countryside are separated by gender;
men and women are separated by a screen,
and children are with the women.

Christian holidays of Christmas and
Easter follow the Eastern Christian calcu-
lations using the Julian calendar. Holidays
are preceded by fasts, and Copts are
required to endure long periods of fasts.
The holiday Sham al-Nasim (“sniffing the
breeze” in Arabic) is an ancient Egyptian
festival to welcome spring and usually
falls on the Monday of Coptic Easter.
Sham al-Nasim is today a national holiday

celebrated by all Egyptians, Christians,
and Muslims.

Official persecution of Copts increased
especially during the Mamluk period
(1250-1517). Copts rose in a number of
rebellions but, in 1354, the rebellion resulted
in large conversions to Islam. Under the
Ottomans, and later under the dynasty
founded by Muhammad ‘Ali (1805-1849),
the position of Copts improved. Copts were
allowed to serve in the military, and Copts
were part of the Wafd Party that emerged
to counter British colonial interests in Egypt
shortly after World War 1.

Copts are full citizens in Egypt and are
subject to a few constitutional restrictions,
such as the president of the republic must
be a Muslim—and therefore, any position
that can fill in for the president cannot be
held by a non-Muslim. Butrus Butrus Ghali,
a prominent Copt, served as Egypt’s foreign
minister under Anwar al-Sadat and was the
general secretary of the United Nations.
Until 2005, there were restrictions on the
construction and repair to churches and
monasteries that require the approval—and
signature—of the president. The Egyptian
government also recognized January 7,
Coptic Christmas, to be a national holiday
in 2002. Despite these government deci-
sions, many Copts feel the growing tide of
Islamic fundamentalism and believe they
are subject to attack.

In January 2010, a Coptic service in
Alexandria was the target of a bomb that
killed 21 people, and letters were sent to
Coptic churches in Europe telling them they
were also targets for more bombs by radical
Islamists. The Egyptian government, as
well as security services in France and



Germany, went on high alert for the Coptic
Christmas mass, and there was a large out-
pouring of official and unofficial support
for the Copts. The Christmas mass was
attended by a number of leading public fig-
ures and was fully televised on a number of
Egyptian channels. In subsequent weeks,
Egyptian television has carried a number
of interviews with Coptic officials includ-
ing Baba Shenudah, head of the church.
The unity of Muslims and Copts, a long his-
toric theme that was emphasized during the
1919 Egyptian uprising against the British,
was evoked by the Egyptian government.
John A. Shoup
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Creole

Creole, Krio, Métis, Mestico, and Colored
are terms that refer to the peoples of
mixed-race ancestry in various parts of
Africa depending on the language of the
colonial power, French, English, or Portu-
guese. In the case of Sierra Leone, Krio
(English mixed with local languages) is
also the language for 98 percent of its peo-
ple, though only 300,000 or 5 percent are
actually descendants of freed slaves
brought by the British to establish Free-
town in 1787. Numbers of Creole com-
munities vary greatly. There are about
500,000 (2009 estimate) people on the
Cape Verde Islands, of which 71 percent
are of mixed ancestry. The Mesticos in
Angola and Mozambique number over
600,000. The Cape Coloreds number
4 million, or 10 percent of South Africa’s
population.

Creole peoples originated with the first
European encounters in Africa at the trade
stations established along the Atlantic
coast. The Portuguese were the first and
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arrived on the coast of Senegal in 1444,
and in 1462, they established themselves
on the uninhabited Cape Verde Islands,
bringing slaves from Africa as laborers.
The Portuguese established trading cen-
ters on the Senegalese coast, such as
Rufisque and Portudal, which remained
under the control of African kings. The
Luso-African or Lancados (mixed African
and Portuguese ancestry) population began
as well as the spread of Catholicism. Later,
under the French, a Franco-African com-
munity developed called Métis, important
in the commercial life of St. Louis and later
Gorée. French trade interests in Senegal
were in the hands of the signares or grand
women. In 1652, the Dutch established the
Cape Colony at the Cape of Good Hope in
South Africa, and in 1658, the first ships
with slaves from Dahomey and Angola
arrived. Slaves from Mozambique, Mada-
gascar, Indonesia, India, and Sri Lanka,
including a substantial minority of Mus-
lims, came to the Cape. With the expansion
of the Cape Colony into the interior, local
Khoikhoi (Khoisan) were forced into
indentured servitude. Dutch was the
common language between these various
peoples, and intermarriage between the
whites and their slaves and freedmen
evolved into a special community by the
middle of the 18th century. As the historian
Leonard Thompson notes, “As a result of
these relationships, the ‘black’ population
of the colony became considerably light-
ened, and the ‘white’ population became
somewhat darkened” (Thompson, 45).
Both Sierra Leone and its southern
neighbor Liberia were created by the
British and the Americans as a place

where freed slaves could return to Africa.
Sierra Leone was founded in 1787 and
Liberia in 1822; Sierra Leone remained
under British control, but Liberia became
independent in 1847, modeling itself after
the United States. Settlement of slaves
freed from illegal slave ships and of freed
American slaves continued until 1865
and the Americo-Liberian identity emer-
ged, which today includes 2.5 percent of
the total population.

The cultural life of the different com-
munities varies a good deal. Most are
Christians belonging to the various denomi-
nations of the colonizers. Métis in Senegal,
Cape Verdeans, and the Mesticos are
Roman Catholic for the most part. In Sen-
egal, there is an important Catholic shrine
at Popenguine with an annual pilgrimage.
Creole in Sierra Leone and Liberia tend to
be Protestants and the Cape Coloreds are
both Protestant Dutch Reformed Church
and Muslim. The Muslim Cape community
prefers to be called Cape Malay and do not
want to be “lumped” together with the Cape
Coloreds.

Creoles have often been better educated
than indigenous peoples and have been
able to hold positions not only in com-
merce, but also in politics. Métis from
St. Louis and Gorée were represented in
the national assembly in Paris following
the French Revolution. Métis began to
hold the position of mayor of St. Louis in
1778. In some instances, Creoles, such as
the Americo-Liberians, were able to main-
tain power over indigenous peoples.
Liberia’s president Tubman granted
women and indigenous people who owned
property the right to vote in 1951. Samuel



Doe led a military coup in 1980 that ended
Americo-Liberian political dominance.

In South Africa, Coloreds had been
given the same rights as whites in the Cape
Province, but with the rise to power of the
Afrikaner National Party in 1948, Color-
eds were subjected to the same apartheid
laws as blacks. In 1956, Coloreds lost their
right to vote, and in 1962, Coloreds and
blacks lost even white representation for
them in Parliament. In 1984, attempts by
the South African government allowed
Coloreds to vote again but for their own
house, separate from the whites. Indians
were also allowed their own parliament in
an attempt to separate Colored and Indian
South Africans from the antiapartheid
struggle. Since the end of apartheid, Col-
oreds still feel marginalized by the ANC-
dominated government, though now they
have complete political freedom.
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Dan

The Dan, also called the Yacuba, Mebe,
Samia, and Gyo (or Gio), live in the border
area between Liberia and Cote d’Ivoire and
number around 350,000 in total. Most Dan
live in Cote d’Ivoire with much smaller
numbers over the border in Liberia. The
Dan Maou and the Dan Kran are subdivi-
sions of the Dan in Cote d’Ivoire and speak
the same language also called Dan, which
belongs to the southern branch of the
Mande of the Niger-Congo phylum. The
Dan are a farming people cultivating crops
of cocoa, rice, kola nuts, peanuts, cotton,
millet, and manioc as well as small live-
stock. The region they inhabit includes for-
est and savanna, giving them a wide variety
of corps they can raise.

Historically, the Dan lacked any form
of political cohesion until the 19th century
when a common language and the prefer-
ence to marry from within the Dan and
not choose marriage partners from neigh-
boring groups helped foster a sense of
unity. Before the 19th century, individual
villages were independent, and it was pos-
sible to rise to the chieftaincy through suc-
cess in farming, hunting, and through
lavish gift-giving, which was subsequently
institutionalized into the tin ceremony.
Social hierarchy was achieved through
community recognition of hard work—
and a person seeking such recognition
needed to hold feasts and give gifts. Rela-
tionships between Dan villages also
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involved lavish feasting and exchanges of
gifts, which gave both leaders further
social prestige as well as lessened tensions
between communities. In general, the Dan
have few oral traditions and no written
record of their earlier history. They are,
nonetheless, known for resisting Islamiza-
tion efforts from the Kingdom of Mali in
the 15th and 16th centuries. Even though
they generally resisted the first efforts to
convert them to Islam, the majority are
Muslims today.

Even though the majority of Dan today
are Muslims, they still have a strong
attachment to their traditional animist
beliefs. For the Dan, all people have a spi-
rit called a du. When a person dies, part of
the du will be reborn in a new person, but
part of it will also remain in the forest
joining the myriad of forest spirits. The
spirits are not only in humans, but in ani-
mals too, and were created by their god
Xra. Any activity needs the cooperation
of the forest spirits, and it is necessary to
give them a physical form. When a living
person is contacted by a du, usually during
the initiation period, he must give the spi-
rit a form, usually as a mask the person
then wears when in touch with the spirit.
In addition to a mask carved by the person,
he may also need to learn a special dance
when using the mask.

Traditional Dan religion is compli-
cated, and they have developed societies
to deal with spirits. Since the 19th century,
the most important and most wide spread
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of the societies is the Leopard, or Go,
Society. The Leopard Society controls
boys’ initiation and serves to regulate
Dan life, since it also is charged with main-
taining peace. It is a secret society, meaning
that only initiates may know what happens
at a meeting, the format they take, and any
other information about them. Boys, when
initiated, are taken into the forest for three
to four months and are taught the secrets
of the society. The influence of the Leopard
Society is growing among the Dan, but vil-
lages still today try to maintain a degree of
local independence.

The Dan make a number of cultural
items that have a ready international mar-
ket. African art has a wide appeal, and
the Dan make both masks and wooden
statues, though statues are less common.
Originally, the objects on the art market
had ceremonial uses and the masks repre-
sented du spirits, but some were worn for
simply village entertainment. There are a
wide variety of masks, but they fall into
two main groups. The northern masks are
known for having fine features, high,
smooth foreheads, eyes set in the middle
of the face, and a smooth, brown finish
due to being soaked in mud. Southern
masks are less refined with protruding
features, and the brown finish is rough,
being brushed on vegetal pigments. Dan
put on mask shows for tourists and are
known for a number of masked figures that
dance on stilts. In addition, Dan make
objects such as ornamental spoons that
are exchanged as tin gifts.

The Dan are now among the labor force
in Cote d’Ivoire’s cities, where they have a
deserved reputation for hard work. Dan
men work as lumberjacks, dockworkers,

and domestic labor, where young people
put the Dan belief in hard work to practice.
They use their earnings to finance feasts
and gift giving when they return home to
gain social status.
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Diola

The Diola, also known as the Jola, Yola,
Dyola, or Diula, is among the largest eth-
nicity in southern Senegal, mainly concen-
trated in the Casamance region. Recent
data shows there are 1.2 million in Gambia
(10 percent of the total), 1.2 million in
Senegal (4 percent of the total), and
another 800,000 in Guinea Bissau, with
other smaller populations in Burkina Faso
and Mali. Their language belongs to the
Bak group of the West Atlantic family of
languages of the larger Niger-Congo phy-
lum. Following the break up of the King-
dom of Mali, Malinke/Mande nobility
gained power over many other commun-
ities less politically organized, including
the Diola. Mande influence grew both
along the Gambia and Casamance Rivers,
where a number of states emerged with
Mande and later Fulbe leadership over a
Diola base.



The Diola appear to have been living in
the region between the Casamance and
Gambia rivers in early historic times and
were conquered by the Malian general
Tiramakhan Traoré in the 1260s, though
the lower river basin remained outside of
Malian control. Mali’s system was gener-
ally to not replace local political authority,
but to make it subject to the Malian king
or mansa. There does not appear to have
been any political authority above the
level of individual villages in the Diola
region, leaving more organized state
building to the Mande, who emerged as
local nobility. Numbers of Mande moved
into both the Gambia and Casamance and
settled in separate villages from the local
Diola. The Mande language became that
of the state, and Islam was associated with
the Mande and later with the Fulbe.

In 1360, the Malian empire suffered
from problems over succession and much
of the western part broke away, forming
the Wolof-speaking kingdom of Jolof, but
the Mande ruled the region called Kabu
(Gabu) and remained tied to Mali until
the 15th century. In the 15th century, con-
tact with European traders developed
along the Atlantic coast, and the Portu-
guese established trading posts. It is noted
that the term casamance is the Portuguese
rendering of the Mande Kasa Mansa or
King of Kasa, the name of one of the
Mande kingdoms in the region. Between
the 16th and 17th centuries, English,
French, and Dutch also arrived and set up
trading posts to purchase mainly slaves.

By the end of the 17th century, nearly
1 million Africans, many from the Sen-
egambia region, had already been taken
to the Americas. However, by 1801, the
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numbers taken from the Gambia/Casa-
mance region were less than 1 percent of
the enslaved African total. The Diola were
among the people greatly affected by the
slave trade, and a number of their words
passed into American English via West
African slaves, such as the term nguba
for the American plant peanut, which
passed into usage as goober pea, and the
term bangoe for the neck of the three- or
four-stringed, long-necked lute, which
passed into usage as banjo.

The Diola, in general, differ from the
other groups in the Senegambia area
because they did not develop distinct
classes. They have remained generally
organized into independent village com-
munities; however, in the Oussouye region,
the Floup Diola developed a monarchy
with a king who presides over religious fes-
tivals, and still does today.

The Portuguese in the 15th century
brought Christian missionaries, but few
Diola were converted to Christianity until
the French colonial period. Today, a good
number of Diola are Catholics, though
those who were under the control of jihad
leaders in the 19th century to the early
20th century converted to Islam.

Most of the Diola remained followers of
their traditional religion or had converted to
Christianity before the jihads of the 19th
century. In 1843, the Mande allied them-
selves with the Muslim Fulbe of Futa Jalon
in the Guinea highlands and launched out
to defeat the Diola and bring them into
Islam. In the 1850s, Muslim forces gained
the upper hand in the fighting, which
spread north to the Gambia under British
rule. The main jihad leader Ma Ba Diakhu
was not defeated until the 1860s, when he
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People shop at a local market in the region of Casamance, Senegal. It was in this region that a
primarily Diolan civil war was fought from the 1980s to 2004. (Torsius/Dreamstime.com)

was defeated by the non-Muslim Serer
kings of Sin and Salum and their French
allies. Leadership of the jihad south of
the Gambia fell to Fodé Kaba, who was
eventually defeated by the French in 1901.
Although the jihad was primarily among
the non-Diola peoples of the region, the
Diola suffered the effects of the wars the
most. A number of them living in the areas
under jihad leaders converted to Islam, and
today around 50 percent Diola are Muslims.

Following Senegalese independence, the
Casamance region felt that it was not receiv-
ing attention from the national government,
and a mainly Diola resistance movement
grew. From the 1980s into the 2000s, a
low-level civil war was fought between a
local separatist group and the Senegalese
government. The Diola opposition to the
Senegalese state formed into the Movement

of Democratic Forces of Casamance
(MFDC) led by a Catholic priest, Father
Augustin Diamacoune. The conflict was
brought to an end in 2004 in an agreement
between the government of President
Abdoulaye Wade and the MFDC.
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Dogamba

The Dogamba, also called Dagomba or
Dagbamba, speak Dagbani or Dagbane,
which belongs to the More-Dagbanli group
of Gur languages of the larger Niger-
Congo language phylum. They are one of
the main ethnic groups in Ghana and num-
ber over 650,000, according to the official
Ghana Web site; but according to the Joshua
Project (Christian site), the Dogamba num-
ber over 836,000 in Ghana and in Togo.
The majority of Dogamba are Muslims,
over 90 percent, with a very small minority
of only 3 percent Christians.

The Dogamba state arose in the 15th
and 16th centuries following the collapse
of the Songhai after the Moroccan inva-
sion in 1591-1592. The numerous depen-
dent states such as the Gonja, Mossi,
Wolof, Serer, and Dogamba were able to
survive and took advantage to develop fur-
ther trade with the Europeans on the
Atlantic coast. The Dogamba capital was
first located at Tamale, but in the 1600s,
the Gonja forced them to abandon the
western part of their kingdom. They built
a new capital called Yendi closer to the
border of Togo. In the early 1700s, the
Dogamba rallied, pushing the Gonja back
and remaining the strongest state in the
north of Ghana until the British defeated
them in the early 20th century. The
Dogamba were in turn forced to pay trib-
ute to the growing power of the Asante
(Akans) and were tributary to them until
the British defeated the Asante in 1874.
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In 1884, the Germans conquered Togo
and forced most of the Dogamba out of
what became their colony of Togo in
1914, and most sought protection in
British Ghana. Following the German
defeat in World War I, some Dogamba
have returned to Togo, where they form a
minority living mainly in the northern
regions.

The Dogamba are small farmers and
raise millet, sorghum, beans, and yams.
The traditional monarch, whose position
still exists today, is called the Ya-Na, and
he holds court in Yendi. Under the Ya-Na,
other ethnic groups have lived for centu-
ries with the Dogamba and have, histori-
cally, shared the same rights with them.
The throne of the Ya-Na is a pile of animal
skins and is often referred to as the Yendi
Skin. Most of Dogamba culture and litera-
ture is oral; despite conversion to Islam,
they did not produce a large corpus of
written material in Arabic or in local lan-
guage using Arabic script. Drummers
played the role of oral historians, and
drumming today is both an integral part
of the oral culture and of recounting the
political history of the Dogamba in the
legend of Tohazie or the Red Hunter.

The Dogamba follow a patrilineal
descent pattern, which goes well with the
legal rights in Islam. Older forms of matri-
lineal descent still exist in that a person’s
social status also includes the status of
the mother. Kinship groups are important
as political positions, such as that of the
king, are inherited. In addition to the two
main feasts of Islam, the Dogamba also
celebrate several of their own feasts, of
which the most important are Damba and
Bugum.
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The Dogamba king, the Ya-Na, still
exists, though the northern region of Ghana
is divided into seven administrative dis-
tricts. Rights of traditional monarchs and
recognition of traditional law were allowed,
though with the central government being
supreme and overriding local, traditional
systems of rule. Despite internal conflict in
Ghana and the extension of government
rule in the country, traditional monarchies
are recognized as are their rights to apply
common or traditional law.

John A. Shoup

Further Reading

Collins, Robert O. Africa: A Short History.
Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener Publishers,
2008.

“Dagbon and Its People.” http://www.ghana
web.com/GhanaHomePage/tribes/dagomba
.php (accessed May 10, 2010).

Olson, James. The Peoples of Africa: An Eth-
nohistorical Dictionary. Westport, CT:
Greenwood Press, 1996.

“People-in-Country Profile: Dagomba of
Ghana.” http://www.joshuaproject.net/
peopctry.php?rog3=GHé&rop3=102372
(accessed May 10, 2010).

Salm, Steven J., and Toyin Falola. Culture and
Customs of Ghana. Westport, CT: Green-
wood Press, 2002.

Dogon

The Dogon, also called Habé and Cadau,
number between 400,000 and 800,000 and
live mainly in Mali and Burkina Faso, with
the majority found in the Bandiagara
Escarpment in Mali. The Dogon speak 12
distinct dialects with around 50 recognized
subdialects, which have been classified as

belonging to the Niger-Congo phylum,
though this is far from definitive. It may be
that Dogon is its own language unrelated
to any other.

The Dogon resisted conversion to
Islam, and various oral histories of the
Dogon state that they came to the Bandia-
gara Escarpment some 1,000 years ago
from either north or west from areas under
Mande control. They say that they were
led to their current homeland by the snake
Lébé, and when they arrived at the escarp-
ment, they found an older population
living there, the Tellum and the Niongom,
whom they conquered. Some dispute this
and believe that the Tellum were the origi-
nal Dogon. Other groups arrived as late as
the 15th century to escape Islamization
and created the diverse and complex lan-
guage situation of today’s Dogon.

The Dogon have a rich cultural life that
remained well protected in their isolation
from the strong forces of Islam in the
Mande-speaking areas. Dogon cosmology
was first studied by the French ethnogra-
pher Marcel Griaule for over 20 years,
starting in the 1930s. Making sure to get
information from Dogon who had not con-
verted to either Christianity or Islam, or
who had been in long-term contact with
whites, Griaule’s research revealed that
the Dogon had astronomical knowledge
of the Dog Star, Sirus, as well as of other
heavenly bodies that are not visible to the
human eye. Griaule made no attempt to
explain how the Dogon have such knowl-
edge; but popular Western imagination
has subsequently run rampant, including
contact with extraterrestrials.

Traditional Dogon religion is animist, and
there are totem spirits or Binou that protect



Dogon masked dancers participate in the Lébé celebration in Mali. This celebration is held

once each year for three days and is popular with tourists. (iStockPhoto)

villages. Totem animals are not killed and
their parts, including hides, cannot be used.
Amma 1s the creator, and he is the focus of
all other religious celebrations as well as
having a yearly celebration of his own. The
Sigui celebration is done in cycles of every
60 years. It is connected to the cycle of the
Dog Star and can last for several years. It
celebrates the death of the first man, Lébé
Serou, and the time until man acquired
speech. It is marked by dances and long lines
of masked dancers that have become famous
among tourists. Other celebrations include
that of Lébé Serou, who was transformed
into a snake. The Lébé celebration is done
once a year and lasts for three days.
Traditional religion has a body of holy
men or hogon who preside over ceremonies
and make sure all is done properly. They

are elected to hold the position and learn
wisdom during a six-month period of near
isolation, during which they are not to
shave or wash. A hogon wears white, and
his food needs are taken care of by a young
virgin girl who has not yet had a period. At
night, the snake Lébé comes to him and
gives him the knowledge he will need.
The Dogon have a history of art, and
theirs was among the first to be sought
after by Western art dealers and collectors.
Dogon masks are used in a number of cer-
emonies, including funeral masquerades.
Dogon granaries are gender divided, and
their doors are decorated with carved
images that have become not only collec-
tors’ items, but an important source of
money from the tourist trade. Dogon statu-
ary includes ancestor figures often with
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raised arms connected to rainmaking cer-
emonies, and equestrian figures and carved
house posts have found their way onto the
world art market as well. Dogon-like art is
now made not only by Dogon, but by other
wood carvers and metal workers in Mali.

The Dogon are patrilineal, and the eldest-
living male is the head of the extended fam-
ily or guinna. Men are allowed to marry
more than one wife, though today few have
more than one. Women join the guinna of
their husbands only after the birth of their
first son. Divorce is considered to be a very
serious step, and though it is possible, it is
discouraged. Among traditional Dogon,
divorce is decided upon after the participa-
tion of the entire village.

In 1860, the Dogon came under the
control of al-Haj ‘Umar Tall’s Islamic
jihad and then by the French in 1893,
though the French did not defeat the
Dogon until 1920. Since then Dogon have
converted to either Islam (approximately
35 percent of Dogon are Muslim) or
Christianity (10 percent) and the rest prac-
tice their ancestral religion. In recent
years, Western interest in Dogon ceremo-
nies and arts has brought tourism and
needed tourist dollars. Tourist companies
in Bamako set up group visits, and Dogon
perform masked dances for them. Tourists
are allowed to stay in Dogon villages, but
most of these are eco-friendly and blend

in with the local architecture of the tradi-
tional Dogon architectural style. Tourist
development has become a much-needed
source of income, but recent
disturbance in Mali, starting in 2009
involving Al Qaeda militants, has greatly
reduced the numbers today.
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Ewe

The Ewe live in the region stretching from
the southern side of the Volta River in
Ghana to the Togo Mountains in Togo and
are divided into four main groups: the
Ewe “proper,” the Anlo Ewe, the Wtyi,
and the Mina, which includes the Ga. The
Ewe number over 2 million and are one of
the main groups in Ghana. The Ewe speak
several dialects of the Ewe language, and
Anlo has become the literary language.
Ewe belongs to the Gbe language cluster
that also includes Fon; Gbe belongs to the
Kwa family of the Niger-Congo phylum.
The Ewe originated in the border region
between Benin and Nigeria and migrated
to their current location in Ghana and Togo
in the mid-1600s. Some Ewe remained in
what is today known as Benin, where they
form a very small minority. In 1784, the
Ewe warred against the Danes, who estab-
lished forts along the coastal region; but
generally Ewe relations with European
traders were fairly good, and the Ewe sold
war captives to the Europeans as slaves.
Great Britain abolished the slave trade in
1807, and the Ewe turned to other eco-
nomic activities such as producing and
selling copra and palm oil. The Ewe were
divided by British and German colonial
enterprises; the British established the
Gold Coast in 1874, and the Germans
established Togoland colony in 1884.
During World War I, the Ewe were caught
in the fighting between the European
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powers, and after the war, former German
Togoland became a joint protectorate
shared by Great Britain and France.

The Ewe are organized around lineages
headed by the senior male. Land was seen
as a “gift” of the ancestors not to sell,
though in recent years with the penetration
of cash-crop economies, land sales do
occur. Leaders of a village’s founding
lineage traditionally hold political power,
but a council of all lineage elders serves to
help guide decision making. Colonial
authorities ruled through pliant village lead-
ers, and those who resisted colonial power
were replaced. This upset the preexisting
political structure, which allowed for the
removal by their own people of leaders
who were abusive of their power.

Ewe women play a major role in mar-
kets as do many West African women.
They are wholesalers as well as retailers,
and they hold a near monopoly over trade
in many coastal ports. They deal in a wide
variety of items, many of which are
produced by men such as a woven cloth
called keta. Keta is similar to the better-
known kente cloth woven by the Asante
(Akans). Keta is woven by men in narrow
strips that are then sewn together. At first
the cloth was white and blue, with blue
being the only dye that they had access
to; but, like kente cloth, other colors were
available after trade with Europeans
offered other sources, such as unraveling
silk belts from Morocco imported and sold
by Portuguese traders.
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Aja

The Aja or Adja are part of the Ewe of southern Benin and Togo. Their language
Aja-Gbe forms the foundation of the all of the languages between the Volta River
and the Ouemé River. Today the Aja number over 500,000 people.

The Aja split from the Yoruba in Oyo in the 13th century and established them-
selves in the Adja-Tojo region. The Aja, along with the Ewe and Fon, populated the
Bight of Benin region, existing on a mixed economy of crops, mainly millet, fishing,
and livestock. Because of the lack of good harbors, the Portuguese and other
European traders did not bother with the area until the 1620s, when they needed
sources of slaves. In the 18th century they spilt into two groups; one went south
and became the Ewe, while the other established the Allada kingdom in what is to-
day Benin. Allada fell to the Fon, and the Aja became a major source for slaves
sold to European dealers of the trans-Atlantic trade. Newman notes that the Aja
lost 3 percent of their population annually for a period of 40 years. The Aja inter-
married with the Fon, who were eventually defeated by the French in 1893.

The Aja are mainly farmers producing crops of maize, millet, manioc, and
plantains. The region they inhabit, stretching between the borders of Togo and
Benin, is heavily populated and, as a result, many Aja have migrated to Nigeria,

Ghana, and as far away as Guinea Bissau.

Voodoo is the traditional Ewe religion.
The word “voodoo” is borrowed from the
Fon word meaning “spirit.” Voodoo gives
life to all objects (animism), and powerful
spirits of nature are able to inhabit the
body of a believer during rituals and give
the person incredible physical abilities.
The Ewe are able to know which spirit is
possessing a person from the direction
the eyes roll (back or to the sides), leaving
only the whites visible. Today around
50 percent of Ewe are Christians or com-
bine Christianity with traditional belief.

The Ewe are also well known for their
drumming. Ewe drumming accompanies
dance, drama, poetry, and singing. Drums
accompany religious celebrations such as
those that contact spirits associated with

voodoo ceremonies. A special aspect of
Ewe drumming is a type called halo, which
is a humorous exchange of insults between
villages.

The Ewe were able to maintain a sense of
group identity despite being separated
between two colonial states. In 1954, they
founded the Togoland Congress to push to
unify the Ewe people and land. Some Ewe
in Togoland voted to join Ghana, which
became independent in 1957. However, the
Ewe remain separated in two states that
became independent in 1960, Ghana and
Togo, and they represent about 40 percent
of the population in Togo. In Togo, the
political elite were mainly Ewe, and follow-
ing independence, Ewe culture was used in
an attempt to build a national culture. Ewe



domination ended in 1967 when Gnassingbe
Eyadema, a Kabre from the north, became
president in a coup. The Ewe represent
about 12 percent of Ghanaians and, although
ethnic tensions have existed, such problems
have not plagued Ghana as they have other
African countries following independence.
John A. Shoup
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Fon

The Fon are one of the largest ethnic
groups in Benin and represent around
40 percent of the total population of the
country. Fon are also found in Nigeria,
and together they number 3.5 million peo-
ple, with over 1 million living in Benin.
The Fon language is closely related to that
of the Ewe and belongs to the Gbe sub-
family of Kwa of the Niger-Congo lan-
guage phylum.

The Fon developed a powerful, central-
ized state perhaps as a response to European
trade, which began in the second half of the
15th century. Fon society had been organ-
ized along clan lines, and each community
fiercely guarded its independence. Some
Fon communities had fallen under Yoruba
control, but others were able to expand their
own control over neighboring Fon villages.
The result was the rise of a strong state with
a capable military by the middle of the 17th
century. The Fon state based in Allada was
able to conquer much of the interior. Over
the grave of a defeated local ruler in Abo-
mey, the first king of the newly formed
Kingdom of Dahomey, King Agaja, built
his new capital city.

Dahomey quickly expanded and with the
military’s use of guns, its army was able to
take the trading center of Whydah/Ouidah
in the 1720s. Following a brief period of
chaos caused by the shift in power from
older states in the area, Dahomey emerged
as the most powerful of precolonial states
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in West Africa. The early kings gained a
reputation for large human sacrifices of
captured soldiers of defeated armies who
were executed at annual ceremonies. How-
ever, Dahomey became engaged in the
slave trade, and defeated peoples were sold
to European traders rather than sacrificed.
The Fon devastated many nearby peoples;
for example, the Aja lost some 3 percent
of their total population in a 40-year period.
The Fon involvement in the trans-Atlantic
slave trade was so great that their area was
named the “Slave Coast.” The Fon absorbed
anumber of defeated peoples, which helped
to strengthen their regional domination.
The Fon of Dahomey were able to remain
outside of European control until the
French conquest between 1892 and 1894.

The Fon word vodun was borrowed into
European languages as voodoo, and belief
in this traditional religion based on power-
ful spirits remains strong. Around 50 mil-
lion people in West Africa and among the
African diaspora in the Americas practice
some form of voodoo, often mixed with
Christianity. Approximately 40 percent of
Beninese are Christians, but 20 percent
follow vodun.

The Fon are primarily settled farmers
with a mixed economy of agriculture, rais-
ing livestock, fishing, and trading, which
supports a dense population. The region is
where the tropical rain forest belt is broken,
being both north and south of the Bight of
Benin, by light forest and grasslands, which
allowed early exploitation by settled
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A Guardian of the Night dancer in Fouditi,
Benin. The Fon word Vodun became Voodoo in
European languages and is defined as the faith
that is widely practiced in Benin. This straw
costume is believed to be home to the
Guardian of the Night spirit and dances on its
own during a voodoo ceremony. (Corel)

agriculturalists. The coast of the Bight of
Benin was not conducive to early European
settlements due to the fact there were few
good natural harbors.

The Fon produce a distinctive cloth
appliquéd art often called Dahomey cloth.
The form began as religious banners, stan-
dards and flags for chiefs, and on chiefs’
headgear and clothes. Today, the art is pri-
marily done for the tourist trade, and there
is a ready market for Fon appliqué outside
of the country. Fair-trade shops in Europe
and North America carry Fon appliqué of

village scenes, folktales, and other repre-
sentations. In addition, the Fon produce
wide variety of small carvings and cast fig-
ures called boccio or bochio that are
offered for sale at local markets and only
take on meaning after being animated by
a vodun priest or acquire weathering from
exposure to the elements.

The Fon were conquered by the French
starting in 1883 when they were able to
take the port of Porto-Novo. King Glele
fought to keep the coast from falling into
French hands, but by 1889, the French
had taken all of the coastal areas and, in
despair, King Glele committed suicide.
The struggle was taken up by his son and
successor King Behanzin who, in a war
between 1892 and 1894, was eventually
defeated. Many of the troops used by the
French to fight the Fon were Yoruba and
other West Africans that caused intercom-
munal distrust until recent years.

The French used local chiefs to adminis-
ter the territory starting in 1892, and the sys-
tem lasted into the 20th century. In 1904,
Dahomey was incorporated into the federa-
tion of French West Africa, but the federa-
tion was dissolved in 1958. Dahomey
became independent in 1960, but the newly
independent country was subject to intereth-
nic problems, some of which stemmed from
the French conquest of the kingdom in the
19th century. In 1972, a Marxist government
came to power and changed the name of the
country from Dahomey to Republic of
Benin, named for the Bight of Benin, which
was considered to be more politically neu-
tral. Subsequently, the country has emerged
as one of the most stable and democratic
countries in Africa.

John A. Shoup
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Fulbe

Fulbe (plural) and Pullo (singular) is the
proper name of this pastoral people who
specialize in cattle herding of West and
Central Africa. Roaming the Sahel and
the Savanna expanses, these nomadic cat-
tle herders are named differently by their
hosts or neighbors: Peul, Fula, Ful Fula,
Fule, Fulani, Fellatah, and Silmiga, among
others. Today, the majority of Fulbe are
sedentary and live in more than 17 African
countries, from Senegal to Darfur, and
from Mauritania to Cameroon. However,
the Wodaabe of Niger to northern Nigeria
and Cameroon remain nomads.

Main Fulbe regions include Futa
Toro and Futa Bhundu (Senegal), Futa
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Jalon (Guinea), Maasina (Mali), Sokoto
(Nigeria), and Adamawa (Cameroon). The
major Fulbe urban centers are Podor (Sen-
egal), Labe (Guinea), Dori (Niger), Sokoto
(Nigeria), and Maroua (Cameroon). The
overall population of Fulbe and related com-
munities is estimated at 35 million people.

Fulbe speak a noun-class language split
into two dialectal areas; Pular (also
Pulaar) is spoken west of the Niger River
Bend, whereas Fulfulde extends east of
that line; hence the Pular-Fulfulde com-
pound name. UNESCO ranks it among
Africa’s top 10 languages for numbers of
speakers.

A wealth of linguistic resources enables
the continued renewal of genres in both
the oral (myths, legends, tales, epics, prov-
erbs) and written ajami (meaning written
in their language using Arabic script) liter-
ature. They shape and proceed from the
quest for beauty, knowledge, and under-
standing: a hallmark of Fulbe culture.
Folklore masters, court poets (griots) and
scholars tap them to carry on a vibrant cul-
tural heritage.

Theories on Fulbe origins abound,
ranging from outlandish and superficial to
plausible and heuristic. They have been vary-
ingly called “distinguished Semites,” “negri-
cized” Caucasians, mysterious Hamites, a
lost tribe of Israel, 12th-century dynasty
Egypt, or Dravidian descendants.

Fulbe civilization rests on four major
groupings identified by their family names,
Baa, Bari, Jallo, and Soo, which correspond
to the four natural elements (earth, water,
fire, wind) and to the cardinal points (north,
south, east, west). In contrast, ‘Haal-Pular
are nonethnic Fulbe communities who
speak Pulaar/Fulfulde. In Futa Toro, they
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have a dozen family names. Conversely,
while retaining the four-tiered naming sys-
tem, some Fulbe communities (Khasonke,
Wasulu) speak Mande, not Pular/Fulfulde.
Similarly, Hausa has assimilated the Fulbe
(Fulani) elite in northern Nigeria.

The Fulbe population displays physical
traits (skin tone, hair, facial features) charac-
teristic of a phenotype. Pular/Fulfulde
reflects awareness of the phenomenon,
hence Fulbe consider themselves non-
blacks and call their neighbors Bhaleebhe
(blacks). Yet, despite some phenotype pecu-
liarities, it is more likely that Fulbe are
indigenous to Africa. Accordingly, the time-
line of their civilization breaks down into
four periods: Prehistory, Antiquity, Middle
Ages, and Modern Times.

Fulbe prehistory is likely embedded in
the domestication of cattle. The recent
description of the genome of the cow
shows that the bovine achieved a genetic
switch 15,000 years ago. The mutation
meant the processing of low-quality food
intake into high-grade output (milk, meat).
The taming of the bovine constituted
“one of humanity’s first leaps forward”
(Anselin 1981). Subsequently, humans
marched with the cow into civilization.
Between 12,000 and 5,000 years ago,
“Proto-Fulbe” participated probably into
adopting this ruminant as a lasting
companion. In effect, the Pullo and the
cow bonded strongly and became inter-
dependent. A dictum reminds that “the
strength of the Pullo is in the bovine; if
he loses it he will face distress.”

Fulbe devotion to their cattle started in
the Sahara, when that region was a
watered land of green pastures. Fulbe were
among the area’s likely inhabitants. Ever

since, the Pullo has stuck to the cow like
a stick. As the desert advanced, they emi-
grated southwest, leaving behind engrav-
ings of their pastoral lifestyle and hints of
their cosmogony. Archeologist Lhote
(1959) was the first to associate contempo-
rary Fulbe with his findings in Tassili
n’Ajjer (Algeria). Amadou Hampaté Ba
and G. Dieterlen (2009, 1961) agreed and
pointed to similarities between today’s
Fulbe pastoral rites and some rock draw-
ings. However, since rock art predates
writing considerably, its analysis entails
guesswork and, hence, warrants caution.
Thus, scholars have expressed reservation
about Fulbe Saharan legacy. However, no
refutation of the Ba-Dieterlen-Lhote
hypothesis has yet appeared.

The Bovidian period (4500-2500 BCE)
sealed the connection between Fulbe pas-
toral society and cattle herds. Practicing
cow worship, Fulbe believed that Geno,
the Supreme Being, created the universe
from a drop of milk. A pantheon of adjunct
deities (laareeji) oversaw animal hus-
bandry and partook with herders in the ani-
mals’ well-being. Strikingly, millennia
later, Muslim Fulbe writers Mombeya and
Ba and mystic Sufis would merge Geno
with that of Allah, thereby acknowledging
God’s oneness beyond language barriers.

Moving in on the banks of the Senegal
River, Fulbe eventually achieved a dual spe-
cialization, nomadic pastoralists and seden-
tary agriculturalists. Between the 5th and
the 13th centuries, Fulbe rulers led the cen-
tralized state of Takrur (a.k.a. Tukulor) run-
ning a standing army, engaged in domestic
slavery, and alternating between vassal and
rival of the Ghana Empire. Takrur probably
was the result of nomadic leaders (silatigi)



Imam or religious leader of the region of Boghe in the Futa Toro with one of his students rea-
ding the Qur’an in the courtyard of the Imam’s compound. The Imam controls a number of
mosques in the immediate area around the town of Boghe. (John A. Shoup)

and trailheads (arbe, sing. ardo) turning
their power into a pastoral monarchy domi-
nated by the herder-in-chief, the Aga, sym-
bol of wealth, might, and wisdom. King
Yero Jaaje was one such ruler in the ninth
century.

In that period, Takrur rulers converted to
Islam, which became religion of the court
but remained unknown to rest of the people.
Historical records indicate the presence of a
Takrur Fulbe regiment in the Arab conquest
of Southern Spain. At the peak of its
hegemony, Takrur designated generically
all sub-Saharan Africans in Arabic writings.

In the 13th century, Sundiata Keita,
emperor of Mali, vanquished both Ghana
and Takrur. Fulbe scattered throughout
the region during an interregnum that took
place with the rise of the Koli Tenhella
Baa dynasty in the West. They also

marched eastward, and by 1200 CE, they
had arrived in Hausa country. Until circa
1600, these non-Muslim rulers controlled
noncontiguous territories, from northern
Senegal to western Guinea.

Beginning in the 17th century, Muslim
Fulbe scholars launched an Islamic hege-
mony that placed them to the forefront of
history in the western Sudan. The Jihad-
driven movement began in 1625 in Futa
Bhundu, Senegal. Then it spread out south,
north, and east to Futa Jalon (1725-1896),
Futa Toro (1775-1885), Maasina (1804
1865), Sokoto (1814-1908), Adamawa
(1815-1909), and lesser dominions. The
main leaders of these Sunni theocracies
were: Karamoko Alfa, ‘Abd al-Qadir Kaan,
Sheyku Amadu, Shehu Usman dan Fodio,
and last but not the least, Al-Hajj ‘Umar
Taal. Imitating the model of the Prophet
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Muhammad, these priest-warriors mastered
the intellectual (esoteric and exoteric) and
the aesthetic dimensions of Islam. They
proselytized and built empires. Theirs were
stratified societies of aristocrats, civil com-
munity, castes, and captives. Critics have
emphasized the practice of slavery under
Fulbe hegemony. However, this should not
negate the achievements of those leaders,
who learned, taught, wrote, and upheld the
spiritual and temporal duality of their rule.

At the peak of the Fulbe states, two great
minds, Tierno Muhammadu Samba Mom-
beya and Usman dan Fodio, separately took
Pular-Fulfulde ajami literature to new
heights. Yet, Muslim Fulbe supremacy also
significantly altered tradition by replacing
indigenous nomenclature (people, places)
with Arabic designations. Furthermore,
narratives of Muslim rulers sought to give
Fulbe an Arab ancestry. However, this view
should be construed as a secular dogma of
the ruling clergy.

“West Africa’s master cattle herders,”
the Fulbe’s material art and intangible cul-
ture stand out as original and universal.
Pulaaku, the Fulbe/Haal-Pular cultural her-
itage, is acknowledged throughout the
world. It builds on three successive—and
overlapping—stages: nomadic, Islamic,
and modern; and it emphasizes both mat-
erial culture and intangible art.

Fulbe creation myths and millennia-old
way of life point to a perpetual quest for
enlightenment and wisdom, as expressed
in verbal art, speech mastery, and abun-
dant poetry. Hence, in the epic poem Kay-
dara, the journey of the hero, Hammadi,
evokes the quest—pre-Christian and
Arthurian—for the “Holy Grail,” or to
seek the unattainable.

Fulbe material culture yields a precious
inventory: the “home-in-the-bush” and
antique pastoral altar (kaggu), decorated
calabashes, iron and leatherwork, pottery,
carving, basketry, jewelry, indigo tie-dyed
fabric, woven textiles, embroidery, photos,
paintings, signature pieces by modern
sculptors.

The intangible culture features deeply
substantive—pastoral initiation texts, the
“haunting beauty” of legendary tales and
epics, European language authors and
masterworks, the inspiring life of mystic
(Sufi) masters, an esthetic Islamic liturgy
and an articulate teaching system, world-
famous musicians, haute couture celeb-
rities, photographers, filmmakers, paint-
ers, etc.

Traditional Fulbe images are known
worldwide. Fulbe popular art and caste
products, namely cotton weavers, gold-
smiths, and indigo tie-dyers, are the topics
of field studies. Delange (1974) has com-
pared Futa Jalon women’s Phrygian hair-
style (jubaade) to a mobile (hanging art
piece) by the American sculptor Alexander
Calder.

The defeat of Maasina by the army of al-
Hajj ‘Umar Taal in 1865 preceded the Euro-
pean Scramble for Africa in the late 19th
century. As elsewhere in Africa, Fulbe
indigenous states successively fell under
foreign rule. They splintered between
British West Africa/Sudan and France’s
Afrique Occidentale Francaise. “Procon-
suls” and “Rulers of Empire” organized
the exploitation of the economy and the
administration of the people to the metropo-
lis” advantage.

The Institut Frangais d’Afrique Noire
(IFAN) and the School of Oriental and



African Studies (SOAS) specialized in
research, libraries, archives, and muse-
ums. Colonial ethnographers collected
and published extensive records on Fulbe
history and culture, which are stored in
documents conserved by those institu-
tions. Secondary, professional (Ecole nor-
male called William Ponty) and military
schools trained teachers, researchers
medical staff, and junior officers. Colonial
administrator Gilbert Vieillard champ-
ioned Fulbe studies. After extensive field-
work he published detailed ethnographic
works. Upon his death on the front during
World War 11, Fulbe Ponty graduates from
Futa Jalon formed an association to carry
on Vieillard’s legacy. Eventually, the
group switched to partisan politics in
Guinea, reflecting similar trends else-
where. Its members were among the fore-
runners of the emancipation struggle that
led to independence.

Pointing to the aberrant and violent
nature of slavery and colonialism, authors
argue that the independence series of the
1960s reversed Europe’s Scramble for
Africa in the 1880s. However, given the
dismal postcolonial record, others object
that independence has been as much a
blessing as a bane. Nonetheless, Hampaté
Ba undertook the promotion of Fulbe—
and African—oral tradition. Drawing on
serendipitous fieldwork and privileged
access to core pastoral initiation, he wrote
Kumen (1961) with G. Dieterlen. Then,
he composed the beautiful Kaydara
(1969) and Koodal (1974) epics. Ba
coined the phrase “In Africa, when an
elder dies, a library burns down.” His tire-
less efforts earned him the moniker of
“pope of African oral tradition.” Cheikh
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Hamidou Kane (1954) and scores of
modern Fulbe writers followed suit. And
artists (Sori Bobo, Hamidou Baldé, Ali
Farka Touré, Baaba Maal, Oumou Sy,
Cole Ardo Sow, Ousmane Sow) contrib-
uted significantly to Fulbe cultural revival.
Finally, Fulbe politicians participated in
the inception and the expansion of post—
World War II African nationalism. In
1963, Guinea’s Telli Diallo headed the
Organization of African Unity. Today,
Mali and Nigeria have Fulbe presidents.
Yet, like elsewhere on the continent, the
economic prospects are bleak. Wrong pol-
icies and climate deterioration threaten the
Fulbe way of life (Pulaaku). Conse-
quently, various grassroots associations
try to rise to the challenge, and on the
Internet, dozens of Web sites publish
Fulbe content. Last but not least, the
Wodaabe face painting and male beauty
contests (jeerewol) are a topic of educa-
tional literature and a mainstay of world
tourism. It is a fitting tribute to the origi-
nality, vitality, and universality of Fulbe-

Haal-Pulaar civilization.
Tierno S. Bah
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Fur

The Fur people gave their name to the
region they inhabit in western Sudan, Dar
Fur, meaning the home of the Fur. Their
language, also called Fur, belongs to the
Nilo-Saharan phylum and they number
close to 800,000 people today. The Fur
are divided into three main groups, the
Kunjara, the Tunjara, and the Daju.



It seems the Fur have inhabited the cen-
tral region of Dar Fur for millennia, cen-
tered on the Jabal Marrah highlands.
They were subjected to the slow invasion
of Arab tribes, especially of the Juhaynah
Bedouin in the 14th century, and more
recently by the Baggarah Bedouin. The
area held by the Fur became more impor-
tant with the further spread of Islam. The
Fur held a strategic pass over the Jabal
Marrah, which was used by both Muslim
pilgrims from West and Central Africa on
their way to Makkah and for the Darb al-
Arba‘in or Forty Day Road, the major
trade route that linked Sudan with Egypt.

It is not known when Islam became
established among the Fur, but archeologi-
cal excavations of sites date it to the early
13th century. By the time of the founding
of the Kayra dynasty in the 17th century
by Sulayman Solong, Islam was officially
encouraged by the rulers. The capital was
moved to the town of al-Fashir, the southern
terminus of the Forty Day Road, in 1791.
The Sultanate of Dar Fur continued until it
was annexed in 1874 to Egyptian Sudan
after the death of Sultan Ibrahim bin
Muhammad Husayn in a battle with the
semi-independent ruler of the Bahr al-
Ghazal al-Zubayr Rahmah Mansur.

By the 19th century, the majority of Fur
were Muslims belonging to the Maliki
madhhab or school of Sunni Islam. Islam
and Islamic piety are important to the Fur
and one gains social status with greater
knowledge of the religion. Islam seems
to have been spread partially by fugaha’
(singular fagih) or scholars of religious
jurisprudence or fugara’ (singular faqir)
associated to Sufi brotherhoods. Kayra
rulers encouraged Islamic mystics as well

Fur |

as those trained in al-Azhar University in
Cairo to settle in Dar Fur and gave them
land grants as an incentive. As the 18th
and 19th centuries progressed, the capital
city of al-Fashir was surrounded by
such privately owned religious properties.
However, most observers noted that the
Fur have not totally given up earlier, pre-
Islamic practices that have been preserved
in belief in local spirits. Hilltop shrines are
maintained by older women, and visitors
leave offerings of flour and water. Other
Sudanic practices still exist including
taboos about blacksmiths and rainmaking
ceremonies. In general, the Fur living to
the east of Jabal Marrah had greater expo-
sure to both Islam and the Arabic lan-
guage. The Fur court became Arabic
speaking in the 18th century and the bor-
der of Islamization and Arabization was
marked by the mountains. The Fur to the
west of them, the Birgid, Mima, and the
Berri, have not yet replaced their own lan-
guage with Arabic and practice a much
more syncretic form of Islam and tradi-
tional African religion.

The Fur are settled peoples who lived in
stone-built structures called Tora. Tora
houses are a unique feature of Fur archi-
tecture, “usually built of dry-stone facings
and rubble core and composed of multi-
ples of round huts with flat roofs and sur-
rounded by a ring-wall pierced by two
opposite entrances” (Insoll, 129). A forti-
fied town is a fashir and there are a num-
ber of fashir, but the Kayra dynasty
established al-Fashir or the Fort as their
capital city.

Fur were ruled by kings with a central
state for some 2,000 years. There is some
evidence both from written accounts in

101



102

| Fur

Arabic and from archeological evidence of
the concept of divine ruler before the gen-
eral conversion to Islam. The Dar Fur state
was based in the Jabal Marrah, a rough
mountainous region that gave them a place
to retreat to in times of political weakness
and a base to strike out from in times of
political strength. Dar Fur was ruled by
the Kayra dynasty and in the 18th century,
the Kayra Sultans were able to force a
number of non-Fur to submit to their rule,
among them the non-Arab Zaghawa,
Masalit, Mararit, Birgid, and Tunjur, and
the Bedouin Arab Baggarah, particularly
the Rizayqat. In the middle to the late
18th century, Sultan Muhammad Tayrab
ibn Ahmad Bakr was able to build a large
(the size of France) multiethnic state and
extended his authority over Kordofan
to the east. To the west, he was able to
impose a peace with the Wadai Kingdom
in today’s Chad. The conquest of Sudan
by Egyptian ruler Muhammad °‘Ali’s son
Ibrahim followed the course of the Nile.
Subsequently, the Egyptian state’s expan-
sion followed the development of private
enterprises, which expanded control over
the inland areas. In 1874, the Fur Sultan-
ate was defeated and the Sulran killed by
an invading force of such Arabs under the
command of al-Zubayr Rahma Mansur,
governor of the Bahr al-Ghazal Province.
Dar Fur was annexed by Egypt and al-
Zubayr was appointed the new governor.
When Muhammad Ahmad al-Mahdi rose
in rebellion against Egyptian rule in
1881, many in Dar Fur were pro-Mahdi.
In 1883, Dar Fur formerly fell under the
Mahdi, though ruled by shadow Sultans
of the Kayra dynasty. Following the defeat
of the Mahdist state by Britain in 1898,

there was a brief attempt to revive the state
under the last Sultan ‘Ali Dinar. ‘Ali Dinar
was recognized by the British as an inde-
pendent ruler, and at first his ability to
keep the French in Chad was appreciated.
In 1901, the Sultan tried to force the Arab
Rizayqat to pay him tribute, as his Kayra
ancestors had been able to do, but the
Shaykh of the Rizayqat refused and in
1913 the Fur army invaded leaving mass
destruction, but at Tumburko the Rizayqat
defeated the Fur. In 1914, ‘Ali Dinar
joined with the Ottoman Sultan when
World War I broke out, which made him
a target for the British and their allies the
French. He was eventually defeated and
killed by the British in 1916 and Dar Fur
was annexed to Anglo-Egyptian Sudan,
though some of the western parts were
given to France.

British rule in Dar Fur can best be
described as one of neglect. Education
was limited to the sons of local elites, and
no real health clinics were available to
deal with repeated epidemics of various
diseases. Sudan became independent in
1956, and nearly from the start the state
has faced ethnic, linguistic, and religious
problems. The Fur were split between
those who had tried to assimilate into the
River Arabs, had education, spoke Arabic,
and those who had been too isolated. Into
the mix were added the Baggarah Ansar
who supported the lineage of the Mahdi
in the person of al-Sadiq al-Mahdi, Lybian
ruler Mu‘ammar Qadhafi, and the rivalry
in Chad between the Zaghawa and the
Tubu.

Fighting erupted in Dar Fur several
times and in the 1980s, large-scale fighting
killed hundreds, forcing more to escape



Sudanese refugees rest at the Gaga refugee camp in eastern Chad on February 13, 2007.
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Many Fur women and children have been displaced or killed as a result of the conflict.

(AP/Wide World Photos)

into Chad as refugees. The Arab Bedouin
Bani Husayn moved into Masalit areas
looking for better grazing and in the
end the Masalit resistance was crushed.
An attempt was made to consolidate
resistance among the Masalit, Fur, and
Zaghawa, but old grudges brought the
attempt to ruin. At the turn of the century,
two major rebel groups emerged in Dar
Fur by 2003: the Sudan Liberation Move-
ment (SLM) and the Justice and Equality
Movement (JEM), and both are seeking
equal social, political, and economic con-
ditions for non-Arabs. In the subsequent
conflict, between 200,000 and 400,000
have been killed and over 2 million dis-
placed. The conflict is also a result of
years of drought and the movement of pas-
toral nomads, mainly ethnic Arabs, into

settled farming ethnic Fur areas. Armed
militias of Arab nomads called janjaweed
(a term among the Masalit originally
meaning bandits) have been accused of
atrocities backed by the Sudanese state
and, since 2004, of cross-border raids into
Chad. Sudan has over 2 million pastoral
nomads who use much of the more arid
parts of the country. Pastoral nomads are
difficult for governments to control as tra-
ditional grazing patterns conflict with state
borders.

John A. Shoup
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Ga

The Ga or Gamashie belong to the Mina
group of the much larger Ewe people of
Ghana, Benin, and Togo, who are closely
related to the Fon. The Ga live along the
Atlantic coast of Ghana and Togo and
are mainly fishermen. The Ga number some
50,000 and speak Ga mixed with the
Ouatchi dialect of Ewe, which belongs to
the Kwa family of the Niger-Congo phylum.

The Ga are part of the Ewe people who,
according to their oral histories, migrated
to Ghana from Benin and Nigeria in the
17th century. The Ewe settled in different
parts of Togo and Ghana and engaged in
the slave trade with Europeans until trade
was brought to an end in the 19th century.
The Ga settled along the Atlantic coast
near what became the border between
Togo and Ghana, with most of them in
Ghana.

The Ga became settled farmers, fisher-
men, and traders, with women taking the
lead in marketing. Following the end of
the slave trade, many farmers began pro-
ducing copra for the market. Copra is the
by-product of making coconut oil, and is
mainly composed of the dried coconut
meat. Small, home-based industries such
as cloth weaving also became important
aspects of the economy.

Similar to other Ewe peoples, Ga soci-
ety is based on lineages, with each lineage
governed by the eldest male. The Ga have
been influenced by Christianity, and their
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funerals mix elements of the traditional
belief system of the soul returning to God
and the “personality soul” returning to
the ancestral lineage. Recently, the Ga
have become famous for their fantasy cof-
fins. Expert wood carver Kane Kwei first
created a fantasy coffin for his uncle in
the shape of a boat so that when his per-
sonality soul arrived back with the ances-
tors, he could continue his work as a
fisherman. When Kane’s mother died, he
made her coffin in the shape of an airplane
because she was fascinated with them.
Since then most Ga, and many non-Ga
neighbors, have requested master carvers
to make fantasy coffins in the shapes that
are meaningful to the individual, repre-
senting work, interests, or stations in life.
Kane Kwei died in 1992, but his son and
nephew carry on the tradition.

In 1954, the Togoland Congress was
formed to try to unify the Ewe land and
people, but Ghana gained its independence
in 1957 and Togo in 1960. The Ewe remain
scattered between three states, and since
the independence of Ghana, many Ga have
left their homes to work in Accra and other
major urban centers.

John A. Shoup
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Ganda

The Ganda (in singular Muganda and in
plural Baganda or Waganda) are a Bantu
people, and are the single largest ethnic
group in Uganda, numbering over 3.7 mil-
lion people. Their language, called Ganda
or Luganda, belongs to the interlacustrine
family of the Bantu group. They represent
17 percent of Uganda’s population,
and small numbers of them are found
in Kenya, Rwanda, and the Democratic
Republic of Congo.

The Ganda migrated to the region
around Lake Victoria in 1000 CE from
Central Africa, pushing out earlier groups
of Nilotic and Cushitic peoples. The Bag-
anda prospered and were able to effec-
tively compete with other lake kingdoms,
particularly Bunyoro. The Buganda king-
dom seems to have first been a tributary
to Bunyoro, but in the 16th century,
Buganda expanded linking into the trade
in dried fish, bark cloth, sorghum, salt,
iron, and bananas.

Baganda people developed both a food
and economic base in bananas, and their

population increased as a result, giving
them an advantage over Bunyoro, and by
1640 or 1650, they were able to exercise
independence from Bunyoro. Buganda
kings or Kabaka struck out and expanded
through the conquest of other peoples,
which continued into the 19th century.
Baganda belief is that the first Kabaka
named Kintu unified all of the clans of
the Baganda, and the honorific title of
Sasabataka or Head of the Clan Heads
was first given to him.

By the time European travelers first
encountered them, Buganda was a strong,
highly organized kingdom ruling the region
that included Lake Victoria, Lake Edward,
Lake Albert, and Lake Kygoa. When Henry
Stanley first visited the court of Kabaka
Mutesa I in 1875, Stanley noted the
king could raise an army of 150,000 men
and a war fleet of 325 canoes of close to
21.95 meters (72 feet) in length. Each vessel
was manned by a crew of 30 men of rowers
and a steersman.

Mutesa I needed to balance growing
foreign interest in Buganda, and in 1871,
the British governor of the Sudan for
Egypt, Sir Samuel Baker, annexed “Equa-
toria” to Egypt. Baker was succeeded in
office by a fellow British officer, Charles
Gordon, who placed the Austrian convert
to Islam, Amin Basha as governor of
Egyptian-Sudanese Equatoria. Amin was
also Gordon’s emissary to Mutesa . As
Buganda became of more interest to a
number of outside powers, Mutesa con-
verted to Islam, but refused to be circum-
cised. He brought Arab and Swahili
merchants and Muslim scholars to his
court, but also allowed Catholic and



Protestant missionaries to operate. Mutesa
died in 1884, and his burial place, Kasubi,
has become a shrine to the Buganda kings
as all following Kabaka are buried there.
Upon Mutesa’s death, his son and heir,
Mwanga, was unable to prevent the civil
war that began in 1886 between the Catho-
lics, Protestants, and Muslims in the king-
dom. By 1889, the Muslims were able to
force all of the Christian missionaries
out, but in 1890, the British were success-
ful in forcing Mwanga to agree to a treaty
that gave primacy to the Protestants. In
1894, Buganda, along with Bunyoro,
Kitara, and Ankole, was unified into the
British protectorate of Uganda.

The British were willing to work with
the local system, and in 1900, the Buganda
Agreement was signed, making the king-
dom officially a province in the Protect-
orate of Uganda and reorganizing its
territories into counties, each headed by a
chief. In 1955, the second Buganda Agree-
ment was signed between Britain and the
Buganda Kabaka, which made him a con-
stitutional monarch and his council or
Lukiko became an elected body.

Since the time of Mutesa I, Baganda
have converted to Islam, Catholicism, and
Protestantism. Muslims represent 20 per-
cent of the population, while Christians re-
present around 60 percent. The remaining
20 percent follow the traditional Ganda
religion, which is one of the most elabo-
rate in Africa. There are numerous spirits
that are associated with places, such as
trees, and each god and spirit has its own
traditions and priesthoods.

The Baganda are settled farmers and
raise a variety of traditional crops as well
as commercial crops of coffee, tea, sugar
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cane, and cotton introduced by the British.
Coffee is an African crop, and the tree did
grow wild in parts of Uganda; the domes-
ticated type was introduced in the 20th
century as part of British agricultural poli-
cies. Most commercial crops are grown in
the milder climatic zone, which is fre-
quently compared to the English country-
side with rolling green hills.

The Baganda are famous for the huge
buildings they can construct out of wood
covered with thatching. The Kabaka’s
traditional residence rises to 4.5 meters
(15 feet) in height. They are also expert
basket weavers, and their baskets are now

A family of coffee farmers in Uganda begin to
husk their coffee beans. Selling free-trade cof-
fee is a way for Ugandan families to earn a
living. (Brian Longmore/Dreamstime.com )
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sold online along with free-trade coffee
from Uganda.

The Kabaka ruled with divine authority
and, though the Baganda are patrilineal,
the kingship is matrilineal. The system
allows all Baganda clans to have the chance
at providing the next monarch in that
the succession goes to a male from among
the relatives of the principal wife. The
Kabaka’s court was served by those who
could prove their abilities as military
commanders or administrative services,
meaning that any one could rise to positions
of power and wealth. The Baganda were
attracted to education, and a fairly large
middle class emerged as a result. The Bag-
anda are highly educated and have come to
dominate various professions, government
offices, and the commercial farms.

When Uganda became independent in
1962, the Kabaka Mutesa II was made the
first president of the country. This lasted
until 1966, when the serving prime minister,
Milton Obote, arrested and dismissed him.
The subsequent riots by many Baganda did
not result in his return, but instead, in 1967,
all of the traditional kingdoms were abol-
ished by law. In 1971, Obote was over-
thrown by a military coup by Idi Amin
Dada, who began a reign of terror that
claimed perhaps as many as 300,000 people.
Idi Amin was driven from office by an
invading army from Tanzania in 1979 after
the economic and intellectual life of the
country had been destroyed. Obote returned
and was reelected president in 1980, but
eventually he too was forced from office by
Tito Okello, who was from the small Nilotic
group, the Acholi.

Okello was also forced to leave office
by a coup in 1986, and Yoweri Museveni

became the new president. In an attempt
to improve relations with the main ethnic
groups in Uganda, in 1993, Museveni
restored the four kingdoms in Uganda
including Buganda. The Kabaka, Ronald
Mutebi II, was in exile in Great Britain,
and he came back to be crowned the new
Kabaka in front of some 20,000 loyalists.
The new king was crowned on Buddo Hill,
near the capital Kampala, and is the site of
the ancestral throne of Buganda. His offi-
cial duties are to ensure the continuation
of Baganda culture and ceremonies, devel-
opment of agriculture and local develop-
ment projects, and to maintain ancestral
shrines.
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Gilaki and Mazandarani

The Gilaki and Mazandarani peoples live
along the southern coast of the Caspian
Sea in Iran and make up about 8 percent
of the Iranian population. Their two



languages, Gilaki and Mazandarani,
although Indo-European and related to
Persian, belong to a separate language
family and are more closely related to
Kurdish and Baluchi than to Persian.
The language family is called Mazneki or
Tabari, while the two localized languages
are Mazandarani (in the Mazandaran
region) and Gilaki (in the Gilan region).
Gilaki is not only closely related to
Mazandarani, but shares some other lin-
guistic features with Talysh. Gilaki and
Mazandarani speakers number close to
6 million in total when looking at the
2006 census of the two provinces of Gilan
and Mazandaran.

Both Gilan and Mazandaran regions
have long histories dating to before the
establishment of the Persian Empire under
Cyrus the Great (576-530 BCE). Both fell
to Alexander the Great, and though local
dynasties ruled in both regions, they were
incorporated into the subsequent Parthian
and Sassanid dynasties. The area fell to
the Arabs in 644, who brought with them
Islam. The Arabs called the area Tabari-
stan, and the division into Gilan and
Mazandaran reemerged with the arrival of
the Saljuq Turks in the 11th century. The
people of Tabaristan had early leanings
towards the ‘Alids (the descendants of
‘Ali ibn Abi Talib) and as early as 864 sent
for a member of the ‘Alid family to come
to rule over the area. Various ‘Alid dy-
nasties ruled over parts of Mazandaran
into the 16th century, and they were able
to withstand the attacks by the Safavid
ruler Shah Isma‘il (r. 1501-1524), but fell
to Shah ‘Abbas (r. 1587-1629) in 1597.

Gilan was brought more directly under
central government rule by the Ilkanid
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Oljaytii (r. 1304—1316) in 1307, but local
dynasties were able to survive. The Hanbali
and Shafa‘i Sunni madhhabs dominated in
Gilan, but Zaydi Shi‘ism remained strong
in eastern Gilan and in Mazandaran. It was
not until the time of Safavid Shah ‘Abbas
did 12er Shi‘ism come to dominate Gilan
and Mazandaran regions.

Both Sunni and Zaydi Shi‘ite Islam
found favor among the people of the
region, as had Nestorian Christianity in
the centuries before the Arab conquest.
The great historian Abu Ja‘afar Muham-
mad al-Tabari was born in the city of
Amul in 839 in Tabaristan and died in
Baghdad in 923. He was one of the great-
est scholars of his day. Several other
Islamic scholars have the name “al-
Tabari” and were either born in Tabaristan
or are descendants of those who emigrated
from there. The founder of the first organ-
ized Sufi brotherhood, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-
Jilani (1077-1166) was from Gilan. In
Arabic sources, those who originated from
Gilan are often called al-Jilani or al-Kilani
(Arabic has no letter “g,” and the closest
are either “j” or “k.” Persian, however,
does have the letter “g”.).

In the 19th century, Mazandaran was at
the heart of the Babi movement, and in
1848-1849, it was the center of a Babi
uprising. The Babi movement is an off-
shoot of mainstream 12er Shi‘ism, associ-
ated with the notion that it would be
possible to have a living person be the
bab or gate to God, with special, spiritual
knowledge. In 1844, Mirza Muhammad
‘Ali declared that he was the living bab
and later said that he was the mahdi, or
spiritual guide, expected to come either
to bring a renewal (in the role of the
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mujaddid) or to pave the way for the return
of the Hidden Imam. His followers caused
revolts in Iran and he was caught and
executed in 1850. The father of Mirza Hus-
sein ‘Ali, the founder of the Baha’i move-
ment, was also born in Mazandaran. The
Baha’i movement developed from the Babi
and has been able to survive despite per-
secution by the Qajars, the Ottomans, and
subsequent governments in Iran. The cur-
rent Iranian government has placed restric-
tions on the actions of the Baha’i, such as
preaching to non-Baha’i Muslims. Those
who can, have left Iran, and many have
come to the United States, where there is a
good number of Baha’i today, both of Ira-
nian and non-Iranian origin.

Gilan and Mazandaran were both
involved with the Bolshevik rising in Iran
from 1920 to 1921 under Kiichuk Khan.
Gilan had an active Bolshevik movement
as early as 1917, which briefly formed
the Soviet Republic of Gilan. The Bolshe-
vik risings gave the Cossack Brigade
under the command of the Mazandarani
Reda/Reza Khan the opportunity to over-
throw the Qajar dynasty (1779-1925) and
become the new shah of Iran as Reda/
Reza Shah Pahlavi in 1925. The Pahlavi
dynasty was overthrown by the Islamic
Revolution in 1979.
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Gwari

The Gwari have a number of different
names: Gbari, Gbarri, Agbari, Gwali, Gba-
gyi, and Gwarri Baris, though they tend to
use Gbagyi or Bagyi more. The word Gwari
seems to come from the Hausa word mean-
ing “slave,” possibly because the Gbagyi
have a long history of persecution by both
the Hausa and the Fulani (Fulbe). The Gba-
gyi live primarily in the Niger Plateau in the
Niger State in Nigeria near the new capital
Abuja. They are also found in Kaduna and
other northern states in Nigeria. The Gbagyi
language is part of the Benue division of the
Niger-Congo phylum, though it is broken
into a large number of dialects. They num-
ber around 700,000 people today.

The Gbagyi trace their origins to the
region of Bornu, though not to the Bornu
people who inhabited the region. They
are divided into three main religious
groups: Muslims, who make up around
one-third of the total; Christians of differ-
ent sects; and traditional animists. Most
are still small farmers and did not form
into a unified, central political state
despite years of being raided by the Hausa
and Fulani for slaves; however, slave raid-
ing did produce a group Gbagyi identity.

With Nigerian independence, the Gba-
gyi have felt they were singled out for



persecution when the new capital city of
Abuja was built in 1991. Gbagyi were for-
cibly removed and settled elsewhere,
which they see as part of the larger
Hausa-Fulani conspiracy against them.
Nonetheless, one Nigerian president has
been Gbagyi, General Ibrahim Babangida,
who governed from 1985 to 1993.
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Hadza

The Hadza or Hatsa or Hadzabe’e (also
called Hadzapi, Kingiga, and Tindiga)
and the Sandawe are the last members of
the original Khoisan inhabitants of East
and southern Africa. They are both small
in population; the Hadza number less than
1,000 and the Sandawe number no more
than 40,000. Both populations live near
Lake Eyasi in northern Tanzania, where
tsetse fly infestation prevented others from
wanting to take their land until recently.
The Hadza language does include a num-
ber of distinctive click sounds associated
with the Khoisan group, but it seems to
not share any other features. Sandawe lan-
guage does seem to be a Khoisan lan-
guage, and though the two groups have
lived close to each other for a very long
time, the two are not related.

The Hadza and Sandawe belong to
the earliest populations that once inhab-
ited the whole of East and southern
Africa which, according to archeological
record, emerged around 19,000 BCE.
Generally identified as the Khoisan peo-
ples, they were hunter-gatherers. Around
1000 BCE, Cushitic peoples pushed into
East Africa from north of Lake Turkana
and absorbed most of the original inhabi-
tants. Only a few of the Khoisan peoples
were able to remain as distinct ethnicities
after the arrival of the Cushites, including
the Hadza and Sandawe. Around 500 BCE,
Nilotic groups also moved in and pushed

113

as far as central Tanzania. They were
followed by the expansion of the Bantu,
who arrived from Central Africa after
500 BCE.

Both the Hadza and the Sandawe have
resisted changing their way of life and
have remained hunter-gatherers. Frank
Marlowe of Harvard University has stud-
ied the Hadza for a number of years and
notes that between 200 and 300 remain
foragers, gathering honey, hunting game,
digging for tubers, and gathering baobab
fruit, while the rest have developed a
mixed economy that includes working on
farms, for the game department as well as
in tourism.

Hadza religion involves a set to general
rules that when broken cause illness. The
belief is that spirits cause a person to
become ill (physically or mentally) and
not following the rules can anger the
spirits. The result is the spirit, in anger,
sends illnesses to the person. The Epeme
dance is their most important ritual, which
is held on moonless nights in the dark.
Men tell a number of “why” and “how”
stories, which entail the Hadza cosmology.
There are puberty rites for girls, which are
held during the season when berries ripen.

The Hadza and Sandawe are under
pressure from the Tanzanian government
to settle and give up their way of life. As
early as 1964, the Tanzanian government
tried to force settlement, but by 1966,
most of those who tried to settle had left
after a number had died of different
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Hadza tribesman hunts game in Tanzania, March 8, 2008. Many Hadza people remain hunters

and gatherers to this day. (Rosaria Meneghello/Dreamstime.com)

diseases. Other settlement projects were
instituted in 1979 and in 1988, where
Christian missionaries have come to work.
There have been few conversions, and the
Hadza remain uninterested in the settle-
ments.

John A. Shoup
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Haratin

The Haratin are a social class, often seen
as a caste (though this is subject to a good



deal of debate), found in most of the
oases in the Sahara. The Haratin have no
language or special cultural practices dif-
ferent from that of the peoples who domi-
nate them; thus, they speak Arabic or
Berber, depending on which is the main
culture around them. It is difficult to have
an accurate count of their numbers as well
because they can be either considered to
be either Arabs or Berbers.

The origin and meaning of the name
Haratin (singular Hartani) is controver-
sial, as some say that it comes from the
Berber term Ahardan, meaning dark or
black. Others claim it comes from the Ara-
bic phrase al-Hurr al-Thani or second
class (second group of free people),
though neither of these claims have much
proof. Still others note that, in some Ara-
bic dialects, the term is used to mean a
horse of mixed breed or “wild” unculti-
vated land Both reflect the fact that Hara-
tin are dark and that though they are
technically free, their traditional social
status was more like that of a serf in medi-
eval Europe. Haratin share the culture and
social practices of those who own their
labor. In some of the oases in Jabal Bani
or Anti Atlas Mountains in southern
Morocco, Haratin in the same oasis can
be either “Arab” or “Berber” depending
on whose land they work.

Haratin origins may be traced to the Neo-
lithic period when the Sahara was inhabited
by a number of black-skinned peoples
engaged in farming and animal husbandry.
When the Sahara began to dry up, people
were forced to find water, and the Haratin
most likely were those who developed the
oases resources and could be the same stock
as the Bafur of Mauritania or perhaps the
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Fulani/Fulbe of Senegal and Mali. They
were first dominated by the Saharan
Berbers. Then the Arabization and Islamiza-
tion of North Africa brought about a similar
change in their ethnolinguistic identity. In
either case, whether dominated by Berbers
or Arabs, the Haratin remained a servile
people without rights to buy or inherit
land or water until the end of the colonial
period.

Haratin in some places include the
descendants of freed slaves as well as
those who descend from the original peo-
ples of the oases. Many people think that
Haratin means freed slaves, but this is not
fully accurate. In the oases, both Haratin
and ‘Abid (slaves) belong to the social
classes defined as “not free to own land,”
and those slaves who were freed joined
the ranks of the Haratin. Unlike the Hara-
tin in Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, the
Haratin in Mauritania have a stronger sep-
arate sense of identity. Though culturally
part of the dominant Hassani culture
speaking Hassani Arabic, they have their
own songs, dances, and distinctive names.

During the colonial period, Haratin took
advantage of educational opportunities, and
following independence of North African
countries, many migrated for work out of
the oases to major cities or to Europe.
Many have become financially successful,
but they have not been accepted as social
equals by their former employers no matter
how wealthy they may have become.
Despite national laws that allow them to
buy, own, and inherit lands, they are still
locked out of these rights in most of the
oases, where all land is privately owned.
Haratin in Mauritania have become politi-
cally active and, in the presidential

115



116

| Hausa

elections in 2009, two of the candidates
were Haratin.
John A. Shoup
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Hausa

Spread across West Africa, the Hausa-
speaking people had one of the most
ancient civilizations in sub-Saharan Africa.
The largest population of the Hausa can be
found in the northern part of modern-day
Nigeria, where with their historical rival,
the Fulanis, they constitute more than
50 percent of the population of 140 million
people. The population of native Hausa
itself is put at around 15-20 million people.
The Hausa are also found in significant
numbers in northern Ghana, Niger, and
Benin republic. Classified as being in
Afro-Asiatic language group, the name
Hausa refers to seven subethnic groups that
are united by one language. These seven
Hausa ethnic groups are located in the
ancient states of Kano, Gobir, Zaria (Zaz-
zau), Biram, Daura, Katsina, and Rano.
Under ‘Uthman dan Fodio (also known as
Shehu Usman Dan Fodio), the Fulbe
radical Muslim cleric, the traditional rulers
of the Hausa states (Habe dynasties) were

replaced by rulers of Fulbe origin, most of
whom had migrated northeast from the
Futa Jalon valley. With the destruction of
the ancient Hausa states, the Sokoto
Caliphate was established by Fulbe war-
riors, and ‘Uthman dan Fodio soon became
ruler, incorporating into his area of influ-
ence the remaining 15 Hausa principalities
(emirates) including Zaria and Katsina.
Myths of early origin, like the Yorubas,
centered on a single ancestor, Bayajidda,
who like Oduduwa, the proclaimed ances-
tor of the Yorubas of Southeast Nigeria,
came from the Middle East, probably
Mecca. Bayajidda was believed to have
married the daughter of the queen of
Daura, whom she had saved from a sacred
snake. Between them, they had seven chil-
dren who eventually became the kings of
the seven pre-Islamic Hausa states, men-
tioned above, around 500-700 CE. In
pre-Islamic Hausa, the practice of tradi-
tional religion was widespread. However,
the entire Hausaland was soon to be con-
verted to Islam through the efforts of the
Fulbe Jihadist, ‘Uthman dan Fodio. Before
‘Uthman dan Fodio brought his brand of
Islam to Hausaland, many parts of the
ancient civilization had already been con-
verted to Islam as early as the 12th cen-
tury. Old Hausaland was part of the
Kanem-Bornu Empire, the last empire of
the Western Sudanic Empires, located
around the Lake Chad region. Native
Hausa-speaking people, who claimed
blood relations to the Kanuri people of
the Old Bornu Empire, founded the major-
ity of the Hausa states. The states in old
Hausaland were of two distinct groups.
The first group was the Hausa Bokwoi
states, and the second group was the



Hausa “Bonza” states, each comprising of
distinct ethnic groupings. The Bokwoi
states comprised of lesser tributary states
of Daura, Gobri, Zaria, Katsina, Kano,
Rano, and Bilma, while the Hausa “Bonza”
states comprised of Ilorin, Yauro, Jukum or
Karorofa, Zamfara, Nupe, and Yuri. By the
turn of the 19th century, most of these states
had been converted to Islam and were ruled
under Islamic civil and penal codes.
Considered a pagan state, most subjects
of the old Hausaland were traditional wor-
shipers of idols who fought vigorously
against conversion to Islam. Early attempts
by Islamic scholars to propagate Islam in
Hausaland failed because of the traditional
belief among Hausa people that equated
the authority of their chiefs to those of the
ancestors. In many instances, paganism
was widely embraced by several Hausa
lesser states whose rulers were able to keep
Muslim preachers at bay. However, by the
late 18th century, a significant population
of Fulbe-speaking people had migrated to
Hausaland where they lived under the mag-
nanimity of Hausa rulers who chose to
maintain friendly relations with the Islamic
community. One of those Fulbes who
migrated to Hausaland was ‘Uthman dan
Fodio, whose family migrated to Hausaland
from the lower part of Futa Jalon, where
they settled among the growing Fulbe
speakers around the Gobri area. As a young
man, ‘Uthman dan Fodio took up Qur’anic
studies under the direction of leading schol-
ars in Gobir. But his emphasis on the second
Jjihad in his Friday’s sermons caught the
attention of Tuareg Muslims, who were
soon to form the bulk of his holy warriors.
In an attempt to suppress ‘Uthman dan
Fodio’s militancy, the Sultan of Gobir
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mounted an attack on his followers with
the sole purpose of eliminating him and
his Qadiriyah (a Sufi brotherhood) views
from the Sultanate of Gobir. But he failed
to displace ‘Uthman dan Fodio and his fol-
lowers. Henceforth, ‘Uthman declared
himself the new ruler of the Emirate of
Sokoto appointing his son in-law (the hus-
band of his first daughter, Nana Asmau) as
the Waziri (war commander), and his
brother, Abdulahi, as the Galadima. From
the Emirate of Sokoto, Uthman was able
to pursue his ambition of converting non-
believers in Hausaland, and beyond, to
Islam. By 1807, most parts of Hausaland
had been converted to radical Islam.

Muslim woman from the Hausa people wears
a modesty garb called a ljbab or hijab.
(Smandy/Dreamstime.com)
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Unlike their Yoruba and Igbo neighbors
to the south, Hausaland is highly central-
ized with a remarkable degree of social
stratification. Occupational mobility is
limited, and social position in the Hausa
society is largely determined by birth and
wealth. The Hausas are organized into pat-
rilineal groups and marriage type is exoga-
mous, meaning that one has to marry
outside of one’s clan. Endogamous or in-
group marriage is absolutely forbidden.
Like the Yorubas, the Hausa (either
Muslim or pagan) are polygamous, and a
man is allowed to marry more than one
wife. The basic family unit is the com-
pound comprising of patrilocal extended
family. Once a male child is married, he
is expected to bring his wife to his father’s
compound, where he is allocated a living
quarter (a small hut). The patriarch of the
compound is usually the eldest male
member, most often the grandfather, who
wields unbridled authority and power over
all members of the unit. In Islamic Hausa-
land, gender segregation is the norm and
women are often restricted into the remote
corners of the compound where they are
only accessible to their husbands. Visiting
members of other clans, and other unre-
lated male siblings, are strictly forbidden
from the female quarter. Amongst Muslim
Hausa women, the wearing of I[jbab (hij-
hab in Arabic meaning head scarf) is
common, and they must cover their bodies
to avoid notice by men. In some instances,
a Muslim wife must be accompanied to
the market by a male member of the com-
pound, most often the husband’s brother.
A woman can be stoned to death for
committing adultery, while a man who
engaged in sexual intercourse with another

man’s wife could be subject to public
be-heading or flogging.

Hausaland has a very complex and cen-
tralized system of governance. At the apex
of power is the emir, who is selected from
amongst the royal princes by the council
of Mullahs or Mallamai, in Hausa lan-
guage. These are Islamic clerics who
based their choice not on age but on the
commitment to Islam, and rights of origin.
The emirs, because of their royal and
lineage connections, wield absolute power
over the subjects under their jurisdiction.
They are responsible for both civil and
judicial administration with the support
of the Waziris and Galadima, who are both
in charge of native administration and
military service. As a result of the accom-
modation with the British rulers at the
onset of colonial administration, the
northern protectorate was allowed to
maintain its Muslim law or Shari‘ah code
under which citizens are tried following
the procedure laid down in both the
Qur’an and the Hadith, the two most
important documents of the Islamic reli-
gion. At the village level, the chiefs are
responsible for local administration and
are responsible for the collection of trib-
utes or taxes (corvee). The majority of
Hausa-speaking people are either pastoral-
ists or farmers, and their surplus produce
is extracted to support the elaborate
system of fiefdom. The chiefs are also
responsible for the task of sanitation,
maintenance of a civil defense force, and
recruitment of young men for military ser-
vice within the emirate.

In 1914, the northern protectorate (Hau-
saland) was merged with the three other
British protectorates in the south (East,



West, and Lagos protectorates) to form
modern Nigeria. In 1960, Nigeria became
independent from British rule, and the first
elected president of the federation was
Alhaji (Sir) Abubarka Tafawa Balewa, a
Hausa politician; while another Hausa,
Alhaji Ahmadu Bello, one of the descen-
dants of Uthman dan Fodio, became the
first governor of Hausaland. Unfortu-
nately, both were killed in the bloody mili-
tary coup of 1966, which eventually led to
the prolonged civil war that lasted from
1967 to 1970. Both Sir Tafawa Balewa
and his Royal Highness, Alhaji Ahmadu
Bello, the Sardauna of Sokoto, were
champions of Nigerian freedom from
British rule, and they are both remem-
bered today as great historical figures in
Hausaland. Most of the political author-
ities of the emirs have now been replaced
by a regional civil administration headed
by an elected state governor.

Pade Badru
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Herero

The Herero and related peoples are among
the main ethnic groups in Namibia and re-
present about 7 percent of the total popula-
tion, or about 100,000 people. The Herero,
Himba or Ovahimba, Tijimba, and Mban-
deru all speak a common language usually
called Herero. The Herero language
belongs to the western branch of the Bantu
family and seems to have linguistic con-
nections to the Ovambo and the Luba-
Lunda of central Africa.

The Herero and other related peoples
raised cattle and migrated from around the
Lakes Region of Central Africa in southern
Zambia in the 16th century. During their
migration, the Herero abandoned agricul-
ture and concentrated on cattle as their main
economic base. Initially, they were able to
push the Khoisan peoples they encountered
out of the grazing areas of the Namibian
Highlands until they met the Nama Khoi-
khoin, who were able to access guns from
European traders in the Cape Colony.
Herero expansion was halted and they even
lost some lands to the Nama. Their rather
isolated location allowed them to escape
enslavement by Arabs and Swabhili from
East Africa or Portuguese from Angola.
They were not contacted by Europeans until
the end of the 19th century, when Germany
took the area as part of their colony Stidwest
Afrika.

The Herero are patrilineal and
were either nomadic or seminomadic

pastoralists. As a result, their settlement
pattern tended to be small, extended fam-
ily units called ozonganda rather than the
large intense settlements of agricultural-
ists. The ozonganda is headed by a male
and his wives, children, and his unmarried
sisters live in it. Cattle play a major role in
Herero life and are the measure of a man’s
wealth. Large herds are common and one
man may own over 1,000 head of animals.
Herero, like other cattle people in Africa,
generally did not eat their animals, but
today many are commercial livestock
producers.

Following the rinderpest plague and
conflict with the Germans, most of their
cattle either were lost to the Europeans or
died of disease. Cattle formed the basis of
their traditional religion, and without their
cattle, many Herero converted to Chris-
tianity. In addition, cattle lost their sacred-
ness, opening the way for commercial
ranching. The Himba are the only part of
the Herero who have maintained their cul-
tural purity and represent the traditional
belief system. The Himba are well known
for their leather and metal bead items,
especially of jewelry, which has become
an item of tourist interest.

The Herero resisted German control,
and in 1904 to 1905, they rose in a bloody
revolt that resulted in the death of 75 per-
cent of the Herero people. War began over
land rights and Germany’s General Lothar
von Trotha’s strategy was to not only
defeat them, but to exterminate them. He
drove the Herero into the desert and
denied them access to water. Those who
were captured were put in concentration
camps. To further the defeat of the people,
captured women were forced to remove



A Herero woman with her child wears a
traditional Herero headdress. This style was
adopted from German colonial women in the
1890s. (Shutterstock)

the flesh from the skulls of those killed so
they could be shipped back to Germany
for scientific purposes. Those who could,
fled across the border into British-
controlled Bechuanaland (modern Bot-
swana) where they survived by hiring
themselves out as farm laborers mainly
on Batswana-owned farms. The Himba in
their remote isolation were left more or
less undisturbed until recent decades,
when their pastoral lifestyle was intruded
upon by Namibian resistance groups.

In the 1920s, a form of Herero “nation-
alism” developed in the creation of a
“national” dress as well as in political
terms. National Herero dress is best seen
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in women'’s clothes, which were an adap-
tion of what was worn by German colonial
women of the 1890s. It consists of a long
dress or skirt reaching to below the ankles,
a high-buttoned shirt or top with long
sleeves and a headdress made of cloth that
comes to two side points looking a bit like
horns. The Herero played a major role in
the founding of the South West People’s
Organization (SWAPO), which fought for
Namibian independence. Once Namibia
gained independence, Herero have pushed
the Germans for compensation for the
1904-1905 genocide, and though the
German government did offer a public
apology in 2004, they have refused to pay
any compensation. In 2008, the Namibian
ambassador to Germany demanded the
return of Herero skulls collected by German
institutions during the 1904-1905 war.
John A. Shoup
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Hutu

The Hutu, also known as Abahutu, Bahutu,
and Wakhutu, comprise the majority popu-
lation of both Rwanda and Burundi, num-
bering over 6 million people or 85 percent
of the population of both countries. The
Hutu share the same Bantu languages with
their Tutsi neighbors called Kinyarwanda
or Kirundi. Hutu and Tutsi share a long
history together, but with colonization,
differences between them became more
pronounced and developed into political
identities. Scholars note that a strong eco-
nomic distinction between Tutsi and Hutu
developed in the later half of the 19th cen-
tury, when a form of unequal contract
between patrons and clients developed,
called uburetwa, giving patrons even more
control over clients including required days
of labor for the patron under threat of hav-
ing their lands taken from them. This sys-
tem of exploitation helped solidify social
and economic classes, making it even
harder to cross class lines.

The Hutu moved into the highlands in
the Lakes Region of Central Africa in the
10th century; part of the expansion by
Bantu speakers into the African Great
Lakes. The settled agriculturalists cleared
much of the forest lands to make more
areas available for agriculture, building

materials, firewood, and charcoal for iron
smelting. As a result, they also opened
more lands for grazing, which encouraged
cattle pastoralists—ancestors of the
Tutsi—to begin moving into the same
areas. From the 12th to the 14th centuries,
much of what is known today as Uganda
was ruled by the Kingdom of Kitara, while
in the Lakes Region, numerous chiefdoms
and small states ruled over rapidly grow-
ing populations. These smaller political
units remained until the formation of the
first Tutsi kingdom in the 17th century.
The first kingdom, that of Nyiginya, was
relatively small, and the “conquest” of
Hutu kingdoms progressed slowly as
much through establishing client relation-
ships as actual military conquest. The last
Hutu chiefdom was brought under Tutsi
control in the late 19th century.

Cultural life changed with the arrival of
cattle herders. Cattle herders imposed
social categories based on cattle owner-
ship, and marriage required an exchange
of cattle as part of the bride price. The
agriculturalists were placed in a socially
inferior position as clients of their cattle-
owning social superiors. Prior to European
colonization, it was possible to move
between categories of Hutu and Tutsi.
Tutsi kings owned large herds that were
spread out among clients (the position of
cattle herder was passed down through
generations), and kings used gifts of cattle
as reward for service. The patron/client
relationship formed the basis of Tutsi/
Hutu relationships. The patron or shebuja
and client or garagu were bound together
in a system called ubuhake, which comes
from cattle terminology dealing with calv-
ing. The client was given protection “as if



he was a calf in the womb of his mother”
in exchange for services including part of
the crops (Vansina, 47). It was an unequal
contract, though, stipulating that should
the patron decide to end the contract, the
client was forced not only to return the
cattle of the patron, but to relinquish all
of those the client had been able to obtain
or produce as well. Later, other forms of
unequal contracts were instituted by the
cattle- and landowning Tutsi, which
helped form class identities and thus the
two “ethnicities” as observed by European
colonial authorities.

In the past, Hutu were able to gain posi-
tions of power, particularly in the military
where by 1800, a number of the army
commanders were Hutu. A Hutu could
become a Tutsi through favor of a king
and would go through a ceremony called
guhutura, meaning “to shed Hutu status.”
Intermarriage was common, especially
between Hutu men and Tutsi women,
though the children would take the iden-
tity of their father. Marriages between
Tutsi men and Hutu women were less
common—it was easier for women to
marry down than to marry up. Intermar-
riage was more common in the southern
districts of Rwanda than in the north. Pov-
erty could cause a Tutsi to become a Hutu,
and even those of high birth such as cous-
ins of the king could lose their Tutsi status
and become Hutu.

The Germans incorporated both king-
doms of Rwanda and Burundi in the late
19th century in their East African colony
and held them until 1916, when they lost
them to the Belgians. Belgian authority
was recognized by the League of Nations
in 1923. The Europeans brought with
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them the European need to make sense
and order out of local institutions, and
they created ethnic categories. The eco-
nomic basis for the Tutsi and Hutu as
groups did not fit into colonial constructs
of ethnic categories. The colonial author-
ities were drawn to the romantic figures
of the cattle-owning Tutsis, who were
characterized as tall, lighter skinned (and
therefore perhaps of Hamitic rather the
African Bantu origins and it was fantasied
they were descendants of Ancient Egyp-
tians), with narrower noses and thinner
lips—again, more “European.” Tutsi were
warriors, while the Hutu were farmers.
The Hutu were characterized as short,
dark, and with broad noses and wide lips,
thus clearly of African/Bantu origins.
Colonial stereotypes became ingrained
not only in the minds of the colonial
authorities, but also among the local peo-
ple as social classes hardened.

The Hutu of Rwanda, through Christian
missionaries, became educated and,
before independence, began demanding
equal political rights. Their demand for
democracy caused a change in who the
colonial powers backed; from the Tutsi to
the Hutu. In 1957, a group of Hutu intel-
lectuals published the Bahutu Manifesto,
calling for democracy and the end of Tutsi
(who accounted for only 15 percent of the
population) domination. The Tutsi elite
responded by saying that the traditional
patron-client relationship was the proper
one, and that the Hutu should not expect
to share power. The Rwandan Revolution
erupted in 1959, and thousands of Tutsi
died and around 200,000 fled to nearby
countries. The last Tutsi king was among
the dead, and, in 1961, the Hutu and
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Belgians officially ended the Kingdom of
Rwanda. In 1962, the country became
independent.

The Hutu of Burundi were not able to
put an end to Tutsi domination. In 1961,
the Kingdom of Burundi separated from
the joint Rwanda-Burundi colonial author-
ity and, in 1962, became the independent
Kingdom of Burundi. The Tutsi domi-
nated the military, but the king announced
that the country would become a constitu-
tional monarchy and give political repre-
sentation to the Hutu. However, the king
refused to install the elected Hutu prime
minister, which provoked a Hutu uprising.
The response was the mass killing of
Hutu, especially intellectuals. The upris-
ing failed, but caused a military coup that
ousted the king. In the 1970s, another
Hutu rebellion resulted in the death of
200,000 Hutu, and another 100,000 fled
to neighboring countries. Again in the
1990s, Hutu-Tutsi violence in Burundi
caused some 700,000 people (both Tutsi
and Hutu) to flee. Attempts at political set-
tlement in Burundi began in 2003, and the
past two elected presidents have been
Hutus.

In Rwanda the mass exodus of Tutsi in
the Rwanda Revolution began a diaspora
population living mainly in Uganda. Tutsi
rebel forces launched several cross-border
raids with minimal effect, but in 1963,
they were able to overpower a Hutu mili-
tary base, collect modern weapons, and
speed on toward the capital before they
were defeated. The invasion sparked a
killing of approximately 10,000 Tutsis.
The president was ousted and the Hutu
general Juvénal Habyarimana became the
new president in 1973.

Habyarimana formed the Mouvement
révolutionnaire pour la developpement
(MRND) in 1975 and imposed a strict
quota of 9 percent on Tutsis in all jobs,
both public and private sectors, as well as
in schools for all ages. Tutsis were barred
from becoming officers in the military,
and Hutu soldiers could not marry Tutsi
women. In 1991, the “Hutu Ten Com-
mandments” set out a program of com-
plete separation of the two peoples, and
any Hutu who broke any of the command-
ments would be considered a traitor. The
MRND formed a youth wing called the
Interahamwe, meaning “those who work
together,” and a youth militia called Impu-
zamugambi, meaning “those with a single
purpose,” centered around Habyarimana’s
powerful wife Agathe Kanzinga and her
clique. Despite the open discrimination of
the Rwandan government, Habyarimana
was supported by France, as it saw its
influence in Africa in danger with the
growing power of the Anglophone Tutsi
Rwandese Patriotic Front (RPF).

Habyarimana was forced to deal with
the power presented to him by the Tutsi
diaspora, but, at the same time in 1993,
Habyarimana and the “Hutu Power”
clique, including his politically powerful
wife Agathe Kanzinga, prepared behind-
the-scenes plans for the “cleansing” of
Tutsis in Rwanda. Interahamwe were
trained and organized to set about the killing
of Tutsis; arms were stored, and lists of
names and addresses of Tutsis and Hutu
moderates were compiled. In 1994, when
Habyarimana’s plane was shot down
returning from signing the peace accords
with the Tutsi Rwandese Patriotic Front
(RPF), the killings began, and in 100 days,
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Hotel Rwanda and Shake Hands with the Devil:
Rwandan Genocide in Film

The 1994 genocide in Rwanda of Tutsis and moderate Hutus was the basis for
two major films, one American and the second Canadian. The American film,
Hotel Rwanda, released in 2004, is based on the real story of hotel manager Paul
Rusesabagina, who protected 1,268 Tutsi and moderate Hutu who sought refuge
at Hotel des Mille Collines, owned by the Belgian airline Sabena. The real Paul
Rusesabagina served as a consultant for the film, which was shot in Rwanda
and South Africa. Paul had never been attracted to radical Hutu Power politics,
unlike his longtime friend Georges Rutaganda, one of the leaders of the Intera-
hamwe militia.

In the movie, Paul makes use of the friendship he had cultivated with General
Augustin Bizimungu to help protect the hotel. The UNAMIR commander, Colonel
Oliver (based on the real UNAMIR commander, Canadian general Roméo Dal-
laire), also provides protection, but the UNAMIR forces are under strict orders from
New York to not engage the Inferahamwe or the Rwandan army. Eventually, the
United Nations is able to move all 1,268 people to safety behind rebel lines.

Shake Hands with the Devil chronicles the story of General Roméo Dallaire and
the UNAMIR mission to Rwanda. The 2007 film is based on the book with the
same title written by General Dallaire (published in 2003). The book won Canada’s
Governor General’s Literary Award for best nonfiction work in 2004. The film’s
screenplay was cowritten by Dallaire, who also helped coach actor Roy Dupuis,
who played him on screen. Like Hotel Rwanda, many of the scenes were filmed
in Rwanda on the actual sites where events took place. The film has played at
international film festivals and been released worldwide via satellite channels.

between 500,000 and 800,000 Tutsis and
moderate Hutus were killed by the Rwandan
army and the Interahamwe militias.

The RPF successfully defeated the
Rwandan army and pushed the Hutu
government into nearby Zaire (Congo).
Habyarimana’s widow and her inner circle
were given French assistance and were
among those evacuated from Kigali by
the French military during the United
Nations—brokered evacuation of “White
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non combatants.” The Interahamwe

spread fear of Tutsi reprisals to Hutu civil-
ians, and nearly 1.7 million people fled to
Zaire.

The new government in Rwanda is
attempting to reconcile Hutus and Tutsis.
About 130,000 Hutu have been arrested
and are awaiting trial in Arusha, Tanzania,
at the hands of an international tribunal.
Many of the Hutu who fled to Zaire
(Congo) have returned, only to find their
houses occupied by returned Tutsis. The
presence of over 1 million Hutu refugees
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Hutu refugee children carry water containers during the civil war in 1994. (MSGT Rose

Reynolds/U.S. Department of Defense for Defense Visual Information Center)

in the eastern region of Zaire caused fur-
ther problems and the eventual downfall
of Zaire’s president Mobutu. Hutu power
groups were able to establish a state in
exile in Kivu province, including recruit-
ing and training an army. Hutu were
involved in the Congolese civil war from
1994 to 1998, and many Hutu remain refu-
gees in eastern Congo.

John A. Shoup
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Igbo

The Igbo or Ibo ethnic group occupies the
Lower Niger Basin in the area now known
as southeastern Nigeria. Before amalga-
mation in 1914, the Igbo (Ibo) were organ-
ized into several decentralized patriarchal
units without a hierarchical political struc-
ture that characterized the social structures
of their neighbors to the north and south-
west, the Hausa and the Yorubas. Igbo
people are culturally homogenous, and
members are united by one language with
minor local dialectic variations. There are
two types of Igbo people, the Upland Igbo
and the Lowland Igbo, the majority of
whom still live in rural settings. In all of
Africa, the Igbo ethnic group is credited
for having the most democratic political
system because of a clear absence of
the chieftaincy system until the British
invaded the area toward the end of
the 19th century. In a desperate search for
leaders, the British colonial officials
imposed upon the Igbo a system of war-
rant chiefs whereby noted Igbo merchants,
who had collaborated with the British offi-
cials, were appointed warrant chiefs to
rule on behalf of the British Crown. Today,
Igbo people number between 15 million
and 20 million people, depending on
which census one relies on.

In some oral tradition, the Igbo were
supposed to have migrated from southern
Africa, probably a breakaway band of the
Zulu (Nguni) or another Bantu ethnic
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group. They originally settled in the con-
fluence of the Niger-Benue River before
migrating southward toward the Lower
Niger Basin. Other oral traditions state
that Igbo migrated from Egypt, passed
through the Sudan, and headed southward
to their current location in the Lower
Niger Basin much like the stories of the
Hausas and Yorubas of the same country.
However, more recent historical evidence
suggests that the majority of the Igbo
people, especially those in large cities
like Onitsha, the nerve of Igbo culture,
migrated from the ancient city of Benin
in the 16th century during the reign of
Oba Esigie of Benin, who ruled his people
from 1504 to 1550. It was at this time that
the first contacts with the Portuguese were
made. This suggests that most Igbo were
originally part of the Edo ethnic group in
present-day midwestern Nigeria, and most
probably related as well to the Ibiobio
speaking people, which are considered to
be the closest Igbo neighbors.

The Igbo have a vibrant culture that
many are proud of today and it is often
displayed in their elegant mode of dress,
characterized by a flowing gown, a red or
black hat, and a walking stick. In many
parts of Igboland, the patrilineal extended
family system is the norm; however, there
are pockets of matrilineal groupings in
which women dominate all aspects of
society. Polygamous marriage is widely
practiced with a man having more than
one wife; though there is no evidence of a
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woman having more than one husband.
Most Igbo live under an extended family
unit, which may include generations of
related siblings. Before embracing Chris-
tianity, Igbo practiced a unique form of
traditional African religion, which may
equate to ancestor worship. The main
God is known as Chuckwu, whom the
entire village worships, and it is widely
recognized as the universal being, the
creator. There are also other lesser gods
called “Umuagbar,” and below these are
the “Ndi Ichie” or spirits of the ancestors.
Some Igbo subgrouping also worships
their personal god called chi. An Igbo
man carries his chi in his pocket on his
way to sell his wares in the market. If he
returns with all his wares sold, he pours a
drink of gin or palm wine as a libation to
his lesser god (chi); but if he returns home
without a good amount of sale, he throws
the chi out of the window and replaces it
with another one. He settles on the one
that brings him personal fortune. The Igbo
people are more practical in their belief
system,; if the god does not provide, there
is no need to worship such a deity.

The traditional Igbo society was prob-
ably the most democratic society in sub-
Saharan Africa, with the village assembly
being the basis of civil governance where
ordinary citizens could have their say.
But with the appointment of the Warrant
Chiefs by the British during the early
phase of colonization, this democratic
decision-making process was abolished
and replaced by a British-style customary
system of civil administration dominated
by the emerging elite, most especially the
warrant chiefs and the Igbo merchant
class. At the village level, the king or Eze

rules his people with the assistance of
“red-hat” chiefs decked in local red beads
indicating their ranks. The Council of
Elders also serves in an advisory capacity
to the king and, together with the beaded
chiefs, maintains order and stability in
the village. However, with the advent of
colonization, the traditional social struc-
ture of Igbo society is increasingly giving
way to a modern way of life, with Chris-
tianity replacing the old traditional belief
system which is well described in
Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart first
published in 1958.

One of the most legendary personalities
in Igbo modern history was Dr. Nnamidi
Azikiwe, who was born in the northern
Nigerian town of Zunguru on Novem-
ber 16, 1904. Azikiwe attended the Lagos
Methodist Boys’ High School before pro-
ceeding to Lincoln and Howard univer-
sities in the United States. While in the
United States, he met leading African
American scholars and social activists like
Dr. W.E. B. Du Bois, who encouraged him
to attend the second Pan African Congress
in Manchester in 1949, where the main
issue of the conference was decoloniza-
tion. Azikiwe returned to Africa first to
Accra, Ghana, in 1934 to become the
editor of the African Morning Post, a
platform he used to promote his anti-
colonization views. When Nigeria was
granted independence in 1960, Azikiwe
became the first president of the country;
a position he held before the first military
coup of 1966. With the coup came the Bia-
fra war, under the command of a young
Igbo officer, Colonel Odumegwu Ojukwu.
The war brought much suffering to the
Igbo and nation, and as a group, they



suffered the worst calamity of their recent
history. By the time the war ended in
1970, nearly 3 million Igbo people had
been slaughtered by federal forces led by
Hausa, Fulani (Fulbe), and Yoruba gener-
als. The Biafra war is perhaps the first case
of ethnic genocide in Africa, and possibly
the most brutal.

Pade Badru
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ljaw

The Ijaw, also called Ijo, Ejo, Izon, Ezon,
Ejon, Uzon, or Ujon from the name of
the founding ancestor Ujo or Ojo, appear
to be one of the oldest populations living
in the Cross River/Niger Delta region of
Nigeria and claim to have lived in their

129



130

| ljaw

current location for over 7,000 years. Their
language has no immediate cognates,
which helps support the idea that they
speak a unique language called Izon and
belong to the Ijoid family of the Niger-
Congo phylum, some Ijaw claim they origi-
nated in Upper Egypt while others say in
South Africa. They number over 14 million
people, or 10 percent of Nigeria’s popula-
tion, and are broken up into a number of
subgroups, including the Ibanji, Okrika,
Kalabari, Nemba, Akassa, and Defka.

It appears that the Ijaw have lived in the
Delta region before the fifth millennium
BCE, and they were able to keep a sepa-
rate identity because they lived where the
agriculturally dependent Bunue-Kwa
groups were unable to penetrate. [jaw eco-
nomics were based on fishing; they dried
and salted fish for trade with agricultural-
ists for yams and other goods. In addition,
the Ijaw had direct access to the sea and
also traded sea shells as ornamentation
and salt to inland group.

In the 12th century, a number of states
grew, and by the 16th century, the Ijaw
formed a number of powerful kingdoms
with strong central rule. In the 15th cen-
tury, they came into contact with Euro-
pean traders and became involved as
middlemen supplying slaves.

Around 95 percent of Ijaw are Chris-
tians today, but the remainder follows the
traditional religion. Traditional religion
involves both ancestor worship and water
spirits, or owuamapu, who do not share
form or emotions with humans. Ancestral
sprits watch over the living and, in honor
of them, bits of food from a meal are
offered. In addition, traditional religion

has divination as part of its practice. It is
noted that some of the traditional practices
of the [jaw are similar to those of the Igbo
in elaborate wooden carvings, dance,
masks, and music.

British colonization of the [jaw took
place between 1884 and 1894 as different
states were forced to agree to be British
protectorates. It took until 1902 to bring
the whole of the Delta area under British
control with the defeat of the Igbo. Many
of the Ijaw converted to Christianity and
sought better jobs through education.

Nigeria became independent in 1960
and became a republic in 1963. The crisis
of the Biafra War from 1967 to 1970
greatly impacted all of the southern part
of Nigeria, though the I[jaw did not support
the Igbo attempt for independence. I[jaw
“rebellion” began later with the discovery
of oil in their part of the country. Feeling
denied most of the financial benefits
of the oil monies, they have become
embroiled in conflict with the government.
While they are able to take advantage of
higher-paying jobs, they have not seen
the social improvements they would like.
The conflict has escalated with Shell Oil
rigs and Shell employees being taken over
or kidnapped by Ijaw militants. A major
issue the Ijaw see is the environmental
damage caused by oil exploration and
pumping stations, which impacts fishing
and other aspects of their livelihood. In
2010, Dr. Goodluck Jonathan, himself an
Ijaw, was sworn in as the acting president
of the republic in response to further
threats of violence on the part of Ijaw
youth.

John A. Shoup
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ljaw women protest the deal Chevron offered their people for oil exploration in their lands in
July 2002. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Isoko

The Isoko, also called Urhoba, Biotu,
Igabo, and Sobo, live in the northwestern
edge of the Niger Delta region in Nigeria.
Sobo and Igabo are both pejorative terms,
and Biotu is the Ijaw word for them mean-
ing “interior people.” Though in Izon, the
language of the Ijaw, the word Biotu is
not a pejorative, the Isoko consider it to
be so. They number 423,000 people. Their
language is called Isoko and it belongs to
the Kwa group of the Niger-Congo phy-
lum. They hold that they descend from
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people from the Benin Kingdom, but this
is disputed by scholars.

The Isoko live from fishing and the pro-
duction of palm oil as well as farming cas-
sava, maize, beans, and peanuts. Isoko
society is patrilineal and each homestead
is headed by a male and each homestead
occupies a ward in a traditional village.
Villages are compact numbering usually
around 500 people. Society, both men
and women, are divided into age grades
with specific tasks for each grade. In addi-
tion, each village is autonomous. The
majority of the Isoko today are Christians.

Since Nigerian independence in 1960,
the Isoko have mixed with other peoples

in the Niger Delta area such as the Ijaw.
Nonetheless, they have strived to maintain
their own identity. In recent years, the
Isoko have ventured widely from their
home region, working throughout Nigeria
as small commercial entrepreneurs despite
the fact that their own home region is
nearly all rural.

John A. Shoup
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Jews

The word Jew refers to an ethnicity as well
as to a religion, and historically, non-Jews
such as Berbers in North Africa have con-
verted to Judaism assuming with their
conversion the idea of a common origin
and common historical experience. Jews
speak a wide range of languages for their
daily interactions, and until the creation
of the Zionist movement and the attempt
to create a Jewish homeland in Palestine
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
Hebrew was a literary and liturgical lan-
guage rarely spoken outside of religious
discourse. Hebrew belongs to the North-
west family of Semitic languages of the
Afro-Asiatic phylum. Most of the other
languages of this group, such as Canaan-
ite, are no longer spoken with the excep-
tion of Aramaic; Arabic belongs to the
West Semitic family, and though it shares
many similarities to Hebrew, the two lan-
guages are not closely related. Modern
Hebrew was created to be a national lan-
guage shared by all Jewish immigrants to
Palestine and then, after 1948, to the state
of Israel. It differs from Classical Hebrew
in pronunciation, some vocabulary, and in
some grammatical points. Modern Hebrew
is spoken by nearly 6 million people in
Israel, while another 200,000 speakers
are mainly in North America and Europe.
According to the Jewish Agency for Israel
in 2007, there were 5.5 million Jews in
Israel and among the Middle Eastern and
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African countries with Jewish popula-
tions; Turkey has 17,800, and South Africa
has 72,000 Jews. Other Middle Eastern
and North African countries such as Syria,
Iran, Tunisia, and Morocco have small
minorities of generally less than 5,000
each.

The term Jew in Western European lan-
guages originates from the Latin ludaeum
meaning the inhabitants of Judea, which
refers to the land of the tribe of Judah or
Yehuda in Aramaic—thus the terms
Yahud/Yahudi for “Jewish” in other Semitic
languages such as Arabic. The term has
come to mean the followers of the religion
of Judaism. The term Hebrew or ‘ibri is
used today to refer to the language and to
the ancient Hebrew people who established
the First Kingdom in Jerusalem (1005/
1004-930 BCE).

According to Jewish, Christian, and
Islamic accounts, the Hebrews descend
from the Patriarch Abraham/Ibrahim
through his wife Sarah, while the Arabs
descend from him through the Egyptian
bondwoman Hagar/Hajar. Relations with
Egypt were significant, and among the
social practices borrowed from the Egyp-
tians was male circumcision, which is a
widely practiced custom in Africa.

Following their long sojourn in Egypt,
the Hebrews established themselves amidst
older populations in today’s Jordan and
Palestine-Israel, and remained a loose con-
federation of pastoral tribes who eventually
began to take up agriculture. Eventually, the
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tribes were brought under the command of
one leader, first Saul, and later David
(1005/1004-930 BCE). Moroccan Jews
believe the earliest Jewish settlements in
Morocco date from the time of King
Solomon (970-930 BCE), who sent trading
missions as far as to the Massa River in
Morocco’s Sus region. Some scholars note
that Jews helped in the founding of
Carthage in 814 BCE. The First Kingdom
was short-lived and, upon the death of Solo-
mon in 930 BCE, it was divided into the
northern Kingdom of Israel and the southern
Kingdom of Judah. The two kingdoms fre-
quently fought, and Judah did not come to
the aid of Israel when it was overrun by the
Assyrians in 772 BCE. The Assyrians took
large numbers of Jews as prisoners and
deported them to Mesopotamia. Judah was
destroyed by the Babylonians in 587-
586 BCE, and large numbers of Jews again
were taken prisoner and brought to Mesopo-
tamia. Some Jews escaped west to Egypt and
North Africa and the Ghriba, or “The Mar-
velous” Synagogue on the Island of Jerba
off the southern Tunisian coast, is said to
date from 587 BCE. According to local
legend, a door from the First Temple was
built into its walls. It is the oldest continually
used synagogue in the world.

The Babylonian Exile came to an end
with the Persian conquest of Babylon in
538 BCE by Cyrus the Great. The Persians
were relatively tolerant rulers and allowed
the Jews to return to Palestine and even to
rebuild the Temple in Jerusa