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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is about the traditional beliefs and the process of Islamization among 

the Zaghawa. It- ,-. - examine Islam as understood and practised by the Zaghawa 

society rather than the "universal model". of Islam or Islam as it is supposed to be. 

Chapter one is concerned with the 'basic' cosmology, system of belief and objects of 

sanctity among the Zaghawa. The Zaghawa gave the names of their ha mandas ( sacred 

mountains) to their territorial divisions and their newly appointed chiefs in the past 

slaughtered a pregnant camel on top of their clans' ha mandas in order to legitimise their 

leadership and power. 

Chapter two explains how the harsh environmental conditions of Dar Zaghawa 

and the lack of security in the past caused many uncertainties and led the Zaghawa to 

consult various divinatory techniques to arrive at the hidden knowledge and the hazards 

that might lie ahead. The various divinatory techniques practised by the Zaghawa are 

also examined in detail in this chapter in addition to various forms of afflictions caused 

by supernatural powers and their traditional healing devices. 

Chapter three is devoted-to the introduction of Islam into the Zaghawa society. 

It shows how the point at which Islam met the Zaghawa at first was such that it 

appeared less alien to them, a fact which made it easy for them to accept the new 

religion: - 'This chapter furthermore examines the impact of Islam upon cosmology, 

system of belief, objects of sanctity, divination, affliction and healing. It'also explains 

why Islamization brought about the sex division of religion and how the concept of 

religious purity and pollution introduced by Islam has been interpreted by the fakis to 

justify the discrimination against the mai . 
Chapter four describes the Islamic ritual practices, notably the five pillars of 

Islam and the ritual practices related to the life cycle, agricultural activities, purification 

and reconciliation on the occasion of adultery and manslaughter. The main purpose of 
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this chapter is to discern how these general Islamic rituals have been influenced by the 

particular setting of the Zaghawa environment. 

Chapter five discusses and evaluates the effect of formal education, the 

establishment of the new Sudanese state and formal peace keeping institutions, the 

improvement of communications and medical services and the deterioration of 

environmental conditions in Dar Zaghawa in facilitating religious change. The chapter 

goes on to explain how the socioeconomic crises and political upheavals in Dar 

Zaghawa in the sixties on the one hand and the complicity of the national political 

parties with the Zaghawa chiefs on the other anguished the commoners and led many of 

them to join the Muslim Brotherhood and the Jamaa Ansar al--Sunna al--Mohamediva 

and demand the return to the pristine Islam and the application of the Islamic shari'a 

law. It furthermore explains why the religious reformers, though they succeeded in 

persuading the Zaghawa to accept the religious changes in some aspects of their lives, 

failed to do so in many other aspects, notably the gender relations and the 

discrimination against the mai 

The concluding chapter critically assesses and evaluates the existing literature on 

conversion to Islam in Africa. The syncretism and the margirialization models, though 

important ; do not go far enough to explain why the Zaghawa continued to perform 

their pre--Islamic rituals even when their belief changed. It suggests Fernandez's 

model, which differentiates between the social consensus and cultural consensus, as 

particularly. useful for deeper analyses of the impact of Islam upon the Zaghawa 

society. ý-, 
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TNTRODUCTTON 

The Zaghawa are a semi--nomadic group divided by the international border line 

between the Republic of the Sudan and Chad. This thesis is confined to those who live 

in the northern province of Darfur region in the western part of the Republic of the 

Sudan, in the area delimited by the latitudes 15--18 N and the longitudes 22-- 25 E, 

which is traditionally known as Dar Zaghawa ( see Map 1). It excludes those Zaghawa 

who migrated to Kajmar in northern Kordofan, probably in the eighteenth century, and 

have lost any contact with Dar Zaghawa ever. since, and also the Zaghawa of Anka and 

dar Beire who have been annexed to the neighbouring dar Suweni (Dor) since the 

reign of Sultan Ahmed Dowra of the Fur Sultanate (O'Fahey 1980: 84 ). 

Traditionally; the Zaghawa identified themselves as beri but the term Zaghawa 

by which they were referred to by outsiders has gained popularity even among 

themselves. They use this term when they identify themselves to strangers outside their 

homeland or when they are communicating with others. 

The Zaghawa are internally divided into four adjacent darn (territories ) known 

as dar Tuer, dar Gala, dar Kobe and dar Artaj. Each dar represents, to some extent, a 

distinct linguistic area since Kubara (Kobe ), Unai ( Artaj ), Wegi (Tuer and Gala ) 

and Tuba ( Bideyat) speak different distinguishable dialects. The Zaghawa have no 

paramount chief. Each territory is headed by its own autonomous chief who either 

bears the title melik , sultan or shartai . 
Sociologically more important, the Zaghawa society is internally stratified into 

three broad categories, the LW bores ( members of the royal families ), the miskin 

( commoners ) and the mai (a minority group of hereditary and occupationally 

specialised craftsmen ). The Zaghawa depend on animal husbandry and rainfed millet 

cultivation as the main sources of their livelihood. They were badly affected by the 

recent droughts which struck the Sahelian zone in Africa ( see Map 2 ), and 
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consequently a large proportion of the Zaghawa population migrated outside their 

traditional homeland to more hospitable areas in Southern Darfur and the urban centres 

of the Sudan. But the recent research by Ibrahim (1984) and Harir ( 1986 ) indicates 

that there is a population of some 40,000 still residing in Dar Zaghawa. A large 

proportion of those who settled in the urban centres of Darfur are now involved in 

trading business. 

Most anthropologists who have studied the Middle Eastern societies have 

neglected the whole realm of religion and ritual practices at the level of the local 

community. These anthropologists are content to record that their subjects are Muslims 

whose religious customs and practices differ from the Islamic laws, but their adaptation 

and performance of Islam does not seem to have impressed them as requiring 

explanation, a point which has been indicated both by Tapper ( 1979: 13--14,1984: 

247) and Holy ( 1989: 5--9 ). 'Although some research has been conducted in this 

field ( see for example Geertz 1968, 'Gellner 1969, Gilsenan 1973 and Osman 1983 ), 

its authors cöncentrated mainly on specific' aspects of religious life such as saints, 

shrines and the role of fakir instead of covering the major religious processes. My 

research, though it intends to explain the religious changes among the Zaghawa society 

from' an anthropological perspective, which usually focuses on the particularistic 

aspects of 'a group that render it distinct from others, discusses the process of 

Islamization in the Zaghawa society within the framework of more general regional 

patterns of Islam in Africa and in the Middle East , by'and large, as the Zaghawa 

society is an integral part of a wider Islamic umma and therefore affected both 

emotionally and ideologically to a great extent* by it. 

It is' generally agreed that Islam can be analysed' sociologically only within the 

social context of actual living Muslim communities. The re-emergence of Islam in the 

world today also necessitates `a closer look at the grass roots and village level in the 

traditional Islamic societies to discern the socioeconomic and political factors which are 

conducive to religious change. I therefore conducted fieldwork among the Zaghawa for 



a year between May 1988 and May 1989 to collect the material used in this research. 

The fact that I am an insider, studying my own society and being a native speaker of the 

language was very much to my advantage, for my cultural knowledge was greatly 

helpful in gaining an insight into many of the complicated issues being focused upon in 

this thesis. For instance, during my fieldwork when security in Darfur was devastated 

by the widespread armed robbery and mutual raids between rival ethnic groups, which 

in some cases reached the point of open war, the area of my study was completely cut 

off from the regional capital, and I gather that had I not been an insider my study could 

have been jeopardised as it was too risky to go about in the countryside asking 

questions. 

But being an insider is not without its problems. Other than the obvious risk of 

taking many things in one's own culture for granted and not needing to be questioned, 

many people, mainly the dignified kir' bores and the religious reformers were unhappy 

with my involvement with the mai , the badas ( spirit--mediums) gorras (practitioners 

of sand divination) and algovras ( practitioners of cowry divination ). The kir6 bores 

view the mai as socially inferior and religiously impure and therefore expect that any 

contact with them may end up in contamination. Their fears were raised by some 

rumours disseminated by the mai that I was there to bring equality between them and 

the beri community. The religious reformers were unhappy with my recurrent visits to 

the badas ( spirit--mediums) and the other diviners. They feared that, given my status, 

I might indirectly encourage the Zaghawa who saw me interviewing these diviners and 

trying to learn their skills to continue consulting them. Also my father's unexpected 

death at Khartoum on his return journey from Mecca led me, as his oldest son, to stay 

at home for a considerably long period of time to put many things in order and to 

receive the condolers and wait for members of the extended family who were coming 

from various parts of the region. 

When collecting the information used in this thesis, I interviewed the people 

knowledgeable in various aspects of the Zaghawa culture, including the Zaghawa 
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intellectuals and government ministers, sultans , meliks and shartai , omdas , ordinary 

men and women, beri and mai .I attended several meetings in Dar Zaghawa, most 

notably two tribal gatherings in Umburu concerned with the combat of armed robbery 

throughout Dar Zaghawa and with the appointment of the melik of dar Tuer. I also 

attended a tribal gathering in Om--Haraz to appoint a new melik for dar Artaj after the 

assassination of melik Musa and a similar gathering in dar Gala convened to choose the 

omda to the Geli Gargi clan. I was also able to attend many other informal gatherings 

inUmburu, my-home town, in my capacity as a member of the community. These 

meetings offered me an immense experience and an insight into the Zaghawa politics, 

their political processes and the management of their social affairs. I also registered the 

life history of some of the marginal members of the Zaghawa society in an attempt to 

delineate part of their personal experiences which cannot be obtained otherwise, as they 

were neither documented nor could be possibly observed at present. 

To view how others judge the Zaghawa, I interview Mohamed Mahmoud 

Himmeidah, chief director. of the regional administrative and tribal affairs, elites of 

adjacent ethnic groups notably the sultan Abdel Rahman Bahr Al--Din of the Masalit 

and the omda Siddiq Yahya Madibbo, of the Rezeigat Arabs in Southern Darfur and 

many other knowledgeable people in Darfur. I furthermore consulted government 

documents, books and two unpublished doctoral theses on the area. In Britain, I 

consulted the Sudan archives deposited at the University of Durham and London 

School of Oriental and African Studies. 

Islam among the Zaghawa, the subject of this thesis, is of more than academic 

interest. My main interest of writing on this topic, other than filling an important gap 

in the literature, is to bring to light some aspects of the Zaghawa culture, most 

importantly the root factors behind the discrimination against the -mai . 
Many beri are 

made to believe that the mai are religiously impure and therefore their discrimination is 

an obligatory religious duty which members of the society should carry out without 

question. This cultural trait seems to be based on myth and false religious notions 

xix 



introduced deliberately and consciously by particular groups in history to maintain their 

ascribed status and privileges despite the fact that these justifications are contrary to the 

Islamic injunctions interpreted by the Mama 
. As the discrimination against the mai 

hinders social cohesion and the assimilation of the mai into the wider Zaghawa society, 

it is hoped that this thesis, by focusing partly on this sensitive issue, which is taboo 

among the beri 
, can contribute to changing the attitudes of the beri towards the mai . It 

is also hoped to provide an adequate background to social reformers and government 

bodies which are responsible for the social well--being of the underprivileged and 

deprived communities like the mai . 
The history of Darfur is yet to be written from many uncollected documents in 

the hands of people and oral traditions of various Darfurian groups ( O'Fahey 1980 ), 

and the'Zaghawa oral tradition presented in this thesis may contribute to-wards filling 

some gaps in it. As the study of Islamic ritual practices and the relationship between 

the indigenous jural institutions and the Islamic shari'a in Sub--Sahara Africa have not 

been subject to close study, whereas they have been intensively studied elsewhere in 

the Muslim world ( Lewis 1980: ix ), this thesis, by analysing the impact of Islam upon 

a traditional African society south of the Sahara, meets a long standing demand. 
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Map 1: The Location of Dar Zaghawa 
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Map 2: the Sahelian Zone in the Sudan 
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CHAPTER ONE 

COSMOLOGICAL VIEWS AND OBJECTS OF SANCTITY 

AMONG THE ZAGHAWA 

1. THE BELIEF IN THE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS: 

According to the traditional Zaghawa belief, the universe has been created and 

controlled by a high god, known as ido in their own language. Ido was thought to 

dwell in some natural objects such as the cave of Ido Ha ( Lit. the mount of ido ), a 

mountain which lies east of Umburu ( see Plate 1 ). Nevertheless, he was considered 

not only the master of this world but also the world to come, better known by boi be 

( Lit. the home of the evil spirits ). People survive after death and their spirits go to 

boi be 
. According to one myth, the sky was initially connected to the ground on the 

line of horizon. Its summit was only a few feet high above the human beings' heads. 

It flew up to where it stands now only when a young Arab female child thrust it 

involuntarily with a hot stirrer which she was licking. The ground was interpreted as 

flat and those who travelled far afield could reach idi--tock ( Lit. the end of the earth ), 

beyond which lies a deep dark bottomless hole. 

The existence of different categories of spiritual beings which also people the 

world is subsumed in the Zaghawa belief system. Among these spiritual beings 'il'nün 

( 'inn ), boi ( familiars) and bordobordo ( spirits of dead persons) are more salient. It 

will be convenient to consider them briefly in turn. 
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Plate 1: The cave of Mount Ido Ha, Assumed to be the residence 

of Ido 
, the Pre--Islamic god 
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. 
(a) Jinün (Jinn): 

Jinün are supernatural beings which do not normally appear to humans. 

They are thought to be capable of transforming themselves into different shapes such as 

snakes, antelopes, human beings as well as, to any dreadful figures that one can 

imagine. According to the Zaghawa, jinün dwell in the air, beneath the mountains and 

in large evergreen trees in the uninhabited remote corners of the countryside. 

The 'unun are similar in many respects to human beings. For instance, they get 

married and perform their wedding ceremonies, cultivate their farms and rear animals. 

It is a commonplace belief among the Zaghawa that the ini n escort the game. % 

Giraffes are said to be their camels whereas the antelopes and the guinea fowls are their 

goats and hens respectively. The 'jinun are powerful beings in the invisible world and 

they can inflict a punitive action against whoever infringes their rights. For instance, the 

'ini n herders who escort the giraffes could retaliate against the hunters who kill them. 

The 'inün are believed to be the cause of many misfortunes which occur during hunts 

and end up in the hunter's loss of eyes or limbs. It is because of this idea that when a 

Zaghawi kills a giraffe, he instantly cuts its head and tail and hides them in a separate 

place so that the jinn herders cannot identify it. Middleton seemed to be referring to a 

similar phenomenon among the Lugbara when he stated that "Hunters are men who 

venture into the realm of spirits (adro ):... on their return they undergo a form of ritual 

purification by the diviners to rid them of the dangers or revenge by the kin of the 

animals they have killed" (Micl dleton 1973: 384 ). Likewise among the Kwanim Pa, 

James stated that hunters fear the killing of wild animals because the arum of the 

animals may return to affect them (James 1979: 224). To avoid encountering the 'iý nün 

who escort the giraffes, or the antelopes, the Zaghawa hunters tend to relax on 

Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Fridays on which the 'iý nün are said to be fully alert and 

particularly active. , One of the stories which I heard during the time of my fieldwork in 

this respect was the following: W 
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Ahmed Tayrab was an adept hunter who used to pay little heed to the 

conventional stories about encountering 'iý nün while hunting. Therefore, he did not 

bother himself to know which day of the week it was if he intended to go for a hunt 
. 

On one of the Wednesday mornings while a beater was driving a number of antelopes 

towards him, he saw a figure of a little man mounting an antelope and driving fast 

towards the other antelopes. The beater started to scare the antelopes away in the 

opposite direction. Tayrab, nevertheless, succeeded in killing one of the antelopes but 

a few moments later, he felt a sudden severe illness and started to utter groans just like 

the moans of a wounded antelope. According to the local interpretation, the little man 

was the 'iý nun herder who himself retaliated on Tayrab for killing his goat. As Tayrab 

was still alive during my fieldwork, suffering from his illness assumed to be caused by 

the retaliation of the 'inün 
, many people used to point to his fate whenever they tried to 

discourage a friend or a family member from going hunting on those particular days of 

the week. 

(b) Rol ( Familiars ): 

B. oi are a famous category among all the spirits known to the Zaghawa. 

Like the 'i nun ; boi are believed to be invisible most of the time but they occasionally 

appear to some people in different shapes. According to many informants, the boi 

could appear in the shape of short stout figures of human beings with dashed eyes, 

kittens, young' dogs, peacocks and many other domestic animals. This is because the 

boi themselves are considered domestic spirits in the ' sense that they live indoors in 

association with human beings as permanent 'guests'. 

. Views differ on with whom the' bot associate. " The "Zaghawa Kobe maintain 

that all the Wegi ( the bulk of the Zaghawa excluding Kobe and Bideyat) are boira 

i. e. harbour boi . Some other informants also believe that boi only follow niama 
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(endowment ), hence they are ready to associate with whoever becomes rich in terms of 

cattle, camels and sheep which guarantee large quantities of milk. According to these 

informants, when the animals perish away and no more milk is available in the 

household, the boi shift to other households where milk is still in abundance. But the 

majority of the Zaghawa reject this interpretation for there are specific families who are 

known as oir regardless of their wealth or the quantity of milk available at their 

disposal. It is conceived that a person could only inherit his/her of from any of his/her 

parents -who 
harbours them but cannot acquire them afresh himself/herself. When 

he/she marries, the boi will automatically follow him/her to the new household. 

- s=' Boi are malevolent beings who are responsible for many damages and illnesses, 

particularly among the young children, infants and women. They spoil milk and guru 

(local beer) by bathing in them. When a baby screams at night for an inexplicable 

reason, the of are thought to be in action. Also when a woman gets seriously ill after 

childbirth or experiences many stillbirths, it is the boi who are to be blamed. For a 

family to be known as boira generates fear, shunning and public ridicule. This fact lies 

at the root of the reluctance or/and avoidance of the average Zaghawi of entering into 

intermarital relations with a boira . Arkell stated that in 1934 he encountered a man 

from the Nikri clan in Anka who was very rich to the extent that he had 50 donkeys 

among other animal species ( the average Zaghawa household has only one donkey ) 

but no one was ready to have intermarital relationship with his family because he was a 

boira (Arkell Papers 1934: 1/5/13/30 ). To avoid these negative consequences, the 

boira households are cautious not to disclose the fact that they are boir to other 

members of the community. It is also impolite to speak about boi in public. 

Therefore, even if this secret association with them is divulged by one way or another 

to the general public, the Zaghawa refer to the boir households euphemistically by 

teggela3i (Lit. they are heavy) instead of using the expression boira which might cause 

embarrassment .t 
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The boi are said to be sensitive to some particular smells such as the smell of a 

fox, lao ( Acacia Nubica ) tree and the smell of the burnt horn of an antelope. They 

also shun some objects such as light , all sorts of metal weapons and guns. I shall 

explain later how the Zaghawa manipulate these smells and objects to ward off from 

themselves the affliction of boi . 
The boi might be a source of nuisance to the community around the boira 

household, yet they are helpful in many ways to those with whom they associate 

provided that they are given their due respect and propitiation ( Arkell: ibid. ). For 

instance, the boi keeps guard of their owner's property and protects it from theft and 

deliberate damage. When I was at the secondary school, I was shown a village in 

Om --Haraz whose" members did not need to close their doors even when they were 

migrating to 'Dar al Said ( Western Darfur ). I was told that their boi keep guard on 

their property ' until they come back home. I heard many similar cases from different 

informants during my fieldwork. There exists a traditional belief among the Zaghawa 

that if anyone enters the boira's house with an intention to steal, the boi will gouge out 

his/her eyes. Like among the Ndembu who also have familiars (see Turner 1983: 14), 

the boi can be activated by their owners or volunteer to take revenge on anybody who 

stirs their owners to anger. For instance, should two co-wives quarrel over the 

ownership of ' farmland or the distribution of their husband's jubai (common property) 

and it happens that one of them is boira 
, 
her boi could volunteer to make life difficult 

for her co-wife. ` They can prevent her young calves from suckling their mother's 

uAAet5(cf. Arkell: ibid. ). This will deprive not only the calves of milk but the young 

children as well. because a woman is to. milk her cow only when the calf starts 

suckling first . Furthermore, the boi can also make the co-wife's guru ( local beer) and 

milk rotten by bathing in them. This has given rise to one Zaghawa proverb which 

says "X is mischievous as boi" 
. 

To be cooperative and carry out their duties, the boi have to be coaxed and 

appeased by their owners. To achieve this, the -bit household performs an annual 
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rite to the boi 'known as bargida which takes the following form. Firstly, the 

females prepare the ingredients of guru and ask a teleo (in this context any female 

who claims matrilateral ties with the household members ) to brew the guru 

Teleo officiates at many Zaghawa ritual ceremonies as we shall see later. The woman 

who brews -guru must be careful to make it strong by adding only a small quantity of 

water to it Care should also be taken to ensure that nobody tastes it before a small 

quantiiy5of it has been taken from the top and kept aside. Secondly, the men slaughter 

a goat and collect small slices of meat from different parts of the slaughtered animal and 

cook them on fire. Thirdly, when all these items have been prepared, members of the 

household put the slices of meat together withile small quantity of guru which has been 

kept aside on top of the roof and invite 'those things of the household' i. e. the boi to 

consume them. ̀ Of course, the householders do not expect the boi to eat or drink like 

human beings but they want to show them that the whole invitation has been 

performed in their honour. This is"symbolically expressed by putting slices of meat 

taken from daintiest parts of the slaughtered animal and the top, i. e. head of the guru , at 

their disposal. Lastly, the householders invite some people, none of whose father is 

still alive to consume the remaining parts of guru and meat ; but they must be very 
f 

careful not to break the bones for that may cause the niama i. e. the livestock to wither. 

Besides being a means for Pers4ading the boi to collaborate with its owners, the 

bargidä rite was ̀also perförmed by ordinary households in the past in request for 

bounty and mainteriänce of their herds. It is said that in some cases, cattle, camels and 

sheep would perish in great numbers without any apparent disease if their owners did 

not perform the bargida rite. In this 'context the process differed slightly from that 

held to appease the böi in that there were no provisions of l or slices of meat for the 

boi . When food and drink were prepared by the eleo the household members 

invited men whose fathers had passed away to eat and drink and participate in the rite. 

Each time they were offered food or drink, they repeatedly uttered "give us guwe 

(bounty ); open your hand to us". 

7 



The Zaghawa do not know exactly why only those men whose fathers had 

passed away were to be invited for bargida except that it was a custom inherited from 

their forefathers. Since it is maintained that the participation of the teleo in the rite was 

meant to render it fruitful and to achieve its required purpose, I assume that selecting 

only those men whose fathers had passed away to participate was also meant to serve 

the same purpose., This assumption is suggested by the fact that they were to invoke 

ido on behalf of the hosts to offer them bounty and keep their herds intact each time 

they received food or drink. The Zaghawa are sympathetic to orphans whose requests 

are, like those of teleo and young children, unlikely to be turned down. 

(c) Bordobordo (, 
_ _ 

Ghost of the Dead 

The Zaghawa believe that some people rise from their graves after they have 

been buried ( see Al Tunisi 1965 and Holy 1987 for a similar view among the Fur and 

the Berti respectively ). These are referred to by many names such as bordobordo, 

elete and baati . If this proliferation of names indicates anything, according to some 

informants, it would indicate the Zaghawa abomination 3( the bordobordo. 

The Zaghawa, fostered by their ethnocentric views, consider many of their 

adjacent ethnic groups as - bordobordo. Many Zaghawa maintain that all the tribes 

whose names are preceded by the word beni such as beni Hissein, beni Helba.:. etc. 

would -become bordobordo after their burial. Also those Zaghawa who claim 

consanguineal relations with members of these ethnic groups are believed to have a 

high probability of becoming bordobordo . This notion has effectively deterred many 

members of the Zaghawa. community from creating intermarital relationship with 

members of those jgroups and forced them to stick to the tribal endogamous marriages 

in the past '>:.,; .- 
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To state that a particular household member has become bordobordo generates 

lingering doubts as to whether or not the living members of that particular household 

would follow suit . This state of uncertainty has many serious repercussions for the 

living household members. For instance, it inflicts serious damage on their reputation 

and exposes them to many embarrassments in different social situations. 

Furthermore, it strictly narrows their chances of getting wives or husbands from within 

the Zaghawa community as it is the case with the boira . 
To avoid these negative consequences, it is said that when a particular 

household member became bordobordo , his/her close relatives would take him/her 

secretly far afield to Wadi 'Salih in western Darfur where nobody could identify him/her 

and leave him/her there to stay for good. It is believed that the bordobordo can die and 

rise again several times.. Only after the seventh time could he/she die for ever ( see 

Holy 1989 for the same notion among the Berti ). Hence, a bordobordo can marry 

again in his/her new home and establish a new family. The immediate answer which 

one receives when asking why Wadi Salih is the chosen destination for the exiled 

bordobordo 
, is that Wadi Salih was the most remote corner of the world known to 

the Zaghawa forebears in the past . 
But many other Zaghawa see it differently. 

They believe that the real answer lies in the institution of horbe' . This is a traditional 

seasonal migration adopted by the poor Zaghawa women to crop the millet farms in 

western Darfur of which Wadi Salih constitutes a part (See Abdul Jalil 1979 and Harir 

1986 ). ̀ , It is adopted by females because cropping millet is considered an exclusively 

female activity according to the Zaghawa division of labour. Horbe' became since time 

immemorial a socially approved mechanism for famine management in the face of the 

precarious rainfall and the cyclical failure of the crops in Dar Zaghawa, their traditional 

homeland ( Mohamed--Salih 1988 ). The Zaghawa women migrate two years out of 

four and stay in Dar al'Said or horbe' , 
being escorted by a husband or a brother. 

This situation brings them face to face with many ethnic groups whose names are 

preceded. -by the word 'beni' and they are therefore bordobordo in their perception. 
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In, fact , this also results in avoidance, horror and hindrance of any prospects of 

assimilation with the indigenous population in Wadi Salih. This may invite speculation 

as to whether or not the concept itself is employed by the Zaghawa to prevent their 

women from getting married in and to disappear in the host community. 

The horbera ( female migrants ) feel nostalgia and plead with ido to return them 

safely home and not let them die in horbe' 
, for it is part of their belief that none of 

those exotic people who exist around them will stay in the grave after death. This 

nostalgia is well expressed by Lampen, the governor of Darfur in the 1940s in his 

unpublished notes that"No matter that life is hard, dogged by disappointment , and 

often lived under the sombre shadow of famine, still [ the Zaghawa ] come back to the 

steppes and wadis which they know, and which they will not willingly abandon". 

So, when the horberas' are-back home, one can imagine how many legendary stories 

about encountering bordobordos in Wadi Salih they can tell. 

Hence, by sending the bordobordo to exile in Wadi Salih, the Zaghawa 

implicitly 
, mean to deport them to their homeland from where they have originated. 

2.: OBJECTS OF SANCTITY: 

In the past , the Zaghawa conceived ido beg it ( high god ; as remote and 

invisible., He could not be directly approached by human beings. They sought his 

divine consultation for the problems of their everyday life and during the. -'r recurrent life 

hardships through intermediary spiritual beings which existed in some natural objects. 

Among these objects, mountains, rocks and trees were most salient . It is believed that 

these natural objects were in general extraordinary either in their shape or location and 

were for that reason prone, to be occupied or possessed by various spiritual beings. 

In the Zaghawa language, this reality . is expressed by the word manda ( lit. with 

masters ), which gives the connotation of association with some kind of undefined 
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supernatural powers, and so the mountains, rocks and trees of this kind are referred to 

in Zaghawa by a man da , gurbo manda and betti manda respectively. As all these 

intermediary spiritual beings were associated with ido beggira , the transcendent 

deity in a chain of invocation ( cf. Harir 1986: 250 ), the Zaghawa held them in 

reverence and fear. 

The phenomenon of holding some mountains and trees in reverence was also 

reported in the past from among some other ethnic groups in Darfur ( see for example 

Trimingham 1949: 178 and Browne 1799: 305 for the Fur and Lampen 1928 for the 

Meidob). 

( a) Ha Manda (Sacred Mountains): 

There are more than a dozen ha, mandas encountered in different parts of the 

Zaghawa territory. As can be seen in Table 1, each ha manda belongs to a particular 

clan which occupies the territory in which it is found; These ha mandas are believed 

to have been originally inhabited by the forefathers of the present clansmen who still 

occupy the territory. Many Zaghawa clans are identified by the names of those 

mountains which are believed to be the original abodes of their great ancestors. It is 

not only clans that take the names of the mountains but the wider political administrative 

units as well. For instance, the administrative units dar Gala, dar Tuer, dar Kobe and 

Kabka are in fact named after the mountains Darma Gala, Tuer Minna, Ha Kobe and 

Kabka respectively, which are all alleged to be ha manda . The idea is that the 

dominant clans in these administrative units claim sovereignty over their defined 

ancestral territories in which the mountains are found. So, they give the names of 

those mountains to the entire administrative units to be able to claim power over all the 

other clans which may also coexist in these territories. If a clan occupies a vast area of 

land and each sector lies in a separate territory, there is a high probability of 
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Table 1: Me a ans anQ ell M ma 

No Ha Manda venerated by 

1. Ordigo Awlad Dowri 
2. Ardaw Awlad Dowri 
3. Teringe Artaj 
4. Guwe Bettih Kurra 
5. Darong Okkora 
6. Darma Gala Geli Gargi 
7. Koyla Mara Geli Gargi 
8. Sheri Ha Me Tamana 
9. Ido Geli Awlad Degain 
10. Tuer Minna Agab 
11. Egibi Agab 
12. Dolo Gurbo Elibora 
13. Ha Kobe Kobe 
14. Ha Kabka Kabka 
15. Eri Biriyara 

16. Karo Biri 'Awlad Misa 
17. Ido ha Awlad Misa 

In 

encountering more than a single manda in that territory ( see for example Agab, Geli 

Gargi, Awlad Dowri in Table 1 ). The table shows that Awlad Dowri clansmen had 

been venerating the two mountains Ordigo and Ardaw in the past . This does not 

mean, however, that any clan member in the past either venerated both of the 

mountains or had to choose either of them. Those who settled around Ardaw could 

only venerate it and had nothing to do with Ordigo mountain and vice versa. 

In fact , there are tens of mountains in each clan territory but only particular 

mountains were alleged to be ha manda due to certain attributes which rendered them 

distinct and peculiar. For example, the mount Teringe of the Artaj is miraculous in that 
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it is composed of a single steep basement rock that looms high on a plain and overlooks 

the whole Artaj territory. Dolo Gurbo of the Elibora clan which lies a few miles south 

of Karnoyi, is another wonder which was alleged to be ha manda because of its 

prehistoric rock drawings. These drawings were mainly of giraffes and antelopes, 

which according to the Zaghawa are owned and herded by 'iý nun . Hence, the 

mountain was deemed to be of particular importance to the supernatural powers. The 

fact that nobody in Dar Zaghawa knows exactly by whom and when these drawings 

were made further enhanced these beliefs, and led the natives to the conclusion that 

they must have been drawn by lint-in or some other powerful spiritual beings, which, if 

they wished, could be detrimental to humans. 

Ido Geli which is shortened from idori elii (Lit. God made village) of 

the Awlad Degain clan is a mountain lying a few miles north east of Muzbed. It was 

alleged to be ha manda in the past because of its extraordinary structure. It is composed 

of many rock shelters which have been naturally designed as houses with splendid 

arches and huge rock ceilings, as shown in Plate 2. When all are viewed together, they 

give the impression of a rock village probably inhabited by invisible beings which 

were supposed to be inün . Evidence does not show that all the Zaghawa clansmen 

had ha mandas . Those few who had them held ambivalent views about the 

supernatural power assumed to have been possessing the mountain. On the one hand, 

they conceived the supernatural being as powerful, malevolent and charged with the 

preemptive will to injure humans, a notion which generated fear, awe and submission. 

In consequence, the Zaghawa tended to avoid the mountain's wrath and punitive acts 

through appeasing and propitiating it by various means. These include sacrificing a 

ram, smearing its rocks with fat and making offerings of various products of milk, 

millet flour mixed with water, guru or even pure water in miniature earthen pots 

especially designed for the purpose, as can be seen in Plate 3. On the other hand, they 

held the mountain in reverence and respect as their gr_ ha i. e. the mountain of the 

forefathers which could give them bounty or withhold . rain if it so wished ( see 
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Plate 2 (a ): The Mount Ido Geli 

Plate 2 (b) :A Cave in Mount Ido Geli 
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Plate 3: Food and Drink Offered in Miniature Earthen Pots as Sacrifice to Er 

Plate 4: The Daintiest Parts of Meat Offered as Sacrifice to Er 
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also Harir 1986: 250 ). The clansmen used to address the mountain as gr (grandfather) 

and invoke it individually each time they suffered hardships or feared the danger of 

external threat. 

Although Zaghawa clansmen personified the mountain and addressed the 

supernatural power assumed to be dwelling in it as gr ( grandfather), they did not have 

a myth of origin that traces their genealogical link to it . Though I admit that this 

phenomenon may, have undergone a series of changes and modifications through time 

to a form different from the original cult , on the basis of the available information the 

Zaghawa conceptualize this phenomenon differently from the ancestor worship which 

is familiar in the anthropological literature ( see for example White 1949: 324--31, 

Tanner 1958, Xopytoff 1971 and Brain 1973: 122--133 ), which usually links the dead 

ancestors with the living members of a community. The Zaghawa do not believe that 

the supernatural powers they invoked at the specific mountains in the past were the 

spirits of their apical ancestors _who 
founded the clans but rather nature spirits, most 

likely ji n un ,( cf. Lewis--1980: 63 footnote 15 and Harir 1986: 250 ). These were 

thought to be capable of bestowing fertility to land and animal herds and ensuring the 

socio-economic welfare of those who dwelt around the mountains. It was their belief 

that from time immemorial their ancestors propitiated these nature spirits by offering 

them sacrifices in order to reap these benefits. The term er which they used to address 

these entities was seen as analogous ;; n many ways to their calling the measles 

disease by oabu , -habböba' (Ar. ; grmndmother) but to which, of course, they do not 

trace their descent . Even today, when children in a particular household become 

afflicted by measles, the members of tl, -- household do not only animate the disease but 

even personify it .,, For instance, the village women who pay regular visits to the sick 

children take off their footwear and greet oabu as they greet the humans each time they 

come to see the children. The household members also abstain from sex and stop 

wearing their shoes in the house until the children recover. It is believed that 
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negligence in carrying out these customary practices will jeopardize the lives of the 

youngsters. 

As for why the Zaghawa referred to the ha mandas as er , many informants 

stated the following justification: in the past , the mountains were believed to have 

rescued their grandfathers from dying of famine, thirst and diseases by mediating to ido 

to bring them rain whenever there was drought, and to protect them from occasional 

calamities that had faced them throughout their life passage. According to this group of 

informants, the word gr in the Zaghawa kinship terminology means ego's grandfather 

but it can also be extended to any person who is as old as ego's actual -er, 
in a manner 

of showing respect . Conversely ego considers himself/herself borbore ( grandchild ) 

to anybody whom he/she addresses as er. Therefore, the clansmen who had a ha 

manda which catered for almost all their forefathers used to address it as gr for that 

reason and regarded themselves as, its, borbore. , This relation of er/borbore 

(grandfather/grandchild) entails certain duties and obligations towards one another. 

The clansmen who considered themselves grandchildren in relation to a particular ha 

manda offered it what was socially and culturally recognized as their obligatory duty 

towards their actual er such as respect , submission and generous offering of their 

favourite food and drink. They also expected their gr to reciprocate by bestowing on 

them protection and assistance during life crises, which are considered the conventional 

duties of er towards his grandchildren. -Let me cite two examples to illustrate this point. 

The mount Darong belongs to the' Okkora clansmen who claim to be the 

aborigines of the area. They live in more than five homesteads scattered around their ha 

manda and depend heavily on tilling the soil. The area of Darong, though small in size, 

is known to almost all the Zaghawa for its famous product, the kawal . This is a 

fermented; mash made from the leaves of. Cassia Tora. It is subsequently dried and 

used by most Darfurians to flavour the sauce which, is eaten with porridge. 

According to the Okkora who used to venerate the mount Darong in the past, the habit 

of making offers to the er ha (the mountain of the forefathers) was first adopted by 
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young children who herded the village animals on the mountain. They made it a habit 

that each time they milked the animals, they poured some milk in the rock holes. 

One day a boira household had its cattle stolen and in consequence there was no 

more milk in the household. It is said that the household head's wife said in an angry 

voice, "Oh, those things of the household ( hinting to the boi) ! see if you could feed 

yourselves without the stolen cattle" .A few moments later, the villagers noticed a lot 

of dust around a nurr (Maerua Crassifolia ) tree in the village. Then a flock of bees 

came out from the holes in 'the mountain into which the young herders had been 

pouring milk in the past . It eventually retrieved the stolen cattle and attacked the 

thieves who fled ,- leaving the cattle to return home safely. This incident led not 

only the children but also the adults to make offerings to the mountain to ensure its 

collaboration on similar occasions in the future. 

'According to some Okkora clansmen, in the past, each year during the tarba 

(harvest, ); a camel used to come of its own accord to the Darong mountain and their 

forefathers slaughtered it as a sacrifice to their er a( see Davies 1922: 168 for a 

similar idea among the Masalit of the Sudan ). The practice was meant to Assure its 

protection during natural disasters and to ensure a prosperous life. Through time, the 

camel ceased to come and their forefathers started to sacrifice a ram from their own 

flocks instead to appease the er to continue rendering its services to his 'grandchildren'. 

Until recently, the Okkora adhered to the annual ram sacrifice to Darong ha manda or 

gr. . Everybody counted as borböre was obliged to offer a ram in turn to be sacrificed 

to er on behalf of the' others. ° Whenever 'a particular Okkora clansman suffered a 

lingering illness or lost his entire sheep flock or cattle herd, he visited the ha manda 

and sought the assistance of er but not before offering it its due sacrifice. If he were 

not himself a teleo (a person whose matrilateral relatives were descended from the 

indigenous inhabitants of the area ), he approached a eleo with a ram and asked him to 

slaughter it as a sacrifice to er on his behalf. In theory, any teleo of Darong could 

slaughter the animal and'perform the rite himself, but in practice only a particular teleo 
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was chosen for the purpose in light of his intensive experience and accumulated 

knowledge about the rite. 

Teleo was a key figure in the rite because it was believed that he ensured the 

fruitfulness of the invocation. Among the Zaghawa, no one turns down his/her request 

without suffering the consequences of his/her curse. It is unlikely that gr could suffer 

the consequences of the eleo's curse but he was nevertheless expected to behave 

according to the norms of the er/borbore relationship and hence could not turn a deaf 

ear to the eleo's requests. The teleo then slaughtered the ram at the foot of the 

mountain on behalf of the client. He collected the belly and the blood of the sacrificed 

ram and distributed them in small shallow holes in the rock and left them there to be 

consumed by birds or any other creatures. He also cut slices of meat from all parts of 

the slaughtered animal as I have described earlier, cooked them on fire and placed them 

on the rocks while making invocations on behalf of the client . The rest of the meat 

was consumed by the teleo , the client and any other person who attended the rite. 

Poverty was not a sufficient excuse for not sacrificing to er. The destitute 

grandchildren who had no ability to sacrifice a ram to er could offer instead millet flour 

mixed with water, milk, guru or smear the rock with fat. 

It was believed that gr neglected those grandchildren who stopped invoking 

him during their life crises or forgot to offer sacrifices to him for a considerably long 

period of time. He would, however, assist the grandchildren who suffered hardships 

provided that they had been regularly performing their duties towards him in the past. 

Also if somebody abused or teased a grandchild of Darong, er would retaliate and make 

him suffer. I shall discuss later the importance of this notion for the maintenance of 

order and stability in the Zaghawa society. 

The mount Guwe Bettih ( Lit. great bounty ) looms high at a distance of 

approximately two miles east of Furawiya, the core of the Kurra clansmen who claim to 

be the original inhabitants of the area. The geographical location of Furawiya in the far 

western borders of the Sudan and its considerable distance from the two townships 
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Karnoyi and Umburu made the community around Guwe Bettih relatively conservative 

and proportionately less influenced by the waves of change that have occuied in Dar 

Zaghawa over the last two decades. This was, I assume, one of the reasons which 

, 
lured many fakis from the neighbouring ethnic groups such as the Fur, Tama, Masalit 

and Borgu, to this particular area in great numbers in order to offer their services to the 

community in exchange for money and animals. Then it is quite comprehensible why 

the belief in the efficacy of er Guwe Bettih in guaranteeing the safety and the socio- 

economic welfare of its borbores was believed in until recently. For instance, 

whenever a woman desired to have children she ascended the summit of Guwe Bettih 

and smeared a steep wall of rock there with fat ( see also Arkell Papers 1934: 

1/5/21/21 ). But if any of the Kurra clansmen wanted to achieve a certain goal, such as 

wealth, marriage or political power, he would bring an object considered as a symbol 

of his aspired goal to the ha manda 
, 
and beseech er to assist him towards realizing it . 

A good example is that if he was desperately poor and needed to obtain a few camels, 

he would first sacrifice to er and ask him to make him rich. In order to make his 

demands more specific, he would prepare a few ropes, shape them into hobbles that are 

normally used by the camel herders to fetter the camels, carve his clan mark (gr h6) on 

them and then attach them on a tree on the ha manda ( see also Harir 1986 ). It was 

useless to attach them on a tree on any, mountain other than his own clan's gr_ J simply 

because he would be an outsider in that case and so the obligatory relation of 

grandfather/grandchild would not apply to him. Those : who were seeking political 

power or wanted to get married also placed other relevant symbols on the rock. In the 

former case, they used to, lay some miniature leg-irons, known as ei bar till ( Lit. the 

entanglement which overpowers man) on the rock. This is an iron bar shaped as an 

inverted S( see Plate 3) and used in the past, by the tribal chiefs, who were vested 

with legitimate., power, as a device for punishing the deviant members of the 

community.. As g_j bru till could only be used by chiefs, those clansmen who sought 
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political power used the miniature leg-irons as a symbolic representation of their 

aspiration. 

Similarly, if a rich clansman feared the spread of a contagious disease among 

his children or cattle herd, or a farmer saw a swarm of locusts in the sky moving in the 

direction of his farm, he would invoke his er by vowing to sacrifice him a ram if he 

mediated to save his children or cattle. This is known as baire' in Zaghawa . 
The act of baire' was by no means an exclusive practice of the rich members of the 

community. The destitute and the ordinary people had even more fears and aspirations 

and needed their er to side with them to make their ends meet. It was not uncommon 

in the past that a clansman who intended to set out on a long journey, would first go 

to his clan's ha_ manda to make b air ' saying, "Oh my gr if you would keep my 

family and herd safe until I return home, I will sacrifice you a ram" . If he returned 

home and saw that nothing had gone wrong with his family or with his herd, he would 

attribute their safety to his er who had accepted his invocation and so he had to fulfil his 

promise. He would eventually choose a ram and pour water on it ." If 
it urinated, it 

meant that er had accepted the sacrifice. If not , he would repeat the test on another 

ram perhaps slightly bigger than the previous one until he identified the ram to be 

sacrificed as a reward or thanksgiving tog. Henceforth, he had to keep an eye on 

that particular ram. He might need to inform his household members to be careful not 

to slaughter it by mistake to entertain guests or expose it to hyenas. It was believed that 

if this happened, er would never mediate in the future life troubles and the whole 

household would suffer. When the ram became big, he announced to the villagers 

that he intended to sacrifice it to er on a specific date and that they were all invited. 

When it was due time, he visited the manda accompanied by the village members 

who were willing to come with him. He would slaughter the ram at the foot of the 

mountain or near a particular rock. The villagers played no part in the performance of 

the sacrificing ritual other than entertaining themselves with the meat of which no part 

was to be taken back home. The 'grandchild' would then collect small slices of meat 
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from different parts of the carcass including the inner organs, cook them on fire and 

place them down on the rock ( see Plate 4 ), with the intention of leaving them for 

consumption by er ( see Frazer 1926: 249 for a similar practice among the Akamba of 

Kenya ). 

When I visited Furawiya in 1988 during my fieldwork, I was told by almost 

everybody that due to the ever--growing Islamic influences in the area the teleos 

stopped sacrificing- to the er Guwe Bettih and that the performance of the rituals 

connected with the ha manda had now become a relic of the past. I requested some 

local people to take me to the site where the rites were performed in the past . 
When we were approaching the area, we saw a figure of a man near the rock which I 

was told to be the one we were heading to, but to my surprise when we reached the 

spot there was no more sign of him, though astonishingly there was meat being offered 

to the er ( see Plate 5 ). I discovered later that the man, as a Muslim, felt ashamed of 

being seen by others to still believe in the efficacy of the ha manda in assisting him to 

achieve his aspirations and therefore went in hiding. He came out from his hiding place 

only when we started talking to his wife, who preferred, to stay_where she was, 

perhaps because she felt nothing was wrong or to be ashamed of. After some 

chatting with the man, he disclosed the fact that although he was living beyond Wadi 

Hawar, in other words Chad, he was in fact a teleo of Guwe Bettih because his mother 

was a Sudanese from the Kurra clan who occupy the area around Guwe Bettih. This 

led another person to request him as a teleo to slaughter a ram and perform the jwaid to 

the Guwe Bettih on his behalf as a fulfilment of a vow which he had made a year before 

when he was remanded in a custody in Chad. I did not think for a moment that the 

informants lied to me by stating the fact that no one nowadays offers sacrifices to Guwe 

Bettih in expectation for a reward, but the incident clearly confirmed Tubianas' 

(1977: 10) view that the process of Islamization among the Zaghawa of Chad is well 

behind those of the Sudan. 
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Plate 5 (a ): Telee Offering a Consecrated Vow to Er Guwe Bettih 

Plate 5(b): Meat and Other Sacrifices Offered to Er Guwe Bettih 
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In the past , the ha mandas ( sacred mountains) were regarded as symbols of 

sovereignty of a specific group of people over a defined territory. Therefore, whenever 

a territorial chief was installed, he had to perform certain rituals in his clan's ha manda 

in order to legitimise his rule and authority over the entire population of the territory. 

For example, among the Kobe, when a new sultan ( chief) was appointed, the clan 

elders of the dar tied a silk thread on his arm--wrist . The nah-as ( the royal drum which 

symbolized the unity and the sovereignty of the dar) was also beaten in his honour as a 

sign of his legitimate authority to rule dar Kobe. But the legitimising rituals were 

incomplete until he had slaughtered a pregnant she-camel on top of Ha Kobe, the sacred 

mountain of the Kobe section of the Zaghawa. The killing of a pregnant she-camel 

symbolically represented the fertility of the land during the reign of the new sultan and 

the prosperous life that his subjects would hopefully enjoy. The royal family and the 

general public -- represented by the ajawid ( the knowledgeable people) of the dar -- 

celebrated this occasion. They accompanied the new sultan in a ceremonial parade amid 

the resonant'sound of the nahäs and the drums of the mai to Ha Kobe. When they all 

reached the foot of the mountain, the sultan ascended it with some selected members of 

the community to perform the final part of the rituals which he should undergo to 

legitimise his rule. Conventionally, the chiefs of the Mira and the Tori clans were 

responsible for leading the pregnant camel up the mountain to enable the sultan to 

slaughter it . The Mirä'chief was to go in front of the she-camel and hold the halter 

whereas the Tori chief was to follow the camel and hold its tail. In theory, the sultan 

was to slaughter the camel but in practice, he only launched the first stab with a dagger 

and handed it over to a group of teleos who accompanied him to hold it collectively and 

slaughter the animal. This collective act of the teleos symbolized their readiness to 

protect the new sultan from any danger. The sultan would eventually immerse his bare 

feet in the blood and the belly of the sacrificed animal. This particular rite was to be 

performed in secrecy. It was believed that any kird bore who succeeded in treading in 

the blood or the belly of the sacrificed camel with his bare feet would become sultan of 
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Dar Kobe in future. Because the sultan's own brothers, the kire bores and the 

members of the Angu chiefly clan traditionally had some claims to the throne, they must 

not be allowed to attend the rite for they might tread in the blood. In contrast to the kire 

bores, the teleos, according to the Zaghawa tradition, could well enjoy the economic 

privileges of their chiefly relatives who fear the consequences of their disastrous curse 

but had no right to claim the throne. The fact that they were not rivals of the sultan 

enabled some of them to participate in the rite without being feared. They were envied 

by the deprived kire bores who regarded them as parasites who enjoyed a decent life at 

their expense. To safeguard against any unexpected intrusion, the teleos should collect 

even the remnants of the belly and the blood of the sacrificed animal immediately after 

the sultan's performance of the rite, burn them first and then bury the ashes in a secret 

place which nobody could ever find.., 

r _. .I received no definite answer to my enquiries why only the chiefs of the Mira 

and Tori clans were to take the sacrificial camel up the mountain or why the former 

was to hold the halter and the latter the, camel's tail when ascending the sacred 

mountain. The informants could state no more than that it had been a custom of their 

forefathers and that no sultan could afford to do away with it lest his rule should be 

considered illegitimate. -According to the Zaghawa oral history, the Mira were the 

original owners of the nahäs of Dar Kobe and much of the territory today known as Dar 

Tuer, ( see also Arkell 1937: 84-94 ). When Wad El Soda inflicted a foal defeat upon 

the Mira chief at Eri, a place which now lies in Dar Tuer, Hai Ali, the apical ancestor of 

the, three major clans of -Dar Tuer (Awlad Dowre, Awlad Degain 'nd Agab ). was 

enthroned in his place. The Mira ruling family fled with their nahäs to %e west to what 

is now Dar Kobe.. It is said that they were encountered almost dying of hunger by a 

man called Boru who had been hunting an elephant at the time. The Mira royal family 

begged him for some meat but when he noticed that they had nahis with them, he 

refused to give them any meat except in exchange for the Lab-as. At first they refused 

the offer but two days later, when they were nearly dead, they exchanged the nahäs for 
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a front leg of the elephant . Then Boru made the necessary contacts with the sultan of 

Darfur and enticed him, by offering a beautiful woman, whom he claimed to be his 

sister, in marriage, to appoint him sultan among his own people since he had already 

acquired the nahäs. He managed to elevate the status of his family which perpetuated 

the throne from ever since until the present time ( see Mahmoud Abbaker and 

Mohamed--Ali 1988 for a different version of the story ). The members of the royal 

family confirmed this story with slight amendments when I mentioned it to them in one 

of my trips to Al Tina during my fieldwork. They asserted that the Mira family actually 

exchanged the nahäs for uru ja (a bone ), a fact which I think makes no major 

difference. Arkell reported of the late Melik Mohamedein of Dar Tuer that both he and 

his father sent for the chief of the remaining Mira clansmen in the territory to attend 

their installation ceremonies and sit with them in the firsha ( insignia mat ) and take part 

in the awaid ( ceremonial customs) because the Mira forefathers were the original 

chiefs of the area. This fact led me to speculate that the attendance of the chiefs of the 

Mira and the Tori clans at the awaid with the Kobe sultan might have been based on the 

same precept since the Mira were the original owners of the Kobe nahäs according to 

the Zaghawa oral tradition (see also Arkell 1936: 223 ). 

The rite of slaughtering a pregnant she-camel on Ha Kobe was performed until 

the reign of the late Sultan Abdel Rahman Firti who was assassinated by his rival, the 

sultan Haggar, in 1912 (Lampen 1950 ). According to some members of the royal 

family, ithe later sultans' who succeeded him to the throne abandoned this rite upon 

being informed by the fakis that it was a pagan ceremony. But whether that was the 

real reason or not ,I can not tell. When the Kobe territory was subdued during the 

colonial era and divided between the British Sudan and the French Sudan (now Sudan 

and Chad) in 1919 ( see Ali. Taha 1979 ), Ha Kobe became part of Chad. i. e. of a 

foreign country. 2, Despite the fact that the international border line between Sudan and 

Chad which runs through Dar Zaghawa is an artificial line, for it separates related 

people who share the same language and cross it several times a day, it acted as an 
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impediment to the performance of the traditional rite of slaughtering a pregnant she- 

camel on the sacred mountain. Since the essence of the rite was to legitimise the new 

sultan's authority over a defined territory of which Ha Kobe is a part , this became 

legally impossible for the Sudanese Kobe after the colonial conquest and the division of 

the Kobe territory. I have no information about whether the rite is still performed by 

the Kobe sultan on the other side. 

Slaughtering a pregnant she-camel on the sacred mountain was also practised by 

the meliks ( kings) of Dar Tuer for the same purpose but with slight variations in the 

manner. Traditionally, the melik was appointed according to the system of 

primogeniture whereby the eldest son of the previous melik inherited the throne. But 

there were incidents in which the royal family preserved the right of disinheriting the 

eldest son either for his bad reputation (e. g. the case of obböh Tull ) or because of his 

mother's ethnic identity'( e. g. the case of Mahmoud Wad Bahr who failed to be 

nominated because iris mother was not a Zaghawia ). In such cases, the royal family 

summoned the teleos and asked them to nominate one of the previous melik's sons for 

the chieftaincy. The teleos were unlikely to be biased or sympathetic to any particular 

son for, according to one Zaghawa proverb, deme bore sokko ei jirri ( Lit. all the 

kittens have blue eyes') which means they were all identical to one another. They 

assessed the 'candidates according to the Zaghawa ideals of generosity, bravery, 

endurance, -patience, etc. before they nominated the melik . Though all the 

prerequisites of the chief were important, the Zaghawa always emphasised generosity 

and in no case did they choose somebody who had no g-q ( porridge ) i. e. ate his own 

food alone as their leader; The assessment might continue for a whole day because the 

teleos had to review the life history of every candidate and speculate on his future 

behaviour. When a particular candidate was agreed upon, the teleos would delegate 

one of themselves to pour water on him as a sign of his nomination. The chosen teleo 

would bring the candidates forward and ask them to sit in a row. Then he would 

arbitrarily aim at a particular candidate and thenat another with a bowl of water which 
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he carried in his hand, to indicate that they were all eligible for the chieftaincy and that 

anyone 'on whom he poured water would be the melik . Then after much 

dramatisation, he would pour the water on the nominee ( see Gellner 1969 for a similar 

practice among the Berbers of the High Atlas ). 

When a new. melik was installed, he had to undergo certain rituals before he 

was considered to be fully vested with legitimate authority to rule dar Tuer. 

Immediately after the nomination of the new melik , the members of the royal family 

would tie, a silk thread on his arm--wrist as an indication of his new status. 

Following this, the head, of the Nuwira clan, who was the teleo of the ruling Agaba 

clan, would move to the seat of the new melik to be the urong durong (a henchman 

who is in charge of the nahäs ). The melik would immediately supply him with a 

greyish ox, which is often described by the Zaghawa as green, to be slaughtered and its 

skin to be used for renewing the cover of the nahäs . 
Green is an auspicious colour 

among the Zaghawa and to cover the nahäs with the skin of a'greenish' ox symbolized 

the wishes that the whole territory "under that nahäs" would be fertile and green and 

that its population would enjoy a prosperous life during the reign of the new melik . 

If the melik proved to be inauspicious, he would be dismissed. For instance, melik 

Abdi, the last chief - of Awlad Degain clan to rule the entire dar Tuer, was deposed by 

his subjects when the drought continued for seven consecutive years during his reign. 

The melik also had to undergo a ritual cleansing before taking over his new 

responsibilities. He would take a ritual bath on a bed, and the prong durong sat under 

the bed so that the bath water poured onto him. The melik would then wear new 

clothes to mark the beginning of his reign. The uron durong would also put on the 

melik's old clothes after participating in the ritual cleansing with him. Henceforth, he 

would be considered the most loyal and faithful person to the new melik . He would 

take care of the nahäs , renew their, covers and beat them on particularly important 

occasions. Because the appointment of the new melik was the most important event 

in the dar , the clan elders and the iawid of dar Tuer had to be invited to attend the 
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coronation ceremonies and to celebrate the occasion with the members of the royal 

family. The urong durong had to beat the nahäs to announce to the general public that a 

new melik had been appointed. 

This act of beating the nahas on behalf of the new chief had certain implications 

for his descendants. It would enable his patrilineal descendants up to the seventh 

generation to be categorised as kit bore ( prince ), bear the title of obböh (his majesty) 

and become rightful potential meliks of dar Tuer. The eighth generation of his 

descendants would be considered miskin as baajid (Lit. miskin of seven ancestors ) 

i. e. miskin of seven generations and'slip down to a relatively inferior status ( see 

Mohamed-Salih 1988: 150). 

The nahas were necessary but not sufficient to legitimise the authority of the 

new melik . On the day of his installation, the melik had also to go to Tuer Minna, the 

hi manda of the Agab chiefly clan to perform certain rituals. The kith bores , the 

uron durong the aIawid and the clan elders of dar Tuer would all accompany him in a 

ceremonial procession to the mountain. When they reached the foot of the mountain, 

the urong durong'änd some selected teleos would ascend the mountain with a pregnant 

she-camel followed by the melik who would slaughter it and perform the awaid . 

He would takeoff his footwear and immerse his bare feet in the blood and the belly of 

the sacrificed she-camel. It was believed that if the foetus was female, the melik would 

have no rivals but if it was male, he would have rivals, most probably among his own 

brothers or cousins who also had some claims to the throne. As among the Kobe, it 

was believed that any kir bore who treaded in the belly or the blood of the sacrificed 

she-camel'would become melik in future. Therefore, when the melik was performing 

the rite, his own brothers and the other ki bores who might be his potential rivals had 

to stay away at a distance of at least half a mile to prevent them from any chance of 

attending the rite. ' Despite the fact that they were the melik's closest relatives, they were 

also his potential rivals. One Zaghawa proverb describes the chiefs koso bore 

(cousins) as' eri'manu ( Lit. thorn of Acacia Albida) whose pricks are deep and 
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painful. Therefore, the melik had to keep an eye on them to ensure that none of them 

would become wealthy enough to start a separate faction and claim political power. 

At the same time, he had to be sure that no kir' bore was becoming destitute. This 

would offer his potential rivals a reasonable justification to rise against him, accusing 

him of reaping the benefits of the common property alone while neglecting the other 

members of the royal family. When the melik had finished the rite, the prong durong 

immediately burnt the foetus, the belly and the blood of the sacrificed she-camel and 

buried the ashes in a secret place. As the urong durong and the other Leos 

traditionally had no right to claim the throne, there was no harm in allowing some of 

them to ascend the mountain with the new melik to skin the slaughtered she-camel and 

to help him in the performance of the awaid . The meat of the sacrificed she-camel 

would be taken back home to be consumed by all those who participated in the 

celebration. 

Today, the traditional Zaghawa society is passing away steadily and many of its 

old customs are disappearing. The office of ru ong durong does not exist any longer. 

But many of the elderly informants still remember Ahmed Sebill, the last Nuwira clan 

elder who held this office during the reign of the late melik Mohamedein Adam Sabi. 

According to them, he had been faithfully serving the nnelik and looking after the nahäs 

for nearly forty years (1913 --1953) until they both died. 

The concept of legitimate power has now been redefined and, accordingly, the 

new melik does not need to legitimise his power and authority by slaughtering a 

pregnant camel on kis clan's ha mand , or by having somebody to beat the -nah-as 
in his 

honour. The nahäs is still there but mainly as an instrument of entertainment during the 

`eds ( festivals ) and some other important occasions, rather than as a means for 

legitimising the, chief s- authority over a defined territory. The concept of 

primogeniture, which had been an important criterion for choosing the chiefs in the 

past , has been replaced by a vote of the sheikhs and the omdas of the days who have 

been entrusted to elect new chiefs ( see Mohamed--Salih 1988 for how the former 
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Zaghawa royal families have managed to perpetuate their leadership even after their 

hereditary right to the throne has been frozen in the present situation ). 

The ha mandas were also important for the rain-making rituals in the past . 

The Zaghawa came to know by experience that the new rains would start to fall in their 

area after seven months counted from the date of the last rainfall. When it was due time 

and the rain failed to fall, the Zaghawa used to appoint a botu ila (Lit. chief of the rain) 

in any locality to take the lead in the performance of the rain-making rituals. The botu 

ila was chosen as follows: without notifying anybody, a diviner secretly consulted his 

gro ( sand divination ) to single out the most suitable person for the purpose. 

Because the botu ila had to possess certain qualities, the choice was confined to those 

members of the community who possessed them. As among the Berber ( see 

Westermarck 1926 Vol. 2 : 258 ), the Akamba ( see Frazer 1926: 295) and the Lovedu 

of Transval ( see Krige 1976: 66 ), the Zaghawa associate the rain with the colour black 

for they believe that the rain clouds are dark ('ime ). They also describe water as black 

(bi me ). Many Zaghawa are also of the belief that the rain falls when there is no moon 

and therefore expect'no rainfall during the bright nights when the moon is in the sky. 

This triggered off their belief that the botu ila must also be a black person to induce the 

rainfall. This symbolic significance was also expressed in the stipulation that a black 

goat must be sacrificed ' whenever they wanted to induce the rainfall. Besides his 

colour, the botu ila should also have the reputation of a good and successful farmer. 

This stipulation derives from the perceived effect of the rain on the harvest . Rain is 

needed for good harvest and a man who has continually achieved good harvest can also 

induce rainfall. 

When the diviner established the appropriateness of a particular man for the role 

of the botu ilg', the result would be announced immediately to the members of the 

community. After the announcement had been made, they spent the whole day in 

celebration, eating, drinking and dancing, parading the newly appointed botu ila around 

the local area. During the celebration the botu ij was dressed in black to encourage the 
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rainfall. He also carried an old water--skin from which tiny drops of water dripped 

steadily to the ground. Whenever the water in the water--skin finished they refilled it 

until the rite came to an end. The tiny drops of water falling to the ground from the 

water--skin were of significant importance in this rite as they resemble the drops of rain 

water. Towards the end of the day, the ceremonial parade of the botu ila moved 

gradually to the ha manda . When they reached the foot of the mountain, the botu ila 

was supplied with water and food and ascended it and stayed there until the rain fell. 

When the rain started to fall, the botu ila should not run for shelter for it was feared that 

if he did so, the rain would stop. Therefore, he was supposed to walk gently even at 

the time of a torrential downpour. 

It was the botu ila's duty to exercise the rain rituals and he had to approach 

every man, woman and child in the village and encourage them to participate in their 

performances. He also had to see to all the details of the rain sacrifice. If he proved to 

be ineffective and the rain did not fall for two consecutive years after his installation, he 

had to leave the office and the villagers appointed another man to become their botu ila . 
Despite the importance of his functions to the local community, the b, oi ila had 

no political power and he did not enjoy an elevated social status. Unlike the bain ( the 

rain--maker) of the Dinka who is believed to be wiser than the common men ( see 

Frazer 1926: 309 ), among the Zaghawa, the botu it was considered mope ( unwise ) 

and a nonserious person. 

(b) Gurbo Manda (Sacred Rocks): 

The word gurbo in Zaghawa stands for a single huge boulder but it may also be 

used for an outcrop of rocks which stands apart from any mountain. Dar Zaghawa is 

generally a rocky country and numerous gurbos are therefore encountered in any 

locality. But the location and features of some of them appeared startling and abnormal 
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to the Zaghawa forefathers, who considered them as haunted by some supernatural 

powers i. e. manda . In the following paragraphs, I shall explain how the geographical 

location and features of some gurbos rendered them manda. 

In some areas of Dar Zaghawa travellers encounter a gurbo exactly in the pass 

between two mountains. The Zaghawa forefathers believed that these gurbos were 

inhabited by malevolent powers which, unless the passers by appeased them by 

offering sacrifices, would prevent them from getting through the pass by either 

blocking it altogether or making it too narrow. 

Unlike the ha manda , no Zaghawa clansmen considered a gurbo manda the 

original abode of their great ancestor. Hence, the obligatory relationship of borbore gr 

(grandchild/grandfather) did not hold in the case of gurbo mand . The spirits 

assumed to be dwelling in these gurbos were therefore conceived as entirely 

malevolent . The Zaghawa smeared the gurbo manda with butter ( see Plate 6) and 

offered it milk, water and millet flour in miniature earthenware vessels each time they 

travelled through the pass. 

' It was not only the geographical location that led the gurbo to be identified as 

manda but its features as well. In some cases there might not be any boulder in the 

pass between two mountains that could block the passage but the pass was believed to 

be guarded by some malevolent spirits which could appear to particular categories of 

people and frighten them when trying to pass through it . Among these categories 

chiefs, newly circumcised children, and brides and grooms who had less than a year 

since they had passed their initiation or wedding ceremony were more salient . 

Therefore these were all strictly warned not to pass through certain passes so as not to 

be molested by spirits. Darong Ha Konu (Lit. pass ), Katibara Koru , Ordigo Ha and 

Siro Koru were but a few examples. It was believed that unless the above mentioned 

categories of people appease the dwelling spirits by offerings and sacrifices, regardless 

of their values, a pony with a ketida (siyal Ar. ; Acacia Radiana ) tree on its head 

would appear to them, particularly if they were travelling through the pass at sunset. 

33 



Plate 6: Gurbo Manda ( Sacred Rock ) Smeared with Butter 

Plate 7: Betti Manda (a Sacred Tree ) 
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Let me give two examples to illustrate this point. 

According to omda Mohamed Ishag, in 1949, he was accompanying his father, 

who was the then chief of the Awlad Degain clan, to Kutum. When they were about 

to cross through one of the passes in Dar Beire, some Zaghawa who seemed to have 

recognized them shouted and waved to them to stop. Upon enquiring about the matter, 

they told them that chiefs should not go through that particular koru lest they be 

troubled by spirits, which might turn them mad and in consequence cause them to lose 

their chieftainship. The omda added that he passed through without much caring about 

what they had said, but his father pondered a while and then changed his direction to 

avoid traversing the pass. However, the chief died later that year, but because he had 

not traversed through the pass, the Zaghawa could not relate his death to the spirit . 
Perhaps a good example of gurbo mand was the one which lies at a well-centre north 

of Umburu township. It was considered manda because it was believed to be the abode 

of malevolent spirits which used to supervise the well--centre below it and control the 

amount of water in any well that could be dug in its vicinity. This gurbo manda was 

the centre of an annual rite which continued until fairly recent times. The females of 

the surrounding villages used to assemble each year around the rock with some 

donations of butter and perform a rite known as gurbo manda bodu ekkav (Lit. offering 

butter to the sacred rock) and placated the spirit which dwelt in it so that it would not 

tamper with the flow of water in the wells below it . The women also smeared the 

rock with butter while chanting some songs. 

Spence described the performance of a similar rite at rock in Ido Geli north of 

Dar Zaghawa. According to him, when the girls finished smearing the rock with 

butter, they chanted "ham guwera bodu kei i; ido suteri tegele : we have smeared the 

blessed rock with butter; may God bestow on us safety and protection" ( Spence 

1918: 197--199 ). The ritual ceremony usually ended with a dancing party ( hula ) 

arranged by boys and girls. 
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(c) Betti Manda ( Sacred Trees ): 

The Zaghawa considered any nurrda ( sarha Ar. ; Maerua Crassifolia) trees 

which generally grow outside the villages to be haunted by 'iý nün , boi and sheyatin 

(pl. of shetin . Until today when travelling in the remote countryside, the Zaghawa are 

careful not to rest or leave their children to sleep under this particular tree or any 

outstanding ever--green tree to avoid being harmed by the 'inün which assumingly live 

in it . Despite 
_ 
thefact that many trees were feared and avoided for this reason, the 

Zaghawa considered only some of them as manda . These were mainly large 1eri 

(haraz Ar. ; ,. 
Acacia Albida) trees which overshadowed the wadi banks ( see Plate 7 ), 

but a small number of keida ( nabs Ar. ; Ziziphus Mucronata ) trees were also 

considered manda in some parts of-the Zaghawa territory. Among all the manda trees 

in Dar Zaghawa Anka Teri Boro, Karo Ten and Shetan Teri were most prominent . 
I neither came across nor heard about a eg_ ida ( 'l i' Ar. ; Balanites Aegyptiaca) tree 

being held as manda in Dar Zaghawa despite Slatin's report that he had seen one in 

Kamo, which was kept clean by the orders of shartai Salih, the territorial chief of far 

Gala ( see Slatin 1896: 115--116 ). Similar to the case of the gurbo manda , no clan or 

a group of Zaghawa claimed the ownership of a particular betti manda and accordingly 

the term gr ( grandfather) was inappropriate in this case too. 

A tree could become manda when several people announced at different times 

that they had seen unfamiliar shapes under it or heard voices coming from its vicinity 

without seeing anybody. This implied that the voices were coming fromiitI ri or some 

other spiritual beings, which might have been dwelling in the tree. , 
People Gould also be 

informed by the bada (a spirit medium) that a particular tree was m nd and they 

treated it so. Consequently, nobody, would pass under that manda particularly during 

the night. People avoided cutting it down in the belief that it would invoke the wrath 

of the spirits which dwelt in it. The following example is a case in point. 
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Melik Ali, the chief of Dar Tuer, reported that in 1953 he was informed by the 

people of Lill, to the north east of Umburu, that their wells unexpectedly dried up and 

they were suffering from the lack of water. Upon inspecting the scene, he noticed that 

the well centre was surrounded by many huge green Acacia Albida trees. His 

discussions with the local aiawid ( knowledgeable people ) pointed to the possibility 

that the problem might have been caused by the huge Acacia Albida trees surrounding 

the wells by absorbing large quantities of the underground water. This idea was 

justified on the ground that had there been no underground water in that area, those 

huge green trees would have desiccated long time ago. Furthermore, the Zaghawa 

usually take for granted the exuberant, growth of the huge Acacia Albida trees in a 

particular area as an indication of the availability of the underground water in it ( see 

also Tubianas 1977 ). Therefore, the melik soon ordered the men to get rid of all the 

trees either by burning or cutting them down. But to his surprise, they displayed a 

great reluctance to comply with his order which at that time was to be implemented 

without question. He was later informed that many of the trees which he had been 

asking to be destroyed were considered m ands by the local people and therefore 

nobody was ready to experience a confrontation with the 'Inün allegedly dwelling in 

them. He said that only when he burnt all the manda trees himself, did the local people 

start to cut down or burn the smaller ones without fearing any consequences. 

-- Although the ha mandas ( sacred mountains) were approached both by males 

and females to beseech rain, health, wealth, protection, etc., the approaching of the 

betti manda (sacred trees) was confined to the females only. Individual women used to 

smear them with butter and lay small quantities of milk at the bottom of their stems as 

offerings to their spirits, and ask for health and children. The women also used to 

attach on the tree bark a few straws corresponding to the number of children they 

would like to get in future, and ask the spirit to help them in achieving their goal. 

The rite of offering butter to the be ti manda could also be performed 

collectively. ' For instance, in the past, whenever the water ran short in the wells, a 
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group of women used to perform a ritual ceremony known as eri bodu kaiyre 

(offering butter to the Sri manda) so that the wells could get plenty of water. The rite 

took the following form: a woman would come to the well centre and announce to those 

who were present that she had been instructed by a woman in a dream that unless the 

local community offered butter to the teri manda and sprinkled it with water, the wells 

would dry up. A day would eventually be fixed and when it was due time many 

women, particularly those who would be watering their animals on that specific day, 

would assemble under the nearest eri manda in the site with offerings of milk and 

butter. They would then start smearing the tree stem with butter and offering it small 

quantities of milk-saying "we have come to perform the awaid (customs ) of our 

grandmothers and old generations". They would also sprinkle the tree stem with water 

while chanting "we have sprinkled you with cold water, please give us plenty of it". 

In the present situation, this rite has been terminated even though many of those trees 

which were held in reverence are still alive. 

The Zaghawa do not seem to know exactly why only the xr' (Acacia Albida ) 

and k ida ( Ziziphus Mucronata ) were manda except saying that the spirits chose to 

dwell in them. - These two tree species are particularly important in many aspects of the 

Zaghawa life. They are the two largest ones in size among all the tree species which 

grow naturally in Dar'Zaghawa. The Acacia Albida is the only deciduous tree in 

autumn but it soon becomes green and is the main source of green fodder until the next 

rain. It also provides the greatest possible shade for people and their animals during the 

hot summer. Its stem is most suitable for carving the water troughs which the herders 

use for watering their animals. The mai also carve mortars, pestles and many other 

tools from it. 

The keida ( nabaa Ar. : Ziziphus Mucronata) is the second largest tree in Dar 

Zaghawa and so it provides a good shade for the people and their animals. During 

summer, when the people move away from their villages and stay in feriks , they 

usually establish their temporary shelters under keida trees unless they fail to find them 
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in the proposed site for the ferik 
, 
but in no circumstance do they establish their shelters 

under the nurrda ( sarha Ar. ; Maerua Crassifolia) tree. In many cases the presence of 

the keida in a particular area could encourage the establishment of the ferik in it . 

Unlike the fruit'of Acacia Albida, fruit of Ziziphus Mucronata is edible. Women collect 

large quantities of it 
, both for their household consumption and for the market . 

They also boil the pulp of its fruit to produce a kind of honey. Many poor families 

pound the fruit (ii mortar to turn it to powder which can be consumed with milk. 

In the lean years, when the Zaghawa suffer from shortage of grain, they mix large 

quantities of this fruit powder with millet flour to make porridge and beer. The 

majority of the women crush its stone and collect the kernel for which there is a high 

demand in the weekly markets particularly when it is mixed with honey. In addition to 

all these benefits, this tree has many other important uses. For instance, it is imperative 

for the twin birth celebration as we shall see in chapter 4. The bark can also be used in 

leather tanning instead of bige ( ara Ar. ; Acacia Scorpioides ) which is normally 

used for the purpose. The offshoots of the tree can also be used in building the conical 

roofs of the huts. Furthermore,. its branches are used as handles of hoes, axes and 

many other agricultural tools. Because of these benefits, cutting down the keida tree, 

particularly when it is laden with fruit , 
is considered as tantamount to killing and 

therefore it is against the community's moral code. Only when it grows in the farm 

site, could a person cut it down without being cursed or criticized by the community 

members. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

DIVINATION, -AFFLICTION AND HEALING IN TRADITIONAL 

-ZAGHAWA CULTURE 

I:, -The preceding chapter has revealed a multitude of supernatural forces which the 

Zaghawa believe to exist in the universe. The idea that these supernatural forces are a 

menace to Man in various ways gives rise to the allegation that they are behind many 

of the misfortunes, illness and death incidents which occur to members of the Zaghawa 

community. Any particular type of affliction is believed to be triggered off by a 

separate force which, if known, could easily be avoided by resorting to the appropriate 

remedy.,, 

, The harsh ecological conditions of the Sahelian zone, of which Dar, Zaghawa 

constitutes 'a part--; have created a sense of uncertainty and frustration in the Zaghawa 

community. ' -The amount of rain which the country, receives every year is uncertain and 

-on the, whole unreliable. In consequence, according to the official reports and the 

. actors' verbally transmitted history, there has been a repeated crop failure every two 

years. " This precarious situation renders the Zaghawa uncertain whether to migrate to 

Dar at Said to survive, or to stay at home and send their womanfolk to horbe to work 

in millet cultivations in western Darfur where they are paid in kind; or to keep them at 

home and dispatch the youths with part of the herd to exchange the animals for grain 

wherever it is available. Those who practise animal husbandry are also badly affected 

by the uncertainty of the rainfall which is detrimental to the animal herds, for they 

usually perish in large numbers under such conditions. In effect , many Zaghawa 

families are unable to decide whether to receive the bridewealth cattle of their married 

daughters, which must be duly paid immediately, or to postpone the receipt until they 

are sure that the dry-season in which the cattle are likely to suffer, is over. Thus the 
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harsh environmental conditions and the resultant uncertainties force the Zaghawa to be 

constantly on the look out for omens and to resort to divination to find out future 

prospects and the likely outcome of the actions they are about to undertake. In this 

chapter, I intend to bring to light the various divinatory techniques manipulated by the 

Zaghawa to foretell the future likelihood of a forthcoming event , the different types of 

affliction caused by the spiritual forces and their method of healing or providing a cure 

in the traditional Zaghawa society. 

I. DIVINATION: 

The Zaghawa resort to divination, when a particular event is surrounded by a 

peculiar phenomenon or to find out , for example, about personal'safety and the 

prospects of a risky journey such as migration to Libya through the desert , the 

possibility of marrying a particular girl, the forces at work in a given case of illness, 

whether an ill relative will recover or not , the whereabouts of lost property or the 

welfare of an absent household member. Divination is also employed before a well is 

dug to find out the source of the' ; underground water. A number of divinatory 

techniques are used for these purposes. These include ebiri ( water divination ), alaoyi 

( cowry divination ), gro or ramul Ar. ( sand divination ) and bada ( spirit mediums ) 

which vary in terms of complexity, reliability and popularity. 

(a) Ebiri (Water Divination): 

After spending the long dry season outside Dar Zaghawa to avoid the famine or 

the drought , the Zaghawa return back to their traditional homeland at the onset of the 

early showers. When they cross the borders and see the huge Acacia Albida trees, the 
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mountains and the wadis they know best, they feel pleasure to be at home again. They 

usually perform a short rite in which they distribute small quantities of millet flour 

mixed with water to their children as karma , i. e. thanksgiving, and ask whoever 

receives a piece to utter "thank ido for keeping us alive and enabling us to return home 

safely". ' They resort to a simple divinatory technique known as ebiri to find out 

whether they are coming to stay for good in their territory or whether perhaps the rain 

might fail 'again and force them to seek refuge elsewhere. They dig a shallow round 

hole in the ground and fill it with water. Then they drop a bowl upside down in the 

water and watch the result . The water will seep into the ground releasing a lot of 

bubbles which move the bowl up and down-in a rhythmic manner. If the bowl moves 

in slow motion, this indicates that life has returned to normal and the people will live 

in prosperity and'happiness. Conversely, if it moves quickly and irregularly, it 

portends a series of droughts, instability and frustration which is quite disappointing to 

the returning householders. Ebiri is also employed to find out which part of the 

country will receive heavy rain and produce a good harvest . If the bubbles are pushed 

out from a 'particular direction it indicates that that direction of the country will be 

gerb , i. 6. receive sufficient rainfall that will enable its inhabitants to collect good 

harvest An average Zaghawa household cultivates two plots of land in different areas; 

if the rainfall is insufficient in one area, the other might compensate; ebiri will show 

which plot the household should cultivate first and give most care to. Despite its simple 

technique, which does not require expert diviners, ebiri is employed less frequently for 

it is of little help Outside the realm of rainfall. 

(b) A jEovi (Comb' Divination ): 

Divination by'algovi is exclusively practised by women and it is quite usual to 

encounter one or two algovras ( specialists in interpreting cowry shells) in every 
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Zaghawa village or ferik who practise divination as a part-time job. There may be 

several women in a particular village who claim to know the interpretation of algoyi but 

many clients often travel several miles to consult a diviner whose algoyi are believed to 

be accurate. Although both men and women consult the al o, the majority of those 

who. approach them are women. The fact that the alal goyra herself is a woman 

encourages the female clients to approach her at any moment . They feel no 

embarrassment in talking to another woman about their confidential matters and to tell 

her about their feelings. 

4 According to some algoyras I interviewed, the clients consult them about 

numerous problems, but the following are most frequent: to identify the cause of 

persistent miscarriages in a young woman; whether an ill person will recover or not, 

whether a girl agrees to marry a particular-man, ' whether if a woman is due to give 

birth, it is better to move to the ferik to avoid the boi of a neighbouring household who 

can harm the baby; to identify the cause of a wife's lingering ailment and whether her 

co-wife is behind this. - The elderly women who have already passed the menopause 

and have nothing to do with. men also approach the algoyra to enquire about their 

personal health or perhaps about the welfare of an absent household member of whom 

nothing has been heard for a long time and whether or not he intends to return home. 

Because men believe that the algoyras divulge the result of the divination to other 

women during their chats, they rarely approach them, particularly if they want to find 

out about their prospective marriages. Should a man come across a prominent alai or, 

he may enquire about his lost animal but rarely about his prospective marriage! 

The performance of the divination necessitates seven cowry shells of various 

sizes which are used to represent the adults , the young persons and things such as 

lorries or money. The sharp end of the shell represents the head and the round end 

represents the lower part of the human body. The cowries are normally white but some 

of them are dark in colour'and a few others light pink. These are used by the diviner to 

refer to the dark and ,, red coloured persons respectively. The standard white cowries 

43 



stand for the majority of the population who are neither dark nor red. The diviner can 

also identify the sex of the individual character by using the cowries. Each cowry has 

two faces; the one with a dark hole in the middle and the other with a long sharp cut. 

Because the Zaghawa interpret any woman as bow me ( black) and any man as boru 

taxi ter ( white ), the front face with the depression which appears black refers to the 

females whereas the back white face refers to the males. 

The divinatory process takes the following steps: the client approaches the 

diviner with a small quantity of grain or money known as baxäd ( whiteness) which is 

meant to "whiten" the diviner's heart and engage her sympathy which are preconditions 

for the efficacy of the divination. Literally translated the Zaghawa say "whiten" his/her 

heart but in effect it is the idea of purification. Should a client approach the diviner's 

door without having money or grain she must borrow some grain from the diviner 

herself to pay the bead otherwise she has to turn up again when she is ready. The 

client states her problem explicitly to the diviner and brings forwards her bayid . Then 

the diviner flattens the sand in front of her with the palm of her hand. But before she 

proceeds further, she asks the client to lay one of her hands --depending on the nature 

of the problem-- on the sand and to utter "tell only the truth, do not tell lies". 

According to rules, if the divination is about marriage or divorce, she asks her to put 

her left hand on the sand but if it concerns any other problem such as health or lost 

property, she has to put her right hand instead. None of the algoyras I interviewed 

could tell exactly whyathe left hand has been associated with marriage and divorce 

problems whereas the right hand has been associated with any other problem apart from 

stating that it is a- rule. Laying the wrong hand on the sand will confuse the algoyi 

which then gives irrelevant answers. The diviner holds the seven cowries in her hand 

and throws them several times in the air and catches them. Then she casts them 

together at random on the flattened sand and interprets the result by looking for the 

order in which they lie relative to one another ( see for example MacMichael 1912: 336, 

Earthy 1931: 227 and Beattie 1963: 42 for similar practices among the Meidob, the 
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Vandau of Sofala and the Bunyoro respectively ). Any particular cowry in the layout 

conveys a meaning independent of the others but its direction and spatial distance from 

the others can also enable the diviner to infer many other meanings. Any personal 

information about the client or the problem at hand can add extra clues which help the 

diviner to analyse the layout of the cowries. Table 2 indicates some of the symbols of 

a lg . and their meanings as interpreted by the algoras : 

Table 2: The Symbols of Algoyi and Their Meanings 

No Symbol Meaning 

1. black: female 

2. white: male 

3. Cý baby boy and girl 

4. lorry, car or camel 

5. 

T 

hiding head in earth: witness 

stone ( death ) 

6. 
* 

heading in the same direction: 

marriage 
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7. movement of many people on 

a good or a bad occasion. 

Ululation in marria e or a cr for ' g y ý 

help at a disaster. 

8. heading in opposite directions: 

divorce. 

9. adulter y 

10. a letter sent or received ). 

11. bringing shoulders together: 

greeting a dear person who 

arrives from a distance. 

12. white cowry manifestly above 

black cowry: the husband has 

longer life expectancy than the 

wife. 
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13 i i . br ng heads together : ng 

in, 

shokshoke ( discussing a 

matter secretly ). 

14. confrontation: quarrel and 

separation 

15. disagreement between two men 

16. a quarrel between two men 

because of a woman. 

17. a bone in a cooking pot : there 

is meat in the house. This 

indicates either a sad or a 

joyous occasion. 

, 18. 

® 
chopped head: slaughtered 

animal. 

19. compilation of things: luggage 

or tabu (money). 
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20. 

21. 

22. 

23. 

24. 

25. 

ýý. 

a person with a hat on his 

head: a military or police officer. 

a person with a turban on 

his head: a government officer. 

a person with big pockets: a 

merchant or any rich person. 

a pregnant woman with a foetus 

in her womb. If it gives 

hamad i. e. heading in the 

direction of an unmarried 

woman, she may conceive an 

illegitimate child. 

a breast-feeding woman 

a woman gives birth to a baby 

girl who dies soon. If the 

cowry representing the husband 

is not there, it indicates an 

illegitimate pregnancy. 
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26. 

27. 

28. 

29. 

ýý 

baby boy. 

a woman gives birth to a live 

a person opening his mouth 

and allowing his front teeth 

to show: laughter 

a boi afflicting a woman. 

The woman's boi is male. 

a boi afflicting a man. The 

man's böi is female. 

30. 

31. 

a man defecating in a hole: He 

is seriously ill to the extent 

that he cannot walk by himself 

even to the toilet . So he 

defecates or urinates in his 

bedside. 

departure without a return. 

client, it indicates his death or a 

single cowry gives hamad to the 

community for good. If a 

a person is leaving the 
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32. joining the community: an 

absent household member 

returns home. 

Let me now give a few examples of actual tossings and their corresponding 

interpretations given by the algoyras .I have substituted the real names of the clients 

by single letters. "Q" was a young woman with two children. Her husband migrated 

to greater Khartoum some time ago and kept sending her remittances from time to time 

to keep up her children in Dar Zaghawa but "Q" wanted to join her husband. Whenever 

she heard that some people had arrived recently from Khartoum, she visited them to 

see if they had any fresh news about her husband. One day she came to an algoyra's 

house to enquire whether or not her husband was intending to come in the foreseeable 

future. However, my presence in the-algovra's house at the time upset her plan; for 

according to custom, it is shameful for a young woman to talk about her loneliness or 

to express the missing of her husband in front of men. An elderly woman who had 

finished enquiring about her. own son's safety in Saudi Arabia, before the arrival of 

"Q" to the diviner's house, understood her intention. She volunteered to ask the 

al oa on behalf of "Q" to consult her algoyi again and tell whether or not her husband 

was making up his mind to come home. The al govra accepted the request and "Q" paid 

some money as bayäd and uttered "may ido bring back the absent people". It was clear 

to everybody that by saying people she meant only her husband. The process went as I 

have explained earlier. The algoyra collected the cowries immediately after the first 

tossing without interpreting them saying that they were irrelevant 
. 

The next tossing 

produced the layout shown in Figure 1. 

50 



Fig. 1: Reading the Layout of Algovi 

i 

W, The diviner analysed the layout as follows: the man represented by the cowry 

1 has the hamad , i. e. favour or good tidings for "Q". "Q" herself is not represented by 

any of the cowries in the layout but the fact that, cowry 1 is heading towards "Q's" 

direction invites such a belief. "Q" will receive a letter represented by the cowries 2 and 

3. from the bearer of good tidings (cowry 1). Cowry 5 and 6 indicate even better news 

for they represent os uga (to depart from the area in the company of a responsible 

person ) which in the daily language means to join a husband or a family. They 

represent a man (cowry 5) followed by a woman (cowry 6) which is the custom in 

Zaghawa culture i. e. man in front and woman behind ( see Holy 1989 for a similar case 

among the Berti) and heading towards the lorry ( cowry 4 ). The big man represented 

by. the cowry.?, meets the man who is leading the woman to the lorry station. Then the 

diviner modified the meanings indicated by the individual cowries so that the total 

layout appeared sensible and. consistent on the basis of her personal knowledge about 

the actual circumstances surrounding the situation. The final interpretation of the layout 
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is that "Q's" husband will send her a letter through a man who will ask her to prepare 

herself to travel to Khartoum by the next lorry that arrives in the village, to join her 

husband. On the day of their departure, a big man, perhaps "Q's" brother or one of her 

close relatives, will meet them at the lorry station to say good-bye to them. Although 

the whole divinatory exercise was based on speculation, "Q" was fully satisfied with 

the divination result and could hardly hide her happiness while the la govra was reading 

the al goyi so confidently and ended by asking her not to forget to send her a nice 

present from Khartoum. "Q" assured her that it would be her first duty when she 

arrives in Khartoum. 

The second example is about "X" who was a government employee. After 

spending a few years with his wife, "X" realized that he could not bear living with her, 

for she failed to feed his guests. Many of his best friends who used to visit him 

gradually stopped coming to his house. When he investigated the matter, he realized 

that his wife was behind all this problem for she used to meet his friends at the door 

and turn them back without him knowing by telling them that he was asleep or absent, 

although they could clearly hear his voice coming from inside the house. "X's" friends 

advised him to take another wife for according to the Zaghawa tradition, the best way 

for a man to punish his wife is to bring her a co-wife who will make life difficult for 

her. So, he started secretly to court a young woman. When his wife became aware of 

his intentions, she quarrelled with that woman and called her bad names. When she 

made life so difficult for "X", he decided at last to divorce her. 

` "Among the Zaghawa, the wife's failure to entertain the household guests is a 

good reason for divorce. It also seriously damages the wife's reputation and narrows 

her chances of getting remarried. Therefore, "X's" wife did not find any sympathy for 

her case and she eventually tried to return to her former husband who by that time was 

already living with his young wife. She became a regular customer to the known 

la goyras in the area. I met her in a diviner's house just at the time when the latter was 

tossing her'cowry shells to find out her prospects of returning to her husband. The 
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layout of the cowries in Fig. 2 was what the diviner was reading by the time of my 

arrival: 

Fig. 2: Reading the Layout of Algovi 

E 

6 

s 

S 

VV 

According to the diviner's interpretation, cowry 2 and 3 stand for ferish halal 

( legal relation between a man and a woman in other words marriage. Cowry 1 and 

2 give more clues about the husband's occupation; the fact that they represent a"T" 

shape indicates that he is a government officer. The cowry 6 which appears above his 

head shows that he is a man of high aspirations and bright future. The relatively wide 

spatial distance between cowry 2 and 6 above it indicates that he may take some time 

before realizing the prospects of his promising future. The location of cowry 3 

( female) between cowry 4( female ) and cowry 2( male ) indicates the separation 

between "X" and his ex--wife who is now replaced by the woman represented by 
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cowry 3. But there is still a hope for the divorced woman to return to her husband 

since there is anaiwad ( arbitrator ) represented by cowry 5. According to the 

algov a, the fact that the aiwad is heading towards the direction of the divorced woman 

indicates that he is trying his best to return her to her husband. At this point , the 

divorced woman interrupted to say, "al goyi si kori egyi" ( Lit. verily these cowries are 

mine ), which means they were talking exactly about her case. To ascertain this, she 

went on to utter the name of the man represented by cowry 5 who, according to her, 

had been mediating her return to her husband. 

Cowry divination is much sought after by the young unmarried women in their 

leisure time when they have nothing else to do. They usually gather in the algoyra's 

house after finishing their chores to spend several hours together weaving the bartals 

(basketware for covering food ), discussing some of the important issues such as men 

do in the mesiik or jo (guest house) or simply chatting. When the layout of the alal eoyi 

appears irrelevant to the client's problem, the al o ra picks them up and tosses again. 

Sometimes she considers an abortive layout as meaningful and relevant to someone else 

who may or may not be present at the time of tossing. An abortive layout is also 

believed to give general information about forthcoming events or those which have 

happened in the village. The following example is a case in point. 

An elderly woman once consulted the al go to find out about herafia ( general 

health status) for she had been suffering from fatigue and loss of appetite but the first 

tossing appeared irrelevant and consequently the la go rya was to pick up the cowries 

and toss again. When she was about to do so, she curbed her hand upon realizing that 

the layout in its present form was meaningful and could be relevant to somebody who 

was present at the time but not following the proceedings. She started to interpret the 

abortive layout in Fig. 3 as follows: 
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Fig. 3: Reading the Layout of Algoyi 

The man and the woman represented by cowry 5 and 6 have a shokshokd i. e. 

they are considering a particular matter' secretly. The woman indicated by cowry 6 

sends a letter'( cowry 4 and 5) to the man represented by cowry 7. The algoyra 

asserted to "Z", a man who was sitting in the location indicated by the star in Figure 3 

above, that cowry 7 gives him hamad , i. e. has something to do with him since the 

sharp end of the cowry points in his direction. As "Z" was only recently engaged to a 

young woman "from Kutum and was supposedly expecting letters from her, the 

diviner's assertion that cowry 7 gives him hamad is understandable. According to 

tradition, girls are not allowed to communicate with their betrothed before the 

consummation of the marriage except in secret. The fact that the woman represented 

by cowry 6, whom the diviner believed to indicate "Z's" fiancee, was involved in 

shokshokd with the man represented by cowry 5, was taken by the diviner as a further 

clue that the abortive layout really concerned "Z". She said, "Here is the girl, i. e. your 
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fiancee, sending you a letter secretly through this man" and pointed at the man 

represented by cowry 5. She added "Can you not see that she is taking him away from 

other people in shokshoke to hand over your letter secretly as girls always do ? ". 

Despite "Z" not believing in the efficacy of algoyi and regarding it as a woman's 

concern and therefore, showing little interest in it 
, 
he cheerfully accepted the diviner's 

interpretation that his fiancee was doing her best to send him a letter. Then, as though 

reading the last column of a newspaper, the diviner pointed at cowry 1,2 and 3 and 

stated that one of the married women in the village represented by cowry 2 will quarrel 

with her husband. As cowry I and 2 indicate a divorce case, that quarrel according to 

her, will lead to the breakdown of marital relations and later on, she will establish new 

relations with an elderly man indicated by cowry 3 which is proportionately greater in 

size compared to the other cowries. 

(c) Gro (Sand Divination) : 

Gr6 is the most popular divinatory technique practised by the Zaghawa in the 

belief of its efficacy. ̀  In contrast to algoyi , it is exclusively practised by a category of 

men described as gorra ( specialists of sand divination ). Despite the fact that many 

beri , including "members of the upper strata, know how to interpret the gro , the 

specialists of sand divination are mainly mai who are believed to be more competent 

than the beri . There exists a popular belief that the mai are the original practitioners of 

go in. the Zaghawa'territory and that the beri only learnt it from them. According to 

my own observation in the field, the Zaghawa, finding this belief convenient , 

approach the beri gorra only when they have failed to consult a mai . The mai 

informants relate their competence to the fact that they have been passing on the secret 

knowledge öf interpreting the go from father to son for generations which they believe 

is not 'the case with the beri. The majority of the beri gI encountered in the field 
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stated that they had learnt the gro by necessity from the mai in return for an animal or 

cash. According to one of the beri gorras , one must try to learn the gro if one has 

unnecessarily experienced risks which one believes could have been avoided if the 

interpretation of the gro had been known. 

The Zaghawa seek the hidden knowledge of the gorra as the last resort when 

they have exhausted all the possible means for grasping the reality of a situation. They 

consult the diviner for various reasons, for example, to find out the whereabouts of a 

stray animal, whether a traveller leaves safely and returns prosperous, the spirit causing 

an illness to a household member, whether a seriously injured relative will recover or 

not , the prospects of marrying a particular girl, the most appropriate location for 

constructing a well or establishing a ferik or a household. 

In rushash , the period before the onset of the rains, many Zaghawa approach 

the diviner to find out whether or not there will be sufficient rain to guarantee a good 

harvest 
. Diviners normally state the result of the divination covertly in mai kia (Lit. 

mai way of speaking), i. e. euphemistical language, the fact which might support the 

view that the mai, were the original practitioners of sand divination among the Zaghawa. 

For example, if the- diviner is consulted to find out the prospects of rainfall this year, 

instead of saying explicitly that there will be no rain, he says, "women have crossed 

the wadi with large empty winnowing baskets heading towards the south" thus hinting 

at the usual seasonal migration of the Zaghawa females. to dar al said during the 

droughts and famines. - Conversely, if he finds out that the rainfall will be abnormally 

good, he . says, "the waters, , 
have overflowed the banks of the wadi and washed away 

the trees" which is a consequence of good rains. 

Similar to the case of algoyi , the client must pay baya_d_ to the diviner before the 

latter starts considering the case, to "whiten". his heart and to guarantee his sympathy 

which is essential for the efficacy of the divination. If the divination is about a patient's 

prospects of recovery from a serious illness, and after consulting the gro, a symbol of 

a grave appears in the layout , exactly in his/her corresponding figure, this might 
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indicate his/her death. As the diviner's heart can not be "whitened" with such sad and 

unfavouring results, he usually returns the bayad to the patient without fully disclosing 

the findings. Although diviners bring forward some other justifications for returning 

the bayad, such as claiming close kinship ties with the patient , the notion underlying 

their behaviour is understandable. 

There is no minimum limit for the baiad . The amount of baxäd is determined 

individually in each case according to the economic status of both parties and the 

importance of the problem to the client from the diviner's point of view. For example, 

the diviner accepts a single pound from a poor client but not less than ten pounds from 

a rich client who consults him about an identical problem. Also a poor diviner's heart 

can be "whitened" by a lump of sugar whereas it costs the client a ram or its equivalent 

in order to "whiten" a rich diviner's heart . The gorra can accept five pounds from a 

customer who seeks to know his prospects of marrying a particular girl if he is the only 

suitor but he can reap more than ten pounds from him if he is aware that he is facing 

some powerful competitors. In general, according to my own observation , the 

majority of the customers, irrespective of their economic status, tend to pay more than 

the diviner would expect from them to ensure his sympathy. 

In contrast to the algoyra , the gorra's divinatory technique is a long process. 

First he rubs the ground surface in front of him with the palm of his hand to flatten it . 

Then he asks the client to lay his hand on it and utter " sdu ", i. e. tell the truth, and 

proceeds to explain his intention explicitly. While this is the common practice, there are 

some diviners who claim to know the client's intention even before he states it . 

According to a prominent diviner whose gro are believed to be most accurate, he can 

know his clients' intentions before they approach him. In an interview with him, he 

said, "If somebody is coming to consult the gro ,I do not only know his intention in 

advance, but also the quantity and the quality of his baxa_d .I see all these in a dream 

the night before; so next morning I go nowhere but stay at home anticipating his/her 

arrival". 
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The diviner draws a double dashed line on the flattened sand by moving his 

second and third finger tips of the right hand simultaneously on it from bottom to top in 

an angle of approximately 45 degrees. Towards the end of the line, he closes the 

second finger and proceeds along with the other. This makes the initially double 

dashed line end with single dashes. He draws a similar line to the left of the previous 

one. By adding two more lines to the left of this second line in the same manner, he 

ends up with a shape similar to the following one: 

\ 
\\ 

\\\\ 
\\\\ 
\\A\\ 
\\\\ \\ \\ 
\\\\\\\\ 
\\\\ \\ \\ 
\\\\\\\\ 
\\\\ \\ \\ 

,, 4321 

Then starting with his first drawn dashed line on the far right , he cancels the 

dashes ( both double and single) in pairs from bottom to top. He either ends up with a 

single dash (\) or double dashes (\ ). When he finishes this line, he starts working 

the next line in the same manner. By repeating this action with the third, and the fourth 

lines, the diviner will get a shape similar to the following: 

\ 

\\\ \ 
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\\ \\ \\ \\ 
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Then the diviner leaves the above shape aside for a moment and flattens a fresh 

area to the right of it and inscribes the result he has arrived at by cancelling the dashes 

in pairs. If only one dash is left at the top of the line, he engraves an entry 

composed of two vertical dashes (II) in the extreme right of the freshly flattened 

area leaving enough space to the left for the subsequent entries. If, on the contrary, 

two dashes remain, an entry composed of a single dash (I ) is to be engraved. The 

Zaghawa diviners unlike the Berti ( see Osman 1983: 204 ), inscribe the results they 

arrive at at this stage in the freshly flattened area in horizontal lines ( rows) starting 

from right to left . Therefore, the diviner inscribes the results of the three remaining 

lines in successive entries in a linear order such that each new entry lies to the left of the 

previous one. Following this step, he wipes out the original figure to draw four new 

dashed lines in its place. Then he cancels the dashes in pairs as he has done before and 

engraves the results in rows from right to left below and parallel to the preceding line. 

By repeating this action twice and inscribing the results below and parallel to the 

previous ones, the diviner arrives at a shape similar to the figure on the left. 

Then he draws an imaginary vertical line between the second and the third 

columns to obtain two columns on its both sides as illustrated in the figure on the right. 

(4) (3) 

II II II I II II 

II II I II ý II ý II 

II I II II II I 

I II III II 

(2) (1) 

II I (1) 

I II (2) 

II II (3) 

I 'I (4) 

.I 

Then he counts the dashes of the upper entries of the columns (1) and (2) on 

the right side of the imaginary line. If their total is an odd number, he makes it even by 

adding an extra dash which is engraved as a new entry to the right of the upper entry of 

column (: 1-). If, on the contrary, their total is an even number, a double dash will 
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appear in that new entry. The Zaghawa refer to this step as boru k uvae ( Lit. 

dispatching the men or gro akki si ae( Lit. sweetening the gro) in the belief that 

the odd numbers are sour and therefore, they are to be sweetened. By working out 

successively the second upper entries of column (1) and (2), then the third upper 

entries and the lower entries in the same manner, sweetening them and inscribing their 

results under the new entry, the diviner will create a new column to the right of column 

(1) as shown in the figure appearing below. A similar column can be created to the 

left of column (4) by working out the entries of columns (3 ) and (4) on the left side 

of the imaginary line by following the same technique. This being done, the diviner 

arrives at a cluster of six columns, three on each side of the imaginary line, as shown 

in-the beneath figure on this page. Only at this stage can the diviner interpret the result 

of the divination. 

(4) (3) 

II II 

II II 

'u i 
1 11 

(2) (1) 

II II (1) 

U II II (2) 

II II II (3) 

I1 II (4 ) 

(6) (5) (4) 

II II II 

II II II 

I II I 

II II 

(3) (2) (1) 

II II (1) 

II II il (2) 

II II II (3) 

II II (4) 

Before I proceed to show how the diviner interprets the gro ,I would like to 

explain some of its principles which are indispensable for understanding this divinatory 
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technique. Each column in the above figure is composed of four entries which 

represent a figure. Like the Berti, the Zaghawa use 16 different figures in sand 

divination. Each figure has a distinct shape and a name but with the exception of 

tutuba , which means duck, these names have no meanings in the Zaghawa language; 

they are used only. in the context of gro . These 16 figure are divided into four 

categories known as be a' or khashm bet (Ar. ; lineage) each of which comprises four 

figures. Figures of each be a' are arranged systematically one after the other as shown 

in Table 3. 

Although there are 16 different figures, one cannot fail to realize some relation 

between them. For example, the figures of be a' (1) are reversed in be a' (2 ). In 

bea' (3) 
, ok ow is the-opposite of a adi and to tu is the opposite of neair . In be a' 

(4 is the opposite of hurr and tegidi is the opposite of utuba . As shown in 

Table 4, 'the first figures of all the k', regardless of their names and shapes, are 

categorised as members of Dodura be ow (household). The second figures in order are 

categorised as members of Milla or Mira be ow. The third and fourth are members of 

Bowra and Be Kebida households respectively. Members of each be ow symbolize 

certain objects regardless of their be a', membership. 

r 
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Table 3: The Symbols of Gro and Their-Names 

bea'(1) bd a'( 2) 

No. shape name 

1. II II II I nasaba 

2. II II II bodoy 

3. II III bidi 

4. II I II I cartoy 

b-6 a'(3) 

No. shape name 

1. II II I II toktow 

2. II I II II tatadi 

3- II II I totu 

4. 1 II 11 negir 

No. shape name 

1. I II II II amahu 

2. II II II dibish 

3. III II tekte 

4. I II I II shita 

b6 a'(4 

No. shape name 

1. II II II II jurr 

2. II I. I II tegidi 

3. I II II I tutuba 

4. 1111 hurr 

The names ascribed to the four be ow convey certain meanings. Dodura 

characterises anything with a hump or protruded back. I guess Mira has been named 

after the clan whose ancestors were the original Zaghawa chiefs even though no 

informant confirmed this assumption. Bow in the Bideyat vernacular means west . 
Hence, bowra indicates those clansmen who originated in the west. Be Kebida is the 

supreme shelter in the household where the granaries are kept . Any row of four 
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figures which constitutes a be ow in Table 4 resembles certain objects which are 

specified in Table 5. 

Table 4: r1t F Their 

be ows ( Households ) 

PiUDfQE eve a ri UK 

No. the figures arranged in be as ( lineages ) be ows ( households) 

1 2 3 4 

1. nasaba amahu toktow jurr Dodura 

2. = bodoy dibish tatadi tegidi Milla 

3. = bidi - tekte totu , tutub Bowra 

4. cartoy shita negir hurr Be Kebida 

Table 5: 

No. 

aeuro_Qt 

M ow (household) 

Dodura 

Milla (, Mira) 

Bowra 

eholds º and their ivieanm 

stands for: 

man, camel, rabbit, tortoise, snake, 

rain, mountain, rock, underground 

water, any creature that crawls or lies 

like a camel. 

woman, cow, sheep, millet, donkey, 

horse, 'jinn, giraffe, Geli Gargi, 

Biriyara and Awlad Degain clans. 

rifle, sword, cloth, money, boi , goat, 
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boy, malaria disease, wind, dust, knife, 
whirlwind, spear, razor, any metal, 
paper, book, gazelle, members 
of Agab, Baka, Erdibara, Mamia, 
Kotura, Tabara and Nana clans, and 
any creature that casts off its skin 
like a snake. 

4. Be Kebida any household member including guests 
and relatives, chicken, ostrich, 
guinea fowl, any bird and anything that 
walks on two legs. 

,. 
The Zaghawa normally read the figures from right to left but it is not uncommon 

for a figure to be read from bottom to top as the Berri do ( see Osman 1983 ) or anti- 

clockwise. Hence, __ -- -- , 
figure. 

II 
II and 

U 
U are different shapes of the same 

1 
I 

The area lying to the right of the imaginary line in Diagram 1 is considered the 

domain of the client and his family whereas the one to the left of it is the domain of his 

enemy or the other person and his family. The figure appearing in column (1) stands 

for the client. The ones manifested in columns (2) and (3 ) represent his child and 

wife respectively. If the client wants to prognosticate the fate of his wife, the diviner 

looks directly into the figure appearing in column (3 ) but if the divination concerns 

his child, the diviner looks into the figure appearing in column (2). On the other 

hand, the figure manifested in column (6 ) represents the enemy or the other person 

and those appearing in columns (4) and (5) stand for his wife and child respectively. 

For instance, if a child is afflicted by a serious illness and his parents believe an 

unknown malevolent person is behind this, they will approach the diviner to identify 

him. The divination gives no names but certain clues and attributes of the accused 

person such as his /her sex, age and colour which will enable the client to pinpoint 
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him/her. In such a case, the diviner looks into column (2) which corresponds to the 

child to specify the figure appearing in it . Then he starts looking for its identical 

figure in the enemy's domain. If it is found, for example, in column (4 ), it is an 

indication that the affliction is caused by a woman. But if it appears in column (6 ), a 

man is to be accused. 

A figure can be used to refer to many things as we have seen above. Incase of 

human beings, the upper entry of a figure corresponds to the head whereas the lower 

entry corresponds to the legs. The second upper entry corresponds to the chest and the 

breast in case of a woman. The third entry corresponds to the buttock and the stomach. 

The diviner can identify the sex of any individual in the layout by looking at the entry 

corresponding to the head. For instance, in the case of the two children represented by 

columns ( 2) and (5 ), if two dashes appear in the upper entry, the child is female. If 

only a single dash appears instead, it indicates a male child. In case of animals, the 

upper entry corresponds to the head as in humans. The one which ranks second 

resembles the forelegs and that which ranks third corresponds to the breast. The lower 

entry stands for the hind legs. 

Diagram 1 illustrates further details. There are 15 figures circumscribed by 

rectangles such that (1 -- 6) belong to the client and (1' -- 6') belong to his enemy. 

The figures configurated in rectangles (7 -- 9) are held in common by the client and his 

enemy. 
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Diagram 1: Reading the Layout of Gro 

It 

1+ 
to 

of 

4 X 
I 

I 

IL 

q 

It 

3a 

ýiý 

(2. ) 

(3) 

ýw` 

The figure circumscribed by rectangle I corresponds to the client's ha ( hand). 

The relation between the symbol and the symbolized is quite apparent . The hand is the 

part of the body which physically receives the gains the client is entitled to. Therefore, 

whenever a diviner is consulted to find out , for example, the client's chances of 

retrieving his lost animal, receiving remittances, or recovering an unpaid loan, he looks 

into the figure appearing in this rectangle. These gains are described as keriy i. e. of 

short term nature. For durable gains, the diviner must look into the figure appearing in 

rectangle 2 which corresponds to the client's kLrbr 
,i( arm ). Among the Zaghawa, a 

person who acquires an established socio-economic and political status is described 

metaphorically as having a strong arm. This explains why the diviner looks at the 

figure manifested in this rectangle if he is asked to prognosticate the client's prospects 

of acquiring guwe ketereo ( windfalls ), leadership or perpetuating his inherited socio- 

economic or political power. The figure circumscribed by rectangle 3 represents the 

client's l( abode ). The client's presence in his abode or traditional area, is a sign of 

stability and enjoyment of life at home unperturbed by any difficulties. Conversely, his 

absence from his own territory is sinister, for it might forebode famine, imprisonment 
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by the authorities or participation in hisa (faza' Ar. ; search party for a lost animal ). 

Therefore, the diviner looks at this figure if he is asked to foretell the client's prospects 

of well- being in the foreseeable future. 

The figure circumscribed by rectangle 4 represents the client's ( house ). It 

gives certain clues which either encourage or discourage the client from establishing his 

new house or ferik in a particular locality or next door to a particular household. It is 

also believed that this figure enables the diviner to foretell whether the client's cattle will 

calf in the proposed fcdk or whether a snake will bite his child while staying there. The 

configuration in rectangle 5 represents the client's hi '( bed) and the one appearing in 

rectangle 6 represents the jga ( guest house) which is normally built in the centre of the 

village. J is the place where the village men spend most of their time together. It is 

also a centre for social, religious and political activities which take place in the village. 
Therefore, it is expected to bring the client in contact with many people including 

strangers and co-villagers, some of whom may not be on good terms with him. If, for 

example, a figure representing dust or whirlwind -- which the Zaghawa consider a sign 

of quarrel or interruption of a settled state -- appear in the jgg , he has to abstain from 

going there that day. Should he go, he has to carry a stick and wear his amulets, for a 

fight may take place at any moment and he needs to resort to self-help. 

Similarly, rectangles (1'-- 6) appearing in the enemy's domain represent his 

hand, arm, abode, house, bed and guest house respectively. Rectangles (7 -- 9) 

which are held in common by the client and his enemy represent their mouths, saddles 

and their wives' compartments respectively. When considering the client's case, the 

figures are read in an anti-clockwise, but in his enemy's case, they are read in a 
clockwise order. The figure appearing in rectangle 7 which represents the mouth 

might indicate who gossips about the client , "cats" his property or calls upon ani to 

kill him. Mani , as we shall see later, is a mysterious power that is believed to kill. 

The saddle stands for all means of transport available in the area such as camels, 

donkeys, horses and cars. Therefore, the figure appearing in rectangle 8 which 
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represents the saddle may give clues whether or not an absent household member will 

come in the foreseeable future. The configuration in rectangle 9 indicates whether or 

not a divorced woman will return to her husband's house or whether or not a man will 

marry the girl he likes and bring her home. 

The ro can' be used to refer to different colours. In general terms, an entry 

composed of a single dash (I ) indicates both the white and the red colours. An entry 

composed of a couple of dashes (II) stands for the black. As there were no white 

people in traditional Zaghawa society, in the past, a single dash appearing in the upper 

entry, of a figure which corresponds to the head was taken to indicate either a red 

skinned person or an elderly person whose hair had turned white. When the Zaghawa 

came in contact with the Europeans for the first time, the gorras referred to them by the 

two figures amahu ands , which were formerly used to indicate strangers who had 

no known relatives or gabila ( tribe) and who were apparently different from the 

Zaghawa. Likewise, when referring to animals, the single dashed entry corresponding 

to the head indicates both white and red colours. Consequently, an animal with a white 

forehead is referred to by amahu , the figure which has a single dash in the entry 

corresponding to the head. An animal with a white hind leg(s) is referred to by nasaba 

because of its single dash appearing in the bottom entry corresponding to the hind legs. 

The entirely white or red animal is indicated by hurr which is wholly composed of 

single dashed entries but there are some diviners who also interpret n_ eg'ir as white on 

account of its overwhelming single dashed entries. 

The figure] which is wholly composed of double dashed entries indicates the 

black colour. Green and yellow are referred to by the figures ao, tekte and a idi . 

There is no agreement among the diviners on how to refer to the grey colour though 

many of them refer to it by bidi . As it can be seen in Table 6, many other colours such 

as scarlet and brown can be indicated by other figures depending on the distribution of 

the single and the double dashed entries in the figure. 
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Table 6: The Gro Figures and Their Corresponding Colo = 

No . figure colour 

1. nasaba an animal with one or more white leg(s) 
2. bodoy 
3. bidi grey 
4. cartoy an animal with white chest or any object with brown, 

green or yellow colour 
5., amahu- an animal with white forehead or an old person with 

white hair 
6. dibish 
7. tekte green/ yellow 
8. shita scarlet / red 
9. toktow 
10. tatadi an animal with a scarlet neck 
11. totu an animal with a white head and thigh 
12. negir white 
13. jurr black/blue 
14. tegidi ' an animal with a white belly and a black or brown 

back or-anything with scarlet , green or grey colour 
15. tutuba . an animal with a white forehead and leg 
16. hurr white, scarlet or grey colour 

Views differ on how to read the directions from the layout of the gro . Some 

diviners refer to the four cardinal points by specific figures. For example, obi ( east ) 

is referred to by 'urr and osko ( west) is referred to by shita . said ( south ) and bir6 

( north) are also referred to by tutuba and bodoy respectively. Unlike the Berti 

divination, the figures may indicate those clansmen whose forefathers originated in 

some of these directions but do not make any reference to the people who are now 

existing in any one of these directions. Many of the clansmen who originated in the 

west such as Tabara, Mamia and Kotura are existing today in the southern fringes of 
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Dar Zaghawa. The Geli Gargi and the Biriyara clansmen who are categorised as 

members of the Mira be ow now occupy the northern part of the Zaghawa territory. 

Another group of diviners stated that they read the layout of the gro assuming 

they are facing east even if they are actually not . 
The direction which lies on their right 

side when performing the gro represents said ( the south) and the one which lies on 

their left represents bire ( the north ). They associate Dodura household, which is 

encountered at the top of the layout ( see Table 4 ), with obi ( east) and B Kebid'a 

household, which lies at the bottom of the layout 
, with osko ( west ). I witnessed 

some cases in which the clients selected the direction in advance and then asked the 

diviner to find out whether they would lose or gain in those directions. For instance, if 

a customer fails to recover his lost animal, he approaches a diviner and asks him to find 

out the prospects of recovering it in say the west. The diviner resorts to his gro and 

tells him whether he has kera ( gains) in that direction or not . If the west appears 

less promising, the customer will then choose another direction and asks the diviner to 

find out the prospects of recovering it in this new direction. 

Some diviners also stated that they can easily pinpoint the location of any lost 

article in the household by applying a slightly different technique. According to one 

diviner, a woman once buried a piece of gold in the back-yard of her house at dusk to 

keep it safe for her daughter until she grew up and got married. After many years, 

when she needed her gold, she dug several holes in that particular site, but all in vain. 

She eventually approached him as a last resort . He first performed the gro to make 

sure that the gold was still there under the ground. When the result appeared positive, 

he divided the whole yard into four equal quarters and asked her to point to a particular 

quarter at a time and utter "asdug , let me find my gold in this quarter", and then he 

performed the go to find out the prospects of finding it there. When the go indicated a 

particular quarter as the most promising, he asked the villagers to shovel up the earth of 

that quarter and they, did find the gold in it lying deeper than the woman had been 

expecting.. 
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Like the algoyi , an individual go figure conveys several meanings depending 

on the purpose of the divination, the figures which appear in the same layout and in 

addition the filiation of its be ow. The following few examples may illustrate this 

point. . 
I was once interviewing a diviner when we were interrupted by a herder. He 

requested the diviner to find out the prospects of his personal safety and the prosperity 

of his animal herd in a particular site to which he was intending to move quite soon. 

Apparently, he was worried by the armed robbery which was prevalent in Darfur 

region during the time of my fieldwork. After receiving the bayäd , the diviner 

performed the gro and eventually arrived at the layout appearing in the figure below 

which he interpreted to the herder in the manner described below. 

(6) (5) (4) (3) (2) (1) 

II II II II II 

ii i 1 u. .. ii 11 
II iii ii i 
ii ii iUi 

The diviner examined the layout carefully and stated that he could see no 

threat to the herder's personal safety because of the appearance of the figure dibish in 

his iga . As this figure is a sign of peace, the diviner considered its appearance in the 

area most susceptible to conflict as an indication that the herder would face no personal 

danger should he establish his ferik on the proposed site. The diviner also prophesied 

the death of somebody in that locality being indicated by the appearance of a idi , 

which symbolizes the grave, in column 4. But because column 4 lies in the other 

person's domain, he told him not to be perturbed by it. The diviner went on to tell the 

herder that his wife, who is represented by column 3, would give birth to a healthy 

baby girl manifested in column 2. The two dashes in the entry corresponding to the 
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mother's breast in column 3, indicated that the herder's wife would be able to suckle 

her young baby. At this point, I noticed the herder smiling broadly and he appeared to 

be pleased with the findings. But when I asked whether that was the case, he said 

laughingly "I am not yet married and the gorra is talking about my children". Upon 

hearing this, the diviner felt a little bit embarrassed and started to interpret the figures 

appearing in columns 3 and 2 respectively as a female animal and its kid instead of a 

woman and her baby girl. Though he said that nothing could jeopardize the herder's 

personal safety, he dissuaded him from establishing his kraal or cattle enclosure on his 

proposed site lest his herd stock be Mo jime l6 ( fail to suckle their youngsters for lack 

of milk) and consequently, the new born would die. The diviner justified this by the 

appearance of a single dash in the second lower entry of column 3 which corresponds 

to the breast of an animal. 

Using the same figures of the above example, let me now explain how an 

individual figure can convey a meaning in relation to the other figures which appear 

with it in a layout . As can be seen in column 1,2 and 3 of the figure, is 

surrounded by two bodov . The Zaghawa diviners refer to these three figures together 

as bodoy shiwe jurr deri (jU, rr between two bodes ) which are interpreted as a chief 

being escorted by two body-guards who carry axes on their shoulders. It is believed 

that when they appear in this order in a layout of go practised for somebody who seeks 

to wield political power, he will certainly achieve his goal. It also indicates that nothing 

could hamper him from realizing his bright future provided that he takes a bold step 

towards achieving it . Therefore, he will soon start giving trouble to the incumbent 

chief in the belief that his time has come. 

A figure can also represent many different things according to the membership 

of the be ow . For instance, if the diviner is asked to find out whether an enemy is 

about to launch an attack or not , he looks for a man, a horse and a rifle in their 

relevant be ows in the layout , for according to the Zaghawa culture, an enemy is 

conceived as a horseman with a rifle. First, he looks for the man in Dodura be ow . 
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Should nasaba, amahu ,; toktow orb which represent a man ( see Table 4 above) 

appear in it , it indicates that a man is approaching. Next, he looks for the horse in 

Milla be ow which would be indicated by bodoy , dibish , atadi and a idi . If anyone 

_of. 
them appears, it indicates that a man is coming riding a horse. But this is not 

sufficient for the diviner to announce the enemy's attack. He needs to look for 

-further clues in Bowra be ow. If bidi tekte , otu or tutuba appears in it , this will 

indicate a rifle and consequently the diviner will predict a war. 

The, Zaghawa suffered a lot before the fall of the Mahdist state from the 

continuous forays of the 'ihadi the Khalifa's troops in Darfur under the leadership of 

, 
Usman Janu.. These troops undertook punitive expeditions against the Zaghawa, 

mainly the Bideyat , for their insistence on worshipping according to their pagan rites 

and failing to accept the Mahdist faith ( see Kapteijns 1985: 50,76 -- 104 ). In fact , 

these troops 
., were composed of black slaves who were mainly concerned with filling 

their stomachs rather, than being inspired by religion (ibid: 91). In this way they 

legitimised their, power to terrorise, plunder, and confiscate everything they found on 

their way. This disastrous and hazardous situation, led the Zaghawa to be watchful and 
. 

keep their horses in the vicinities of their homesteads to seek shelter in the mountains 

whenever they heard that the jihý adiva were attacking their territory. For further 

precautions, the Zaghawa used to consult a gorra regularly to foretell the enemy's 

. arrival. According to an elderly, informant , one day when the gorra finished consulting 

his rg_o , he raised the alarm and urged the villagers to make for their horses because 

Mira Bowra , i. e. a horseman and a rifle, appeared together in the same layout and he 

ran to mount his already saddled horse. But before he could put his foot in the stirrup, 

the iihý adiva fired a shot on the other side of the homestead., 

This story leads us to consider in more detail to what extent the Zaghawa 

believe. in go . Despite the fact that the majority of the Zaghawa disbelieve in the gro 

under the obligations of Islam, there are many informants who still believe that the gro 

is capable of predicting forthcoming events. They boast that their technique of sand 
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divination is more accurate than that of the Berti, their neighbours. According to this 

group, only the carelessness of the gorra and the choice of an inappropriate time could 

void the gro of accuracy. It is believed that gro is particularly accurate if it is 

performed early in the morning, at midday or immediately after sunset, the times when 

few people are moving around and feet are still. Many informants stated that initially 

they used not to believe in the efficacy of the giro but after particular incidents in their 

lives, they started to believe that some gorra can identify hidden knowledge. The 

following are a few examples provided by informants. 

An educated Zaghawi stated that in 1950, he lost some of his camels. When 

nothing was heard about them for a couple of days, he decided to search for them in a 

particular direction. A , guest who had been staying with him felt an obligation to 

participate in the search.! After following the track of the stray camels for more than 

six hours on horseback, they felt tired and dismounted from their horses to rest for a 

while and take some food. He did not know that his guest was an expert gorra until he 

saw him practising it while he was preparing the food. When they started eating, the 

guest told him there was no need to proceed with the journey and suggested instead that 

they return to the village because the go indicated that the lost camels were back in the 

village. At first , he thought his guest must have got tired and wanted to go home, 

using this as an excuser So he explained to him that his gro was obviously false 

because the track of the lost camels was going straight ahead added to the fact that they 

had left the village only that morning and had not met a single animal. To be more 

practical, he decided that they should continue with the search even though his guest 

interpreted the go so confidently. But before going too far, they met some men whom 

they knew. To his surprise, when they enquired about the camels, the men informed 

them that they were back in the village. It had so happened that his brother --in--law 

who had originally paid them over as bridewealth encountered them outside their 

traditional grazing area. When he saw no herder with them, he knew that they were 

straying and that his in-- laws must be searching for them. Therefore, he postponed his 
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journey to take them back to his in--laws' village, following the shortest route, which 

did not bring him into contact with the searchers. They immediately returned to the 

village to see the camels already there as the gorra had prophesied. Therefore, he said 

he could not help but believe that at least some gorra had some sort of the hidden 

knowledge. 

Another informant stated that the late melik Mohamedein Adam Sabi, chief of 

dar Tuer used to keep a og rr from the Bideyat among his retinue as a consultant (cf. 

Nadel, 1954: 53 ). The melik kept the duty of this man highly secret because if others 

knew about it, they would conspire to drive the orra out of the village, particularly as 

he was an outsider about whom very little was known. The melik was also afraid that 

his enemies could employ the man against him during his absence particularly when 

nobody in his house was paying much attention to him. 

Because the melik was illiterate, he needed the informant who was a relative 

and a brilliant student at the time, to stay with him during the holiday to assist him in 

writing and reading his secret letters. This enabled the informant to be one of the few 

people who knew certainly about the real role of the Biday ( sing. of Bideyat) who had 

been staying with the melik. When the holiday was over, the melik decided to send the 

students to school at Kutum by camel, the best possible means of transport at the time, 

provided that their parents supplied them with waterskins to carry the water they needed 

on their long journey. Unexpectedly, the informant lost his waterskin as a result of 

theft . while staying in the melik's house. He automatically accused the god who was 

also staying there but told nobody about this. Next morning , he approached the gorra 

without telling him that he was actually accusing him and requested him to use his 

divinatory technique to specify the person who took his waterskin the other day. At 

first ; the gorra refused to collaborate saying that he was not allowed to practise the go 

for anybody other than the melik. But after the informant threatened him that he would 

ask the melik to replace him by an even better gorra if he refused to extend his services 

to him, he accepted reluctantly to carry out the task. According to the informant , the 
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orr appeared very scared when he was reading the layout. He muttered a few words 

and wiped out the figures to repeat the divination. When he finished reading the layout 

silently, he pointed a finger at him and said angrily, "I did not take your waterskin and I 

am not prepared to extend my services to you again". The informant said that he was 

astonished how the gorra came to know that he had been accusing him since he neither 

put it directly'to him nor informed anybody about the case. Therefore, he finished by 

stating, "things like this make people sceptical". But because he is an 

uncompromising believer in Islam and has no belief whatsoever in the efficacy of gro, 

he tried to redefine ilm al gheib (Ar. ; the hidden knowledge) in an attempt to exclude 

this case from it. 

On the other hand, there are many informants who consider gro as an 

inappropriate technique for predicting the future. They regard the diviners as charlatans 

who can fake any answer that they believe will please the client to end up with 

substantial income. They believe if the diviner is a member of the same community, he 

has a privileged access to a vast store of information about any individual member 

which enables him to interpret his/her gro in a consistent and assured manner that 

impresses him/her. "'If he is an outsider in that community, his situation might even be 

better. He can ̀ extract the information he needs about the possible causes or the 

problems which might be at'the root of his clients's troubles in several ways: either 

cunningly from r those ̀ who ' know the clients better or directly from the clients 

themselves by asking 'them to answer particular well prepared questions or by 

persuading them to talk'in detail about their problems until he gets satisfactory clues 

which will assist him in'interpreting the case in a consistent manner. When the clients 

hear their personal problems being correctly interpreted by a diviner from outside the 

community 'who supposedly has no access to such information, they are prone to 

believe in whatever he says to them afterwards. Let me give one example to illustrate 

this point. 
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This is a story about a popular garra known as Suliman Tayara i. e. Suliman the 

Airplane. People identified him by this name on account of his ability to show up in 

many places which are distant from one another within very short periods of time as 

though he had an aeroplane at his disposal. This fact , which implies his acquisition 

of some sort of mystical power, was, however, very much in his favour for many of 

the clients, and females particularly, approach him more than any other professional 

gorra in the area. I was informed by two youths that they were actually behind his 

success and popularity, though indirectly. According to them, whenever he was 

approached by a client, he asked him/her to show up again at a specific time when the 

gro was more likely to give accurate answers. Before it was due time, he sought for 

these two youths to extract valuable information about that client in a cunning and 

apparently innocent manner. He used to ask, for example, about the economic and the 

marital status of the client, the number of his/her children, whether she had a co-wife or 

not, what people said about him/her and whether he/she had been embroiled in any 

recent dispute or conflict with others. The informants stated that the next time he met 

the client, he mentioned all this information in the course of interpreting the layout of 

the gro . As he was an outsider in that community and therefore, assumed to be 

ignorant about an individual's personal affairs, the clients accepted his findings as true, 

particularly when he mentioned all the information he knew about them as though he 

, was reading it from the layout . The fact that the gro mentions no names but certain 

attributes of the individuals involved in a particular social situation and that the gro is 

always interpreted in mai kiya (euphemistical language), which is not intelligible to all 

members of the Zaghawa community, enables the diviner to cover up any contradiction 

that might occur. I 

The Zaghawa youths who practised camel theft in the past to show their 

bravado and bravery were the least sceptical category among the Zaghawa about the 

efficacy of go . It was not unusual before they started their felonious trips to consult a 

gory to prognosticate - whether or not they would gain a lot , lose lives or suffer many 
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hardships if they went in a particular direction. Because of their blind faith in the 

efficacy of gro , 
if they were informed by the diviner that a particular direction was 

most promising, they would intrepidly bear the risk and throw themselves into 

predicaments from which escape might be difficult. 

There is a close connection between go and social life. During my fieldwork, I 

heard a story about a single anonymous person who attacked a lorry of returning 

migrants from Libya to Melit through the desert . The migrants overpowered and 

killed him. By tracing his footprints back to where he had started from, the migrants 

discovered that he had performed sand divination before he launched his unsuccessful 

attack for he forgot to wipe out the figures after consulting the ramul as diviners always 

do. Some of the migrants who could read the ramul as well reached the conclusion that 

had he interpreted his divination properly, he would not have attacked the lorry and 

ended in catastrophe. The reason was that , according to the layout of his ramul , only 

his initial tang (Ar. ; road or footprints ) could be seen but none of his returning ones 

which is an obvious indication that the attack was to be an abortive one. It was also 

found out from his layout that it was he himself who had been captured but he 

mistakenly thought that he was capturing others and gaining a lot of loot and wealth 

from them. 

There are striking similarities between the Berti and the Zaghawa techniques of 

sand divination. They both use 16 figures each of which is composed of four entries 

and follow exactly the same process until they arrive at the four basic figures ( see the 

figure on the left on page 60 ). The Zaghawa add two more figures, one on each side 

before they can interpret the result , whereas the Berti add 11 or 12 extra figures to the 

left and beneath the original four figures as shown in Fig. 4 below before they can 

do so. 

In both cases, a figure has an intrinsic meaning which it conveys independently 

and many other meanings which it conveys in relation to the other figures appearing 

with it in the layout. But it is by no means true that these meanings are identical in all 
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Fig. 4: The Berti and the 7aghawa Final Layouts of Sand 

Divination Compared 

(a) the Berti final layout of sand divination * 

8 76S 
oOo 

0000 
,00'000 
00000 

15 
00 
00 

0 
0 

4321 
000000 

00000 
000000 

00000 

0 
0 `0 { 

0 

14 13 12 

00 00 00 
0000 
0 o- 00 

0000 

11 10 9 

0000 
0000 

000000 
0000 

16 
0 
0 

00 
00 

( b) the Zaghawa final layout of sand divination 
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cases. For instance, the Zaghawa consider the figure nasaba which refers to an animal 

with one or more white legs as the most auspicious one and for that reason they bid 

high prices to obtain it, whereas the Berti consider its equivalent 'ii lid as unlucky and a 

sign of death and sickness ( see Table 7 ). Both the Berti and the Zaghawa diviners 

interpret the layout by splitting it into two halves: the one on the right belongs to the 

client and that on the left belongs to his enemy or the other person. Both divinatory 

systems have means to absorb any contradiction that might appear. Firstly, it is taken 

for granted that the ramul is not necessarily accurate all the time. It is believed to give 

more accurate results if it is performed on Wednesdays and early in the morning, at 

midday and immediately after sunset, the times when feet are still. Secondly, the client 

is uncertain whether or not the amount of aid he has paid to the diviner is sufficient 

to "whiten" his heart . Therefore, the client is aware that he/she himself/herself may 

well be the cause of his/her failure not to get the proper answer either for his/her choice 

of the wrong time or for his/her failure to pay the necessary amount of bayäd in order 

to"whiten" the diviner's heart . Thirdly, the fact that the ramul mentions no names but 

certain attributes of the individuals involved in a social interaction also enables the 

diviner to be, on the safe side if it appeared later that his findings were absolutely 

wrong. 

, 
Despite these similarities, the two divinatory techniques differ on other bases. 

The Berti diviners, according to Osman ( 1983: 237--9 ), are conceived as morally 

superior to others in the Berti society. In the Zaghawa culture, the profound skills of 

sand divination and the possession of the mystical powers are believed to go hand in 

hand with unclean and socially and spiritually degrading qualities, as Nadel ( 1954 ) 

believes to be the case of the shamcu among the Nuba. Hence, the skilful practitioners 

of, sand divination among the Zagahwa are mai who are believed to possess such 

qualities. To the Berti diviners, the 16 ramul figures represent 5 married couples and 

three other couples of intimate friends. Among the Zaghawa, the figures of the layout 

represent 6 characters: two enemies, their two wives and two children. Furthermore, 
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the Berti diviners interpret some particular ramul figures, irrespective of their shapes, as 

males and some others as their wives. In contrast to this, the Zaghawa diviners identify 

the sex of a figure by the number of the dashes appearing in the upper entry 

corresponding to the head. The Berti diviners ascribe certain colours to the figures 

without any defined criterion whereas the Zaghawa diviners identify the colours of their 

figures by the distribution of their single and double dashes. Among the Berti diviners, 

any figure indicates a particular colour. Among the Zaghawa, it is not necessary that 

any figure refers to a particular colour as can be seen in Table 6. 

A major difference between the Berti and the Zaghawa diviners lies in the 

technique of reading the directions from the layout . The Berti refer to any cardinal 

direction and the people living in it , in addition to their intellectual and religious 

statuses, by a set of four figures. The Zaghawa diviners read the cardinal directions in 

two ways: either by individual figures or by assuming that they are facing east at the 

time of practising the divination and associating their right side with the south and the 

left side with the north. They also regard the top and the bottom as the east and the 

west respectively. Like the Berti, the Zaghawa have egocentric views about themselves 

and express their views explicitly about many of their neighbours using teasing 

remarks, but their fro say nothing about the people who live in a particular direction or 

their intellectual or spiritual qualities. To interpret the layout , the Berti divide both the 

domain of the client and his enemy into chest and house. Among the Zaghawa, the 

domain of both the client and his enemy has a defined area known as his hand, arm, 

abode, house, bed, guest house, mouth, saddle and his wife's compartment . 

Berti divination is apparently more influenced by Arab geomancy as indicated by the 

names of the 16 figures. This influence, however, is less obvious in the case of the 

Zaghawa who assign their own. vernacular names to the figures they use in the 

divination. 
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Table 7: The Names of Ramul Figures and Their Meaning to the 
Zaghawa and the Berti Diviners 

No . figures meaning 

Zaghawa Berti Zaghawa Bert i* 

1. nasaba jillid an animal with one or sickness, death 
more white legs, good luck, bad luck 
peace 

2. bodoy rasan stout, slave, body guard control over things 
power, authority, 
grave digging 

3. bidi raya crying man, grave digging, news, shout for 
an unsuccessful attempt help 

4. cartoy gabid - peace, luck, bears many a man with a mark on 
children, no one could his head, gains, arrival 
topple you 

5. amahu hur stranger, white man, a man good quality, or origin 
with a mark on his head influence, prudence, 

a man with a mark on 
his head 

6. dibish jabbar peace, nothing to worry firmly seated in his 
about, well seated in his position, strong, 
abode firm man, power 

influence 

7. tektd rakiza peace, safe return stability, patience, 
endurance 

8. shita kharig has no rizie ( gains ) or loss, departure, 
children. Departure, outward movement 
divorce, death of husband of objects 

9. toktow biad laughter happiness, good, 
dust, market, 
gathering, fight 

10. tatadi hamra black woman with a narrow red woman, blood: 
chest and big buttocks menstruation, death, 

killed animal 

11. tote jodala a man with broken leg, slim, short woman 
gouged eye, pierced belly with big buttock, 
or being shot by a bullet welcome 

12. negir mahzum a man living on his own welcome, intimacy, 
without a family, adulterer stranger in the society 
or adulteress in which he lives, 
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a slim young man 

13. jurr tigil mani , mountain, good indifferent man, 
health, black woman, death, sickness, life, 
stranger, trouble success, gain, 

recovery, black 
person 

14. tegidi damir futile attempt, grave, tomb, friendship, honesty, 
old woman who passed death, graves, slim, 
menopause faithful man 

15. tutuba surra gains, pregnant woman or femininity, pregnant 
animal, wealth, a full shop, woman or animal, 
a fat person or animal money 

16. hurr tang danger, you go but never travel, arrival, 
return safe, fruitless effort, departure, active, 
young, slim, red man young man, mediation 

* (Osman 1983: 203--255 ). 

(d) Bada ( Spirit --Medium): 

Spirit mediumship as defined by Beattie is a phenomenon in which the 

presumed spirit not only possesses a person but also communicates with other people 

through that person, usually in a voice and language which are not used by that person 

in his/her normal life ( see Beattie 1964: 229 ). The use of spirit mediumship in 

divination is a well established phenomenon among many African societies ( see Beattie 

and Middleton 1969: xxiii ). Despite the striking similarities of this phenomenon in 

many societies there exists no single typology. This fact may be indicated by the 

proliferation of names given to it by the anthropologists such as spirit medium among 

the Nyoro ( see Beattie 1966 ), the Korekore of the Zambian valley ( see Garbett 

1969: 104--127, ) and the Sukuma of lake Victoria ( see Tanner 1969: 273--289 ); spirit 

possession among the Somali people ( see Lewis 1969: 188--219,1986 ); demonical 

possession among the Giryama ( see Noble 1961 ); the shit äni cult among the Segeju 

of Tanzania ( see Gray 1969: 171--187 ), and zar in central Sudan ( see Trimingham 
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1949; Barclay 1964 ), Ethiopia (see Leslau 1949: 204--11; Messing 1958: 1120 -- 

1126) and north east Africa ( see Lewis 1984: 149 --51). 

The spirit mediumship which exists in Dar Zaghawa is similar in many respects 

to that in the Bunyoro Kingdom, Somalia and Ethiopia in which the possessed person 

is believed to be serving as an intermediary between the spirits and the human beings 

( see Lewis 1966 and Beattie 1966: 202 -- 217,1969: 159 ). But in contrast to the above 

mentioned cases, the spirit mediums in Dar Zaghawa are always women who are 

referred to as bada (Abdul Jalil 1972; MacMichael 1967 Vol. 1 : 74 ). The Zaghawa 

generally believe that these spirits are 'iý nün though they avoid addressing them by this 

name which is considered impolite. Instead; they are referred to as ow (Lit. people ) 

and erla (Lit. grandfathers)( see Arkell Papers 1934: 1/5/21/26--28; 1934: 1/5/23/65 ). 

At present many Zaghawa refer to them as jamaa (Ar. ; people ), whereas the badas 

would like them to be called fakir for reasons I shall come to later. 

As we have seen in chapter 1, 'nun are believed to dwell in remote uninhabited 

areas. They can move from one place to another in seconds and see what is happening 

at a distance. According to the Zaghawa cosmological views, this characteristic of the 

'iýinün makes it possible for them to know the whereabouts of hidden objects, of absent 

members of the community in foreign countries and also to disclose the identity of 

offenders. 

In spite of the fact that the beri women are also vulnerable to spirit possession 

as we shall see later, there is a high incidence of badas among the maids ( female mai ) 

who are the lowest stratum in the Zaghawa social hierarchy and are discriminated 

against ( see Mohamed-- Salih 1988 ). The maidas in Dar Zaghawa usually inherit the 

office of the senior bada from their mothers or grandmothers (MacMichael: Ibid.: 73- 

74 ). Their ability to perform divination, diagnose the illnesses and to practise healing 

by mediating with spirits, has managed to elevate their mean social status profoundly 

and generated greater attention in comparison to any other maida (cf. Beattie and 

Middleton 1969: xxv; lewis 1985: 215 ). The following case may serve as an example. 

85 



"N "was a university student . During one of the three weeks vacations, he 

decided to make a quick trip to Dar Zaghawa and return before the start of the new 

semester. It was generally thought that three weeks were just enough for a person to 

go to Darfur and return by the next flight if all went well. But experience showed that 

things do'not always go according to plan. Hence, to travel to Dar Zaghawa in the 

three week vacation was considered impractical. He reached El Fasher, the capital of 

Darfur by air and was supposed to proceed from there to Dar Zaghawa by a lorry. 

The Zaghawa, as a caste-like group, consider travelling in the front seat of a car 

or'a lorry as a proper indicator of the person's status. It was not uncommon for the 

administrative chiefs of the darn to miss important meetings at Kütum or El Fasher only 

because they failed to get a front seat of a car even if there was a comfortable space in 

the back. Therefore, "N" was happy when he succeeded to book the last front seat in 

the first lorry travelling to Dar Zaghawa through one of the travel agencies. 

When it was time to"begin the journey, he realized that there was a dispute in 

which'the owner of the lorry was embroiled: Although" the booking'of the seats, 

according to the regulations of business, was entirely the responsibility of the travel 

agency, he was adamantly insisting that he wanted to allocate one of the already booked 

front seats to a bada from the mai stratum, who had helped him some time ago when 

his own'sister was possessed by ow . He based his argument on the fact that he had 

already given his word to the bada that he would guarantee her a front seat in his lorry 

any time she wished to return home, in addition to his firm belief that, as the owner of 

'the lorry, he had the right to take any of the seats for himself if he so wished. The two 

Zaghäwa dignitaries who had booked the other seats, were denying him that right on 

the grounds that they had confirmed the booking and paid the transport fare to the travel 

agency a week before. 

When the start of the journey was protracted, the passengers began to shout and 

complain, urging'the disputants to reach 'a compromise and let them start their long 

journey. A passenger who knew the bads well, stated jokingly that in the past, the mai 
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used to march' on foot to Dar Zaghawa, but now they not only wanted to compete with 

others in the three front seats of a lorry but to usurp them one way or another and 

relegate the honourable members of the community to the back seats. When the two 

occupants of the front seats learned that the woman to whom the owner of the lorry 

wanted to give one of the seats was a maid , they got extremely angry and accused him 

of being insulting and deliberately degrading their status in front of others. In 

consequence, they were not prepared to discuss the matter further with anybody. 

It soon became clear that either the b would have to postpone her journey 

until next week, as there was only one trip per a week, or "N" who booked the last 

available seat would have to postpone his journey for the benefit of the bada . If the 

bada succeeded she would confirm her elevated status not only among the Zaghawa in 

their traditional homeland but also among those in the urban centres. Therefore, she 

was not going to miss that chance easily, particularly when she had the owner of the 

lorry, on her side. On-the other hand "N", who was desperately in need of any 

transport going to Dar Zaghawa, could neither cancel the journey nor was he willing to 

hand over his front seat to the bada , for he had already paid for it and perhaps more 

importantly, he did not want to be seen to be defeated by a maids . 

However, things were smoothed out when the owner of the lorry approached 

"N" and apologised to him for any embarrassment he had caused him unintentionally, 

for in fact he meant to persuade one of the other two men who occupied the front seats 

to give up his seat to the woman, but they refused. - He also requested him to think of a 

solution to this intricate problem. This gave "N"a good opportunity to announce that 

he would give up his own seat wholeheartedly to the bada and take a back seat instead, 

to solve the whole problems He knew that if he did not behave in this manner, he 

would either be forced in one way, or another to give up his seat to the woman or the 

journey would not commence that day. I argue that had the maida not been bada, she 

would have had no chance to occupy the front seat in the presence of the Zaghawa 

dignitaries even if she were an affluent person. 
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The Zaghawa consult the bada for various reasons, most importantly to find out 

the spirits which are possessing a young woman, to diagnose the cause of a particular 

person's impotence, to discover whether or not a patient will recover from an illness, to 

identify who has called upon mani to kill the client, to find out the well-being of an 

absent member of a household and whether he intends to return home, and to identify 

an assailant or to confirm a suspicion. 

.. - When the client approaches the bada for any of these reasons, she enters a small 

hut which is restricted exclusively to the seances. The bada who, for one reason or 

another, - has not a separate shelter for communicating with the ow , can use her own 

hut for the purpose, particularly after dusk. She sits on a new birish (a mat made of 

palm leafs) and lays down ari , along piece of cloth that serves as a curtain between 

her and the clients, such that the clients can only see her feet from where she asks them 

to sit . While this is a general case, there are some badas who hide themselves 

completely behind the curtains. When the bada finishes setting the seance, she asks the 

client. to pay a pound as bayäd to the ow , which then goes to the bada since the ow 

consumes only the shadow of the food being offered but not the food itself. This 

enables the bada to end up with a substantial amount of money which supplements her 

income. 

The bada mutters some spells and yawns to summon the ow and eventually a 

rattling voice suddenly starts greeting the audiences from behind the curtains. The 

clients can only hear the voice but never see its source. Seeing the ow is solely 

confined to the bada who usually acquires this ability in the process of her treatment . 

Two of the badas I interviewed asserted that they could see the ow during the seance in 

the shape of a shade but they could no longer see him outside the context of the seance 

when they are carrying out their normal mundane chores but one bada stated that she 

could see the ow she mediates within the shape of a, human being. The clients state 

their problems clearly after laying down the ba"ad on the ground to be collected later 

by the bada. -- .. .< 
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The Zaghawa hold different views about the reliability of the badas' prophesies. 

There are those who accept their assertions without question aslfinal truth and there are 

others who consider badas as liars. Those who believe in the efficacy of the bada's 

divination offered the following justifications. 

.:. According to Ibrahim Khalifa, an elderly Zaghawi in his sixties, one believes in 

the efficacy of the bada because her ow can tell one about oneself and the things which 

are happening in one's own household. El Nour is an omda , 
i. e. a senior member in 

the hierarchy of the native administration system. In 1973, his wife became ill and was 

almost dying. The villagers advised him repeatedly to take her to the bada to diagnose 

her illness but he was very reluctant to do so because it was his belief that the ow know 

nothing about the illness, but more importantly because he believed that to consult the 

bada is altogether against Islam and it was shameful for a man of his status to be seen 

consulting her. , But when the villagers started to accuse him of neglecting his wife and 

not giving her due care, he decided one morning to go to the bada's village which was 

not too far from his own and to see what she would say. According to him, he took a 

shilling as bayäd and a pound as a precaution. for any extra charge that could be 

demanded by the bada -. ý On' his way, the pound fell from his pocket without him 

noticing. When he reached the bada's village and paid the bayäd she prepared the 

seance and summoned her ow who welcomed him ardently. They reminded him 

briefly about his previous contemptous'statements about them but asked him to feel at 

ease. They furthermore told him that if he was a Muslim, they might be even better 

Muslims than him and because he abominated them, he had lost something valuable on 

his journey. He tried to remember if he had really lost anything as they were saying but 

he could not. ý Then the ow ; trying to give him a clue, asked whether he was carrying 

anything in his pocket other than the shilling he had paid them as bayäd. He answered 

that he did not carry anything else than his handkerchief. Then they asked him directly 

whether he was carrying a pound in his pocket ; When he heard this, he immediately 

dug into all his pockets but in vain. - The ow asked him to` forget about this minor loss. 
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He requested the bada to intervene and ask them to collaborate by disclosing the 

location of his pound so that he could try to collect it on his return journey, since it is 

said that they know the whereabouts of hidden objects. He stated that before the bada 

could say anything, the ow informed him that his case was hopeless because the pound 

had already been picked up by young herders who used it to buy sugar. But they 

specified instead a treatment for his wife which he believed cured her. This personal 

experience led him to accept the badas' statements and prophesies as reliable. 

On the other hand many Zaghawa reject the whole idea of bada on two grounds. 

There are those who consider the aid to be a cunning woman who deceives the clients 

by answering their questions while putting her mouth over a pot and speaking in a 

falsetto voice which gives the impression of spirits. Like the gorra , the fact that she is 

a member, of the Zaghawa community enables' her to know the state of affairs in the 

community and peoples' confidential matters which she then interprets correctly when 

they consult her. 

Another group of informants disbelieve in the bads on religious grounds. 

According to them, the acquisition of the hidden knowledge is impossible and to claim 

possessing it is tantamount to heresy. They also argue that if the bada prophesied one 

or two events which appear later to be true, this is only fortuitous for they make many 

other false prophesies as well. These informants cited many stories to support their 

views. The following are a few examples. 

Yagoub was a young man with elementary education. According to him, one 

day, he tried to find out whether or not the bada really knew the events which were 

happening in the surrounding area. On his way to the hula ( the tribal dance ), he 

wrapped up one of his feet with a bandage and approached the b hopping on one 

leg, pretending to have a sore foot . He paid the bayäd as usual and asked her to 

diagnose the cause of his sore foot . The bada told him that some boil were avenging 

themselves on him because, when he was young, he had injured their baby by jumping 

over it , and she eventually suggested a remedy. Having heard this, Yagoub 
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unwrapped the bandage in front of her to show that nothing was wrong with his foot 

and ran out of her house laughing loudly as according to him she was a great liar. 

According to another informant , the bada is dangerous to the community 

because she makes false prophesies and accuses innocent persons. He also believes 

that the badas are responsible for the breakdown of family relations and intimate 

kinship ties. He justified his claim by offering the following story. Two years ago, a 

woman from Abu Liha, a village near Umburu, lost her ox. When she failed to recover 

it after some time, she approached a bada to enquire about it. The bada told her that 

she must not call upon mani to harm or kill the person who "ate" it for she would harm 

herself by doing so. The bada explained this by stating that two youths who had been 

staying temporarily with her in the same household ( without mentioning their names ) 

had stolen the ox sometime ago and sold it at Korma, a livestock market outside Dar 

Zaghawa. They spent the money on sugar of which she herself was given a portion. 

Therefore, if she called upon mani to kill anybody who had "eaten" the ox, she would 

surely be killed by her own mani since she herself had already consumed part of the 

sugar which had been bought from the proceeds of the sale of the ox. Subsequently, 

the woman renounced the idea of calling mani as people always do and pleaded her case 

before the 'awi (the village elders ): w ,. 

The two accused youths found it difficult to disprove the allegation against them 

because they had sold their own animals in the market mentioned by the bada and had 

bought a large quantity of sugar which they distributed among some of their relatives, 

including, the bada's client , as that was a custom among the Zaghawa. ' When the 

jawid asked the woman whether she had witnesses who could support her case, she 

stated that she had been told all this by somebody the identity of whom she could not 

reveal. They informed her that according to tradition, she had to disclose her informant 

because if the village members were left free, to make, unsubstantiated accusations 

against one another, it would distort the harmony and the solidarity of the village 
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community. At last , after some pressure, she asserted that she had been informed by 

that bada ,a fact which annoyed the aýawid. 

Thejawid , finding no ground for the accusation, declared the two youths 

innocent and released them without charge. But because they were her kinsmen, the 

aýawid obliged them to participate in the search for the lost ox. Luckily, three days 

later, the ox was found joining another herd which came to the well-centre on their own 

accord searching for water. According to the informant, the spread of the news of this 

event in the local area managed to diminish the reputation of the bada to a great extent. 

According to faki Yagoub, a cleric who teaches in the khalwa ( Quranic school ) 

of Turba, one day a bada came to his village asking for donations to her ow so as to 

pray for rain. He asked her to go away because the members of his village pray for 

rain directly from Allah but not through her. The bada told him that she thought he 

could have thanked her instead because she was trying to serve the entire community by 

asking her ow to bring rain but he asked her to tell them to bring rain, if they could, to 

her own village. According to this informant, the, rain fell generously that year in Dar 

Zaghawa except the area of the bada's village, a fact which he believed proved the 

ineffectiveness of the ow. 

The final example is about Gredo, the most senior bada in Dar Zaghawa. 

According to Zuhair, in 1987, the bada lost her foster child in the forest,. Instead of 

resorting to her ow to find out the whereabouts of her child, as everybody would have 

expected, she made ululation to summon the villagers for help. The villagers dispersed 

in all the possible directions to search for the child. Gredo herself participated in the 

search and went out with one of the groups in a particular direction. 
-Shortly 

afterwards, the child was recovered by one of the groups and brought back home safe. 

When it became too dark for the search, all the other groups, still unaware of the 

recovering of the child, returned to the village with the intention of resuming the search 

early in the next morning, except the bada who lost her way and spent the night alone in 

the bush. She could not find her way to the village-. until next morning when the 
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villagers were about to set out again to look for her. Therefore, the informant believes 

one should not invoke the aid of the badas because they themselves are at a loss when 

being confronted by a small problem. 

2. AFFLICTION AND HEALING: 

The traditional Zaghawa society attributes certain types of illnesses to 

supernatural powers. These include ow (spirit possession ), koboru ( misfortune ), 

ackwi (amal Ar. ; sorcery ) and mani .I shall consider these in turn below. 

(a) Qr., ( Spirit Possession): 

Spirit possession is a phenomenon in which a person is believed to be 

controlled by some spiritual agents and behaves differently compared to his/her 

ordinary self ( Beattie 1964). The possession cult among the Zaghawa is considered 

serious not because of the number of people being afflicted but because of the nature of 

the illness itself. The victims of spirit possession are mainly young women but the 

middle aged women are far from immune. There is no agreement among my 

informants on how the spirits choose their victims. Some informants are of the belief 

that spirits strike randomly and that any woman can be a possible target whereas some 

others believe that they afflict only certain categories of people. But according to a 

maida who has become bada , spirits choose their victims on the basis of beauty. As 

has been noticed by Lewis ( 1966: 317,1985: 215 ) and Messing ( 1958 ) in Somalia, 

Ethiopia and elsewhere, among the Zaghawa too there is a high incidence of possession 

affliction among the young females of the subordinate and relatively inferior and 

deprived social categories such as the maid- , and the mah ufa ( women who have been 
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neglected by their husbands ). This has given rise to many allegations by the Zaghawa 

men that spirit possession is no more than a trick adopted by the females to push 

forward their claims and interests as well as to gain attention and social mobility which 

is otherwise impossible to acquire. 

It is widely held to be true that the spirit gets hold of the patient by entering her 

body and causing illness and disturbance. At the outset , when the spirit possesses a 

client , she suffers mental disturbance and shivers in hysteria. She also walks out of 

her household without wearing her tobe without which she could hardly be seen under 

the normal conditions. A client may also run into the bush during the night without 

fearing the dark and appear stronger than ever before (see Messing 1985 for a parallel 

in Ethiopia). Her relatives may tie her with a rope to prevent her from falling down into 

a well or jumping from a tree or a high cliff. The villagers usually tend to avoid visiting 

such a victim because she states her mind publicly and discloses everything she knows 

about any individual however secret. 

When many of these symptoms, appear, her, relatives take her to the bada to 

diagnose the influences which have been troubling her and to ask for treatment . As in 

the case of zar among the Amhara of Ethiopia ( see Messing 1958: 1120 ), the bada will 

lay down the curtains ( khojalia ) after receiving the stipulated ba'yäd and summon her 

ow into a seance to establish a dialogue with the particular spirits who are possessing 

her and see their demands. These spirits are considered casual and inferior compared to 

the well established ow of the bada. Their demands vary from one case to another but 

in general they ask for rare types of perfumes, highly expensive obes which the client 

has not acquired before, or an entirely black animal with a white spot in its chest which 

is quite rare in Dar Zaghawa. 

As no gift is too expensive for the client's family to exorcise the spirits, they 

will accept any list of demands knowing that many of these items will be handed over 

to the client herself. The bada will then ask the possessing spirits to release the client 

temporarily on bail for a specific period of time while her relatives collect the 
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demanded gift . In many cases the entire local community contributes towards 

completing the list on kinship and humanitarian bases. 

When it is due time, the client reports back to the aid with the demanded 

items. The bada will inspect them first to make sure that they are exactly what had been 

demanded by the possessing spirits. Then she enters the spirit--hut to prepare for the 

seance ( see Plate 8 ). If the possessing spirits are pleased with the gift , she will ask 

them to withdraw from the client but in most cases they ask for additional gifts like for 

example the fashionable tobes and dresses which have appeared recently in Dar 

Zaghawa and which only women of the upper social stratum can afford to buy. 

Consequently, the client will be taken back home to report to the bada later when her 

relatives have assembled these additional items. This time, the relatives may need to 

send one of the members of the family to move around the country to search for an 

animal of a rare mixture of colours or for a perfume ( usually bin Ll Sudan ) which may 

not exist in the local shops. 

The possessing spirits can only be persuaded and appeased by gifts to withdraw 

from the victim on their own accord but cannot be forced to do so. When the client's 

relatives have assembled all the required items, they escort her again to the bada's 

house. Because this time it is more likely that the spirits will leave the client for ever 

and mark an end to her persistent suffering and illness, the relatives must show their 

happiness and joy by serving meat and tea to the well- wishers. Subsequently the bada 

will enter her spirit--hut and lay down the curtains to communicate with her ow. . The 

ow in turn will summon the possessing spirits to receive what they had asked for. If 

they are satisfied with the gift , they will state that they are now prepared to stop 

meddling with the patient for ever. But before the client's family leave, the bads has a 

final word to say. She informs them that though she managed to exorcize the spirits at 

the time, they must know that these casual spirits are unreliable. They can return to 

possess the client at any moment in future if they feel that she is unhappy. Therefore, 

they must try to make her happy by all possible means for she is like a child and there is 
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Plate 8 (a ): The Bada and her Patients 

.. f1, , - ý. . .. 

Plate 8(b): The bada's Spirit Seance 
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no limit to her demands. Hence from here onwards her husband and relatives start 

paying more attention to her and treat her differently. 

- While this is a general case, some spirits refuse from the start to leave the client 

saying that they are unprepared to leave their "horse" ( cf. Leslau 1949: 205,10; 

Messing Ibid. ; Baxter 1987: 142 ). In such a case, the ow will demand a long list of 

valuable items including perfumes, shoes, clothes and a ram so that they can "land" the 

spirits i. e. pacify and make them friendly to the client . This also enables the client to 

become da herself through the process. Because the client's relatives are eager to 

bring an end to her sufferings by all means, they are prone to accept the proposal, 

particularly when the bada assures them that the ow will cause her no more harm. If 

the client's relatives accept this pact, the bada will ask them to return home and start 

collecting the required items within a specific period of time. Due to the pressing need 

for money many victims prefer the idea of "landing" of ow for exorcism. In an 

interview with a bada she asserted that she had been possessed by her ow since 1953. 

At first she tried to exorcize them but one of her relatives dissuaded her from doing so 

because the ow are economically useful. Today, she is considered rich in Zaghawa 

terms. 

When the day comes, the client's family invites all the relative and the well-- 

wishers to show up in their household to share with them their happiness. It is 

believed that the anger of any, of the client's close relatives or their resentment of the 

idea of "landing" will cause the spirits to cancel the pact and start meddling with the 

client -Therefore they all go to the client's household to offer donations and show 

their joy. 

The process of "landing" the spirits differs slightly from that of exorcizing. The 

client need not go to the bada for she herself will come to initiate her for her new job in 

her own household. Therefore, the client will be dressed in the latest fashion in the 

evening and paraded in a procession as though she were a bride. Her friends praise her 

in songs and dance in front of her to show their happiness that she will no longer suffer 
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from the spirits who will soon become her friends. Unlike the zar or dasatir dance in 

the central riverain Sudan ( see Trimingham 1949, Leslau 1949 and Barclay 1964 ), in 

which only those who had been possessed by spirits in the past participate, among the 

Zaghawa it is the client's close relatives who dance. Though I did not come across this 

initiation ceremony during my fieldwork, I have been informed that some clients 

unusually participate in the dance. The procession ends in a new shelter which has 

been built purposely to become the client's future spirit--hut . When she enters her 

hut , the bada who has already been staying there instructs her to sit on a new birish to 

be initiated into her prospective role. 

Arkell described a slightly different procedure of "landing" the spirit among the 

Zaghawa. According to him , when a woman wishes to become a bada she has to 

provide a good rakuba which is divided by curtains (khojalia ) inside which she places 

a new birish . She places beer and meat there every day for a week and ask the spirts to 

come. This being done, the spirit will answer when she speaks to it ( see Arkell Papers 

1934: 1/5/21/28 ).. 

When the seance is over, the two badas come out together from the spirit--hut to 

divide equally among themselves the cloths, sugar, perfumes and the shoes, which 

have been brought by the client's family. From that moment the newly initiated bada 

will start practising divination, diagnosing illnesses and healing the patients through 

mediating with her ow in the manner which I have described earlier. Though the client 

has now become a fully fledged bada , she has to maintain strong relations with her 

instructor.. Each time she is confronted by a complicated illness she has to refer the 

patient to her instead of confirming her failure. In return, the senior bada supplies her 

with different types of medicine roots and herbs and other useful devices which enable 

her to carry out her duty. 

The, badas depend heavily on the money they receive from the practice of 

divination,. diagnosing illnesses and healing. Therefore if the clients cease consulting 

them they, go round the villages to collect donations to their ow in order to pray for rain 
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as mentioned above or rid the community from a raging disease. I shall explain later 

in chapter 3 how the badas themselves now try to gain the acceptance of the community 

and continue offering their services at least to some members even though a large sector 

of the Zaghawa community has abandoned them as incompatible with Islam. 

I b) Omens and Koboru Affliction (Misfortune): 

The Zaghawa consider certain things' and events as uwera ( auspicious) and 

others as inauspicious. For example the howling of a dog and the hooting of an owl in 

the'vicinity of a village during the`; night'are interpreted as bad omens because they 

foretell death in . the village (cf. Wesiermarck 1926 Vol. 2: 306,335, Krige 1976: 73 and 

Shukri 1979: 312). "' Consequently, when a Zaghawi hears a dog howling or an owl 

hooting, he must drive it away to avert thee evil omen. These sounds are considered 

sinister because of their resemblance to women's wailing on the occasion of death. 

The Zaghawa. also consider the right hand as portentous and the left hand as 

propitious. When a person is travelling and a number of antelopes cross his path from 

the left to the right i. e. balu` his journey will be`successful. If on the contrary the 

antelopes cross his path from thee right to the left i. e. 'kabalu 
, the journey will be 

abortive and it is therefo're` dangerous for him to continue. 

Some colours are also considered symbolic vehicles for expressing'omens. For 

instance, green is an auspicious colour as it is the colour of vegetation and agricultural 

produce which entails economic prosperity. For example, when a new chief is 

appointed, his nahäs must be re-covered by the leather of a greyish ox, which the 

Zaghawa describe as green, so that his reign will be prosperous. If a person is on his 

way to make arrangements for his marriage and a heri u um ( green eagle) crosses 

his path, his proposed marriage will be successful. But if on the contrary a woman 

carrying dry wood crosses in front of him, he should turn back and look for a wife 
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elsewhere. The reason is that the Zaghawa interpret dry wood as a symbolic 

representation of lifelessness, desiccation and stagnation, hence his life with his 

intended wife will neither be prosperous nor will she bear him children. White is 

auspicious: it symbolizes a happy life, in resemblance to an open mouth showing a 

white tooth as' a sign of laughter and happiness (cf. Osman 1983: 214 ). If a person 

drinks milk before he sets out to look for a stray animal, he will find it because milk is 

white and therefore auspicious ( Holy 1989: 118 ). If he has been offered milk during 

the search he must not refuse it for that will bring him bad luck not only in that 

immediate search, but for the rest of his entire life. In addition to this, offering milk to 

a guest indicates an, expression of peace and-kind heartedness towards him. 

Consequently, even if a person is satisfied and is offered milk, he has to take a few sips 

or dip his finger in it and lick it but not refuse it altogether for that is tantamount to 

rejecting the relationship which the host is trying to create with him (ibid : 118 ). A 

horse with four white legs and a white forehead is considered the most auspicious 

animal.. It is ý believed that the person who goes to a battle riding such a horse will 

return safely and when he goes hunting on such a horse, he will catch good game. 

Black is considered a symbol of gloom and darkness and hence inauspicious. 

When a Zaghawi meets a jilloot, gharnoug (Ar. ;a large black bird like kiwi) while on 

a journey, he interprets it as a bad omen and so he must force it to fly so that he can see 

the white spot hidden under its wing. When the bird flies away showing the white 

spot , he mutters, "the white is mine and the black is yours". Only a few Zaghawa 

herders tolerate a tumi (a black sheep with a red belly ) in their herds. When such a 

sheep is born, they either abandon it in the bush to be devoured by the hyenas or offer 

it to the needy out of fear that it would bring misfortune to the entire herd. The colour 

black generates bad luck and the colour red is a symbol of blood, death and danger 

which if combined together, will surely bring a disaster. 

The Zaghawa interpret women symbolically as black and men as white 

irrespective of their actual colours. But a beri kida (a woman whose first born child is 
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a boy) can act as a man in certain rites which are exclusively carried out by women 

( see Holy 1987: 8 for a similar case among the Berti ). For instance, when a family 

receives the bridewealth cattle for their daughter, only the beri kidas are entrusted with 

sprinkling the animals with cold water in the belief that this rite will render them 

auspicious and blessed. Likewise when the village women are invited to see the 

trousseau which the groom has brought to his bride, only the beri kidas are asked to 

open the box containing the cloths because they are interpreted as "white" on account of 

their male babies. If no beri kida is available at the time, any nursing woman can be 

asked to perform the blessing rite; she is auspicious for having milk in her body: the 

nursing woman is a symbol of life giving and therefore the new couple will be expected 

to have many children. - 

,,, association of men with white and women with black is also evident in 

other aspects of the Zaghawa culture. Men are sora kadai ( good omen) and women 

are sora nawi; -(bad omen ). Hence, if a woman, is to cross a man's path, she stops 

and lets him cross in front her (see also Holy 1989: 58 for a similar case among the 

Berti). If the woman is in a hurry and continues along her way, the man will shout for 

her to stop and then he hurries to cross in front of her. But if the woman carries a 

baby, he will ask about the baby's sex before he crosses in front of her. Should the 

baby be a boy, he will stop and request her to cross in front of him. The reason is that 

abreast fed male baby is considered more auspicious than an adult man for it is not 

only interpreted as white but also fed with milk which is auspicious. The interpretation 

of men as sora kada and the women as bra nawi is also apparent in the association of 

men with the auspicious right hand and women with the inauspicious left. As among 

the Nyoro ( see Needham 1973: xxii ) and the Berti ( see Holy 1989: 182 ), the 

Zaghawa bury the placenta to the right side of the entrance to the hut if the baby is a 

boy and to the left if it is a girl. 

Many informants related the preeminence of men in traditional Zaghawa society 

to the following myth. In the past, women were more important than men. They used 
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to sit in the iga (dara Ar. ; guest house) and men cooked for them in contrast to the 

present situation in Zaghawa society. One evening while women were sitting as usual 

in the iga and'men were cooking for them in the hearths, a full moon appeared in the 

eastern horizon. Upon seeing it the women became afraid and fled to the hearths where 

their husbands were cooking. The men then came out with astonishment to see what 

had frightened the womenfolk. When they failed to see anything strange, they sent for 

the women to describe the features of the thing which they had seen. They found out 

later that the women were surprisingly frightened by the shape of the full moon and that 

they became so scared that they could not return to the iga . They then told them that if 

they were too afraid to return to the iga , they would sit there themselves and take over 

their responsibilities on condition that they agree to cook for them and carry out their 

former domestic duties. From that moment , the full moon is referred to as mogu 

dollow which literally means the wolf of the old women i. e. the first Zaghawa women 

who were frightened by it according to this myth. Also ever since, men have stayed in 

the iga because of their bravery and associated themselves with the outside world or 

taw ( khala Ar. ; the open space outside the village ) and women have relegated 

themselves to the hearth because of their cowardice and have become associated with 

domestic activities. This division of labour is expressed explicitly each time a woman 

gives birth to a baby. The Zaghawa do not enquire about the sex of the baby by asking 

the mother whether it is male or female but whether it, is for taw or be ( household ). 

A cowardly man is consequently described to be like a woman and a woman who acts 

bravely in a particular situation is described to be like a man. 

As bravery is seen , as the main male characteristic, in the past many Zaghawa 

youths including those of the rich families practised h mba ( camel robbery as a 

means of displaying bravado and courage ) so that the girls'would praise them in 

songs. These songs usually encouraged others to follow suit so that they themselves 

would be similarly praised. A youth who was thus encouraged to embark on the camel 

theft sang a song which can be translated as "Oh the pretty girl just saddle my camel 
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and direct its head towards Ombadir (a place in Dar Kababish ). I either succeed in 

bringing camels to please the girls or else I will die in the desert and my corpse will be 

fed to the vultures". The hambata ( camel thieves ) also boasted of their acts by 

enumerating and describing in songs the risky deeds which they had undertaken. In 

this respect, stealing the Kababish and the Atawiya Arabs' camels was considered the 

most meritorious hambata for it entailed the highest risk. These particular Arabs were 

known in the past by their habit of shooting down any strange camelman on the horizon 

first and enquiring about him afterwards (Newbold & Shaw 1928: 113 ). It seems that 

camel theft was commonplace among many other ethnic groups in the area south of the 

Sahara. According to Browne ( 1799: 188) and Thqýiger ( 1987 ), the Kababish 

themselves practised camel theft and were a constant menace to those who brought rock 

salt from the Natron oasis in the desert. 
1t ý' 

Though the Zaghawa, like others, practised camel theft tö display their courage, 

they considered it shameful to steal the camels of a known person, a single fettered 

camel which browses in the vicinity'of the homestead or camels herded by a'woman for 

these entail no risk and therefore indicate cowardice more than bravery. Likewise those 

who competed for a particular girl normally tested their endurance and bravery by 

whipping one another in public. Whoever defeated his contestant stood a better chance 

of marrying the girl. But most of the Zaghawa youths proved their bravery by 

travelling several times to bring rock salt from the Nekheilä oasis (Merge, Tamur 

Gusar) in the Sahara desert which the Zaghawa call bodu h( Lit. the well of the brave 

ones ). t.. 

In the past as partof their duty; men went to forays and wars and protected their 

families and the community it large. Before the establishment of 'the Sudanese state 

and the introduction of the formal institutions upholding law and order, the Zaghawa 

managed to protect themselves through traditional means. Each time they felt an 

external threat, a man was chosen from each household on a rota system to go to war 

and protect the community. The households which had many men were in a better 
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position because each time they could send a different person to war whereas those 

which had only one man were forced to send him to war each time, thus endangering 

his life. As this entailed a high probability of death and eventual loss of the only man 

capable of protecting the household, households with only few males were forced to 

accept foreigners into their membership. They usually asked them to take an oath by 

mani to be loyal to them and in consequence they became fully fledged members who 

had similar rights and obligations to any other member. They consequently protected 

them from any aggression and sent them to the wars as their representatives. It is easy 

to grasp under these conditions how the importance of the male children -- as potential 

protectors of the households and the community at large -- developed and gradually 

became established as part of Zaghawa, culture. 

,,, _ 
The Zaghawa believe in a spell called koboru which afflicts individuals and 

brings them bad luck. When a number of Zaghawa set out together on a journey, they 

choose the most lucky person among them by consulting sand divination, to become 

their dala ( leader) to avoid being afflicted by ko boru . As good luck is associated with 

cold in opposition to hot, data should not face the sun in the belief that its excessive heat 

will spoil his good luck.. Hence, he should cover his face and sit with his back to the 

sun. He is the first person who starts saddling his animal and the first to mount it to 

render the journey, auspicious, successful and safe. When the party comes to rest , he 

is the first to dismount from his animal and the first to light the fire. For further 

precautions against koboru affliction, the Zaghawa neither start a journey on Tuesday 

nor on Wednesday. Tuesday. is considered inauspicious because it is called ala in 

Zaghawa which is synonymous to talatil ( troubles ). Hence, to travel on Tuesday is 

risky because a person is expected to encounter many dangers during his journey. 

Should a person start a journey on Tuesday, he puts, the horse saddle and all the 

luggage which he needs for his journey on a tree outside his house on Monday and 

spends the night in his own house as usual. On Tuesday morning he then sets out from 

that tree implying that he had already left his house on Monday when he took out the 
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saddle from it. The Zaghawa consider it a taboo to commence any important activity 

outside the homestead on the last Wednesday of the lunar month which is known as 

arbäa ini +: , It is believed that any person who breaks this taboo will encounter many 

difficulties and be frightened by 'inün. 

The koboru affliction is positively correlated with sexual intercourse. As newly 

married men are most vulnerable to be afflicted by koboru (cf. Krige 1976: 70 ), the 

Zaghawa exempt them from participation in the fazä ( search for a stolen animal) and 

hunting expeditions which expose people to many dangers. To be ritually clean and 

rid themselves from koboru , the mai hunters observe certain sex taboos before going 

hunting. For instance, they abstain from sleeping with their wives for at least a week 

before the starting date ( see Middleton 1973: 384 for a similar case among the 

Lugbara ). While in the countryside, anyone who ejaculates during his sleep must not 

participate in the hunt the following day. It is believed that his participation will 

deprive the other hunters from any game that day as his koboru will scare away the 

wild animals from the snares and cause the hunters' weapons to miss their targets (cf. 

Turner 1983: 121 ). He is therefore to stay in the camp and receive an equal share 

from the game killed by the other hunters. 

The mai also perform hunting rituals prior to setting out on the hunting 

expedition. For instance, when they kill an animal, ' they smear its blood on their 

throwing sticks, spears and knives and deliberately shed its blood on their cloths to 

bring success in future hunts. Furthermore, they invoke ido by mounting their children 

on donkeys' backs and beating them until they cry and shout loudly., This simple ritual 

performed to achieve the success of a hunting expedition stems from the belief that ido 

always answers the requests of crying children. If the expedition nevertheless becomes 

abortive and they fail to collect any game, they recourse to a simple divinatory 

technique to find out who is responsible for the set-back. Should the divination 

indicate that one of them is responsible, they all combine together to punish him in an 

attempt to free him from koboru. 
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(c) Ackwi (Amal Ar.: Sorcery): 

- Ackwi is a sort of black magic which can be manipulated surreptitiously against 

a person. It is an ambivalent charm which works according to the intention of its 

practitioner, hence it can be used to instil a woman's love in some man or adversely 

cause her to despise him, to drive somebody away from his community or cause him to 

stick permanently to a particular place without being able to move elsewhere. It can 

also be used to prevent temporarily a rival from defending his case properly in court . 
According to some informants, ca kwi can be applied to animals as well. For instance, 

if a cow has abandoned her newly born calf, her owner can approach the ackwira ( the 

sorcerer ) to supply him with -appropriate herbal medicines. The ambivalent 

characteristic of the ca kwi has made the Zaghawa community fear and shun the 

ackwiras. 

In general, the mai are the practitioners of ckwi among the Zaghawa. They are 

believed to wield supernatural powers and abilities through which they can kill, harm, 

or neutralise the magic used by another ackwi . They either learn the ackwi from their 

older relatives or from any other mai in return for a payment . The techniques adopted 

vary from one mai to another but in general, the person who wants to "tie" another by 

ackwi approaches the alai secretly and pays him to perform the task. Conventionally 

the ackwira mutters a few secret spells early in the morning before eating or drinking 

anything so that-the ackwi can be successful. - But he may also ask the customer to 

supply him with earth taken from the place where the victim has been sitting or with an 

article. being used by him/her. Such an article may be buried in the graveyard if the 

victim is to die, or hidden surreptitiously under his/her bed if he/she is only to suffer. 

It is believed that after this has been done, the victim will be afflicted unless he/she 

seeks a cure from another mai who can neutralise the spell. 

The Zaghawa recourse to secret ways to bring harm to those against whom they 

have grudges and whom they cannot defeat in the open; hence the ackwi can be 
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viewed as the power of the weak. Chiefs are not expected to employ ackwi either 

against the masakin ( the commoners) or the mai , who are of lower social status but 

they may do so against their equals with whom they compete for the throne. Likewise 

the masakin do not need to apply ca kwi against the mai who are of a lower social 

status. But both the masakin and the mai can possibly employ the ackwi to bring harm 

to the chiefs and the kire bores who misuse their power since they cannot defeat them 

otherwise. - 
One example may illustrate this point. Two Zaghawa quarrelled over some 

farmland in Karnoyi. A few days later one of them together with his three sons 

attacked the other one with spears. When they threw their spears at the man, he 

collected them all and fired a rifle at them. As the attackers did not expect that the man 

would have a rifle, they retreated in fright when they heard the shot and the man chased 

them to the village causing a lot of damage to their reputation. When one of the 

attackers died a natural death during the same week, the man who had fired the rifle 

was sued in court , where he was accused of killing him by ackwi , as the deceased 

person was found uninjured by the bullet. The man refuted this allegation against him 

in the court saying, "why should I have used ckwi against him when I was able to 

defeat him in an open fight and to chase him in day light to the village"? 

The beri regard the mai as their inferiors. As a fight is expected to take place 

among equals, the beri refrain from participating in an open fight with the mai . Should 

they quarrel with them, they touch them only with a branch of a tree instead of with 

their hands to avoid being contaminated by their polluted bodies. The mai , being 

aware that the beri will humiliate them in an open fight by using a tree branch instead of 

their hands, find it more convenient to recourse to their ackwi as a substitute for the use 

of physical violence (cf. Riches 1986: 11 ). The mai usually lets the eri know what 

he intends to do by uttering words like "you will see later what will happen to you" or 

"if I do not make you to urinate like a child on a rubbish heap then I am not a true son 

of my father". In most cases words like this are quite sufficient to force the beri to 

succumb and to appease the mai by every possible means not to use his ackwi . The 
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fear that the mai will resort to his ackwi when he has been humiliated discourages many 

beri from oppressing the mai beyond limits. 

The ackwi is %a suitable means to be employed by a woman who envies her co- 

wife and wants to harm her since it can be done in secrecy and the culprit may not be 

identified. But' according to some informants, many women avoid it because if 

anything goes inexplicably wrong with a woman, the community members will tend to 

accuse her co-wife. Therefore, instead of "tying" their co-wives directly, women 

approach the "mäi secretly and pay him to "tie" their husbands to their households and to 

neglect their other wives. But even in this case, the villagers are prone to believe that a 

woman must have "tied" her husband by ackwi to stay with her when they realize that a 

polygamous husband stays constantly in a particular wife's household and neglects his 

other wife or wives. 

When a diviner confirms that the victim's illness is caused by ackwi , his/her 

relatives will approach the mai and pay him generously to remove the spell. It is 

believed that the victim can be properly cured only if his ackwi has afflicted another 

person. To transfer the affliction to another person, the ackwira prepares some herbal 

medicines for the victim and asks him/her to mix them with water and take a bath in the 

mixture at än`änt hill which lies at crossroads or at a road leading to a village. The 

illness will be transferred temporarily to the ant hill until it is taken up by the first 

person who treads onto 'it 
. This is the reason why no Zaghawi ever traverses an ant 

hill. According to' some-other informants, ä chicken is needed for the purpose. As 

among the Ndembu ( see Turner 1983 ), the patient has to 'take the bath at an ant hill 

earlyin the morning while sitting on a chicken. Then he/she leaves the chicken there 

and returns home following another path to avoid being reafflicted by his ackwi . This 

again causes the illness to be temporarily transferred to the chicken and the ant hill. 

Anyone who traverses` the ant hill `or eats the chicken becomes afflicted by the ackwi 

and only then can the first patient be completely cured from his affliction. 
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(d)am 

>> Mani is a mysterious power which kills anyone who takes a false oath by it. It 

also inflicts an inexplicable illness on or kills the perpetrator who takes another 

person's property without his permission if the wronged party activates the mani . 
There are different types of mani , of which the most important ones are: turga mani 

(lightning), ku mani ( spear), ha mani ( sacred mountain) and namarda ou ( burning 

the accused person's effigy. in the namarda tree ). I shall consider these types of mani 

in brief below. 

( i) Turga Mani (Lightning): 

Turga is the most fearful type of mani . It is usually invoked in rushäsh ( the 

season just before the rainfall) but also during the rainy season when there are clouds, 

thunder and lightning. If a person accuses somebody but has no substantial evidence, 

against him, he asks the accused to attest to his innocence by taking an oath by ur 

The easiest way of doing this is to ask the accused to utter "may turga crush my head if 

I am lying". It is believed that should he be guilty, the lightning will kill him. - 

The most common technique of activating the ur mani is that the accuser 

brings a branch of a tree which has been struck by lightning, a little earth taken from a 

grave of a person who was killed by lightning and ashes taken from a house burnt by 

lightning. He mixes them in a flat winnowing basket and asks the accused person to 

put his hand on them and utter. "may ur kill me if I have ever taken your property or 

said this about you". 

If someone whose property was taken does not suspect anybody in particular 

of theft , he/she ties the branch, earth and ashes to a long piece of wood. On market 

day, he/she moves around the marketplace, with the mani raised above his/her head and 
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utters, "may this ur a kill whoever took my property and did not come forward to say 

who he/she is". The most frightening kind of a turga mani is one known as Kurti mani., 

This is ash`taken from a house which had been burnt by ur a in a village called Kurti 

which lies near Bahai. 

It is-said that a boy took his maternal uncle's sword without his permission. 

When his uncle asked him about it he denied the charge. Then his uncle called upon 

ur a mani to kill the person who had taken his sword in the belief that it would kill 

somebody other than his nephew. When it began to rain after a few months, the 

lightning killed not only his nephew but also seven other people who were staying with 

ý*him at the time. This incident gave ri se to the belief that ash or earth taken from the 

house which'had itself been burnt by ur can be used to kill others ( see Moore 1940: 

228 for a'similar belief among the Bemba ). ' Stories are told about many people who 

refused to confess to their illicit acts but admitted having committed them when asked to 

testify by Kuiti mani . 
Despite the fact that many Zaghawa fear the turga mani more than any other type 

of mani , innocent persons have nothing to fear because it harms only those wrong- 

doers who fail to seek forgiveness from their victims before the sanction can take 

effect. " It is'believed that the thunder roars continuously where the afflicted person 

stays or the lightning flashes continuously in front of him wherever he goes. It may 

also damage his house without causing any harm to' the neighbouring houses. If the 

'person still refuses to confess and settle the case after all these signs and to entice his 

accuser to pacify the spell, he risks being killed by turga when it starts to rain. Let me 

cite one example to illustrate this point. 

According to one informant S" insulted a woman at a well during the 

rüshäsh of 1954 and accused her of being immodest 
. 

This angered the woman, but as 

she could not fight with a man, 'she invoked the urea mani to kill him if his accusation 
s_ 

had no ground and also to kill her if she was really immodest . When it started to rain 

after three weeks, the turga mani killed an influential person. Two days later another 
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man died naturally in the same village and all the village men went to his funeral. 

While people were burying the corpse, heavy rain started to fall unexpectedly. When 

the thunder roared continuously and the lightning flashed very brightly, many people 

interpreted these as signs of turga mani and were about to leave the graveyard and run 

for safety. "S" who was also attending the funeral felt that the turga mani was actually 

aiming at him. He told the gathering that he had quarrelled with a woman a few weeks 

before and accused her of being immodest and that she had invoked mani to kill him. 

He requested them to mediate and to ask her to remove the spell. All those who heard 

his story stated at once that the woman was innocent . As the ur a mani kills any 

person who stays with an afflicted person, " S" was considered dangerous to those 

who were attending the funeral and was consequently asked to stay away from them. 

Because mani can only be pacified by the person who has originally activated it , the 

men sent immediately for the woman who had called upon the mani to come and 

remove ' the' spell. When she arrived, they apologised to her on behalf of "S" and 

persuaded her to remove the mäni since his allegation of her immodesty proved to be 

false. 

Usually, the removal of the spell occurs after the due compensation is paid and 

the matter is settled' peacefully. According to custom, when the offended person is 

asked to pacify the mäni she chews some charcoal and garad seeds (Acacia Sayal) and 

spits on the ground'several times uttering "may my mouth (i. e. my spell) fall on the 

ground". The charcoal and the Barad seeds both'change the colour of the saliva which 

indicates the destruction of the mäni .' 
In many 'cases s the removal of the mani takes place at an ant hill early in the 

morning before taking any food or drink. The'woman who had activated the mani, 

putting a few pieces of charcoal and garad in her mouth, chants addressing the 

lightning, "may your path be "white" so that you can proceed, or stay where you are 

[ in the sky ], for "X"[ the offender ] is not your equal". The woman spits on the ant 
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hill each time she repeats the chant with the intention of ritually cleansing the offender 

by transferring the spell from him to the ant hill. 

(ii) Kü. Mani (Spear): 

' Ku 'mani is the invocation of supernatural sanction to bring about the offender's 

death by a spear either in a war, fazä ', internal dispute or even accidentally by his own 

spear. In contrast tour mani , which operates only during the rainy season, ku mani 

can be employed throughout the whole year. There are slight variations in the 

technique of invoking this particular mani . According to some informants, the best 

known method is that the person who accuses another of having offended him fixes 

two spears with their blades in the ground at a distance of 3-4 feet from one another. 

He then joins the butts of the two =spear shafts by a turban to make an arch. He also 

places a shoe on'töp of each spear shaft and asks the accused person to crawl Under the 

arch so created while uttering "if I am lying, let these spears'kill me and let my blood 

spill and fill my shoes and let the turban be my shroud when I die". ' 

Besides checking the veracity of the accused persons in court , ku mani could 

be''used'as a device to bind people to keep their promises. - For instance, when a prison 

warden came face to face with a run-away prisoner attending the funeral of his parent in 

the country-side he could not arrest him at the time for humanitarian reasons. Instead, 

he asked'öne`of his close relatives to swear by ku mäni'that he would hand him over to 

the prison authorities on a specific date when the funeral ceremony was over. 

Slatin described the ku mani which was sworn by the Bideyat when he asked 

them to take an oath of fidelity in a slightly different manner: the Bideyat brought a 

horse saddle and laid on it a large pot filled with burning charcoal. A lance was then 

fixed to the saddle: The Bideyat stretched out their- hands over the lance and the 

burning charcoal and each uttered the following words with great solemnity: 
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May my legs never touch the saddle, may my body be smitten with the 
lance that kills, and may I be consumed by the burning fire if I ever break the solemn oath of fidelity which I now make to you (Slatin 
1895: 120 ). 

Arkell ( 1936: 317- 319 ) and the Tubianas ( 1981) also describe different 

versions of swearing by ku mani practised by other Zaghawa clansmen. Many people 

are now afraid to be killed by rifles and machine guns rather than by spears. 
Consequently, ku mani has been replaced by a rifle and a cartridge. The accused 

person is asked to touch both the rifle and the cartridge and say, "let this rifle and this 

cartridge kill me if I am lying". 

(iii) Ha Mani ( Sacred Mountain ): 

The Zaghawa, like the Adanme of Ghana ( see Huber 1959: 47 ), believed that 

the spirit dwelling in the mountain of the founding ancestor was capable of protecting 

his offspring. Accordingly, if a person offended a female teleo of a particular ha she 

could invoke her er to sanction the offender. This notion led the Zaghawa to regard the 

supernatural power in question as similar to the above mentioned manis which could be 

invoked as ha mani . The ha mani was less common compared to other manis , as not 

all Zaghawa clansmen had sacred mountains in the past. But even if a particular clan 

had a sacred mountain, ha mani was solely invoked by women who are physically 

weak compared with men and therefore could not protect their rights by resorting to 

force as men do. Hence they needed to activate the mani in order to sanction their 

offenders by a supernatural, power. 

It was believed that er did not offer his help to any female teleo who sought his 

protection unless she had been propitiating him in the past and offering him sacrifices. 

Hence, if a particular female teleo invoked her er to avenge her against her offender but 

nothing went wrong with the offender, the teleo had not to blame her er but herself for 
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she should not have been neglecting him in the past . Therefore, she would start 

making offerings to him so that she could invoke his assistance on future occasions. 

The ha mani could be activated in different ways. For instance, in Dar Zaghawa 

wild fruit can be picked by anybody and a woman can collect any quantity either for 

sale or for household consumption. In the past if a female teleo collected wild fruit but 

could not take it all home at the time, she could leave part of it after placing a small 

piece of stone, which symbolized the ha manda of her clan, on top. This was enough 

to protect it from theft ( see also Tubianas 1977: 14 ). It was believed that whoever took 

it without her permission would be killed by the ha mani. 

The most common technique of activating the ha mani was that the female teleo 

who had grudges against another person approached the sacred mountain of her clan 

with a ram which she sacrificed in the manner I have described in chapter 1. She then 

requested her er to kill the person who had offended her. In consequence, the ha mani 

would afflict the aggressor and make him ill. ' Unlike victims of other manis , the victim 

of the hg mani bled from his/her mouth and nose and found difficulty in breathing. 

He/she felt a heavy weight on his/her chest as though two sacks of dura had been 

placed on him/her. This was interpreted metaphorically as if the mountain itself was 

pressing him/her. 

If a female teleo inflicted the ha mani upon a particular person after a quarrel, 

and the latter suffered these symptoms, his/her relatives attributed his/her suffering to 

the affliction of ha mani . They subsequently approached that female teleo to pay her 

the due compensation and request her to pacify the supernatural' powers she had 

activated. She'usually muttered some secret spells which were believed to be sufficient 

to`avert the mani from the victim. 
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(iv ) Namarda Ou (Burning Effigy in Namarda (Ar.: Tundub ) Tree : 

This was an exceptional type of mani which was only rarely manipulated. In 

contrast to the other types of mani , burning the accused person's effigy was carried out 

by the entire village community instead of particular individuals. When a particular 

villager repeatedly breached the norms of expected conduct and became incorrigible, 

and the community lost hope of correcting his behaviour through the normal means, it 

turned to this type of mani as a last resort to invoke the supernatural powers to get rid 

of him by either driving him out of the village or by burning him alive. For example, if 

unexpectedly an unknown culprit buried the only bore-hole which supplied the 

surrounding population with water in order to force them to migrate, the community 

members resorted to this mani to invoke ido to inflict a supernatural punishment upon 
him. 

Sometimes the person who behaved against the interest of the general public 

was well known, but he was powerful enough not to be brought to justice through the 

traditional means of dispute settlement. Hence the village community might resort to 

this type of mani to get rid of him. For that purpose, all the adult members of the 

village gathered early in the morning, before they ate or drank anything, around a 

namarda (undub Ar. ; Capparis aphylla Lat. ) tree that stands west of the village. 

They threw the effigy in the tree and set both of them on fire. When the tree started to 

bum and release dark smoke, they all uttered invocation such as "let ido kill the culprit 

who has committed this evil action against us as the fire has killed the namarda tree. 

Let ido bum him alive and turn him dry as the fire has burnt and dried the namarda tree. 

May ido drive him far away from us to the place where the sun sets". The namarda tree 

was seen as appropriate because when it is set on fire, its evergreen stems ( see Plate 

9) burn with a sound which resembles thunder. The west direction was also seen 

appropriate in this context because the person was meant to die gradually like the sun 

gradually disappears on the western horizon. It was believed that if the villagers 
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performed this rite for seven consecutive days, the person would either disappear from 

the area within a short, period of time, or die from a mysterious disease. 

Besides its importance in checking the veracity of witnesses in courts and 

protecting the individual's property from theft , mani had other important social 

implications. Because the individual who was afflicted by mani was considered 

dangerous to his family and those who stay with him under the same roof, whenever a 

person committed an offence, those who could suffer the consequences of his mani 

would mediate on his behalf and try to reconcile him with those whom he had 

offended. Hence the function of mani could be seen in its contribution towards the 

maintenance of social solidarity and family cohesion. 
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Plate 9: The Namarda Tree 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE INFLUENCE OF ISLAM UPON THE 

TRADITIONAL ZAGHAWA SOCIETY 

It is widely held that nominal Islam was introduced to eastern Sudan by the 

nomadic Arab bedouins in the seventh century but the actual propagation of Islam 

started by the fourteenth century, after the fall of the Christian kingdom of al Maqurra 

(Trimingham 1949: 99 ). But little is known when and how Islam found its way to Dar 

Zaghawa in the western borders of the Republic of the Sudan. Due to the paucity of the 

recent research on the Zaghawa and the lack of documented historical evidence 

concerning the process of Islamization in the traditional Zaghawa society, the need 

arises to throw some light on the pattern of proselytization in Darfur of which Dar 

Zaghawa constitutes a part , in order to acquire some clues and to move from the 

general to the specific. It is also inevitable to depend heavily on the Zaghawa oral 

tradition as it represents the actors' perception of the course of their own history. 

Many scholars ( see for example, Hasan 1977: 202, Al Hajj 1977 and O'Fahey 

1980: 122 ), are of the belief that the process of Islamization proper in Darfur began 

with the establishment of the Fur dynasty which replaced that of the pagan Tunjur in the 

sixteenth century. It is believed that Islam was first introduced to the Fur sultanate by 

Ahmed al Maqur, a "wise stranger" from the Beni Hilal nomadic Arabs who penetrated 

the region from North Africa (Lewis'1980: 90--100 and O'Fahey 1980: 122 ). But 

these nomadic Arabs were mainly interested in pastures rather than religious zeal 

( Trimingham 1949: 99 ) and therefore they paid no heed to proselytization. The 

process of conversion to Islam came gradually through several agents. Among these 

the role of the Bornu, Takrur and Fulani, west African pilgrims who traversed the 

region on their way to Mecca, was more important. Many of these pilgrims used to 
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settle permanently, in Darfur on their return journey, and to intermarry with the 

indigenous population among whom they started propagating Islam. 

The long distance caravan trade routes further enhanced the process of 

Islamization in Darfur through contacts and acculturation and the extra-mural religious 

activities of the traders (Hasan 1977: 200, Trimingham 1962,1980 and Abdel-Rahim 

1982 ). The trans--Sahara trade routes connected Darfur with Maghrib, Tunisia and 

Tripoli and also with Kanem/Bornu in the west, in which Islam had already flourished 

for several centuries by the time it became an official religion in Darfur during the reign 

of Sulimän Solong (Lampen 1950, Al Hajj 1977: 18 and Biobaku and Al Hajj 1980: 

231 ). '',. 

'On'top of all this; the successive Keira Sultans gave a further push to the 

process of proselytization by actively involving themselves in it. For instance, Sultan 

Ahmed Bukr ( 1682--1722 ) endeavoured to make Darfur a Muslim country. He was 

famous for building mosques in different parts of the region. He persuaded foreign 

religious teachers to settle in his country by offering them tax' exemptions and several 

other privileges. ' He also compelled his subjects to practise circumcision, observe the 

fast during Ramadan and to perform the five daily prayers as basic religious duties 

( Lampen ibid: 185 ). Sultan Tayrab ( 1752--1787 )also brought religious books from 

Egypt and Tunisia to enable the local religious teachers to enhance a better 

understanding of the faith (O'Fahey 1985: 44 ). The Islamization in Darfur reached its 

apex during the reign of Sultan Abdel Rahman äl Rashid (1787--1802) who made a 

special effort to encourage the'ulama ( religious teachers) both from the Nile valley 

and Bornu to settle among various ethnic gröups'in Darfur and convert them to Islam 

( Hasan 1977: 204 ). 

As Darfur was simultaneously part of eastern Sudan' and Central Bilad al Sudan 

or the Sudanic belt , it 
was influenced both by cultures Of the Nile valley and of west 

Africa. Scholars hold different views on whether the waves of Islamization radiating 

from the Nile valley or the Bornu kingdom were more important in converting the 
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inhabitants of Darfur to Islam. O'Fahey is of the belief that "despite the political and 

religious influences emanating from the west , it seems certain that the main impetus 

towards Islamization [ in Darfur ] came from the Nile valley" ( 1985: 89 ). But he also 

believes that towards the end of the seventeenth century the religious teachers from 

west Africa played a major role in the Islamization of the region (ibid: 91 ). 

In contrast to O'Fahey, Al Hajj maintains that Darfur is more orientated both in 

history and culture to western Sudan than to eastern Sudan and that Islam has 

penetrated Darfur primarily from the west, particularly from Bornu ( 1977: 18 ). He 

bases his argument on the fact that the history of Darfur is closely linked with Wadai in 

which elements of some Sudanese ethnic groups such as Daju, Tunjur, Masalit , 
Zaghawa, Taaisha and Salamat are found. 

Hasan, though recognizing the impact of both cultural areas on Darfur, 

emphasizes the importance of the Maghrib and Kanem/Bornu culture on Darfur despite 

its nearness to the Nile valley ( 1977: 202 ). What might support this view is Holt's 

assertion that although Abdallah al--Taaishi, the khalifa of the Mahdi, was himself an 

Arab, he was despised for his western dialect by the riverain Arabs in the Gezira when 

he first went to meet al Mahdi in al Massalamiya ( Holt 1958: 44 ). Trimingham also 

mentions that the religious clerics in Darfur recite the Quran according to Warsh which 

is commonplace in west Africa, whereas elsewhere in the Sudan people recite it 

according to Ibn Umar ( 1949: 116 ). This fact was confirmed by Al Hajj Abdallah 

Harir, the imam of Forawiya during my fieldwork. Though I accept Hasan's 

synthetical approach, I am more inclined towards Voll's view that Islam was introduced 

to Darfur at different times by different agents in different sectors of the community 

( 1982: 79 ). The religious teachers coming from the west were more important at the 

outset of the process but those from the east became more important at a later stage 

when many people adhered to Islam and wanted to know more about their faith. The 

jallab ( the riverain traders) from eastern Sudan were more important in the process of 

the Islamization than the Fizan or any other traders coming from the west . The west 
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African pilgrims who introduced Islam to many communities in Darfur could have 

influenced the ruling families, with whom they intermarried in the past, more than the 

commoners in the peripheries. But at later stages when many people adhered to Islam 

they could have influenced the latter group with whom they intermingled more 

frequently than the chief families. The reason is that the members of the ruling families 

who had already accepted the new faith before the others needed the religious teachers 

from the east who could tell them more about Islam. What is more important is that 

those who introduced Islam to Darfur from Egypt and the Nile valley were mainly 

Arabs whereas those who introduced it from the west were themselves converted 

Africans among whom Islam became a religious culture which has incorporated many 

pre-Islamic elements. I shall explain later the impact of this west African Islam on the 

Zaghawa culture. 

The Arabic Islamic culture probably penetrated the Zaghawa society during the 

same period as the introduction of Islam to the Fur sultanate in the seventeenth century. 

According to the Tubianas, ' the conversion of the Zaghawa took place gradually and 

peacefully through infiltration and it occurred somewhat earlier among the Zaghawa of 

the Sudan than those of Chad and only recently among the Bideyat (1977: 10 ). 

The Zaghawa oral tradition confirms Tubianäs' assertion that Islamization took 

place gradually through time. According to the five major clans of Dar Tuer, the oldest 

Zaghawa chieftaincy (Harir 1986: 74-76 ), Islam was first introduced to Dar Zaghawa 

by Mohamed al Barnawi and his on Häjj Ali. These were two religious teachers from 

the Bornu kingdom who traversed Dar Zaghawa on their way to Mecca. They stayed 

as guests of the Zaghawa chief of the Mira clan in Eri, a place near Kutuba in Dar Tuer. 

Through time they converted the chief and many of his relatives and the residents of the 

capital village to Islam. They instructed them to worship Allah instead of their idols 

and to marry according to the sunna of the prophet . This gave them high reputation 

and the people held them in respect. After preaching Islam for some time, Mohamed al 

Barnawi and his son resumed their holy journey to Mecca where the father 
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subsequently died and Hajj Ali returned to Eri to continue his mission of propagating 

Islam among the Zaghawa. As among many non-Arab communities in Darfur which 

have been converted to Islam ( see O'Fahey 1980: 76-77 for the Fur and Osman 

1983: 13-17 for the Berti ), the Zaghawa of Dar Tuer consider Hajj Ali their "wise 

stranger". 

According to Hasan ( 1972: 9 ), the concept of the "wise stranger" is not 

uncommon in the history of the Islamization of many African Muslims. For him, the 

ideal"wise stranger" is either an Arab or a Muslim who comes from a relatively more 

civilised cultural area and introduces new ideas and customs to the indigenous people. 

He subsequently converts the local chief to Islam and the chief respects him and offers 

him his daughter or sister in marriage. The "wise stranger's" sons succeed to the 

throne through matrilineal descent. But when in power they adopt a patrilineal system 

and hand over the political leadership to their sons instead of their sister's sons. In the 

following paragraphs I intend to explain to what extent Hajj Ali meets these 

characteristics of a "wise stranger" as specified by Hasan. 

Members of Awlad Down, Awlad Degain, Agab, Awlad Kadaw and Awlad 

Nugi, the five major clans of Dar Tuer, who trace descent to Hajj Ali, claim to have 

kinship ties with Ahmed al Maqur, the "wise stranger" who introduced Islam to the Fur 

society ( O'Fahey 1980 ). According to their own version of the orally transmitted 

history of Darfur, Ahmed al Maqur and Abu Zayd al Hilali were brothers. One day, 

Abu Zayd went on a hunting expedition leaving Ahmed, his brother, to look after his 

family. When Abu Zayd did not show up for several months his wife tried to persuade 

Ahmed, her brother --in--law, to sleep with her but Ahmed rebuked her severely and 

promised to divulge this secret to his brother as soon as he returned. When Abu Zayd 

was back home his wife took the opportunity of meeting him first and told him a false 

story that during his absence his brother had tried to persuade her to sleep with him. 

This stirred Abu Zayd to anger and the next morning, without investigating the matter, 
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he hamstringed his brother while he was milking a she-camel. It was this incident 

which gave Ahmed his name al Maqur which means hamstringed in Arabic. 

Abu Zayd was surprised when he realized that in spite of the fact that his 

brother fell with his milk bowl on the ground, no milk was spilt . Because milk is 

associated with good omen, Abu Zayd knew that his brother was innocent and his wife 

was lying. To stop feeling remorse when he saw his injured brother suffering and 

bleeding, Abu Zayd collected his family and left the ferik . But Aisha Doma, his 

young sister, insisted on staying behind to nurse her brother. 

Aisha Doma used to wander regularly in the remote areas of the territory in 

search for water and wild fruit to sustain herself and her wounded brother. One day 

when she was out as usual some Zaghawa came across her footprints near Jebel Tan in 

Ardaw_ (a place now in Dar Tuer). As to their knowledge there were no other people 

inhabiting that area, they followed her track to find out who she might be. When they 

discovered that she was a young Arab girl they captured her and took her to their chief 

in Eri. Instead of marrying her himself, the chief gave her in marriage to Hajj Ali as a 

reward for his religious services. 

It is said that Hajj Ali decided to marry his wife according to the sunna of the 

prophet. As this required witnesses, Hajj Ali moved around the country to invite all 

the elders of the clans which were inhabiting Dar Tuer at the time to attend the occasion 

as ajawid . Today many people are considered as foreigners in Dar Tuer on the ground 

that Hajj All failed to see their great ancestor when he assembled all the clan elders to 

attend his wedding ceremony. Aisha Doma subsequently bore him three sons, Ahmed 

Dowri, Abdel Gadir Degain and Suliman Agab; and two daughters known as Mariam 

Kadaw and Halima Nugi. 

As for Ahmed al Maqur, the story says that he attached himself to Shaw 

Dorshid, the supreme chief of the region, who respected him for his wise ideas, most 

notably those concerning food consumption ( see O'Fahey 1980 for more details ). 
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Show Dorshid gave him his own daughter ( Kheira) in marriage who bore him 

Suliman Solong, the chief who established the Fur sultanate. 

When the Zaghawa chief died, Suliman Solong, who was then the supreme 

sultan of Darfur, appointed his cousin Ahmed Down, the eldest son of Hajj Ali, to the 

leadership of the Zaghawa instead of the previous chiefs sons or daughters. Ever 

since then, the descendants of Hajj Ali's three sons dominated exclusively the 

leadership of Dar Tuer and they entered a pact among themselves to rule the country on 

a rotating system of primogeniture. Consequently, Ahmed Down and his descendants 

ruled the country until the reign of Mohamed Ibeid who migrated with his na as and a 

large number of his subjects far afield to Kajmar in northern Kordofan in order to avoid 

bloodshed after a dispute with the sultan Ahmed Bukr (1682--1722 ). This incident 

was considered a turning point in the history of Dar Tuer not only for shifting the 

leadership to the Awlad Degain, the descendants of Hajj Ali's second son, but also for 

hindering the Awlad Down from ever claiming the leadership of Dar Tuer. 

The Awlad Degain selected melik Nedi from among themselves to rule Dar 

Tuer. After staying one year in office, Nedi sent an emissary to Lill south-east of Dar 

Tuer to collect tribute but the Lilla ( the clansmen whose name has been given to that 

part of the territory ) killed the emissary after accusing him of committing adultery with 

one of their women. They cut off his hand and used it in beating a drum and danced 

round it for a whole night. elik Nedi considered their act as a challenge to his power 

and launched an attack on the Lilla killing several hundreds of them. This grim 

retaliation of the new chief horrified the clansmen of Dar Tuer who moved to the capital 

village and forced him to resign lest he be killed. As a result, the clansmen of Dar Tuer 

appointed Mohamed Faig, a descendant of Suliman Agab, the youngest son of Hajj Ali, 

as a new leader of Dar Tuer. 

Mohamed Faig overestimated his power and refused to pay tribute to sultan 

Ahmed Bukr and this led to his killing by sultan Mohamed Dowra (1722--1732 ) the 

successor of the sultan Ahmed Bukr. As a punitive act , Mohamed Dowra cut off Dar 
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Beird and Anka from Dar Tuer and annexed them to Dar Suweini of the Kaitinga in 

order to reduce the size of Dar Tuer (see O'Fahey 1974: 128,1980: 84 and Harir 1986 ). 

Then the political power turned to Awlad Degain instead of Awlad Dowri who were 

disinherited from the throne because of their ancestor's flight with the nahäs to Kajmar 

in northern Kordofan. The Awlad Degain continued in power until the reign of melik 

Abdi who was deposed by his subjects when drought continued throughout the seven 

years which he spent in office as I have stated earlier. Since then the chieftaincy of Dar 

Tuer was transferred to the Agab clan which has held it until the present moment. But 

in 1948, the Awlad Degain tried to secede from Dar Tuer and to establish their own 

autonomous chieftaincy by claiming that they had no genealogical link with the Agab 

ruling clan. This claim was rejected by Charles, the then Northern Darfur District 

commissioner, on the basis of a written genealogical charter provided by the melik 

Mohamedein Adam Sabi which proved their descent from Mohamed al-- Barnawi. 

This orally transmitted history of the Islamization of the Zaghawa meets many if 

not all of the attributes of the "wise stranger" stated by Hasan. Hajj Ali came originally 

from the Bornu kingdom in the west . Among the Zaghawa, the west is not an 

auspicious direction. But the fact that Hajj Ali made the pilgrimage to Mecca, the 

holiest city in Islam, where he supposedly touched the "black stone" which charges 

anybody who touches it with baraka and mystical power ( Cohen 1966: 132 ) made him 

guwera ( blessed ). It is also believed that Hajj Ali's great ancestor Tubua al Awal was 

a Yemenite who has been mentioned twice in the Holy Quran, a fact which gave him a 

credit. Hajj Ali converted the Zaghawa chief to Islam and introduced new ideas and 

customs to the Zaghawa society, the most important of which were those related to the 

concepts of halal ( permitted) and haram (forbidden ) and the customs related to lawful 

marriage. I 

Unlike Yanbar and Ahmed al Maqur, the "wise strangers" of the Berti and the 

Fur respectively ( see O'Fahey 1974, Osman 1983 and Holy 1989 ), Hajj Ali did not 

marry the chiefs daughter or a female relative but instead the chief gave him in 

125 



marriage a captive Arab woman who was considered the most suitable wife for member 

of a royal family. The Zaghawa metaphorically describe any kird (a female member 

of the royal family) as mara ( red ) even if she is of a dark colour. The fact that Aisha 

Doma was an Arab woman of a red colour gave her an equal status to the kirda . Hajj 

Ali's sons ascended to the throne of Dar Tuer through the influence of Suliman Solong, 

their matrilateral cross cousin. When in power, they legitimised their authority by 

adherence to Islam and passed over the leadership to their descendants. These in turn 

used the legendary story to monopolise the leadership of Dar Tuer until the present 

time. 

Though I do not accept this oral tradition astfinal truth, it is to be acknowledged 

as the actors perception of their own history which of course can be compared with any 

other authenticated historical facts that may appear later. The fact that the history of 

Darfur is yet to be written from many uncollected documents in the hands of people and 

similar oral traditions (O'Fahey 1980 ), this Zaghawa oral tradition may contribute 

towards filling some gaps in it. 

As among many non-Arab Muslim communities in the Sudan (see Osman 1983 

for the Berti and MacMichael 1967 for several other communities ), the Islamization of 

the Zaghawa has resulted in the adoption of the Arab genealogy and in the creation of 

some traditional links with Mecca. Today many Zaghawa clans either claim to be Arabs 

in origin or trace their descent to an apical ancestor who had been on pilgrimage to 

Mecca. Both of these claims have legitimised the right of the ruling clans to an 

exclusive political power. For. instance, the royal family of the Kabka trace their 

descent to Mohamed al -Kaab, a Khuzami Arab who allegedly came from Mecca. 

According to the Kabka oral tradition, he settled near mount Kabka and converted the 

population around it to Islam and consequently became their leader. Similarly, the Geli 

Gargi and several other clans of Dar Gala trace their descent to Bukr, a Kinani Arab 

who came from Hijaz through Egypt . Despite the fact that the Zaghawa have no 

common ancestor and that what really unites them is their long co-existence in their 
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present territory, their common history and a common language of a Teda Kanuri origin 

(Arkell 1951: 38 ), I heard from Jumaa Obboh that the Zaghawa are all descended from 

Zagh ibn Murra ibn Kaab ibn Luai. By saying so he was trying to claim genealogical 

link with the prophet Mohamed, though in fact no historical record mentions the name 

Zagh among the sons of Murra ( see for example MacMichael 1967 ). To create some 

links with Mecca, many other Zaghawa also stated that their great ancestor was one of 

the sahaba ( companions of the prophet ). He stayed with him during his life-time in 

Mecca and Medina but when the prophet died, he disappeared with the prophet's ibric 

(Ar. ; ablution jar) without telling anybody and kept it as an object of sanctity. The 

legend goes on to say that he crossed the Red Sea and settled in eastern Sudan. The 

Arabs who migrated later to the Sudan found the prophet's ablution jar with him and 

they consequently gave him the name Zagh which in Arabic means to go aside (Arkell 

Pipers 1934:, 1/5/21/). 

". 1 ° What is more important is that, although the Zaghawa were converted to Islam 

long time ago through the outbreak of the Arab tribes'to the sub--Sahara Africa, 

movement of people through trade routes and settlement of west African pilgrims 
tiS 

among them, their Islam in the 'germination' stage ( see Trimingham 1980) or 

'quarantine' stage ( see Fisher 1973 ), was only nominal. " It was hardly practised 

outside the ruling families'of the dominant Mirra clan and the other small chieftaincies. 

Islam failed to displace the established social institutions but offered itself as an 

additional option in the 'crisis' stage ( Trimingham : ibid ) or 'mixing' stage ( Fisher 

ibid) which created a duality in Zaghawa religion and enabled the individuals to behave 

in a different manner at any, particular social situation. Trimingham ( 1980: 43 ) 

indicated that the point at which Islam met Africans was such that it seemed little alien 

to them and that its adoption appeared to have disturbed 
. 
the old order by only little. 

This seems to be the case among the Zaghawa who also incorporated many of their pre- 

Islamic beliefs and practices to Islam and continued to make offerings to sacred rocks 

and trees in spite of the fact that they were Muslims. Also their social life continued to 
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be governed by their customs and traditions rather than by Islamic Law or shari'a. This 

duality did not only accommodate' the Zaghawa customs which coincided with Islamic 

precepts but also tolerated many other customs which contradicted Islam ( cf. Holy 

1989: 48). By the time the Mahdist troops invaded Darfur, the Zaghawa were only 

`Muslims in name but pagan in practice. Slatin who visited Dar Zaghawa prior to the 

beginning of the Mahdist movement states that if the Bideyat were asked to repeat the 

creed, they could utter "there is no God but the only God and Mohamed is His prophet" 

but-beyond this they knew nothing and they could not pray as Muslims do (Slatin 

-1896: 114 ). The 'germination' or 'quarantine' stage only kept the momentum on which 

the Mahdist reformers built on. 

In essence, the Mahdiya was a reform movement meant to restore true Islam by 

purifying it from la bid'a ( customs) which were unduly incorporated with it and to 

adopt the sunna of the prophet and his rightly guided Caliphs. Its ultimate goal was to 

reestablish an Islamic umma (, community, ) : as an analogy of 'the early Islamic 

community in Medina. - This meant among other things that submission was to be 

confined: to Allah alone and the previous duality of Islam and tribal customs which 

characterised the 'crisis or'mixing' stage could no longer be tolerated. This attitude 

was clearly stated in the Mahdi's indharat (warnings) and also in the following text of 

the covenant (ähd) which the Mahdi's followers were asked to express in advance as 

an oath of allegiance: 
y[r 

we swear allegiance to God and His Apostle, and we swear allegiance to 
you, upon the unity of God, and that we will not associate anyone with 
Him, we will not steal, we will not commit adultery, we will not bring 

, false accusation and we will not disobey you in what is lawful ..... 
(Holt 1958: 101) 

This second phase of the Islamization of the Zaghawa differed from the 

previous one both in technique and approach. Instead of concerning itself with limited 

locality or the upper stratum of the Zaghawa community, it showed a great concern 

about a nation and umma . Also, instead of the peaceful penetration of Islam through 
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the west African pilgrims, `ulama and caravan traders it added a new impulse by 

adopting jihad ( holy war) which was proclaimed not only against the non-believers 

but also against those Muslims who doubted the Mahdi or did not acknowledge him as 

indispensable for the completion of their faith (Trimingham 1949: 156 and Al Hajj 

1982: 101 ). 

The Zaghawa failed to cooperate with the Mahdiya at first not because of their 

doubt about the Mahdi but because of the manner in which they were approached by the 

Mahdist agents in Darfur. As I have stated in chapter 2, the Mahdist troops which 

were dispatched to Islamize the people of Darfur considered the Zaghawa as 

"worshippers of pagan rites" to whom Islam was to be introduced afresh by force. 

Instead of explaining Islam in a peaceful manner and gaining adherents to the Mahdiya, 

'iý had was waged against the Zaghawa who became the first victims of the Mahdiya 

punitive expedition in Darfur (Kapteijns 1985: 77 ). This led the Zaghawa together 

with their chiefs to flee from their territory in large numbers and hide on the verge of 

the desert at a place called Taria which became part of the present day Chad after the 

1924 treaty' ( see Ali Taha, 1979 for more details ). They could return to their 

homesteads for food supplies only at night and after divination confirmed their safe 

return. The Mahdist troops which were called 'ihý adiya plundered and confiscated the 

properties of those who did not flee. According to Kapteijns (ibid. ), the 'ihl adi a had 

confiscated about 2380 animals from Dar Tuer alone, a fact which led melik Mustafa 

Wad Bahr, the incumbent chief, to write to the Mahdist officer in Darfur in 1895 

claiming them back. The fear of losing anyone's entire herd in 'ihadi forays during 

those days led the Zaghawa women to criticize and tease in songs those who kept large 

herds but did not allow their families to slaughter an animal for home consumption: 

oru keibi tub6 shebo 
song Zual gu kisher legi 

the sheep you rear but never eat 
may Zugal, the jallabi eat them for you. 
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This was in reference to Mohamed Khalid Zugal, the first Mahdist governor of 

Darfur, who not only confiscated the Zaghawa animal property but also imposed an 

intensive ah'ir ( forced migration ) of the Zaghawa and all of their leaders together with 

many other Darfurian chiefs to Omdurman to test their loyalty to the Khalifa (Al Hasan 

1970 ). But the-, Zaghawa, not knowing what might be the consequences of their 

enforced journey, fled back home at night in large numbers after reaching the midway, 

leaving their chiefs to accompany Zugal to Omdurman ( ibid ). 

Besides this forced migration to Omdurman, the Mahdist movement was 

rendered unpopular among the Zaghawa` because it nominated Mahmoud Wad Bahr, 

who was an unpopular and a less important kire bore , as its representative. It is to be 

remembered that he was the same person who had been disinherited from the throne of 

Dar Tuer because his mother was from the Fur. But the major set-back which hindered 

the Mahdist troops from succeeding in their mission in D arZaghawa was that the 

'ihý adiya who were'charged with this responsibility were in fact black slaves who were 

mainly concerned with filling their stomachs rather than converting others to Islam 

( Kapteijns ibid: 91 ). Hence, it was not uncommon for these soldiers to change the 

religious songs into mocking appeals for food from the local people. For instance, 

instead of chanting 

Allahu däyim, ba in 
ya jalala, dä im sidi Allah 

God is everlasting, eternal 
Oh majesty, God, my lord, is everlasting 

they altered it to: 

Allahu däyim, ya Allahu dävia 
mara a al 'iýdad al taim 
addihu lil zol al sayim. 

God is everlasting, G-o-o-o-d is everlasting 
give the broth of the tasting chickens 
to the one who is fasting (Kapteijns 1985: 91 ). 
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The culmination of all these factors was that the Mahdiya failed to convey its 

message to the Zaghawa who in consequence continued with their traditional customs 

and their nominal Islam. In fact, the impact of the Mahdiya gave additional strength to 

the traditional customs. For example, the need to forecast the intentions and the arrival 

of the jihadiya led to an increased use of sand divination. fortune telling was 

paradoxically one of the important features of heresy which the 'ihadi were originally 

dispatched to put an end to. 

Only atilater stage during the time of imam Abdel Rahman al Mahdi, the son of 

Mohamed Ahmed Al Mahdi, did Mahdism find a stronghold among the Zaghawa. 

Many Zaghawa answered the imam's request to leave their homes and children and 

migrate to the Gezira Aba ( the Aba island ) on the White Nile to learn the recitation of 

the ratib (a collection of prayers and verses from the Quran compiled by Al Mahdi ) 

and to worship Allah in Jämi al Koun (the universal mosque at the Gezira Aba) which 

the ansar believed to be particularly graceful. The majority of those Zaghawa who 

made hijra (a journey for religious purpose) had abandoned their possessions and 

families for the sake of religion and devoted themselves to the daira ( Lit. circle ; the 

Mahdi's household ). They worked as labourers in cotton and sorghum cultivation and 

in cutting firewood free of charge in the belief that they would be rewarded in the 

hereafter. Since they were told that their hijra was no less important than that of the 

early companions of the prophet who migrated to Medina, they considered those who 

remained at home and refused to join the imam as lax in religion. Many ansar went 

back to their homeland to persuade their relatives to make hi'r in order to receive 

baraka . Those who stayed in Dar Zaghawa considered, however, the migrants to be 

simple-minded people who enslaved themselves to the Sayid Abdel Rahman and the 

dair . 
The imam dispatched manadeen ( emissaries) to Dar Zaghawa to preach the 

basic teachings of, the Mahdiya and to accelerate the process of Islamization. The 

Zaghawa were told that according to the Mahdi's teachings, it is forbidden to smoke 
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and that the sin of the smoker or the one who uses snuff is greater than that of the 

drinker of wine ( Trimingham 1949: 156 footnote 2 and Holt 1958: 115 ). The user of 

snuff or the smoker of tobacco was punishable by 100 lashes but the one who drank 

wine was to be flogged 80 lashes ( Trimingham ibid: 162 footnote 2 and Holt ibid: 

115 ). The Zaghawa were also instructed not to " eat " or ride the animals they had 

received as mahr ( bridewealth ) for their daughters. Women were also told not to go 

out unveiled. Because many of the manadeep lacked the sufficient knowledge of 

classical Arabic which was necessary for understanding the meaning of the Quran and 

Mahdi's letters which were written in this language, in many cases they interpreted the 

Islamic precepts and the Mahdi's leaflets wrongly to the Zaghawa. For example, the 

translation of the'following verse of the Holy Quran ice; 

Wa ma adrak ma hiy4 ? 
' Naron hamiya. 

And what will make ye know what that is ? 
A burning fire (Sura 101: 10-11 ). 

The majority of the Zaghawa were mistakenly instructed that according to the 

Quran, receiving mahiva (regular salary from the government) is h aram (forbidden by 

religion ) for the manadeep read the verse as mahi a naron hamiva (receiving a salary 

throws one into the 'hell fire). Although this is not the proper meaning of the verse, 

as a result of the manadeevs' instruction many Zaghawa looked down upon the 

government employees as lax in religion. Even today some Zaghawa do not consume 

the milk of their daughters' bridewealth cattle and many do not ride the camels or 

horses received as bridewealth for their daughters in the belief that it is prohibited by 

Islam. Islam, though it condemns tank al sala , i. e. the person who pray less than 5 

times a day, differentiates between those who pray less than five times a day and those 

who do not observe the rite altogether. The manadeep mistakenly taught the Zaghawa 

that they should either perform all five prayers a day or leave them altogether, but never 

pray less than five times a day, for in this case the sin would be far greater. 
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Consequently, the Zaghawa until today do not condemn those members who do not 

pray at all whereas they readily condemn those who smoke or take snuff in spite of the 

fact that in Islam failing to observe one's prayers is more serious than smoking or 

taking snuff which according to many theologians are only discouraged as a waste of 

money. 

._ In 1947 the imam instructed some Zaghawa ansar who had already been to the 

Gezira Aba to establish Jami al-Rahmaniya (a zawiya named after Sayid Abdel Rahman 

al--Mahdi ) at Gara, a place east of Umburu. It was meant to be a centre for 

distributing the ratib of the Mahdi and leaflets of the Sayid al imam Abdel Rahman Al 

Mahdi which urged people to migrate to the Gezira Aba. The zawiya became a centre 

for distributing the leaflets of the imam and recruiting the Zaghawa to the na sariya ari a 

(a religious order) and to help them to migrate to the Gezira Aba in order to work for 

the daira freely without receiving mahiya. 

By this time the Zaghawa chiefs and the influential kir bores had already been 

incorporated with the Tijaniyya ari a which was established by al Sheikh Ahmed Al 

Tigani in Fez (d. 1815 ). This tariga infiltrated to Dar Zaghawa through religious 

clerics from north and west Africa. The Zaghawa chiefs and the other- adherents of the 

tariga used to recite s la al ffi] ,a daily wiri (a self imposed supplication) ordered 

by the Sheikh Ahmed Al Tigani. the founder of the ri . It is thought to open the 

gates of wealth to those who recite it day and night and to close the mouths of the 

sorcerers and the root doctors who try to harm them. Many chiefs had also acquainted 

themselves with hisb al sef ,a long supplication which was a commonplace in Dar 

Zaghawa at the time and which was believed to be effective in protecting anyone who 

recited it once a day from a sword strike and amal ( sorcery ). A particular formula of 

this latter supplication was believed to kill one's rival whenever he tried to cause injury 

through ackwi and other secret, ways. 

The Mahdi had rejected all the religious ari a other than his own but because 

his ratib offered no substitute for salat al fatih or hisb al ref , which the tribal chiefs 
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needed to protect themselves, the chiefs paid no heed to the ansariva and continued with 

their Tijaniyya sari a which made no demands on them to migrate elsewhere. 

The Zaghawa chiefs were reluctant and showed no interest in the persistent 

hijra of their subjects to join the imam at the Gezira Aba for it would reduce the number 

of their subjects in the long run and in consequence they would lose their influence and 

the base of their power. The following case may serve as an example. 

Melik Mohamedein Adam Sabi of Dar Tuer was considered the most influential 

chief of his time in the Northern Darfur District. This was partly due to his nobility 

but mainly to the great number of his subjects. He had been awarded the Queen 

Victoria's medal and allowed to parade immediately after the magdoum Sharif, who 

was in charge of all the tribal chiefs of northern Darfur, in the zaffa (an annual tribal 

procession ) which was held at Fatta Bornu and later at Kutum. To maintain his 

position, the melik tried to preserve the tradition of his community. Therefore, he 

thought it better to improve his Islamic faith but without diminishing the tradition of his 

people which brought him to power. Slatin reports a similar case from Dar Gala where 

the sh artai Salih Dongosa, the chief of the territory kept ah 'li (Balanites Agytiaca ) 

tree for the performance of awaid in order to- show his subjects that he upholds the 

forefathers' tradition despite the fact that he was a good Muslim ( see Slatin 1896: 114- 

17 ). The melik felt that the large population exodus from his dar which intensified 

after the foundation of Jami al--Rahmaniya was a threat to his prestige and status and 

he soon came into direct confrontation with the ansar . Since of course he could not 

break down the zawiya , he ordered the itinerant g_nsar , who used to wander around his 

dar in order to encourage people to migrate to the Gezira Aba, out of his territory and 

threatened to jail them if they were ever found again in his dar . This act outraged the 

ansar who considered the melik to be lax in religion and reported to the imam his non- 

cooperative attitude towards further spread of Mahdism within his territory. To support 

their case against the melik , the ansar stated that he took a cow from each bridewealth 

in his dar and in order to secure for himself this income he made it impossible for his 
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subjects to reduce the bridewealth to the five cows which had been specified by the 

ansar. They also accused him of taking ushür ( tithe ) without right from the farmers 

and fining any family whose member had committed suicide. 

The melik rejected all these accusations on the ground that these were awaid 

inherited from the forefathers ( see for example Savile 1922 : 169 for the custom of 

fining a suicide's relatives among the Agaba clan of the Zaghawa) which maintain law 

and order in the community. The bridewealth payable to the bride's family at the time 

was 30 cows. Nearly half of this amount could be contributed by the bridegroom's 

agnatic kin. When the bride's family received the cattle, it distributed about 10 cows 

among its close relatives. The logic behind this was to create an alliance between the 

wife-giving and the wife-taking groups. The melik thought that such alliances could 

not be maintained if bridewealth was reduced to the 5 cows or the two pounds decreed 

by al-Mahdi. Therefore, he launched a counter attack on the Zaghawa ansar who 

devoted themselves to the daira and neglected their duties towards their own children 

and he portrayed them as fools and ignorant of the fundamental teachings of Islam. 

Considering himself under obligation to protect the common interests of his subjects, 

the melik accused the imam himself of exploiting his people and ill-treating them by 

asking them to work day and night in his cotton plantations without any reward. This 

can explain why the imam 
, who formally had no direct administrative authority over 

tribal chiefs during the colonial period, interfered forcefully to help the Awlad Degain in 

their case against the melik in the same year ( 1947 ), as can be seen from his letter to 

the deputy of dairat .l Mahdi in Darfur and also the latter's letter to the Governor of 

Darfur attached below ( see Fig. 5 and 6 ). 
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Fig. 5: Letter From Savid Abdel Rahman Al Mahdi to Wakiil 
Dairat Al Mahdi --El Fasher 
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Dear wakiil ( agent) 
Khalid Hasan Khalid -- El- Fasher 

n clý vGt ýU. 
_! 

After greetings. A party of Zaghawa namely Younis Abdalla, Abdel-Gadim and 
Umbadda Mohamed came to " us " complaining about what their N zir did to them. I 
have ordered them to return to you so that you may meet H. E. the Governor personally 
and explain the situation, and appeal to him so that justice is done against their Nazir, 

and inform "us" of the results of your efforts as soon as possible . 
Enclosed are the names of those who were imprisoned by the Nazir without 

crime, according to their belief. In future, I hope you will resolve such things locally 

with. the rulers there. 
Peace be upon you with pious prayers. 

Gezira Aba Signed: Abdel- Rahman al Mahdi 
7th Shawal 1366 ( 1947 ) 
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Fig. 6: Letter From Chief Wakiil of Dairat Al Mahd* to 
Governor of Darfur 
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H. E. Governor of Darfur 

With due respect. I inform your excellency that I have received the attached 
letter from Sayid Abdel-Rahman al Mahdi concerning the 25 Awlad Degain imprisoned 
in both Kutum and El-Fasher prisons. I am ready to release them on bail, after 

reaching an understanding with your excellency until the case between their clan and 
their Nazir is settled. 

Sincerely, 
Khalid Hasan Khalid 

Chief wakiil of Dairat al Mahdi in Darfur. 

6/9/1947 
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It appears from the above discussion that in the 'crisis' or' mixing' stage, the 

Zaghawa, though they became more conscious of their faith, accepted the Islamic 

customary traditions which coincided with their own traditional customs and continued 

to follow their old customs otherwise ( cf. Horton 1971,1975 ). For instance, 

according to Islamic principles, women are not to mix with men apart from family or go 

out unveiled. But , because among the Zaghawa women are responsible for watering 

the household herds, bringing millet from horbe and many other duties which bring 

them in contact with men, women have found it impossible to comply with the Islamic 

principle of sex segregation. Also, despite the fact that many individuals were aware 

that drinking guru ( beer) is forbidden by Islam, they continued to drink until fairly 

recently- because guru was considered necessary for performing particular activities 

such as house or well construction and nefir ( working party employed in agricultural 

activities) ( see chapter 5 for more details ). While many of the Zaghawa's neighbours 

consider those who follow the old customs as lax in religion, the Zaghawa regard 

themselves as good Muslims. For instance, many Zaghawa laugh when they hear that 

in Saudi Arabia -- the centre of Islam-- a man must not enter his married brother's 

house during his absence and chat with his wife; this is generally acceptable among the 

Zaghawa. Despite the fact that the behaviour of the Saudi Arabians has been endorsed 

by the sunna of the prophet, the Zaghawa interpret the prohibition of such visits as a 

sign of religious laxity for it shows that a man does not even trust his own brothers in 

his house. - 

The location of Dar Zaghawa at the verge of the Sub-Saharan desert and its 

remoteness from central Sudan has led to the failure of formal peace keeping devices in 

bringing the Zaghawa under the tight control of the government . Hence, families were 

left to protect their members and property by creating alliances through marriage and 

also by resorting to feud and self-help. Slatin reports one of the Bideyat chiefs as 

saying that they had been in constant feud with various Arab tribes since the time of 

their forefathers and that if they fought and took prisoners, it was their custom to allow 
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them to be ransomed ( 1896: 117-8 ). Therefore many Zaghawa died in the past 

defending either their family or lineage members, using the concept of "my clan right or 

wrong", or while themselves launching an attack on others. Many Zaghawa also died 

or suffered greatly from plagues and other diseases in the absence of advanced medical 

treatment . This hazardous situation created a high demand for the services of aki . 
Consequently, many itinerant aki from the Tama, Fur, Masalit and Borgu 

neighbouring communities penetrated Dar Zaghawa to prepare hijabs ( amulets ), 

mihaya ( erasure) and other traditional healing devices in exchange for money or 

animals ( see Tubiana 1964: 22--3 ). A faki who could reach the Bideyat territory 

whose inhabitants were in recurrent feud with the Mahriya and the Om Jallul Arabs 

could possibly receive a camel in exchange for writing a single hijab which he asserted 

could protect its carrier from the sword, spear or bullet. The fakis could also demand a 

cow for reading a letter and another cow for writing its reply. Kapteijns reports that 

after a stay of three years in Dar Zaghawa, a Masalit faki returned home with 75 goats, 

28 sheep, 2 donkeys and clothing for his household ( 1985: 259 note 2 ). 

As the main interest of the foreign faki was the accumulation of the initial 

capital, with which they, could start a trading business or buy an animal herd rather than 

teaching Islam, many, of, them were ready to render services to clients who could pay 

them generously even if they employed them for purposes that contradict the basic 

Islamic teachings. For example, a faki might agree to make i' to a band of camel- 

thieves so that their intended raid could be successful if they only promised to pay him 

generously should the raid prove successful.. This led the Zaghawa to describe the 

itinerant fakis as dandara ,a word which is normally used for the seasonal labour 

migrants from western Sudan to the Gezira scheme who work as hired labour in the 

cotton plantations. This situation led many Zaghawa to believe that the foreign fakis , 

generally speaking, contributed only little in improving Islamic knowledge among the 

host population... 

139 



The role of the faki as proselytizers became significant only at a later stage 

when many Zaghawa young men joined the famous khalwas ( Quranic schools which 

are referred to as mesik in Zaghawa) in Jebel Marra, Jebel Si, Koreo, Fatta Bornu and 

Manwashe and subsequently became fakir themselves. As among many other rural 

communities in the Sudan ( see Ahmed 1979: 332 ), the non-royal families in Dar 

Zaghawa refused to send their children to the government schools. Instead, they sent 

them to the khalwas . These children eventually learned to memorise the Holy Quran 

by heart after staying in many khalwas and moving from a lesser faki to a well known 

one. In the end, most of those who learned to recite the Quran by heart returned to Dar 

Zaghawa to make sadagat kitab ( sacrifice to the Book) to keep the shetän away from 

them ( see Osman 1983: 20 for a similar practice among the Berti ). 

After graduating from the khalwa , some fakis joined the El-Fasher Religious 

Institute to enhance their religious knowledge. They usually studied famous scriptures 

such as Risalah, Izziya, Ashmawi, Al-Akhdari and Mukhtasar Khalil Ibn Ishaq which 

enabled them to officiate at marriages and lead 
. Cd , rain and funeral prayers when they 

returned home. But this was by no means a common trend. After performing the 

sag's al kitab and being acknowledged as fakis by the local community, some fakis 

returned to Jebel Si, Jebel Konju and Jebel Marra, which all lie in the Fur territory, in 

order to learn Ouran bore ( lit. the children of the Quran which means asrar (Ar. ; 

secrets of the Quran) ( see Holy 1989: 25 for a parallel practice among the Berti ). 

These secrets are: which verse has the power to cure a particular disease, bring about 

the rain, drive the enemy away, protect a person from malevolent spirits, etc. But it is 

not uncommon for the fakis to mix the secrets of the Quran with magic and esoteric 

knowledge. In fact 
, the Fur fakis who specialize in this type of magic are like the 

'root doctors' who normally conceal the nature of the herbs they employ in healing, 

could only be persuaded through time to release their secrets to others. Therefore the 

Zaghawa fakis needed to apprentice themselves to these famous Fur fakis for some 

time in order to grasp this knowledge. Although the fakis state that they need this 
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secret knowledge to protect themselves from their potential contenders and the 

aggressive members of the Zaghawa community, people believe that they seek to learn 

this magic to earn a living through it by rendering services similar to those of the 

sorcerers. 

After grasping significant knowledge, either in El Fasher Religious Institute or 

Jebel Marra, both types of fakis return eventually to their natal villages and establish 

khalwas to teach the village children ( see Plate 10) and to render usual services to the 

village community at large. There exists a belief that the smoke which emanates from 

the fire lit in the khalwa and that which emanates from a fire lit for karamat balela , 

could reach the angels in heaven. Hence the existence of the khalwa in any particular 

village was seen as an element which bestowed baraka on it. 

Because learning the art of the secrets of the Quran is considered an endless 

process, any time a faki comes across a new secret in the collection of another faki he 

copies it into his previous collection of secrets written on separate loose sheets of 

paper. This ever growing collection of written sheets is known as umbatri ( that which 

knows every thing ). The faki ties it with a string to keep it intact. Though both the 

graduates of the El-Fasher Religious Institute and the khalwas in the Fur territory 

render similar services to the village community, a slight variation can be seen between 

them. As the main purpose of the khalw is to facilitate the memorization of the Quran 

rather than teaching its exegesis ( Osman 1983 ), the Quranic verses which are used by 

the graduates of the khalwa for various purposes are endowed with meanings which are 

quite different from those which they have in the context of the Quranic message (cf. 

Holy 1989: 191 ). These fakir , unlike the graduates of the El-- Fasher Religious 

Institute who had studied afsir ( the exegesis of the Quran ), normally remove the 

Quranic verses from their original context and put them in other contexts which serve 

their purposes, as will be shown later. They furthermore mix the secrets of the Quran 

with magic which they have learned in the Fur territory, a fact which makes their role 

rather ambivalent. In this respect , the graduates of the El-- Fasher Religious Institute 
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Plate 10 (a ): The Khalwa of Turba 

Plate 10 (b): Students Memorizing the Ouran in the Khalwa 
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manipulate only the secrets of the Quran for healing and protecting purpose. The 

existence of these two types of fakis became part of Zaghawa folk knowledge which 

resulted in a conceptual difference between the faki and the faki om sinjeiniat . The first 

category of fakis embraces any person who manipulates the Quranic verses and their 

asrar ( secrets) together with the prophet's hadith for healing, divination and any other 

purposes which are similar to those Dilley describes as 'white lore' (see Dilley 1987a). 

The second category of fakis embraces any person who does not only manipulate the 

Quranic verses in--contexts different from those in which they were originally 

expressed, but also uses magic mixed with Quran. Many individuals believe that the 

faki om sen' ina are associated with khuddam ( evil spirits) and perform activities 

similar to those described as'black lore' by Dilley (ibid: 253 -- 254 ). Dilley rejected 

the blanket association of white lore with good and black lore with bad for, in some 

cases, the black lore can be manipulated to achieve good and legitimate objectives 

( Dilley 1987a: 254 ). Similarly it is difficult to accept the activities of the fakis as 

always good and those of the faki om sin'ein'a ' as always bad. The faki om sinjeiniat 

can be employed to achieve legal objectives such as retrieving or bringing back a stolen 

camel while some fakis may render services to achieve unlawful objectives. The faki 

am sin'ein'a outnumber the fakis and consequently the term'faki' among the Zaghawa 

tends to refer to the former. 

The following few paragraphs consider the impact of Islam, in its 'crisis' stage 

( see Trimingham 1980: 34--50 ), on the Zaghawa cosmology, traditional system of 

belief, divination, mani and healing. 
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1. THE, IMPACT OF ISLAM UPON COSMOLOGY AND SYSTEM 

OF BELIEF: 

1-1 Lewis ( 1980: 66 ) argued that not all the apparently non-Islamic features 

encountered in the African Muslim communities south of the Sahara are necessarily pre- 

Islamic. Many of, them are based on some Islamic notions which are either 

misinterpreted or modified and have deviated, through time from the mainstream of 

Islamic culture. - Nevertheless, some elements in traditional Zaghawa culture, such as 

the belief in the supernatural being ido and other spiritual entities such as boi and 

bordobordo and the affliction, divination and healing devices which have been 

described earlier can, possibly, be regarded as pre-Islamic beliefs and practices which 

have been Islamized (cf. Ahmed and Hart 1984: 7 ). 

I stated earlier in chapter 1 that i do was the supreme deity in the traditional 

Zaghawa system of belief, and was regarded as the creator and the master of this world 

and of bd ( the hereafter). The Zaghawa, like the Somali, Mossi and Swahili who 

coalesced their pre-Islamic high gods waLq, winam and mungu respectively with the 

Arabic Allah after their conversion to Islam ( see Lewis 1980: 61 ), transformed their 

high god ido to Allah. But, in contrast to the Berti, their neighbours who became fully 

Arabised and lost their African language after their Islamization ( Osman 1985: 414 ), 

the Zaghawa retained their language and became bilingual. They incorporated ido into 

Islam and gave Him the attributes of Arabic Allah which replaced His previous ones, 

such as connection to earth. Accordingly, they use the term Allah when they 

communicate in Arabic but still refer to Him by the pre--Islamic name ido when they 

communicate in Zaghawa. Ido is now addressed by a special vocabulary such as ido 

beggira (High God ido mandagi (my master) and ido erebbina (the cherisher or the 

sustainer). Erebbina is a Zaghawised alternative to the Arabic rubbing (see also Harir 

1986: 250 ). 
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My main concern in this chapter is to explain the influence of Islam upon 

Zaghawa society and to grasp the magnitude of change in the Zaghawa system of 

belief, rather than to explain Islam from a theological perspective. In fact , Islamization 

brought about considerable changes in the Zaghawa system of belief. For example, i do 

was held to be 'a transcendent deity which was remote from any individual and whose 

relationship to humans was not precisely known. jj is now conceived as nearer to 

any individual than his/her neck artery as stated in the Quran: "When My servants ask 

thee concerning Me, I am indeed close (to them ): I listen to the prayer of every 

supplicant when he calleth on Me... " ( Sura 2: 186 ). Ido is also conceived as the 

sustainer and the only protector: 

Your Lord is He that mäketh the ship go smoothly for you through the 
sea, in order that ye may seek of His bounty for He is unto you most 
merciful. When distress seizes you at sea, those that ye call upon -- besides Himself-- leave you in the lurch !... (Sura 17: 66-67). 

Ido in the past was thought to dwell in natural objects such as the cave of Ido 

Ha ( Lit. the mountain of ido) but since the introduction of Islam he is conceived as an 

omnipotent and all encompassing deity, which does not reside on the earth or in a 

particular locality. Although the traditional Zaghawa system of belief recognized 

tawhid gl rububiya ( the belief in a high god ido ), awhid. l oluhiya ( the recognition 

of Allah as the only true God entitled to be worshipped) was introduced only after the 

Islamization of the community. At present all the, Zaghawa are Muslims despite the fact 

that some of them still propitiate the nature, spirits which they believe, could favour or 

harm them if they so wished.. It is therefore appropriate to interpret the Zaghawa 

system of belief in terms of a continuum between tawhid. 41 ru bi and tawhid al 

oluhi instead of a dichotomy of, Islam and paganism. Using Horton's model ( see 

Horton 1975 ), the educated men and women and the majority of the uneducated men, 

who have been involved in contact with the macrocosmic environment i. e. with people 

from outside the community either through trading, seasonal migration to the Gezira 
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scheme or the urban centres, acknowledge tawhid L1 l uhi . In contrast to this group, 

many. uneducated Bideyat , mai and the majority of the uneducated beri women, who 

are all confined within the boundaries of their microcosmic environment and believe in 

the efficacy of mani in killing at will, seem to acknowledge only tawhid al rububiya . 
The bulk of the Zaghawa can be seen as moving along the continuum between these 

two poles. 

The Zaghawa have not only incorporated ido 
, the pre-Islamic high god into 

Islam but their minor indigenous spirits as well. Many fakis and illiterate Zaghawa 

interpret the prophet's hadith : "there is not a single one of you but has his/her garin 

( spiritual counterpart. or double) of the 'jinn and garin of the angels appointed to 

accompany him/her" ( see Macdonald 1927 Vol. 2: 763, Tritton 1934 Vol. 4: 286, 

Ridha 1977 Vol. 7: 254) as making reference to their indigenous spirit bordobordo . 
Accordingly, the concept of bordobordo has been accommodated into Islam and given 

some Arabic names such as baati : from the root bath (resurrection) and nabati ( one 

who germinates from. the ground which are used among other-Sudanese and Arabic 

societies ( see for example Westermarck 1926_ Vol. 2:, 551 for the Berber of Morocco, 

Trimingham 1949: 173 for central Sudan and Holy 1989 for the Berti ). But the 'ulama 

reject the whole idea of bordobordo for they believe that no dead person can possibly 

rise from his/her grave before the day of judgment ( see Al--Sayidabi 1987: 90 ). 

The existence of a whole chapter on the 'jinn in the Quran (Sura: 72 ) and the 

confirmation that the prophet Mohamed himself was sent as an apostle to both men and 

'jinn ( Sura 72: 1--7 ) led the Zaghawa, to continue believing in their indigenous spirits 

'iý'nun. Although, according to the the Quran, some of the ', lien are Muslims whereas 

others are nonbelievers, in the Zaghawa system of belief 'inü are entirely mischievous. 

As these minor spirits were thought to be loosely connected with the supreme being ido 

in the past , people could protect themselves from their aggression and interfering in 

their affairs only by appeasing them and offering them sacrifices. 
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The Quran itself introduced new spiritual beings. These are shetan (Satan), 

iblis ( devil) and malaika ( angels ). In the following few paragraphs I intend to 

explain how the Zaghawa localized these new spirits introduced by Islam. 

(a) Shetän ( Satan ): 

The Quran states that she än is a wicked spiritual being. He tempts human 

beings and persuades them to commit sin and mischievous deeds by whispering his 

insidious suggestions in their ears. When a person participates in gossip or backbiting 

he/she says "May Allah curse the shetän ", thus hinting that it is shEt7an who persuaded 

him/her to commit this sin.. It is commonly believed that the sheyatin (p1. of shetän ) 

are imprisoned during the month of Ramadan to curb them from persuading the 

Muslims to commit evil during this holy month. 

In concordance with the 'ulama's interpretation, the Zaghawa do not 

differentiate between shitgn and ibli which they use interchangeably. In the Zaghawa 

perception, she än 
, differs from inün in that it exists in association with human 

beings. This idea led some people to regard him as boi . But the majority of the 

informants differentiate between shetän and boi in that the former associates with all 

human beings indiscriminately whereas the latter associates only with members of a 

few known households known as oir as mentioned earlier. The belief that she än 

lives in association with all people is based on the prophetic hadith that the union 

between a man and his shetän is as close as that between'a man and his blood ( see 

Tritton 1934 Vol. 4: 286 ). 

Any person who suffers from mental disorder is described as shetanna or 

mishötun , i. e. being afflicted by shetän . To avoid affliction, people are careful not to 

traverse the rubbish heaps which are believed to be the abodes of sheyatin (cf. Zwemer 

1920 ). They also relax at midday (gaila zalzal ); the time when hs etän is said to be 
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most active. Many individuals also avoid the whirlwinds which appear in summer in 

the belief that they are caused by shetän . They justify this belief by stating that when 

they shout at it , uttering "The prophet Mohamed is with us; go away from us", the 

whirlwind will deviate and turn away from them. 

The Zaghawa women are of the belief that shetän exchanges his own babies for 

human babies who are less than forty days old, particularly when he encounters them 

alone without a ckLd-mNder Therefore, many women are careful not to leave their young 

babies unattended. For example, should a mother take a bath, she has to find a c1-1; tä 

m, 'nder in advance. Babies who show no progress in size or fail to walk after they are 

three years old are firmly believed to be mubaddal i. e. have been exchanged by shetän . 
It is believed that'unless a person says bismillahi (in the name of Allah) before 

he starts eating or drinking, shetän will participate with him in his food or drink and 

devoid it of baraka 
. Hence, children are instructed to utter bismillahi every time they 

are offered food or drink. They are also forced to eat with their right hands in the belief 

that shetan eats with his left hand. 

In the past ,a woman who gave birth would keep a sword or a knife at her 

bedside in order to protect herself and her baby from hail or any other malevolent spirit 

in the belief that these spirits fear iron weapons and so do not dare to approach them. 

Today, due to the gradual spread of Islam in the Zaghawa society, the majority of 

women who give birth keep the Holy Quran in a flat winnowing basket close to their 

beds instead of the knife or the'sword. This is in the belief that the Holy Quran can 

safeguard them from the sheyatin and any other malevolent spirits. But some women 

combine the sword or the knife and the Holy Quran and place them together beside their 

beds to drive away the sheyatin ,a fact which illustrates how Islam enhanced a duality 

and provided an additional option instead of simply displacing the Zaghawa traditional 

beliefs and practices. 

The Zaghawä call for prayer inside any newly established house immediately 

after finishing the building, in order to drive away the she a in . This practice is 
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based on the prophet's saying that shetän flees away whenever he hears the call for 

prayer ( Ibn Gayim n. d.: 241 ). Though only few Zaghawa are aware of this hadi 
, 

they all-perform this rite whenever they finish building a house as a routine practice, 

without questioning the religious doctrine which justifies it. 

, (b) Malaika (Angels ): 

Malaika is another type of a spirit introduced by Islam, faith in whom is 

required alongside a faith in Allah (Yusüf Ali, 1946 ). Allah revealed the Holy Quran to 

the prophet Mohamed through Sayidna Gibril (Ar. ; Gabriel-), the archangel. The 

malaika , unlike sheyatin ; are conceived asgraceful beings each of whom is charged 

with a certain duty. -- 

Every man is said to have two companions: a malak and as etän In contrast 

to shetän malak stimulates a person to comply with Allah's orders and discourages 

him from committing evil or straying from the straight path. The malaika are believed 

to tour households during the night at the time when people are asleep and ask Allah to 

forgive and to accept the prayer and the tasbih ( supplications of those whom they 

encounter worshipping Him. 

-A person acquires barak a not from claiming kinship with the prophet but 

through his personal strenuous effort of tasbih and dua ( invocation ) throughout his 

lifetime.: It is believed that everyone of the 99 names 'of Allah has got al sir al dadi (a 

corresponding secret number) and whoever succeeds in mentioning the name to that 

number is described as warrad (Lit. made a breakthrough to the source of water ), and 

this is used metaphorically to describe success in making a breakthrough to the eternal 

baraka . Such a person will automatically become weli who fears no harm or hardship 

either in this world or hereafter. Reciting these secret numbers of supplication, which 
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usually involve hundreds of thousands of repetitions, requires the individual 

worshipper to keep vigilant during the night to make tasbih and du'a . 
There exists a widespread belief that the malaika would not come to bless the 

effort of the worshipper if he/she is making dui' and tasbih in a polluted place such as a 

household where there is a dog, a menstruating woman (Ibn Taymiya 1982: 35 ) or in 

which sexual intercourse has taken place. Many individuals --particularly those who 

adhered to the Tijaniyya or the ansariya ari as-- who make awrad (tasbih with certain 

words which were specified by the founder of the tariqa ) during the night tend to 

confine themselves in a separate shelter known as khalwa ( seclusion or separate place) 

in order to enable the malaika to visit and bless their religious effort. 

Despite the fact that malaika were introduced by Islam, the Zaghawa tend to 

localize, or understand, them according to their own` vision. To them, the malaika , 

though invisible, - are helpful in many respects. 'For example, when a young child loses 

his/her way in the bush and spends the night there without falling prey to wild animals , - 

the malaika are thought to be caring for him/her. The Malaika also help in perpetuating 

the community's moral code by taking punitive actions against its breach. One example 

can illustrate this. The Zaghawa regard cutting down a large fruit-bearing tree in 

general as heinous and against the community's norms, particularly if it is the nabag 

(Ziziphus Mucronata ) tree which is graceful, for it is believed to be one of the paradise 

trees and is mentioned in the Holy Quran. To express their horror towards cutting 

down such a tree the Zaghawa interpret the act of "cutting" as "killing". It is believed 

that some frightening malaika appear to those who "kill" these trees and meddle with' 

their sleep. 

It has already been mentioned earlier that in pre--Islamic Zaghawa society ido 

was considered remote and unapproachable by humans alone, hence people sought his 

assistance and protection through intermediary spirits such as the gr Guwe Bettih, the 

spirit dwelling in-the Kurra clan's ha manda . The teleos revered these spirits and 

offered them sacrifices in order to guarantee their socioeconomic welfare. Though in 
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Islam Allah can be directly addressed by any individual without intermediaries (Sura 

2: 186 ), many individuals now offer Him sacrifices through intermediary objects, as 

they did +with the pre--Islamic ido . The reason is that the Zaghawa, similar to the 

Berber of the High Atlas ( see Gellner 1969 ), being illiterate and unfamiliar with the 

Quran, need mediators to communicate on their behalf with Allah. Therefore, instead 

of seeking the mediation of the spirit who dwelt in the clan's ha manda in the past many 

people now seek the mediation of the spirit of the dead welis whose grave became 

gubba" 

There are only few gubbas in Dar Zaghawa. Some informants explain the 

small number of ubbas in Dar Zaghawa by stating that the Zaghawa are only interested 

in looking after their animals and in aggression but think only little about their religious 

duties. Accordingly, they are unlikely to become gubbas when they die. In contrast to 

this view, some other informants maintain that the small number of g_bbas in Dar 

Zaghawa should not be taken as an indication of laxity in religion because they believe 

that wiläva ( grace ) is predestined by Allah and therefore cannot be achieved solely by 

the persons' religious effort . 
Unlike many other Muslim communities ( see for example, Gellner 1969 for the 

Berber, Gilsenan 1973 for Egypt , Tapper 1979'for the Shahsevan of Iran and Ahmed 

and Hart 1984 for Pakistan and Afghanistan ), the Zaghawa do not generally claim a 

genealogical link with the prophet. -' Hence, they believe the'gubba has no chain of 

baraka ( blessing ) fröm' him. ' To them, any` God--fearing person has a chance of 

becoming weli through his/her personal achievement and the will of Allah. If a grave 

becomes ubbä it means that Allah has chosen to bless the dead person in it ; therefore 

any person whose' grav'e becomes gubba is conceived as uw r (lucky ). This in 

itself is taken as aYmerit , for a weli can radiate barakä to his descendants and to any 

other person who seeks his assistance and mediation. It is believed that Allah never 

turns down his weli's intercession. 
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There are controversial views on how the weli can be identified. Some 

informants believe that it is impossible to identify the weli before the day of judgment 

because it is only Allah who knows the bätin ( internal reality ) of humans. Another 

group of informants state that , although nobody is sure whether or not a particular 

person -- dead or alive -- is weli , there are some signs which can indicate the weli . 
According to this latter group, the living weli can easily be identified because he is 

simple, humble, hen g6 hence ( dervish or hazy ) and performs miracles. For instance, 

he is pious and denounces all sorts of pleasures. Like the guru in the Hindu society 

( see Dumont 1980 ), the sayyids among the Shahsevan ( Tapper 1979) and saints 

among the Berber (Gellner 1969 ), the well among the Zaghawa is a stranger in his 

own community. He is ido 2yi (a man of Allah) and not of this world. According to 

some informants the best occasion in which the weli can be identified is the time of al 

mulid j1 nabawi when people commemorate the birth of the prophet in the month of 

Karama ( Rabi al-awal ). The Zaghawa celebrate the uli in the evenings around a big 

fire by chanting selected verses of the Holy Quran and some religious songs which 

concern the biography of the. prophet . During this occasion when people. chant in 

ecstasy the weli becomes exalted and spiritually uplifted and falls unconsciously in the 

flaming fire. If the fire does not burn him or his rosary beads, this miracle indicates 

that he is well kashif ( Lit. apparent weli, i. e. living w li . Individuals seek his dwa 

during his lifetime and his mediation to Allah when he dies and his grave eventually 

becomes a gubba . People fear the curse of the weli kashif because it is serious and 

damaging. 

Some people are not known to be weli during their lifetime, only being 

discovered upon their death when their graves become ugbbas . The gubba can be 

identified by many means. In general terms, the Zaghawa claim to be able to speculate 

the fate of the dead person roughly by the type of soil of his grave. For instance, when 

a particular person dies and people encounter no difficulty in digging his grave because 

the soil is found loose, even though the area is generally rocky and hard, this indicates 
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the prospect of an easy life in the hereafter. But if the digging of his grave becomes 

abnormally difficult because a rock is unexpectedly encountered in an area of generally 

loose ground and people are forced to try another place, this indicates the hardships that 

await him in his next life. As for the gubba , many informants stated that some time 

after the burial of the corpse the grave radiates light during the night (see Westermarck 

1926 Vol. 1: 161-2 for a similar belief among the Berber in Morocco). This is 

culturally recognized as an indication that the grave has become ub . It is said that 

those who observe the light in the graveyard put a stone or any other ishara ( sign ) on 

that particular grave from which the light is emanating. Next morning, they approach 

the graveyard to locate the grave on top of which the ishara is found and eventually 

declare it as ag bba . 
The Zaghawa also identify the gubba by the distance between the two "witness 

stones" which show the northern and the southern ends of the grave. 

Customarily, the Zaghawa dig the ow b6 ( wad g_1--laha Ar. ; the deep section of the 

grave in which the corpse is placed ) very narrow and tight . According to the 

prophet's tradition ( see Ibn Gayim n. d.: 132-3 footnote 2, Ibn-Taymiya 1982: 68, 

Sabiq Vol. 1: 573 n. d. ), the ow b6 of the weli becomes wider, longer and more 

comfortable after his burial whereas that of the wicked person becomes narrower and 

tighter. This hadith gave rise to a widespread belief that the distance between the two 

witness stones becomes longer if the dead person is a weli . This belief is also at the 

root of the saying "May Allah widen your -grave" which the Zaghawa, and many other 

Muslims utter whenever they visit one another during the twog"ds two. 

The question which poses itself is whether or not the distance between the two 

"witness stones" does in fact get longer ?. On the basis of my observation, the answer 

is in the affirmative for in all the ubbas I visited during my fieldwork this distance was 

unusually long, but how this happen 
_. _ 

?. Many of my informants stated simply that it 

occurs naturally by the will of Allah as Islam enables the believers to accept this 

possibility without question. Some other'informants, although they did not reject this 
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possibility, had doubts as to whether or not the dead person's relatives relocate the two 

"witness stones" such that the resulting distance becomes longer than the initial one. 

These doubts are enhanced by the fact that when the distance between the two 

"witness stones" appears to passers-by as being longer than the length of the dead 

person, they describe the grave as eii. e. became elongated by itself. They 

eventually send for the dead person's relatives to visit the grave and make ke eir , 

which means to stop it from further increasing in length by relocating the stones and 

circumscribing the grave with thorny branches of a tree ( see Plate 11), in order to keep 

it clean from animal urine or any other source of pollution. They also clear the grave of 

any shrubs or weeds which grow on it and slaughter an animal or offer minor sacrifices 

such as millet flour mixed with water in miniature earthen pots to the dead weli . 

Generally speaking, any individual, whether he has a genealogical link with the 

dead weli or not , can approach the gubba and offer sacrifices to the dead weli and 

invoke his mediation without needing somebody to play the role of the priest . But 

according to my own observation, in some cases clients tend to request a person, who 

claims genealogical link to the dead weli , to accompany them to the gubba and hand 

over their donations to him to offer them on their behalf to the dead weli , in the same 

manner as the teleo of the er ha . This practice is based on the notion that the dead weli 

can transmit baraka to his borbore ( grandchildren) who address him as er and he is 

therefore under obligation to mediate to Allah on their behalf whenever asked by them. 

Many individuals consider offering sacrifices to the gubba and invoking the 

dead weli's intercession an Islamic alternative to the manda , gurbo manda and betti 

manda . Accordingly, instead of offering the consecrated vows to the gr_ of the ha 

manda in the past , they now offer them to the dead weli . Whenever Zaghawa fear the 

spread of a contagious disease among their children, or the theft of their animals, they 

deliver offerings in advance to the gubba and ask the dead weli to mediate with Allah 

and protect their children and animals. They usually utter "May Allah avert the disease 

from my children and the theft of my animals by the baraka of, for example, er Tabit". 
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Plate 11: The Gubba 

Plate 12:, A Client beseeching Allah Through the Mediation of the 

Dead Weli 
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In this case, Tabit is the name of the dead weli who may or may not be ego's 

forefather. He is believed to be a good Muslim who can mediate on behalf of the client 

to Allah regardless of the latter's ethnic identity or nationality as in Islam all believers 

are brothers ( Goody 1968: 2 ). According to some other informants a person can 

perform air' to the dead weli in a slightly different manner. For example, if an 

individual fears the spread of a contagious disease among his children, he approaches 

the gubba and addresses the dead weli by uttering: "Oh my er , 
if you protect my 

children from illness I will sacrifice to you a ram". After performing this rite he feels 

his children are safe from the disease as though they have been vaccinated. When the 

disease is over he feels that Allah has protected his children because of the mediation of 

that dead weli and therefore he fulfils his promise by sacrificing the ram he had offered 

to the gubba . 

In contrast to the ha manda , ritual cleanliness is required when communicating 

with the dead weli . Therefore, ' those who seek the mediation of the dead weli abstain 

from sex at least one night before making their journey to the gubba and perform ritual 

ablution before they invoke the weli ( see the wet ground in front of the client's feet in 

Plate 12 ). The ritual cleanliness is required in this rite because the clients, in fact , 

address Allah through the intercession of the dead weli . 
The gradual spread of Islam in Dar Zaghawa has led many individuals to 

regard offering sacrifices to the gum as an Islamic rite and accuse those members of 

the society who still offer sacrifices to the nature spirits of practising sa n am 

( superstitions ). -Many individuals doubt the efficacy of the ha manda in guaranteeing 

the socioeconomic well-being of its teleos and the population surrounding it. These 

doubts were further enhanced by a bold action taken by many individuals in the early 

1970s to bring an end to the belief in the gr of the ha manda . In about three separate 

localities in Dar Zaghawa an educated person of a religious background (e. g. Hajj, 

Imam or his son or a graduate of Al--Azhar university) burnt the ha manda , gurbo 
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manda or ri manda in his local area to convince the people that there was nothing 

supernatural in these objects. 

In 1970 Mohamed Mansour, a graduate of Al-Azhar University at Cairo, was 

recruited to the headship of Umburu intermediate school which was opened in his natal 

township. He had been away for more than a decade pursuing his higher education in 

central Sudan and Egypt . Considering the length of time he had spent in schooling 

outside Dar Zaghawa the least that can be said about him is that he was not fully 

socialized in the Zaghawa culture. He discovered that even some of the Zaghawa 

students, who were considered the most enlightened category, still believed that the ha 

manda, gurbo manda and be imn could influence human life. Therefore, he 

decided to burn the gurbo manda at Umburu well-centre to convince the students and 

the community at large that these natural objects can inflict no harm on human beings or 

influence their lives. Many students warned him of the consequences of such an action 

against the supernatural powers occupying the rock and displayed a great deal of 

reluctance to follow him to what they believed to be a disaster. When the students 

realized that he was insistent , they agreed to accompany him to the gurbo manda but 

only to observe him from a distance without participating in the burning. According to 

him, when the class got near the rock the girls sat down at a distance to observe what 

would happen to him, for-the females among the Zaghawa were less influenced by 

Islam than the men. 

According to Mohamed Mansour, when the boys saw the girls displaying their 

fears they competed to show their bravado in front of them by burning the gurbo 

manda themselves. Then within moments the boys scattered some kerosene on the 

sacred rock and set it on fire, challenging its supernatural powers. They stayed at the 

scene until all the accumulated butter and the hides of the slaughtered animals were 

completely burnt out. When the burning ended without an incident and nobody was 

afflicted by 'in i --as was expected-- the class returned to school having proved that the 

ýr an held nothing to be feared. 
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When news about the burning of the gurbo manda disseminated to the local 

community at large, some elderly people who still believed in the power of the rock 

stated that Mohamed Mansour was not going to live for long because he had challenged 

the er. Though the spirit associated with urbo manda was not described as pr, it was 

used here in a more general manner. Some individuals also declared that he would be 

afflicted after a week and die before long. When the first week elapsed safely they 

anticipated his death after forty days, but still he did not die. Then they stated that he 

would surely die in that year but nothing went wrong with him all that year. At this 

stage the ritual leaders of gurbo manda met him personally to express their anger, 

saying that they were Muslims like him but that propitiating the gurbo manda by milk 

and butter to guarantee the flow of water in the well-centre below it was an old ̀ ida 

( custom )'inherited from the forefathers which had worked over the years, and that he 

had no right to set it on fire. 

Despite the fact that many areas" in the Sudan were-equally hit by a severe 

drought and famine in 1970, among the local population who lived in the vicinities of 

the g_urbo manda the blame was' put on Mohamed Mansour. Later that year when he 

was promoted and subsequently transferred to a bigger school at Kebkabiya, some 

people linked his removal from the area with his burning of the gurbo manda , not 

realizing that the man was promoted to a higher position which required him to live in 

town. 

Irrespective of all the above mentioned attitudes of the elderly people towards 

the burning of the urbo'manda and the justifications they offered for the drought and 

famine and the removal of Mohamed Mansour from Umburu, the act of burning the 

gurbo manda and its failure to retaliate for itself contributed a lot in changing many 

people's beliefs on the efficacy of ha manda and gurbo manda. 

The Zaghawa of the Sudan are a blend of heterogeneous groups of different 

cultural backgrounds which have bearing on their religious practice. Therefore, it is not 

possible to analyse the' religious change in the Zaghawa society as though the 
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Zaghawa were a single homogeneous group. This is more apparent if one can imagine 

the differences between the Kubara ( Kobe ), the Tuba (Bideyat ), ei( the members 

of Dar Tuer and Dar Gala) and the Unai (Artaj ) on one level and the beri and mai on 

another. I am therefore inclined to regard the influence of Islam upon the Zaghawa of 

the Sudan in terms of the opposition between specific categories of the Zaghawa instead 

of in terms of a hierarchical ordering of their degree of religiosity ( Baxter 1988 in a 

personal communication ). These dyadic categories are: the Zaghawa men versus the 

Zaghawa women, the > ri versus the mai , the literate Zaghawa versus the illiterate, and 

finally the Weci , Kubara and Unai versus the Tuba. Roughly speaking, the influence 

of Islam is more apparent on the Zaghawa men than on the women, on the bar' than on 

the mai , on the literate Zaghawa than on the illiterate and on the Wegi , Kubara and 

the Unai than on the Tuba 
. This criterion is based solely on the actual degree of 

contact available to members of any one category with the Islamizing elements either 

from outside the Zaghawa community or from within, and therefore the possibility of 

their acculturation'.. f and enculturation. 

Following Fernandez ( 1965: 913 ), it is f: convenient to distinguish between 

the social consensus and the cultural consensus when analysing the impact of Islam on 

the Zaghawa community. For instance, we must not take the apparent social consensus 

of different categories, such as men and women, or educated and uneducated people 

who participated in the cult of offering butter to gurbo manda or 1ri manda and 

behaved collectively in the same manner, as a sign of their cultural consensus. While 

the elderly women who acted as cult leaders participated in the rite with the intention of 

guaranteeing the flow of water in the wells in the vicinity of the sacred rock, many of 

the young educated, boys and girls who also joined in the cult rejected this belief as 

naive. They firmly believed that water is in the hands of Allah and no rock can ever 

cause water to flow. The few mai who took part in the cult had a totally different view 

on the matter. According to a mai who was often invited by the beri youths to beat the 

drum during the cult ceremony, the Zaghawa stopped offering butter to the gurbo 
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manda because butter has become scarce nowadays. Consequently, people preferred 

to consume the little quantities they could afford to buy instead of anointing it on a 

rock. 

Like the Berti ( see Holy 1987 ), the Zaghawa differentiate between the Islamic 

rituals and the awaid ( traditional customs ) which they inherited from their forefathers. 

But the question. why the customary rituals continued even when the participants 

changed their views. on the sacred rocks and trees, or more precisely why many 

Zaghawa youths who disbelieved in the efficacy of the cult, participated in it, requires 

analysis. 

The Zaghawa are linked together by a. strong network of affinity and 

consanguinity. When a person dies it-is not only his/her extended family or co- 

villagers who mourn him/her but the entire population residing in the neighbouring 

villages who share the same well-centre. For example, the brothers--in--law of the 

deceased person's brother are under strong obligation to postpone their already 

announced wedding or any other festivity - for at least half 
,a 

year after the death as a 

sign of their condolence and fellow feelings. Considering the low standard of living in 

Dar Zaghawa and the lack of modem medical facilities one can expect a high mortality 

rate. - In fact the death of children, from malaria, and women, during childbirth, is still 

common in many parts of Dar Zaghawa.. Men also die in internal conflicts or while 

constructing wells. This means that at any point in time people are hindered from 

participating in joyous ceremonies and dancing-as long as the death of a particular 

relative is still remembered. Under these conditions when a reasonable time has 

elapsed without any death occurring, boys and girls who were longing for the hula 

( tribal dance') were eager to create an opportunity which would permit them to 

establish a hula . In this respect , offering butter to gurbo manda or the teri manda was 

the most likely course of action, for three main reasons. Firstly, in financial terms it 

costs little to prepare compared to the other ceremonies. The participants donated small 
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quantities of butter and made nominal contributions of money to pay the mai drummer 

but no food was required. 

Secondly, the Zaghawa villages in general are established on the basis of 

agnatic kinship and embrace people closely linked with one another -- though outsiders 

are easily accepted to the village. This close relationship between the residents of any 

particular village, in fact 
, hindered its youths from establishing hula in their own 

village, as a man does not dance with his close female relatives. Boys customarily 

avoid participating in the hula if their own sisters or aunts, for example, are dancing in 

it and vice versa. The reason is that ego's sister, his mother's sister and her daughter 

as well as the other close female relatives are categorised as his soRiy-ra with whom he 

is forbidden to marry or dance. The rite of offering butter to ug rbo manda brought 

people from all the villages surrounding the well-centre and enabled the youths to 

establish hula. 

Thirdly, according to tradition the hula was not the main interest of those who 

urged the people to perform the rite'of offering butter to turbo manda in the past , even 

though this seemed to be the case more . recently. Hence, any youth felt free to take the 

lead in inviting others tö'participate in the cult on a specific date without being blamed 

by members of the bereaved families for not caring about their deceased relatives. As a 

result , excepting those fakis who see the participation in the cult as incompatible with 

Islam, no one is overtly concerned about preventing his sons and daughters from 

joining the hula. In my view the educated members of the society who participate in 

the rite of offering butter to the rock are, like the Nyoro ( see Beattie 1969: 168 

interested in the dance in order to enliven their monotonous life without necessarily 

sharing the attitudes of the cult leaders towards the rock. 

The Zaghawa are more "nativistic" than many of their neighbouring ethnic 

groups who have ceased offering butter to the sacred rocks and trees; this was once a 

universal phenomenon in Darfur ( see Browne 1799: 305, Trimingham 1949 and 

MacMichael 1967 Vol. -1: 73-74-). Many individuals consider themselves as good 
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Muslims but see no harm in upholding the customary rituals inherited from their ancient 

grandmothers, since they believe they are efficient ( see Tubiana 1964: 40-47 ). The 

fakis and other Zaghawa men who have gradually become aware of ' pure Islam -- 

either by studying abroad or by their mere presence in the urban centres of the Sudan 

interpret the offering of butter to the ri mand and gurbo manda as asnam 

(superstitious'). This led them to launch a deliberate hostile act against many gurbo 

mandas and Jeri mandas in several parts of Dar Zaghawa. 

The rites of offering butter to the urbo manda and eri manda is now performed 

by only a few people. Many clients have shifted to botu karama ( rain sacrifice ) 

which I will come; to later.:. So, -surprisingly, in several localities where many 

individuals have changed their views on the efficacy of teri manda , they still perform 

the botu karama ( the rain sacrifice) under the ter ( Acacia Albida) trees. It has been 

stated earlier that the Zaghawa take for granted that the proliferation of the iri (Acacia 

Albida) trees in any particular area indicates the availability of underground water, 

hence the performance of the karama under the led tree is regarded as being especially 

efficacious. It is believed that the recitation of the Holy Quran under these trees during 

the karima charges them with baraka and accordingly they, are named f Mecca eri 

( the Mecca Acacia Albida) tree to indicate their holy status. As with the eri mandas of 

the past no individual ever dares to cut down these trees today. The shift of reverence 

from the eri manda to the bet Mecca eri in the present situation can be seen as an 

obvious impact of the spread of Islam in Dar Zaghawa. 

Among other things, Islam introduced new concepts of religious purity and 

pollution to the Zaghawa society: Religious purity is assigned particular importance as 

it is a prerequisite for prayer, pilgrimage to Mecca and the observance of the fast during 

Ramadan. In Islam, as interpreted by the' lam ( see Al-Gaziri n. d. p. 9 ), a person 

is never permanently pure or impure; certain events, as indicated below, render a 

person temporarily impure but he/she can retain his/her ritual purity by undergoing 

ritual cleansing. This temporary pollution is caused either by major janaba (pollution ) 
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which results from sex, menstruation and ( ni_ ifas ) child--birth, or by minor janaba 

which results from gas, urine and defecation ( ibid.: 9 ). The major janaba can only be 

removed by performing hull (ritual bath) whereas the minor janaba can be removed 

by normal wadu ( ablution ). It is not only the prohibition of worshipping Allah while 

in the state of janaba that causes people to seek purification whenever they become 

temporarily impure but also the fact that being in the state of janaba is dangerous for 

oneself. The angels who guard a person under normal conditions leave him/her the 

moment he/she ceases to be pure, thus making him/her vulnerable to the devils and the 

influences of the sorcerers (Al-Nawawi 1976). This danger is further enhanced by the 

fact that one is constrained by the janaba from reciting even a few verses from the holy 

Quran to protect oneself. Animals must also be' slaughtered according to the Islamic 

prescription so that the meat becomes halal ( permitted ) otherwise'it is fatis ( carrion ). 

The Zaghawa, using the concept of ritual pollution, regard the alai (a minority 

group of people with hereditary occupational specialization in iron-smithing, hunting, 

pottery, leatherworking and root healing) as being permanently polluted.. The mat's 

permanent pollution is justified by two mythical stories which go back in history to the 

time of the prophet Mohamed. According to the eri fakis , the great ancestors of mai 

lived in Medina during the time of the prophet It is? said that though the prophet was 

not in a state of enmity with them, whenever he and his companions fought against 

their enemies and won the battle, the mai were`sad and gloomy. But if on the contrary 

he and his companions were defeated, the mai expressed their joy and happiness by 

beating their drums and dancing all'night . It is said that at the time of the battle of 

Khaibar the great ancestor of mai supported the prophet's enemies by secretly selling 

them weapons in order to inflict a defeat upon him ( cf. Cohen 1970 ). When the 

prophet became aware of the mai's illicit dealings with his enemies he cursed him and 

asked Allah to humiliate him and all his future generations. It is believed that the mai 

are suffering the consequences of the prophet's curse which categorically rendered 

them permanently impure. Despite the fact that there is no historical evidence of this 
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event and that there is no sense of 'original sin' or'twice born' in Islam ( Abdalati 1395 
tiýýro 

hij: 16,, Gibb 1962: 186) and no one isJaccount, for the conduct. of his grandfather, 

for "every sheep hangs by its own leg", many beri fakis narrate this story in order to 

justify the allegedly permanent pollution of the mai community. 

A more, common justification for the innate pollution of the mai is the following 

mythical story which is mentioned both by the fakis and the illiterate beri: 

Once upon a time the great ancestor of the mai caught a gazelle with a 
gobo (a snare made of gazelle sinews ). The gazelle begged him to be 
kind and let her go for she had hidden her young fawn in the bush and 
was afraid it would die of hunger if she were killed but the mai turned 
down her request. When the mai refused to set her free, the poor 
gazelle then pleaded again and again in desperation to be allowed to go 
and feed her fawn just once, promising to come back'at once to be 
killed. The mai continued to refuse, asking " But how can I be sure that 
you will fulfil your promise ? ". It so happened that the prophet came 
along the road at the, time. He entreated the mai to be merciful and let 
the gazelle go this time, but in vain. When the prophet continued to 
entreat, the mai said that he would release her to go and nurse her fawn 
only if the prophet agreed to put his own foot in the gobo instead of hers 
to guarantee her return. Eventually the prophet put his holy foot in the 
gobo and the gazelle ran off to feed her fawn. When she returned after a 
while the prophet requested the mai once more to be kind and set her 
free but the mai turned him a deaf ear and` killed her brutally amid the 
curses of the prophet ( Mohamed-Salih 1982: 77 ). 

From that moment on, the beri believe, the mai and his descendants became 

afflicted by a perdition which generated in them this innate and inherent pollution, the 

stain of which they cannot remove even if they were to wash themselves in seven seas. 

Consequently, all their activities are devoid of Barak . Neither do their herds increase 

in size nor are they able to reap a good harvest whatever the size of plot they cultivate. 

Furthermore, from that moment the Bobo , which held the prophet's holy foot, became 

polluted and despised by the beri. 

The beri do not discriminate against the Mai only because of the curses which 

they believe have been uttered by the prophet but also because of their use of iron- 

works, their pagan activities, their dirt and their being a minority group among the beri 

To avoid being afflicted by the mars pollution and contaminated by their contact , the 
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beri adopt several policies such as endogamous marriages, restricted commensality, 

residential segregation and division of labour which will be considered below in brief. 

The beri consider it a taboo to marry or participate in the tribal dance with the 

mai . When the eri boys approach a maida to dance with her, not knowing who she 

is, she will immediately utter "I bagi gei" ( lit. my well is different) to indicate that she 

is amid Sexual liaison with the maida is unthinkable and regarded as a heinous 

crime. It is believed that whoever commits it , whether in marriage or adultery, will be 

afflicted by permanent pollution which he cannot get rid of even if he bathed in seven 

seas., 

11 - . The mai exclusively practise a miscellaneous package of activities which are 

either demeaning or embody pollution or life taking such as iron-smithing, hunting with 

gobo and killing trees in order to carve pestles and other wooden utensils. Playing the 

drum ( mai ki i ), which is much appreciated by the beri particularly during the wedding 

ceremony, is the exclusive social task of alai as indicated by its name., Any groom who 

fails to bring a mai drummer to entertain the audience is held in low esteem. To create 

an image of a prestigious person any l groom must appease a, drummer who is 

always a mai and pay him generously to beat the drum during his wedding ceremony. 

But they, are careful not to develop any relation with the- mai when, the wedding 

ceremony is over. Among the Kobe; sometimes during the wedding ceremony itself, 

they encircle the mai with a small thorn fence to make a barrier between him and the 

dancers. 

Until the late 1950s, the mai'used to weave cloth using rudimentary wooden 

looms but this has died out almost completely today. The maida also practise pottery 

making and leather tanning. They are the only women hairdressers among the Kobe 

Zaghawa, for the Kobe women regard hair-dressing as defiling and refrain from it . 

Although some beri_ prepare their shoes, knife and sword sheaths, it is generally the mai 

who produce these objects for sale. -- 
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Apart from their assumed innate impurity, the mai are regarded inferior for they 

are very much associated with physical dirt which is embodied in many of their 

activities. For instance, the maida mix animal dung with their hands in order to 

produce pottery items. The mai also deliberately shed the blood of the animals they kill 

in wwi ( the ni hunting expeditions ) on their clothes to bring good luck in future 

hunting expeditions. This requires the beri to keep not only social distance but also 

physical distance from the mai and in consequence the mai became segregated in their 

own villages such as Kou, Ha Me and Sirginicock to mention only a few. During 

summer, when the beri move to feriks , the mai follow them but establish their shelters 

at a reasonable distance from those of the beri to enable their wives to feel free to 

perform their tanning and pottery activities without being molested or criticized by the 

gri for polluting the air. The mai are not only segregated residentially but also in the 

weekly marketplaces. The maida usually occupy a separate space in the marketplace 

away from the beri women. The mai also establish their open--air workshops in the 

remote corners of the marketplace at a reasonable distance from the beri shops. 

When Dar Zaghawa was badly hit by droughts and famine and many beri 

migrated outside the territory, the mai shifted to the Zaghawa townships to sell their 

miscellaneous goods and services. But even in these townships they are still 

segregated in their own wards without mixing with the beriThe 

Zaghawa, like many other Sudanese and Muslim communities in general, 

take their meals by sharing a common dish or dishes. When a visitor arrives at meal 

time he is always asked to share the dish except when he is a mai . In such a case he is 

offered some food to take separately, for the beeri refrain from sharing a dish with a 

mai . Some beri do invite the mai to share the common dish but ask him to wash his 

hands with soap first : As people generally wash their hands with soap after the meal 

but not before it, such a request usually convinces the mai that his hosts are inviting 

him very reluctantly. Therefore he prefers to wait until they themselves finished eating 

and offer him whatever remains in the dish. The h do not stay as guests in mai 
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households to avoid eating their food which many of them regard as polluted. They do 

not trust the mai to have slaughtered his animals according to the Islamic prescription. 

The mai usually plants his gobos behind shrubs and small trees over a wide area and 

checks them regularly to collect any captured game. It may happen that a gazelle is 

caught in the Lobo but the mai comes too late and finds it dead. The beri allege that in 

such a case the mai , seeing no one around, strikes the carrion with his axe and himself 

utters a sharp cry pretending that it is the cry of the animal which was alive at the time 

of his arrival. He then cuts the animal's throat according to the sunna and takes the 

meat home to be consumed by the members of his household and his guests. 

The aversion to sharing food with the mai is stronger among the Kobe and 

Bideyat than among the Wegi and Unai. The following case of the life history of an old 

j may reveal this: 

Once the late ha i Tigani Al-Tayib, chief of Dar Gala, invited all the 
men in Karnoyi village for a feast. Though he did not send for us, we 
heard from the passers-by that the invitation was common. I said to 
myself that since he did not state clearly that his invitation was 
exclusively directed to the beri the mai must be invited too. I 
subsequently told my men [ the mai ] to wash their clothes and be 
ready to attend the feast with the rest of the village community. When 
the day came we waited until many people had entered the shartai's 
house and then we followed them. I asked my men to stay in one of the 
corners to catch nobody's eye. Then I went to greet the shartai and tell 
him that I and a few of my men were also attending the feast and to 
thank him for the invitation. Though he had not been expecting us there, 
he was delighted when he saw us among the people. I was in fact 
impressed by the way he welcomed me and I could see the happiness in 
the faces of my men from where I had asked them to stay. I eventually 
decided to return to my men after having greeted the shartai but he asked 
me to sit beside him on his own rug. Though he was joined at the time 
by many dignitaries, particularly a distinguished Kobe kir6 bore who 
had arrived in a car early that morning, I realized that the shartai showed 
great interest in talking to me, a fact which caused me some 
embarrassment. But I did my best to keep anybody around the shartai 
happy by telling funny stories. When food was brought in I jumped up 
quickly and was about to return to my men, for it would have been 
impolite of me to stay there and try to share a meal with the top senior 
members of the dar, but the shartai called me by my name and asked me 
to sit down. Not knowing what he was going to say, I decided to stay 
where I was. As the usher could not imagine that I might dare to share 
the meal with such a high status group, when he finished pouring water 
to everybody in the small circle around the shartai to wash their hands, 
he laid down the ablution pot [ the container of the water ] on the ground 
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and was about to leave, thus preventing me from washing my hands so 
as not to share the meal. The shartai , who was carefully observing the 
usher's behaviour, reminded him with a mild rebuke that he had 
forgotten somebody. With a bit of embarrassment, the usher poured 
water for me and I too washed my hands. Then the shartai asked me to 
move forward to take my place in the circle and participate in the meal. I 
realized that the more I moved forward, the more the Kobe kir bore 
moved backward. Then I decided to pull out and stay away but the 
shartai looked at me with the corner of his eye and a gesture suggesting 
that he was not pleased with what I was trying to do. At this point, I 
said to myself that since the owner of the house and the chief of the dar 
wanted me to eat his food why should I care about the guests, and I 
started to eat with enjoyment and tranquillity. At this moment the shartai 
noticed that his honourable guest from the Kobe was not actually 
sharing the meal. He asked him politely whether he did not like the food 
and why he was not helping himself. In fact, everybody in the circle 
knew that the kir bore was trying not to share a meal with a mai but he 
could not say it openly for everybody in that circle was a kith bore like 
him and used not to eat with a mai . So he offered a reasonable excuse 
that he had already taken his breakfast early in the morning at Tine 
before he had started the journey. But the shartai ruled out this 
possibility by stating that since the car usually takes two hours between 
Tine and Karnoyi and they were presently eating breakfast at 9 a. m., 
then he must have started his journey at 7 a. m. which was quite 
inconvenient time for breakfast in Dar Zaghawa. The kir bore faced a 
dilemma. On the one hand, he was psychologically unprepared to share 
a meal with a mai for he had not done so throughout his life. On the 
other he could not refuse taking food with his host ( the shartai ) and the 
other dignitaries of Dar Gala for, according to custom, that was 
tantamount to declaring hostility. Having no other alternative, the kir 
bore reluctantly forced himself to take two or three mouthfuls from 
dishes which my hand had not yet reached and relaxed back on a 
Persian rug. The shartai could not push his distinguished guest further 
so he left him. But as for me that was one of my unforgettable days. 

Whenever a beri and a mai interact, the beri must deliberately degrade the mai 

and discriminate against him. Through time this discrimination and pattern of 

interaction became part and parcel of the Zaghawa culture. I have already stated earlier 

that should the beri fight a mai , he must use a tree branch instead of his hands in order 

to avoid being contaminated by his polluted body. Many beri maintain that the mai are 

lazy and frivolous: they are always joking, even in such serious social situations as 

funerals. Arkell reports that in 1922 one of the Zaghawa chiefs altered all the individual 

animal tax assessments of his people fixed by government to prevent any one paying 

taxes on donkeys which were described as mal had hid ( property of blacksmiths ) 

(Arkell 1952: 136). Arkell commented on the chiefs behaviour that instead of quoting 
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the authority of Imam Abu Hanifa, as he might have done, he stressed the association 

of donkeys with blacksmiths ( ibid. ). 

The position of blacksmiths among the Zaghawa is unique compared with the 

position of the blacksmiths among the neighbouring groups in Darfur. For instance, 

among the Fur a man can relinquish the blacksmith's trade and be assimilated into the 

society, while among the Zaghawa blacksmiths can never lose the stigma. 

Considering the causes of the discrimination against the mai , 
MacMichael is of 

the belief that it is not working with iron as such that exposes them to stigmatization, 

but rather their use of fire for that purpose (MacMichael 1967 Vol. 1: 89 ). This is 

partly true in the case of the mai . Many beri believe that mai boi b ygri k kl ( the 

doors of hell will be locked by the mai in the day of judgment ) because of their 

association with fire in this world and for their depending for their livelihood on 

producing pottery items by burning earth which is the source from which God created 

man. It is believed that when a wicked person dies, the weather becomes hot and 

intolerable, but on the contrary it becomes cold and nice when a pious person dies. As 

the beri regard the mai as wicked, during summer, when weather becomes extremely 

hot, the beri joke by enquiring " Has any mai died today ? ". 

The mai relate their despised position among the bri to the fact that they are 

powerless because of a historical defeat . They believe that they were the original 

inhabitants of the present territory of Dar Zaghawa but being conquered and gradually 

displaced by the eri whq they regard as originally Arabs ( Mohamed-- Salih 1988 ). 

Hence they reject all the justifications produced by the beri to discriminate against them 

and regard them as false. They reject the beri despising them for their iron--working on 

the ground that this had even been practised in the past by one of the early prophets 

( sayidna Dawood) who is holier than the beri themselves. Paradoxically, the mai see 

the beri as being backward for iron-work is practised by the government and great 

industries in Khartoum whereas the beri mistakenly regard it as a despised activity and 

refrain from it . The mai further justify the backwardness of the beri by saying that 
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everywhere people respect the innovators and call them ustawat ( experts ) but the Jri 

detest and scorn them instead. 

It seems that it is not because of the production of pottery items or hunting with 

gobo (which only the mai use ) that they are ostracized: there are many mai who have 

never engaged in such' defiling' activities yet they do not escape discrimination. Nor 

does the reason lies in the fact that they are physically dirty or that they are a minority 

group, for the dirty beri and the minority beri groups such as Ostd, Dawa and Abu 

Ashreen--, who are believed to be twenty in number as their name indicates-- are not 

stigmatised. Furthermore, neither is it their laxity in religion or their pagan activities 

which have rendered them inferior because many of the Jri who do not even pray 

. themselves discriminate against the mai on the ground that the r jai do not observe their 

religious duties. More importantly, no exception is made for the small number of alai 

who memorised the whole Quran and became fakis Ani faki who had studied 

Quran in towns led some beri in a prayer at Furawiya without them knowing who he 

, was. The beri were impressed, by his efficiency, in leading the prayer and by his deep 

knowledge of Quran which led them to enquire about his place of origin; they wanted to 

find out whether he was from the Fur or, the Borgu, the traditional fakis among the 

Zaghawa.. When they, discovered that the man was actually a Mai they gave him a 

beating and brought him to court in Furawiya accusing him, of not keeping his proper 

place. In Islam it is makruh ( reprehensible ) fora asi ( impious person ) to lead 

others in prayer ( see Al Gazairi 1979: 236 ). The beri do not think it acceptable to pray 

behind ani because in their perception any n1 regardless of his religious knowledge 

and piety, is p-er excellence. 

Any, attempt to treat the, m ai as equals, or rank them above the kir bore 

( members of the royal families ) and the miskin ( commoners ) encounters a strong 

opposition . 
from these two groups. The following example may illustrate this. In 

1952, the chief of Dar Tuer realized that the mai practised many pagan rites and knew 

only little about Islam for they lived encapsulated in the remote areas away from the 
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ri . He thought Islam could gradually and spontaneously spread among them 

through cultural contact if he managed to encourage some of them to live in the capital 

, village. Therefore, he decided to appoint two of the mai as prison wardens in Umburu 

, to enable them and their families to communicate with others and to learn Islam by 

living in the chiefs village. But this was not his only reason for appointing the mai as 

prison wardens. According to him, he also discovered at that time that even the youths 

from the rich Zaghawa families resorted to camel theft as a means of winning praise in 

songs from the girls. In consequence, the number of those who were detained in jail 

exceeded the capacity of his small prison. As the Zaghawa clansmen could not allow 

him to tie their offending youths with leg-irons as this would be much too humiliating, 

he decided to fight against this crime, by appointing these two mai as prison wardens in 

charge of the Seri camel thieves detained in jail. As the beri do not accept orders from 

the mai because of, their inferior status, many of the hýd who were remanded in custody 

adamantly refused to be led by the mai to jail. They preferred to be dragged by force to 

the jail than to walk on their feet behind the mai- . According to the chief, when the 

news about the appointment of the mai as prison wardens disseminated throughout the 

Zaghawa territory, there was a dramatic reduction in the cases of camel theft . But he 

confessed that his policy of putting the mai in charge of the beri caused him some 

difficulties, for many clansmen interpreted his conduct as a deliberate malicious act to 

undermine and humiliate their dignity and they nearly seceded from his territory. 

Despite the fact that the issue of applying the term caste to societies outside the 

pan Indian cultural area is controversial ( Mohamed-- Salih 1988 ), some scholars 

( for example Macquet 1970, Vaughan 1970, Todd 1977, Richter 1980 and Dilley 

1987a ) described a few societies in Africa as having castes. They based their 

postulation on the structural and cultural similarities between the societies they studied 

in Africa and the caste society, in India. The Zaghawa society is similar in many 

respects to those African societies described as having castes ( see Mohamed-- Salih 

1988 for more details ). - 
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Caste is a system of discrimination expressed in cultural form as an ideology 

and realized in social organization as stratification. The traditional Zaghawa society is 

stratified into three broad strata such that every member is either kire bore ( members 

of royal families miskin ( the commoners, none of whose grandfathers up to seven 

generations back was a chief) and mai . These strata are ranked vertically in terms of 

power, prestige and status such that the kir bore rank highest like the Brahmans in the 

Indian caste system ( Dumont 1980: 47) and the Tutsi in Rwanda ( Macquet 1970 ). 

The miskin are of higher status than the mai who are ranked at the bottom of the social 

hierarchy like the untouchables in India or the Twa in Rwanda. Many beri stated that 

they can easily pick out a mai even if he is one among ahundred and gave some 

explanations for this. According to them, the easiest way to identify a mai is to observe 

him walking: you can pinpoint him immediately for he always starts walking with the 

left foot . Some of the informants also believe that they can identify mai by their 

speech, for they have a particular accent and are eloquent, and they are skilful enough 

in their use of language to be able to disparage a beri in his presence without him being 

aware of it, even though they share the same language. Other informants also believe 

that they can tell the mai by their dirty clothes and their physical features: they have 

dark, shiny skins, pointed ears and a body of totally different shape. 

The membership of these three strata is ascribed by birth and it is immutable. 

A rich mai can never be anything but mai for he has no access to social mobility. A kir 

bore may be poor but is still respected for he is a potential chief since he claims descent 

from the ruling family. As there is no obvious differe nce between the_ t. bore and the 

miskin , the Zaghawa tend to merge these two categories into one, identified as beri as 

opposed to the mai . In contrast to the mai , there is a possibility for the beri to climb 

up the social ladder. Since the Zaghawa trace their descent patrilineally, children of the 

commoner women married to members of the royal families acquire the membership of 

the royal families and become eligible for the throne and the political leadership. People 

are conscious about these differences in status which are transmitted from one 
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generation to another and reinforced through praising songs during wedding 

ceremonies. In Dar Zaghawa, people normally write down all the names of those 

whom they want to invite for a feast and inform them of the invitation by sending the 

list to them. When completing the list one should be careful to register the names of the 

guests in the proper order according to their assumed status. Many will refuse to attend 

a feast if the name of a particular person they allege to be of an inferior status is listed 

above their own. According to one informant , one day a kir bore was about to tear 

the list into pieces as he believed that the invitation itself was part of a malicious plan 

adopted by the. host to smear and degrade his esteem, for unexpectedly his name had 

been written down so close to the bottom of the list that it came only three names above 

the name of somebody he regarded too inferior to appear in the same list. 

. 
The traditional Zaghawa society adopts a system of division of labour such that 

members of each stratum carry out particular activities that suit their status ( see 

Mohamed--Salih 1988 for more details ). Both the kir bore and miskin keep social 

distance from the mai to avoid being contaminated by their pollution through adopting 

endogomous marriages, residential segregation and separation in marketplace and 

restricted commensality. 

I think that the Zaghawa social stratification can be regarded as caste also on the 

basis of, Dumont's stipulation that there must be a system of castes that include all 

members of the society before we can speak of caste ( Dumont 1980: 215 ). In this 

respect , among the Zaghawa there exists an all inclusive system in which every 

Zaghawi is either kith bore , miskin or mai . It also satisfies the three features which 

Tuden and Plotnicov believe are indicative of caste when they appear in a highly salient 

form: occupational specialization of endogamous groups, ascription of membership by 

birth and regulation of social distance by the concept of pollution ( 1970: 16 ). The 

Zaghawa society also displays most of the characteristic features of caste mentioned by 

Hutton ( quoted in, Leach 1971: 2-3 ): endogamy, restricted commensality, status 

hierarchy, the concept of pollution and the ascription of membership by birth. 
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While the beri discriminate against the mai and despise them, they also fear 

them for the mai claim to have the ability of activating a magical power which they can 

employ to harm anybody they choose. Hence it is dangerous to harm the jnai beyond 

certain limits and thus provoke him to resort to his mysterious powers. It is also 

believed that if a maida visited a household twice asking for donations and was offered 

nothing, something would go wrong in that particular household. Therefore the beri 

treat the visiting maida kindly. Some informants stated that as the maida is the most 

polluted, her curses are particularly dangerous and harmful. They believe that the beri 

householders treat the begging maida kindly to make sure that she utters no curses 

against them. They also stated that for the same reason some beri , instead of 

themselves invoking ur a mani against those who offended them, hire a maida to 

invoke it on their behalf in the belief that the maida's utterance'of mani is more 

effective. 

Islam stresses the equality of all Muslims (Lewis 1980: 51) and ethnic, colour 

or racial differences count for nothing in it ( Levy 1957: 55 ). It also rejects the idea of 

innate pollution as has, been indicated above. But the beri , using the mythological 

story of the gazelle which is wide spread in the Arabic/Islamic culture in different 

versions ( See for example, Ibn Kethir 1966 Vol. 6: 145-7 ) interpret the mai as of 

innate and inherent pollution. Consequently, even if a mai learned the whole Quran by 

heart and became an a'lim and qualified to lead others in prayers, the beri would not 

pray behind him because he is a mai and for that reason inherently impure. Lewis 

maintains that if the despised groups among the Muslim communities in Africa were 

regarded as exemplary Muslims it would be less easy to treat them as inferiors (ibid ). 

This is only partially true among the Zaghawa. For instance, they accept equality with 

the mai only in the mosque when performing the religious service. During prayer the 

mai can stand shoulder to shoulder with the beri in the same row. Any mai who comes 

early to the mosque can sit in the first row without being asked to move to the rear. 

While according to Islam these principles of equality ought to be observed in all aspects 
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of life, the beri apply them situationally and within limits. For instance even in the 

mosque itself if a mai became a'lim he could pray next to the beri but could not become 

their imam , as'has been indicated above. But when prayer is over and they move 

outside the mosque to pursue their mundane life the beri change their attitude and 

interact with the mai according to the principles of their traditional culture. 

Ironically many beri regard their discrimination against the Mai as fostered by 

the Ki ab i. e. the Book or the holy Quran. As the majority of them are still illiterate and 

unfamiliar with the Book they do not usually differentiate between it and any of the 

other yellow books at the disposal of the faki . This belief is enhanced by the fact that 

many of those books or written documents kept by the faki contain selected verses of 

the Quran and the faki consults them simultaneously with the Book. Though in many 

cases the material written in these books contradicts the precepts of Islam as expressed 

in the Quran, the Zaghawa assign them the term Ki ab which was originally used to 

refer exclusively to the Quran. Perhaps more importantly whenever the fakir come 

across a new document owned by another fki they copy it to their umbatri without 

questioning its authority or reliability, accepting it as part and parcel of Islam in its true 

tenets. This phenomenon seems to be common among many other African Muslim 

communities south of the Sahara. For instance, among the Berti, Holy writes 

For a start , there is no agreement among all Berti on what exactly the 
Book is. For those with school education and some fu ar , the Book 
is the Koran. For the illiterate villagers and some fugara anything that is 
written constitutes the Book... Not only practices that did not manifestly 
contradict the basic tenets of Islamic belief have often been tolerated or 
even redefined and sanctified during the process of Islamization, but the 
survival of customary practices which clearly contradict the Islamic law, 
notably, those concerning marriage or inheritance, is a well known 
feature of many overtly Muslim societies (Holy 1989: 8 ). 

In his Sudanese Memoirs, Palmer translated the material he found in the 

collection of a Bornu faki under the title "The book of the Blacksmith" : 
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The blacksmiths in origin are slaves. The prophet captured in war at 
Khaibar... They were not divided up. [ The prophet ] said: "I leave 
them between Muslims and pagans to be of service. " ... Some of the 
'ulama say that the i, for killing a blacksmith is one hunting dog... It 
is said that the origin of the diva of a blacksmith being a dog is that 
Umar ibn al-Khattab [ the Caliph ] was beaten by Abu Luluhu; Umar 
ibn al-Khattab said, "a dog has beaten me" and did not say "a man has 
beaten me ". Hence his diva was the same as the ia of a dog... The 
blacksmiths wounded our Lord Mohamed ( upon whom be peace ). 

.,. 
They are treacherous even to the day of judgment. Even though the 
blacksmith gives alms it does not avail him on the day of judgment, 
even though he is a mallam ; and since they wounded the prophet of 
God, their testimony as witnesses is not received. Cohabitation with 
them, legitimately or illegitimately, is forbidden, and their women are 
magicians. If a man takes them either in marriage or adultery, he cannot 
become pure, even if he washes in nine wells in different quarters of the 
earth, or yet seven rivers... They are descended from Abu Luluhu. If 
you shake hands with a blacksmith go and wash your hands for their 
diy is as the diva of a dog, even though a blacksmith is a mallam , just 
and true. They are not persons to be trusted. Even though a blacksmith 
is a free man leave him alone; if anyone forgets these precepts and 
touches a blacksmith, let him wash his hands. If a man does not wash 
his hands and prays afterwards, his prayers are of no avail. This is the 
law of the blacksmiths, as , given by the book of the blacksmiths 
( emphasis added ). It is finished-----the book of the origin of the 
blacksmiths. God pardon us and our fathers their transgressions and all 
Muslim men and women, and open the path of knowledge to all. The 
writer., is Muhammad ibn Aisha,., whose father is Garema 
Kellu... Finished on a Sunday at midday. May God give us heaven. 
Amin! Amin!! Amin!!! (Palmer 1928 Vol. 2: 74 --75 ). 

Despite the discrepancy between the orthodox Islam interpreted by the 'ulama 

and the views offered by, Muhammad ibn Aisha, the fakis , who come across this 

material, copy it to their, umbatris as representing Islam's view on the blacksmiths 

approved by the Book ( emphasis added ). Whenever they are asked about the Islamic 

justification of discrimination against the -mai , 
they consult their umbatri and read it to 

whoever, asks for it. Though the'ulama see these views on the blacksmiths as deviant 

and appalling, the fakis consider them to be orthodox and according to the Book. 

It appears-that castes are structures of power in the sense that those who 

exercise power are the most superior whereas those who lack power are-the most 

inferior. In most of, the known caste societies, the, members of the superior groups 

are believed to be either conquerors or invaders of the low status groups. Therefore, 

the high status and power of the superior castes can be seen as legitimised by 
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conquest rather than by consent ( Mohamed--Salih 1988 ). In this respect the 

Zaghawa caste is no exception. Though the actors verbally state that their system of 

inequality is based on'religion, by critically examining their own behaviour and 

matching it with their verbal assertions, it appears that power and not religion is the 

criterion of their system of inequality. Despite the fact that to Islam nothing can be 

more foreign than the concept of caste ( Mason 1970 : 159) and that in its true tenets 

race and colour count for nothing among the believers ( Levy 1957: 53--62 and Hitti 

1970 '), in reality among the Zaghawa even the illiterate beri not only refuse to pray 
behind a learnt and pious imam if he is a -mai 

but beat him for not keeping his proper 

place. 

To analyse this phenomenon properly, one needs to relate it to the wider Islamic 

world'and view it in'a broader geographical and socio--cultural perspective for the 

Zaghawa show a great cultural uniformity with many other Muslim communities which 

have been converted 'to Islam. 'Many 'scholars are of the belief that the early Arabs who 

carried their new religion to Africa and Persia feared the idea of shuubi a which would 

equate them in the end within the brotherhood of Islam, with their non--Arab converts, 

whom'they used to describe as ijam or ulooi ( barbarians) (Goldziher 1967 Vol. 1: 

118--156, Gibb 1962: 62--73 ). This led them to conceal their own prejudices with the 

cloak of religion in order to maintain their superiority ( Levy 1957: ibid. ). Supporting 

this view Geilner states that "The impetus to inequality came from the early conquerors 

and their desire to maintain their privileges against the conquered and the later 

converted" (Gellner 1983: 101--2 ). In line with this view Levtzion & Hopkins also 

quoted Al Bakri (an'Arab geographer ), who stated that in the country of Ghana lived 

people called the Hunayhin who traced descent to the troops sent to Ghana by the Banu 

Ummayya during the first epoch of Islam. They neither took wives from among the 

Sudan i. e. the blacks nor gave their own daughters in marriage to them ( 1981: 83 ). 

This supposition may lead one'to enquire whether or not it is behind the claim of almost 

all the non--Arab African Muslims to have a genealogical connection with Arabs though 
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they can be good Muslims without being originally Arabs. A glimpse at the Muslim 

communities in West Africa may verify this view. For instance among the Kanuri of 
Bornu Cohen states that Arabs were considered of high status as the original Muslims 

(Cohen 1970: 242 ). 

Despite the fact that there were indigenous caste systems in Sub--Saharan 

, 
Africa, for example among the Mandara, Bachama and Maghi which antedate any 

significant Arab influence ( Vaughan 1970 ), there are Arab--derived ones in the area 

which differ from the indigenous castes in kind (ibid: 90 ). Vaughan outlines the 
difference between these two types in his statement that "most scholars accept that the 
despised castes of the Western Sudan are Arab--derived while the tribes of the Mandara 

and the Adamawa massif [ the indigenous castes ] are relatively independent of 
Muslim influences ( ibid. 90 -- 1 ). " 

From all the above, it is more acceptable to maintain that the Arabic Islamic 

culture in the Sub--Saharan African introduced a hierarchy based on the concept of 

religious purity and pollution. This later diffused to Dar Zaghawa through the west 

African pilgrims, who traversed the area on their way to Mecca, and who later settled 

permanently in Darfur on their return journey. The fact that , on the basis of the 

available literature, this caste--like system does not exist anywhere in the present day 

Muslim Sudan except in Darfur, which is the frontier of the country to west Africa, 

might strengthen my hypothesis. 

2. THE IMPACT OF ISLAM UPON THE DIVINATORY 

TECHNIQUES: 

The impact of Islam on the realm of divination and fortune telling varies from 

one category of people to another. For instance; some aki and most of the educated 

members of the society disbelieve in ebiri ,, algo , g_ro and bada, interpreting them as 
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superstitious and as incompatible with Islam. For them to say that those who engage in 

these practices can effectively foretell the future entails the belief in their ability to grasp 

the hidden knowledge which makes them comparable to Allah. This, of course, is a 

serious assertion. They also argue that although the Quran warranted the existence of 

the lid nns, in reality 'inn are incapable of grasping the concealed knowledge. This 

category of informants cited the following verse of the Quran in justification of their 

view: 

Then, when, we decreed ( Solomon's ) death, nothing showed them his 
death except a little worm of the earth, which kept (slowly) gnawing 
away at his staff: so when he fell down, the 'i'nns saw plainly that if they 
had known the unseen, they would not have tarried in the humiliating 
penalty of their, task (Sura 34: 14 ). 

According to these informants, when in a particular situation a person is unable 

to decide the course of action he should take, for instance whether or not to marry a 

particular girl he has in mind or whether or not to embark on a particular trade, he has 

to seek divine guidance through istikhara (prophetic dreams) instead of consulting the 

traditional diviners. To perform istikhara he has to offer two raka's of a du'a 

( unobligatory prayer, ) at night before he goes to bed. Then he recites the following 

text: 

Oh Allah, I consult You as You are All-Knowing, and appeal to You to 
give me power as You are Omnipotent, and ask You for Your great 
favour, for You have power, but I do not, and You have knowledge, 
but I do not have, and You know all hidden matters. 0 Allah! if in 
Your knowledge this matter [ he specifies his choice clearly ] be good 
for my faith, for my livelihood and for the consequences of my affairs, 
then ordain it for me, and make it easy for me, and bless me therein; but 
if in Your knowledge this matter be bad for my faith, for my livelihood, 
and for the consequences of my affairs then turn it away from me and 
turn me away therefrom, and ordain for me the good wherever it be and 
cause me to be pleased therewith (Al Nawawi 1987 Vol. 1: 399-400 ). 

It is believed that when 'the person performs this dua and goes to bed, he will 

see in a dream which one of his two alternatives he is to choose ( see Westermarck 
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1926 Vol. 2: 56 for a parallel among the Berber of Morocco ). The i tikhar can be 

effective only if the person is sincere in his invocation and intends to implement 

whichever of his two alternatives appears in his dream. Therefore if neither of his two 

alternatives appears to him in a dream, he must have been insincere in his invocation or 

non-neutral towards his two alternatives and he has to repeat the istikhara the following 

night. -,. - 
Divination through istikhara is by no means common among the Zaghawa. 

Despite the fact that many people have denounced the traditional divinatory techniques 

as incompatible with Islam they are impeded by their illiteracy from seeking divine 

guidance through istikhara. The illiterate people usually approach the faki to have their 

fortunes told. The fakis normally perform 11"i gl ki ab or simply 11"i ( book 

divination) which, according to the standards of the uneducated Zaghawa, is an Islamic 

alternative to, the traditional divinatory techniques mentioned above, though the 

educated Zaghawa think otherwise. 

Sa i is a direct. product of literacy and it is therefore exclusively performed by 

fakis . There is no unified technique for sa i as different fakis apply different 

methods, depending on their umbatris and on which classical astrological book an 

individual faki consults. 

Like all other divinatory techniques, sa i is performed to provide information 

necessary to take decisions. For example, it is more often performed by individuals 

who want to know the prospects for their projected journey or whether the girls they 

intend to marry will bear them children. They approach the aki and request him to 

practise ai for them after paying a small fee. Sometimes the fakis themselves resort 

to ai in order to determine the appropriate verse which can be used to cure a 

particular patient. According to some fakis I interviewed, in the past many of their 

members used to practise sa i by consulting umbatris based on some classical 

astrological books which are now rejected by the majority of the fakis because of their 

naivety. For instance, these books firmly specify to the clients on which day of the 
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week they die and the cause of their death while everybody knows that these facts 

cannot be known to human beings. Accordingly they now practise M "i by discovering 

the client's najim ( star ). Despite the fact that this method is widely known as tanjim 

in many other Muslim communities, the Zaghawa describe it generally as 51"1 al kitab 

or sagit because the fake consults a book in the process of their divination. Any person 

has a star which has nothing to do with the natural stars. It refers to one of the four 

natural elements nar ( fire ), turab ( soil or sand ), maa (water) and hawa (wind). 

Accordingly any person is either nari ,ui, maai or hawai which are adjectives from 

the names of these four elements. In order to practise divination, the akin need to 

establish the client's star by manipulating the component letters of his name together 

with those of his mother's name. They then read the findings either from their umbatris 

or from some published Arabic astrological books. There are 28 letters in the Arabic 

alphabet . For the purpose of divination, these letters are divided in nonalphabetic 

order into nine clusters of three letters each except for one cluster which has four. 

Letters of each cluster, are joined together in a mnemonic as shown in Table 8 to 

facilitate their memorization. Though the mnemonics appear as words they are in fact 

meaningless. 
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Table 8: The Arabic--Letters Grouped in Non--al abetic 
Order 

No. Arabic letters in 

nonalphabetic order 

letters in mnemonic order 

ý c9 Lý-'` h 

2. 
3;, - ýýý 

. ý". ,ý 
4. 

5" b" c, ro b L- L 

6' S 

7. 

8. L, V/ j 

q'. . ..., ''. 
. 

The process of saait adopted by the Zaghawa is similar in many respects to that 

of the Berti as described by Osman ( 1983 ) and Holy ( 1989 ) but they are by no 

means identical. The Zaghawa fakir can discover the client's star without using the 

numerical values ascribed to the individual Arabic letters which is essential to the 

process of tanjim adopted by the Berti fakir . 
For this purpose the Zaghawa classify 

the 28 Arabic letters into four strings of seven letters each, ignoring their alphabetic 

order. In each string, the letters are merged into two mnemonics, as shown in Table 9, 

which again have no meaning even though they appear in a word--like shape. 
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Table 9: The Arabic Letters and Their Corresponding Stars 

No Arabic letters in mnemonics najim ( star) 

rA-"I nari 

Qd2-L. -j. 
4-0 urabi 

3. hawai 

4. magi 

The four strings of letters are then arranged in vertical order such that the first 

string starting from the top corresponds to nari whereas the second, third and the fourth 

correspond to urabi , hawai and maai respectively, as shown in Table 9 above. After 

writing, down the client's name, together with that of his mother, on the ground, the 

faki finds out the client's appropriate star by establishing a relation between the 

component letters of the two names, and the letters of the four strings. The star 

corresponding to the string which embraces the largest number of the letters written 

on the ground will be the client's appropriate star. For instance, the star 

of W; ý( Ismail) whose mother's name is (Khadiga) is maai because 

four of the component letters of these two names are found in the string corresponding 

to the star maai , as can be seen in Table 9 above. 

A person's star reflects his/her qualities, character and life chances. For 

instance, the person whose star is urabi is extremely lucky in agricultural activities. He 

reaps a good harvest even if he cultivates unfertile land. This may metaphorically mean 

that if he married an old woman or a woman considered barren he could still have 

children from her. Therefore if the client wants to marry a particular woman who looks 

rather old and he is worried whether or not she could bear him children, the faki 

advises him to marry because his star indicates that even if he married such a woman he 
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could have children. But if the divination concerns, for example, a choice of a 

particular type of business or trade, the faki advises the client with this star to choose 

the one connected with sand (urab ) or cultivation as best . 
As nar ( fire) is hot , the person whose star is Hari is interpreted as "hot", i. e. 

tough, stubborn and unyielding. Such a man makes the best leader in war time but 

under normal circumstances his toughness renders him unpopular and many of his 

subjects may leave his country. If he is an ordinary person he will be a difficult 

customer in day-to-day life and the wrong person with whom one can live or travel. 

Like fire which damages things through burning, the person with the n ri star is 

interpreted metaphorically as destructive. His zealous effort and excessive activities 

make any horse or camel he rides, even for a few days, die from exhaustion. 

In contrast ' to the nari person, the person whose star is maai is lean, calm and 

"cold". He is rather lazy and not hardworking; even eating hot food is difficult for him. 

His lack of toughness and indecisive character make him inappropriate for leadership 

even though he is a nice person'to live with. The maai person is lucky and can gain his 

livelihood while staying indoors, hence he does not need to strive hard or travel outside 

the community to gain money. If a maai person founds a village, it is likely to enlarge 

whereas a village established by a nail person will sooner or later be deserted. 

The hawai person gains a lot of wealth mainly through windfalls. But he is like 

hawa ( wind ), which is available anywhere but can neither be kept in the pocket nor in 

the hand; he can earn money easily wherever he goes but he is always empty handed. 

He is either too generous or wastes his money in extravagant consumption. The hawai 

person can also marry easily but he cannot have children. 

Sa i is more often sought by Zaghawa youths as an appropriate technique by 

which to choose their wives. It is believed that if one does not consult sagit and 

chooses one's wife haphazardly one runs the risk of marrying a wife who may 

generate bad luck and a series of misfortunes, for some women are nabs (Ar. ; bad 

omen ). In this respect particular combinations of stars are regarded as most 
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appropriate and therefore recommended, and some others as inappropriate and to be 

avoided. The combination of maai and turabi is highly recommended for as maa 

( water) and turab ( soil ) can together enable grass to grow successfully, so the 

couple with maai and rabi stars is most likely to have children and lead a prosperous 

life. In contrast ,a marriage between persons with maai and nari stars is not highly 

recommended for, as maa ( water) extinguishes the nar (fire ) and no progress can ever 

be expected when these two elements are put together, so the couple with these two 

stars is likely to be unproductive and to end up in divorce or with the premature death 

of one of the spouses. The marriage of persons with hawai and Hari stars is also seen 

as compatible for they can complement one another in the same way as hawa ( wind ) 

makes nar ( fire) go on burning. 

fl'. w, This method of divination is problematic for in some cases an identical number 

of the component letters of the two names can be found in more than one string and it 

may be difficult for the faki to determine which one will be regarded as the client's 

appropriate star. But in'reality this is very much to the advantage of the faki as it 

enables him to choose the one he thinks appropriate to his client , particularly if he 

knows*that the client meets some of the- characteristics of that star. Besides this, the 

faki may also deliberately neglect some letters when writing the two names on the 

ground so that the remaining letters become appropriate to a particular star he thinks 

suits his client best . 
Sa i can also be used for malevolent purposes such as i uk. In order to harm a 

particular person by jib the faki must establish the victim's star first. For the charm to 

be effective, he has to put it in a particular place which is determined by the nature of 

the victim. For example, if the victim is maai , the charm must be put in water whereas 

if he is turabi it is to be buried in the ground. If the victim is Hari , the charm must be 

burned in embers and in the case of the hawai person the charm is to be tied to a branch 

of a tall tree so that it can be exposed to the wind (cf. Westermarck Vol. 1: 129 ). 
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Although istikhara and book divination were introduced to the Zaghawa society 

as Islamic alternatives for the traditional divinatory techniques described earlier, the 

Zaghawa continued to practise the old and the new techniques simultaneously. There 

are several reasons for this. To begin with, the new techniques require literacy whereas 

the majority of the Zaghawa are illiterate. A vast majority of Agri gorras maintain that 

gro is incompatible with Islam and that it was originally performed by nnoi . Upon 

enquiring why, as Muslims they emulate then ' in their non--Islamic practice instead 

of encouraging them to withdraw it , they stated that they were forced by practical 

reasons to learn and practise yro . One informant stated that if he were to look for a 

while for an Islamic technique that could be applied to answer immediately why his 

child suffered a lingering illness or whether or not he could recover his lost animal in a 

particular direction, he would end up in despair. When he practised gro , as the mai 

always do, - it worked. Accordingly to him, one must be rational and realistic and to 

consult the go to find out the consequences of one's affairs and to protect oneself from 

any danger that lies ahead. But besides this type of practical reasoning some 

informants from the kir6 bore category try to reinterpret the origin myth of gro in a 

modified form (cf. MacMichael 1967 Vol. 1: 73, Dilley 1987b: 75--77 ) to incorporate 

Islam in order to retain their high status which would otherwise be harmed by their 

practice of gro :A gorra from the kir bore category once justified his practice of go 

by narrating the following origin myth: 

In the past the layout of the Zaghawa go was composed of six original 
columns ( now four). One day the angel Gabriel came in the form of a 
scribe across a orra while he was practising divination. He asked him 
to say where Gabriel was at the time by resorting to his go. It is said 
that the god consulted his gro and told the man that he was himself 
Gabriel. Gabriel then eventually wiped away the first and the last 
columns of the layout with his wing and disappeared leaving the four 
original columns out of the six untouched. 

According to this informant , this is the reason why the Zaghawa gorra now 

need to work out the figures of the missing columns 1 and 6 in the manner described in 
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chapter 2. The fact that Gabriel, according to this mythical story, did not wipe away 

the entire layout but only the two columns is taken as an indication of his approval of 

gro . But as the gorras now create the figures of the first and the sixth columns by 

calculations he believes that gro is not 100 % accurate and therefore one should neither 

believe it nor reject it as false. Dilley ( 1987b: 76) reports a similar phenomenon 

among the mabube category of the Tukulor weavers in Senegal, who assumed a lower 

social status like the mai category among the Zaghawa. The mabube reinterpreted their 

own myth of weaving origin, which had been centred on the jinn, to state that a idna 

Adam was the first weaver and that the prophet Mohamed at a later stage blessed the 

craft .. This was seen as an attempt to: raise their social status. As a result of this 

reinterpretation he believes that the myth "sets the origin of weaving firmly in the hands 

of the righteous " and that. weaving received "the seal of Islam (ibid )". In its true 

tenets Islam rejects diviners as the prophet is reported to have said that "sand divination 

and cowry divination are but heresy" (Alwan 1983: 977) and that "he who approaches 

a kahin ( diviner) to enquire about a particular issue and believes in what he says to 

him/her, his/her prayer will never be accepted for forty days" (Al Nawawi 1976: 636-- 

7, Al Ashger 1985: 108--9 ). However, some jj incorporate gro in Islam in order to 

preserve their status as indicated above and to avoid being described as behaving like 

the mai . Trimingham seemed to be talking about the same phenomenon when he said: 

Muslims could hardly continue-to contemplate the persistence of 
forbidden things which they had no power to root out, so they were 
incorporated and made permissible by providing them with explanatory 
Muslim legends, formulae, and orthodox interpretation (Trimingham 
1949: 164 ). 

The badas now also describe the spirits they assume to be possessing them as 

fakis . To prove this, they state that their spirits too pray in Mecca --though they 

cannot be seen by humans -- and practise book divination similar to the human fakis . 
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' Ebiri and aleovi are exclusively practised by women who are less influenced by 

Islam than men. Therefore when women want to find out the prospects for rainfall next 

year, they perform ebiri as a customary ritual without questioning whether or not it 

coincides with Islam. 

While the elderly women believe in the algoyras , for they think that at least 

some of them can foretell the forthcoming events, many young educated women stated 

that they practise alai govi as a means of passing time when they have nothing else to do, 

but not because they believe in its results. Some of them also justified their practice of 

alaovi by stating that they thought it far better to spend their leisure time in algoyi than 

in gossip or back-biting, which they considered to be a bigger sin. This belief is 

rejected by some'ulama on the ground that, according to Islam, cowry divination, like 

any other traditional divinatory technique, is worse than gossip or back-biting since the 

diviners by their mere claim to uncover hidden knowledge and their ability to foretell 

pending events, unknowingly commit heresy. 

3. THE IMPACT OF ISLAM UPON MANI DEVICES: 

Nowhere is the mixing of the Islamic and the traditional customary rituals 

apparent as in the sphere of mani . The spread of Islam brought three more devices to 

the previous manis without succeeding in replacing them. These new mani devices are: 

the Holy Quran, gubba and tib (Islamic charms ). I shall consider these in turn below. 

(a)' The Holy Quran : 

-The Zaghawa, like many other Muslim communities, consider taking an oath on 

the Holy Quran an ideal Islamic ritual for checking the veracity of witnesses and 
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accused persons in court . It is believed that whoever takes a false oath on the Book 

will suffer the wrath of Allah and the consequential punishment both in this world and 

the hereafter. A person who takes a false oath is described as jahadi ( that who does 

not fear Allah ). Many members of the society believe that the false oath turns the 

jahadi's face black and afflicts him with fatal diseases such as leprosy and tuberculosis. 

He/she may also suffer other calamities such as successive death of children and 

animals. In an area where people take too many false oaths the entire community may 

suffer the consequences of an inevitable drought which will overtake them. This notion 

seems to be common in Darfur. For example among the Fur, according to some 

Zaghawa fakir, the community leaders are very keen to minimise the number of oaths 

taken by the individuals, for some of these oaths may be false and consequently the 

whole community may suffer. Therefore, irrespective of the number of disputes and 

accusations that may be brought to the tribal courts, courts usually allow only a limited 

number of cases to be settled by asking the accused to take an oath on the Quran. 

In contrast to the case of ur a mani , ha mani and ku mani in which the person 

who testifies falsely on them is thought to be punishable by various supernatural 

powers, the person who takes a false oath on the Holy Quran will be punished 

specifically by Allah. Should a person encounter a serious set-back such as falling in a 

well during its construction or the killing of his entire herd by hyenas some time after 

taking an oath on the Quran, these incidents will be regarded as indications of his false 

oath and consequent punishments from Allah. Many individuals justify this postulation 

by enquiring why only he falls in the well and not anybody else ? Or why the hyenas 

kill only his herd ?. If it is only by mere chance why do these set-backs happen only 

after taking this oath and not before it ?. A good example was that of basi Ishaq 

Furawi, the leader of the Awlad Degain clan in the 1940s. Though he regularly used to 

ride camels, one day during the peak of the dispute between the Awlad Degain clan and 

melik Mohamedein he fell unexpectedly from his camel and died later from his injuries. 

The melik attributed his death to broken oaths ( see also Harir 1986: 98 ) whereas the 
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Awlad Degain clansmen attributed the death to the me] employment of , 
ib ( black 

magic worked by a faki ). Although the doctor's report related the death to natural 

causes both parties were convinced that there was more to it than that. 

Slatin (1896) and Arkell ( 1936) stated that the Bideyat fear the kg mani more 

than the Holy Quran. MacMichael (1967: 73 ) in more detail stated that 

The spread of Muhammadanism has, needless to say, wrenched the 
ancient superstition from its original setting and re-set it in a modified 
form among the unobjectionable, if not quite orthodox, observances of 
the local True Believers; and the latter would never fail to represent their 
prayers as directed to the One God, however much their fears might 
really centre upon the hidden demon known to their forefathers 
(MacMichael 1967: 73). 

In my view these scholars do not go far enough to analyse the underlying 

causes behind this phenomenon. In fact, some non-educated women as well as many 

Bideyat and maii fear the consequences of a host of manis including the tuba mani , ku 

mani and the mani more than the Holy Quran. In response to my enquiry why they 

believe a false oath on the Quran does not bring immediate results two views emerged. 

According to some informants, Allah is compassionate and His mercy precedes His 

wrath in concordance with Al Bukhari ( 1377 hij. Vol. 4: 169,175 ). They believe 

Allah is not in a hurry to inflict an immediate punishment on anyone who trangresses 

His rules so that he/she may repent , whereas the ur a mani and ha mani , for 

example, are merciless and quite ready to punish when they are asked to do so. 

Another group of informants maintain that Allah, as signified in His 99 magnificent 

names, is the only power which causes death or illness. According to this latter group, 

those who do not fear to take a false oath on the Holy Quran are nominal Muslims who 

do not seem to differentiate between tawhid al oluhiya and tawhid al ru ubi which 

has been described earlier. While they know that the ur ( lightning) and the ku 

( spear) can kill people directly, they usually fail to grasp the link between the Holy 

Quran and death. A few of them who cannot read a single word from the Quran 

describe it as had had (a book containing mnemonics ). Therefore, they do not fear 
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taking a false oath on it in court whereas they fear the spear and the lightning which can 

directly kill. This fact led the majority of the Zaghawa to ask such individuals to testify 

by lightning, spear and rifle with its cartridge, which they fear more than the Holy 

Quran. ' 

Whenever a case is brought to justice the choice of the appropriate mani device 

is determined by the plaintiff on the basis of his impression of the accused person's 

religiosity and to what extent he is a God-fearing person. If for example, he believes 

that he does not fear the Holy Quran, he asks him to testify by turga mani , 
ku mani or 

rifle, as he considers it irrational to ask him to testify by the Book. This situation is 

further complicated by the Sudan penal code which constrains the courts from asking 

any person to testify by anything other than the Holy Quran or the Bible where relevant . 

To comply with this rule, the Zaghawa courts usually bring the Quran together with 

the other chosen mani and ask the mai ( see Plate 13 ) or a eri who no one knows and 

who gives the impression of a 'aý hadi to take an oath on both devices ( see Plate 14 ). 

If the person whose testimony is required is chief, omda or an average Zaghawi who is 
r 

assumingly a God--fearing person he will be asked to testify by the Holy Qujan alone 

( see Plate 15 ). 

Broadly speaking, the bundug mani ( rifle) and the ku mani are used by the 

clansmen who dwell in the periphery of Dar Zaghawa and settle their disputes by 

resorting to self--help rather than to the police, a fact which creates a high probability of 

dying by a spear or gunshot. Many non--educated women combine miscellaneous 

sorts of mani together in a flat winnowing basket ( see Plate 16) and ask the accused 

woman to put her hand on all items one at a time and utter, "May this mani kill me if I 

am lying". The idea behind this is that should one type of mani fail to kill her others 

might work. 
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Plate 13: Mai Testify on Both the Ouran and a Rifle 

Plate 14: Strangers and the Beri who Give the Impression of Jahadi Testify on 

Both the Ouran and a Rifle 

19" 



Plate 15: Chiefs, Omdas and God--Fearing Persons Take Oath Solely on the 

Nnlv (7tur, m 

low- 

Plate 16: Many Non--Educated Zaghawa Women Testify on Miscellaneous 

Mani Devices Including the Ouran 
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(b) Gubba Mani : 

I stated earlier that the dead weli we, or more precisely the spirit of the er whose 

grave became gubba , 
is conceived as charged with baraka 

. This grace renders him 

capable of mediating to Allah on behalf of whoever seeks his assistance, a notion which 

represents significant change in the Zaghawa cosmological views and system of belief. 

Instead of regarding the spirit dwelling in the gr ha as mediator to the pre--Islamic high 

god ido 
, the clansmen now consider the spirit of thew li their mediator to ido erebina 

( Allah ). It is believed that the dead weli can retaliate on behalf of those who seek his 

intercession. Consequently the spirit of the dead weli is invoked as mani instead of the 

spirit dwelling in the clan's ha manda or er ha to bring about the same results as that of 

the ha mani . For instance if a woman fears that passers-by may damage or steal okra 

from her field during her absence, she collects a little sand from a gubba in a piece of 

cloth. She ties the cloth to a long stick which she fixes upright in the middle of the okra 

plantation. This simple rite is enough to keep her okra crop safe as no one wants to be 

harmed by the gubba . If she realizes that despite her warnings a herder fails to 

prevent, his animals from browsing in her farm and damaging her okra or millet , she 

can resort to a punitive act known as day ebire . 
She collects sand from foot-prints of 

several animals and places it in the gubba and requests the weli to cripple the animals by 

mediating to Allah. Also if a camel has been stolen its owner collects a small quantity 

of sand from its footprints and places it in the ubb , 
instead of the ha manda as in the 

past, in the hope that the baraka of the weli would cause the thief to get confused and 

unknowingly return with his stolen camel to its owner's ferik. 

In contrast to the ha mani , the invocation of the gubba mani is not confined to 

the teleos but open to all the weli's descendants and any other Muslim, a fact which 

indicates a shift of concern from the narrow lineage or clan membership to the wider 

Muslim community. Like the ha mani , if an individual member offers karma to 

his/her er. ( the dead well ) from time to time by placing some water or millet flour 
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mixed with milk beside the gubba , 
his/her mani is more likely to be efficacious. The 

dead weli -- like any living person -- differentiates between those who hold him in 

respect and those who neglect him. Likewise the person who invokes the gubba mani 

needs not approach the gubba in order to make his/her intentions known to the dead 

weli 
. He/she can invoke him at any time and place where he/she finds himself/herself 

in need of his assistance, as the gr can hear his/her grievances and react promptly. 

The ha mani and the gubba mani became dual options for a considerably long 

, period of time before they became parallel systems which appeal to different individuals 

in the same society. By fulfilling the needs of various clansmen, the ha mandas , in 

fact , hindered many individuals from seeking the mediation of gubbas . Therefore, I 

would suggest that the . 
lour number of the gubbas in Dar Zaghawa in the past could be 

reasonably related to the existence of too many ha mandas which could be approached 

to render the same kind of services as the u bas , more than to the accusation raised 

by some individuals that the Zaghawa were lax in religion and so they were unlikely to 

become gubbas when they die. The fact that even some of the dormant gubbas are 

being visited by clients at present , when the majority of individuals have renounced the 

belief in the efficacy of the ha manda , may support this postulation. 

(c) fllz 

In the past when an unknown individual committed a grave offence against the 

community or breached its moral code and when the people had exhausted all the other 

possibilities of identifying him, they invoked supernatural powers by burning his effigy 

in the namarda tree to intercede and drive him away. The introduction of Islam enabled 

some Zaghawa fakis who had learned the "secrets of the Quran" to use charms 

containing selected verses of the Holy Quran to achieve the same results. The 

manipulation of the Quranic verses for this purpose is known as ij . The faki writes 
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the selected verses on a piece of paper in which he mentions the name of the victim as 

identified by his mother's name instead of his father's for two main reasons. First , 

this is the way people are identified on the day of judgment and to apply the same 

system for this purpose gives it an Islamic consent and acceptability so that it appears 

not as merely black magic but something warranted by religion. Second, while nobody 

other than the person's mother -- as the Zaghawa state -- is sure whether or not his 

social father, whose name appears with his name, is his natural father no one doubts 

who his mother is. Hence identifying the victim by his mother's name will ensure that 

the ilk affects the required person and not somebody else. 

When the charm is prepared the faki hands it over to the client to bury it in the 

threshold of the victim's house or in a place where he usually passes. It is believed 

that this being done the victim will leave the area within a short time. Let me cite one 

case to illustrate this point . In the late 1930s a band of well armed Guraans from 

Tibesti camped in the vicinity of Nekheila oasis in the Sahara desert and started to 

launch recurrent raids on the Zaghawa territory. They terrorised and killed many 

people and confiscated ̀the entire livestock of some villages on the periphery. The 

presence of these intruders near Nekheila also impeded the Zaghawa from pursuing 

their traditional journey to Nekheila to bring rock salt for their animals. Despite the fact 

that the Sudanese government employed desert scout forces to keep guard in the area at 

the request ' of the Zaghawa chiefs, it soon became clear to the chiefs that the 

government forces were poorly armed and were inefficient at combating the outlaws. 

This encouraged the chiefs to think of employing some fakis to perform tib as a last 

resort to drive away the invaders or inflict a final defeat upon them. The chiefs 

managed to obtain the name of the gang leader but the knowledge of his mother's name 

was indispensable for activating the charm. Hence they were forced to dispatch an 

emissary as far as Tibesti under cover to investigate her name. After staying for some 

time as a guest in the area he succeeded in his mission and subsequently the fakis 

utilised the name in the charm. 
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Meanwhile the Sudanese government sent supplementary forces to the area. 

When the Guraan heard that more government troops were on their way to Nekheila 

they evacuated the area. But by so doing they offered the Zaghawa fakir a tremendous 

opportunity to claim victory and the workability of their charm, a fact which gave them 

prestige and influence. 

Unlike the burning of the offender's effigy in the namarda tree in the past , 

which could only be performed by the community against the individual offender, the 

use of writing in tib paradoxically facilitated its manipulation by the offender against the 

entire community. This can be done either by mentioning the names of the village 

household heads in the ui_b. paper or simply by referring to them using plural verbs and 

nouns., The following example was a case in point. 

Dar Zaghawa was badly hit by drought and famine in 1973. Water was scarce 

and the bore-holes could only be used on a rota system. A person might spend two 

nights at a bore-hole in order to secure two tins of water. As the two tins would not be 

enough for, the average household, for more than a day, every household was forced to 

spare one of its, members to stay constantly at the bore-hole to draw water on a rota 

system. One day while people were drawing water from a bore-hole near Umburu 

village a wrapped fii_b paper came out in one of the dippers. It was subsequently taken 

to the village elders to decide about it. A group of fakir were immediately summoned 

for a meeting to. read the paper and to find out, if possible, who might have written it. 
I 

The material written on it was similar to that appearing on Fig. 7 which can be 

translated as follows: 

In the name of Allah, the merciful, the compassionate. 
Let Allah's blessing and peace be upon our prophet Mohamed, his 
family and companions. Oh Allah those people -- whom You know 
better -- are my most treacherous, back-biting and jealous enemies. It 
has settled in their minds that they must strive hard to ensnare me in 
plotted schemes and scandalise me. Oh Allah let their plans against me 
be the cause of their destruction and their tireless actions against me be 
the cause of their death. I beg You to impose upon them the most 
wicked and tyrannical ruler from among Your creatures to torture them a 
lot and to take no pity upon them. Oh Allah let it be predestined that they 
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all perish away (3 times ). Oh Allah deflect all their plots in their 
direction (3 times ). Oh Allah let them prostrate themselves as if they 
were trunks of hollow palm trees, so canst thou see a remnant of them 
as though they were the trunks of uprooted palm trees ?. Oh Allah rain 
stones on them. Oh Allah let Your punishment approach them from 
above them and from beneath their feet as You said and surely Your 
saying is true about them that Your punishment comes to them by night 
while they are asleep or in the morning while they play. Oh Allah let 
them not feel secure from Your planned scheme; are they safe from 
Allah's plan ? But none feels secure from Allah's plan except the people 
who perish. Oh Allah deal with them so that they cannot escape Your 
punishment. Oh Allah hold them in a grip which befits Thy power and 
dominance. Oh Allah punish them with the punishment of the towns 
while they are iniquitous. Surely His punishment is painful, severe. 
Oh Allah destroy them with a total destruction and tear them to pieces. 
Let Your punishment fall on them from points which they have not been 
expecting. Oh Allah cause enmity and hatred among them until the day 
of judgement. Oh Allah let fall such a terrible calamity upon them and let 
them exhaust all their efforts in their internal conflicts so that they cannot 
find enough time to harm us. Oh Allah send one of Your "dogs" [ evil 
creatures ] over them to abuse them. Punish them with vehement 
punishment and with persistent torture by the power of Your Sura 
"Have you not seen how your Lord has dealt with the people of the 
elephant ? Did He not cause their treacherous plan to be futile, and send 
against them flights of birds which pelted them with stones of baked 
clay ? Thus He rendered them like straw eaten up ? ". Oh Allah let them 
be in the chastisement of hell because the criminals will surely abide in 
the chastisement of hell. It is not abated from them and they will therein 
despair. Those who reject our messengers and turn away from them 
arrogantly, the doors of heaven will not be opened for them, nor will 
they enter paradise until the camel can pass through the eye of the needle 
and thus do we reward the oppressors ? For them there is Hell--fire a 
couch and folds of covering above: such is our requital of those who do 

wrong. We wronged them not but they wrong themselves. Allah's 
name has encompassed the target. Allah's arrow has hit the enemies of 
Allah. You did not shoot your arrow when you thought you had but 
Allah did. So He eradicated the roots of the people who were 
oppressors and praise be to Allah, the Lord of all worlds. Oh Allah 
dissolve their unity. Rip apart their integration and render their plots 
useless. Extinguish their fires and let them be occupied by any other 
activity so that they fail to implement their evils which they have planned 
against the best of Your creatures [ i. e. the invoker ]. Surely You are 
Almighty over all things and capable of answering my humble request. 
No power is ever great except by the will of Allah the most exalted. I 
beseech Thee for the reward of my hardship and He is the excellent one 
on whom we rely and we repose our trust in Allah. He is surely the 
excellent protector. 

Let Allah's blessings be upon our prophet Mohamed, his family 
and companions and Allah knows best. But beware of practising this 
charm to any -'son of Adam' at all, except when you are left with no 
other choice. May Allah rid you from it. 

The summoned fakis found out that the tib , as is self evident , was meant to 

bring total destruction to the entire population around the bore-hole who depended on it 
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for their water supply. It had been wrapped up carefully in a plastic cover so that its 

essence could affect the water over a long period of time and thus influence the 

maximum number of people. The dissemination of the news about this event created 

high tension among the population of the area. As people were voluntarily evacuating 

their villages in great numbers to avoid the consequences of the drought, the spread of 

this news stirred the anger of many people who started to believe that their sufferings 

must have been caused by deliberate malevolent action of a particular person rather than 

a mere course of nature. 

A faki was eventually accused by the gathering fakis of being behind this grave 

offence against the whole community. The accusation was based on several facts, 

most importantly the similarity between his handwriting and that in the charm and the 

fact that he had been trained in an area which the fakis believed the wording of tib 

indicated. On the next Friday after the performance of the noon congregational prayer 

all the men who attended the prayer were briefly informed about the 'grave event' of the 

week. But before the' gathering could decide what should be done to punish the 

offender, a 'big man', who many people believed had hired the faki to write the lib , 

suddenly stood up and expressed his deep anguish and sorrow that while the country 

was dying out naturally by the drought and people were living in absolute misery, an 

unknown person maliciously planned evil against the community. At the end of his 

speech he asked all the gathering in the mosque to repeat with him "Allahu akbar alehu 

( may the greatness of Allah be against him" , 
"Allah armihu ( may Allah expel him 

from His mercy )and many other similar incantations. His speech, however, generated 

controversial results. While some people dropped their preconceived ideas about him, 

in the belief that no wise man could ever ask such a big gathering of fervent believers in 

a mosque to curse him, particularly on Friday, the most holy day in Islam, others 

believed that the man was cunning. He did not curse himself for he asked the people to 

curse the person who actually wrote the tib and dropped it in the bore-hole who was in 

this case the faki . By using carefully selected words in his speech, the man managed 
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to quell the anger of many people and in the end the gathering left the mosque leaving 

the punishment in the hands of Allah who knows best. 

Asonly a few elderly women who had passed the menopause attended the 

Friday prayer as is usual in Dar Zaghawa, the majority of the village women who did 

not attend the prayer in the mosque considered that uttering a few curses in the mosque 

was too lenient a punishment which could not match the gravity or the scale of the 

offence. Using Fernandez's continuum ( see Fernandez 1965 ), they were searching 

for an instrumental satisfaction rather than an expressive satisfaction. Hence they 

resorted to the traditional customary ritual of burning his effigy in the namarda tree in 

the belief that this would generate immediate results and instrumental satisfaction. 

The resorting of the Zaghawa men to the utterance of curses in the mosque and 

the Zaghawa women to the customary ritual of burning the offender's effigy in the 

namarda tree may support Trimingham's ( 1980: 46--53 ) and Lewis's ( 1980: 60 ) 

postulation that women in the Muslim communities resort to the non-Islamic ritual 

practices as compensation for their lack of full participation in the Islamic rituals. This 

also indicates that the namarda ou and Lib were dual options or parallel systems which 

coexisted in the same society without replacing one another. This is an example of 

Trimingham's "crisis" stage and Fisher's "mixing" stage of Islamization in Africa. 

4. THE IMPACT OF ISLAM UPON HEALING AND PROTECTING 

METHODS: 

k- The impact of Islam on the traditional methods of healing and preventive 

measures against evil influences is noticeable. In its popular form, Islam brought about 

new methods of healing and protection such as ke fib (mihai Ar. ; erasure ), hijab 

( amulets )and za ima ('incantations ). These new techniques involved either the 

manipulation of written Quranic verses, names and attributes of God or their recitation 
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from memory. Ketib , hiiab and azima did not replace the bad , the traditional healers 

of spirit possession, when the community adopted Islam but the badas continued to 

offer parallel services to the community by incorporating themselves into Islam in a 

manner which will be explained later. 

(a) Ketib (Mihai Ar.: Erasure ): 

Ketib ( from yaktib : to write ) or mihai (from amh : to erase ) is a method of 

healing and prevention of illnesses which is widely performed by the fakis in Darfur. 

They usually write some verses of the Quran a particular number of times on a wooden 

slate'( loh) using a fermented mixture of soot, gum Arabic and water as ink and a 

sharpened millet stalk as a pen. ' The written text is subsequently washed off with pure 

water=and collected in a bowl from which it is drunk by the client . The Zaghawa 

usually order ketib for various reasons, 'the most' important being the treating of 

prolonged stomach ache, miscarriage or stillbirth and the protection against the evil eye, 

awaiid or 'jinn 
. It is also ordered by clients who aspire to succeed in trade, to have a 

prosperous life and good health, and by young children who aspire to succeed in 

education. It is also not uncommon for a client to order ke ib for his animals, 

particularly if he'intends'to spend the long summer with them outside his homeland, 

where he is'likely to contact unknown people who may possibly cast the evil eye on 

them. 

The idea of drinking ketib derives basically from the belief in the inherent divine 

power of the Quranic' verses and the names of Allah. Hence drinking ketib is 

interpreted as equal to internalising the inherent power of the Quranic text in the body 

( see Osman 1983: ix, 43 ; 1985: 415 and Holy 1989: 38-9 for a similar notion among 

the Berti and Goody 1968: 230 for Northern Ghana). The Zaghawa take it for granted 

that if certain Quranic verses and the 99 names of Allah are written on a wooden slate 
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and the ink is washed out and drunk it can cure many illnesses and enable the client to 

achieve his intended goals. 

Despite the fact that the'ulama reject the custom of drinking k ti as medicine, 

interpreting it as bid'a (an innovation which had been practised neither by the prophet 

nor his companions ), a vast majority of the Zaghawa akis and their clients consider it 

an important aspect of their Islamic religion which is recommended by the Quran: 

We send down ( stage by stage ) in the Quran that which is a healing 
and a mercy to those who believe: to the unjust it causes nothing but 
loss after loss (Sum 17: 82 ). 

This belief led the Zaghawa to order ketib as an Islamically approved medicine 

and not to approach the bada , the traditional doctors and the root-healers. The 

Zaghawa fakis , like those of the Berti ( Osman 1983: ix) interpret the Quranic verses 

which they employ for healing on the basis of their own understanding. As Arabic is 

not their first language and they have not studied afsir ( the science of interpreting the 

meaning of the Quran ), in many cases their interpretation of the Quranic texts tends to 

differ significantly from their theological interpretation. According to the'ulama , the 

above cited verse concerns only spiritual healing. Islam urges people to seek treatment 

whenever they get ill, as the prophet is reported to have said, "for every illness Allah 

has created a. remedy except aging" (Al Azraq 1963, Sabiq n. d. Vol. 1: 491 ). This 

does not mean, however, that the Quran itself is to be used as a medical charm. 

Many men have known which particular verse or divine name is to be drunk for 

the achievement, of a particular goal and which one is good for the treatment of a 

particular illness. Whenever an individual feels that he or any member of his family 

must drink ketib , he approaches a faki and asks him to write a particular verse or 

divine name as a charm. But more often patients describe their illnesses or aspirations 

and ask the faki to choose himself the verse or the divine name which he thinks relevant 

to their problem. Unlike the Berti ( see Osman 1983, Holy 1989 ), the Zaghawa do not 
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share the mihai with others. They state that just as a man does not share his wife with 

others, he must not share his ketib with anybody. There are exceptional cases in which 

men order ketib for all their children but even in such cases there exists a belief that its 

essence or baraka pertains to the one who drinks its head i. e. the first few sips of it 
. 

In accordance with this belief, those who order keit for all their children, give it first to 

drink to their first born son as the most important one of them. 

The fakir state that they do no more than enable the clients to internalize Allah's 

words and names which they write on the wooden slate, but in the end it is Allah who 

cures them. They are cautious not to say to the patient that they can or cannot cure him 

because they only make the cause ( sabib ) and leave the cure in the hands of Allah. 

This means, among other things, that the fakis have no specialization. They are 

therefore ready to write ketib for anybody who pays them regardless of his ailment 

since there is no illness that Allah cannot cure. If the ketib fails to achieve its intended 

purpose, the fakis are not to be blamed. 

The Zaghawa say al baraka fi al kufuf ( lit. the baraka is in the hands ). This 

saying implies that some fakis are luckier than others and therefore their ke ib is more 

likely to achieve the required results. Accordingly many people order ketib jumla 

( collective writing of ketib ) and invite several fakis to collaborate together in the 

writing for at least one of them will be graceful. But baraka is not the sole reason 

behind ordering ketibjumla . There exists a belief that some verses are "hot" i. e. 

dangerous, for example the "throne verse" which must be written 12 thousand times 

and al jinn al mäzule ( selected verses of the Quran which mention the term 'line) ( see 

Fig. 8 ). It is therefore feared that the jinn and the other evil forces, when being 

expelled from the patient after his internalization of ketib will turn to afflict the faki who 

is behind their expulsion or any one of his children. This high risk involved in writing 

such "hot" verses usually discourages individual akis from writing them alone. Hence 

patients are recommended to invite several fakis and feed them generously in order to 

write ketib jumla instead of hiring a single faki so that they can collectively share the 
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consequences of their action. The fakis often stress their vulnerability to such a risk 

when they bargain the price of writing a particular verse; their fee is determined more 

by the fact that the verse is "hot" than by the length of time they"need to accomplish the 

writing since they stay as guests with the client as long as it takes them to finish the 

job . 
In addition to sharing the risk of writing the "hot" verses with other fakis in 

1"ketib jumla , the fakis take several other precautionary measures to protect themselves 

from the evil influences. Firstly, they retain their ritual purity by renewing their 

ablution time and again in the belief that devils, awari ', fib and all the malevolent 

supernatural forces can attack them only when they cease to be ritually pure. Second, 

they start writing the ketib after reciting the zujar (p1. of zäjr : deterrents ) in order to 

drive away, the evil influences. These are: muttering istighfar 1000 times, haw gala (la 

hawl wala guwata ill, billah ; there is no power to resist the evil or power to do good 

except through Allah the Mighty, the Wise) 1000 times, 'aý lala (la ilaha ilia Allah ; there 

is no`God but the only God)1000 times and aa al kursi ( the throne verse) 1000 

times. Lastly, "and most importantly, the fakir ask the patient to slaughter a ram or a 
'i 

chicken in order to shed blood in the belief that the she a in , I* Inns and the other 

malicious' supernatural forces±which can harm the faki who writes the ketib will be 

satisfied by the blood which has already been shed and consequently will not attempt to 

harm the faki afterwards. 

Even though clients order ketib for a, specific purpose such as economic 

prosperity, recovery from an illness, there is a possibility that the baraka of the he ib 

shifts to the client's immediate activity that follows his consumption of the ke ib instead 

'of the intended purpose. '- For instance, " if a person'orders aa fahm ( Lit. the verse of 

understanding; see Fig. 9) to be written for a child to enhance his learning and pass his 

exams but the child unknowingly starts to chat with his friends immediately after 

drinking the ketib , he will more likely become a talkative person rather than achieve a 

success in his learning. The reason is that the bara, ka of the ketib shifts automatically to 
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Fig. 9: Avat Fahm for Improving Knowledge 
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the first activity he practises after taking the charm. To avoid such a disappointing 

result clients tend to drink their ketib early in the morning prior to taking any food or 

drink or talking to anybody and then do something relevant to the purpose of drinking 

the ketib immediately after taking a few sips from it. As in the above example, if one 

wants to develop one's, learning and understanding one has to read a few pages from a 

book. Also not to deprive the ketib of its efficacy, the person who orders it must 

abstain from sex and the intake of alcohol as long as he continues to drink the ke ib , 
for these can jeopardize his ritual purity. 

(b)1üab (Amulets): 

Hiiab,. like ketib manipulates Quranic verses, the 99 names of Allah in 

addition to the names of the four arch-angels. Ideally these, like hizb Al g and salat al 

fätih which have already, been mentioned earlier, are to be internalized by committing 

them to memory and reproduced at will,, but'this is rendered impossible by the high 

degree of illiteracy in'the Zaghawa community. Consequently people tend to approach 

a fäki and ask him to inscribe these texts on a sheet of paper which they'then role up in 

a leather cover and carry on their bodies`as another way of internalizing the divine 

texts. Hijabs are generally used against sorcery, evil eye, to ward off the enemy's 

spears, sword and bullets, to attract more customers to a shop or to instil somebody's 

love. They are also used by women during pregnancy as protection against boi and 

shetän in the hüäb of waragah bedha ('Lit. white paper ); ( see Fig. 10 )., Newly born 

babies and women in child--birth also protect themselves by using it against um A-1 

sibiyan (a devil said to be particularly interested in harming the newly born babies 

and their mothers ). 

The use of hijab extends to animals too. The Zaghawa herders who fear gn Al 

soo (Ar. ; evil eye ) afflicting their camel herds ask a faki to write them a hif b known 
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Fig. 10: IL'lab Waragah ßedhah Against Dpi and Sheyatin 
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Fig. 11: Iljjnb Furz Al--Nagah Against Evil Eye 
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as hirz Ll nagah ( Lit. protecting the she-camel ); ( see Fig. 11) which they wrap and 

cover with leather and fix round the necks of their animals. 

As in the case of ketib , the faki who writes the hijab must protect himself first 

from any possible danger of malevolent forces before he starts writing the main body of 

the hiiab . For this purpose he begins each hiiab with the following texts which are 

known as al mafatih ( keys ): "in the name of Allah the most Merciful, the most 

compassionate" , "may Allah pray for and lay peace upon our prophet Mohamed, his 

family members and companions" and "0 our Cherisher accept our plea verily You are 

the most Hearing and the most knowledgeable". This is the reason why all the hi' s 

which are encountered in Dar Zaghawa usually begin with these protective mafa 'h . 
Hijab , if kept intact , is more durable compared with ketib which is only 

temporarily effective. While a person may need to internalize ke ib several times a year 

in order to renew its charm, a single hiiab can be inherited from father to son without 

losing its charm. Unlike ketib , it can be borrowed by others, as in the case of fazä, or 

offered as a gift to a friend. But hijabs also have disadvantages. They can be stolen, 

left behind or rendered ineffective through exposure to kabaw ( sexual pollution ). 

The belief in the efficacy of the hU: ab rests on the fact that it contains the divine 

words and names of Allah which must not be doubted in any case by a Muslim. Hence 

if a particular hiiäb proved to be ineffective its owner has to blame himself for he might 

either have been sceptical about its efficacy or exposed it unintentionally to ritual 

pollution. 

The prices of hijab vary according to kind, the reputation of its writer and 

whether it has been written during peace or war time. For example hUhab srif which 

prevents the enemy's spears or bullets from penetrating one's body is more expensive 

than hiiab mahaba which instils love of a particular person. The faki who is famous for 

the efficacy of his hijabs is able to sell even the cheapest hijab at a higher price than a 

faki of a lesser fame. The reason is that customers take it for granted that any hijab 

written by him is automatically effective, for, although almost all fakir write the same 
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texts for healing a particular illness, some fakis are extremely lucky, the point which is 

expressed by the concept of al baraka f il kufuf . In principle prices of hijabs shoot up 

during time of war and tribal upheavals, as people need to protect themselves during 

such conditions. But even under normal circumstances an individual must retain a few 

"good" hijabs such as hijab asrif , which wards off the enemy's weapon, hi'a n la , 

which temporarily paralyses the rival's arm and renders him incapable of using his 

weapon against the bearer of the hijab , and hijab gahar , which makes things go in 

favour of its bearer in courts. There is a higher demand for hi'äb, among the illiterate 

individuals who cannot otherwise internalize the holy Quran, than among the formally 

educated and among the residents of the remote corners of the territory, who often 
{ 

resort to self-help thus endangering themselves, than among the residents of the 

townships who resolve their disputes through the police. 

The practice of keeping particular types of hijabs by all men may be related to 

Zaghawa culture. If a man committed adultery with a woman from another lineage, her 

husband and his koso bore ( father's brother's sons ) would not only seek revenge 

against him but they would also beat up any of his brothers or koso bores ( agnates ) 

they met. This means that any man carries a weapon and a hiiab at all times not only to 

attack any enemy of his group he may suddenly encounter but also to protect himself 

against unexpected attacks on him as an agnate of a fugitive. 

Paradoxically, while the illiterates depend heavily on their hijabs , as they 

believe they contain the words of Allah which should not be doubted ism Allah ma 

fogu shek ), some individuals consider wearing hijab as a non-Islamic practice. They 

argue that not only do the hijäbs contain elements which cannot be traced to the Quran 

but also that some of these elements are either names of demons or khudam ( evil 

spiritual entities or Hebrew and Siryanic words whose meaning no one in Dar 

Zaghawa entirely grasps. Furthermore, they believe that many of those who wear 

hijäbs in fact regard them as sacred objects in their own right that can achieve the 
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required aims (cf. Wilks 1968: 193) rather than as merely important words or objects 

with the names of Allah inscribed in them. 

(c) Azima (Rugiya Ar.: incantation ): 

In contrast to ketib and i'ab which are dismissed by some educated Zaghawa 

as based on popular beliefs and not to be in accord with pure Islam, azima is accepted 

by all members of the society as a proper Islamic healing device. Many of them 

interpret'it as the Islamic parallel to the badas , the traditional healers of spirit 

possession though it is generally resorted to for many other illnesses which are 

attributed to supernatural forces. Azima , unlike that of ketib and hiiab , is a simple and 

short procedure. When a patient approaches the faki and asks for this particular method 

of healing, the latter sits close to him/her and mumbles short passages from the Quran, 

names and attributes of Allah and some prophetic traditions which he believes to be 

relevant for the case. At every sentence or phrase he spits orfamulates spitting either at 

the patient's entire body or only at the sore spot, depending on the type of illness ( see 

Hussey 1933: 36 for a similar practice in central Sudan). The idea behind this action is 

that these divine passages are imbued with special baraka or supernatural power which 

is sufficient to cure the patient if transferred to him by so doing. The texts which the 

faki employs for healing or preventing the illness are chosen carefully to suit the 

purpose. Some of them' are reputed to have been ordered by the prophet such as al 

mauwazatein (Sura 113 & 114) and the ay L1 kursi ( the throne verse ) against 

sorcery and evil eye ( see Al Bazili' 1286 hij., Ibn Gayim n. d.: 240--2 ). The particular 

names and attributes of Allah manipulated in azima are chosen because they invoke 

certain aspects of the divine power which are also seen as relevant for the case. For 

example the faki invokes Allah's attribute al shafi (0 the Healer) for healing but he 
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invokes the attribute al kafi (0 the sufficient) for protection against any expected evil 

influence. - 

The faki invokes any of the above mentioned names and attributes a particular 

number of times which equals the sum of the numerical values corresponding to its 

component letters. For instance Allah's name ý+.. LI (latif ), which means kind and 

gracious, is muttered 129 times because this figure is equal to the summation of the 

numerical values which correspond to its component letters (J 

and () as seen in Table 10 below. 

Azima needs no blood to be shed as the verses mumbled by the faki are 

sufficient to drive away the shevatin . But to be effective it has to fulfil certain 

requirements. Firstly, the incantation must be in Arabic, the language of the Quran, 

and exclude any word whose meaning is obscure. Secondly, both the faki and the 

client must be in a state of spiritual purity when they enact it. Lastly, it must be firmly 

believed that it is not the za ima by itself that is effective but the will of Allah which 

renders it workable ( see Al Azraq 1963: 311 and Alwan 1983: 979 ). 

When treating cases of spirit possession, a faki may need to administer a rod of 

loa ( Acacia Nubica) tree, the smell of which is believed all spiritual beings shun 

as a last resort if he realizes that the azima has no response. In this respect, each time 

he strikes the patient he shouts "get out ,0 the enemy of Allah" by which he seems to 

be addressing the jinn that is assumed to be possessing the patient . Although the aki 

strikes the patient's body, it is believed that the punishment falls entirely on the 

possessing jinn, for, when he/she wakes from his/her trance the patient cannot 

remember that at any time he/she has been struck by a rod of a loa tree (cf. Hussey 

1933: 37; Ibn Taymiya 1982: 71, Al Ghazali 1989 ). 

Despite the fact that the role of the bad in healing is dwindling progressively as 
rr 

they have been overshadowed by the fakir who practise ketib , hii band azima, many 

badas continued to render their services alongside those of the fakirr S. Trimingham 

maintains that the whole spectrum of zar and spirit possession cannot be related in any 
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Table 10: The Numerical Vales of the Arabic Letters 

No. Arabic letters their corresponding values 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 

ý 

r. + 
ý 
ý 

J 
ý 
1 
ý 

t 
cS 
J 
J 
r V 

ý t 
ý ý ý J 

.r ý 

ý 

N0 
L 
ý 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
20 
30 
40 
50 
60 
70 
80 
90 100 
200 
300 
400 
500 
600 
700 
800 
900 
1000 

way to Allah for it is pagan, far removed from Islam and represents a pre-Islamic 

demon ( Trimingham 1949: 171 ). In contrast to this view, the ada, like the 

practitioners of many other pre-Islamic rituals, incorporated themselves in Islam by 

modifying and refashioning their role to maintain their vitality and acceptance, in 

Ekeilman's words ( 1981: 203 ). 

The modification, however, takes different shapes. The fact that the Quran 

itself provides scriptural warrant for the existence of a host of subsidiary powers, 

spirits and 'lien ( Lewis 1980: 60 ), of whom some are Muslim scribes, is very much to 
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the benefit of the bias . In the past , the bada mediated to the nature spirits such as the 

spirit of the ha manda or er, ur o man da and the bpi manda ( see MacMichael 1967 

Vol. 1: 73-4) as well as the ow who are now described as fakir or ' ma '. In the 

present situation, the badas claim that they mediate to Muslim scribes who also write 

ketib and hijäb , as the fakis do, even though the contents of such charms differ from 

those of the human fakis in that they embrace no Arabic letters and are totally 

unintelligible to human beings (cf.; Osman 1983: 112). This led many people to doubt 

whether or not the'ketib' is written by the bada herself. 

At present , the badas have refashioned their traditional healing techniques in 

many other ways to gain acceptance. For instance, after treating the patients for some 

time, they dispatch them to a particular faki whose hand is reputed to have baraka in 

order to write them kg Lib 
. 

They also send them to a nearby gubba to invoke the 

mediation of the dead weli for a number of consecutive Wednesdays and then report 

back to them, to. find out the result . In the latter case, each time the patients approach 
IMC 

the ub they make offerings to the dead w li and then circumdmla t the gubba seven 

times in a clockwise direction crawling on their knees while invoking the well to 

intercede. to Allah and make them well. This means that the treatment may extend to 

several months or the whole year during which time apatient may possibly recover due 

to the time factor alone. If in the end a patient'fails to recover, the badas are not the 

only ones to blame; the gubba and, the faki who collaborate in the process also share 

the failure. But if at the end of the healing process a patient manages to recover, the 

bada demands a great reward from the patient's relatives for her success in supervising 

the whole process, relegating the role of the uubbbi and the faki to a secondary one. 

The fakis normally refuse to collaborate with the badas , describing them as 

to houtiyat ( from taghout Ar. )a word which is borrowed from the Quran and 

connotes a worshipper or fervent servant of the devil. Many aki return the dispatched 

patients empty handed to the ýd with a warning not to send any patients to them, 

though this is not always the case as the patients pay the faki generously for his high 
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reputation. To avoid any tensions between the badas and the fakis many patients tend 

to approach the fakis without disclosing to them that they have been instructed by the 

to drink ke Lib from them if they feel that the faakki, will not collaborate with them for 

that very reason. 

In short , the outcome of the adoption of Islam by the Zaghawa community 

resulted in many cases in mutual adjustment and accommodation of the traditional and 

the Islamic institutions and the incorporation of many non--Islamic customs into Islam. 

Where. this is- not, possible, the reason may be that the underlying traditional 

cosmological beliefs that govern a particular institutionalized pattern of behaviour are so 

alien to Islam that they cannot be accommodated to it . This latter case has brought 

about controversial views and a debate concerning whether the Islamic or the traditional 

customary rituals are more effective in achieving the required results. The following 

short conversation between " F. M. ", a young school mistress and " E. D. ", a middle 

aged uneducated housewife concerning the protection of the local community from an 

impending danger can serve as an example: 

E. D.: This year when the locust swarms invaded our area the er of 
Egibi withheld them from impairing the millet crop. 

F. M. But what about, all that recitation of the Quran and the dda 
which was performed by the village men during those days 
to combat the locusts ? 

E. D.: No, you do not know; the er of Egibi prevents the locusts 
from damaging the crop. People always offer him millet 
ears for this purpose. 

F. M.: But, if so, ' why has the area-of of, Egibi been the worst ever 
affected by the locusts ? 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE BASIC ISLAMIC RITUALS AMONG THE ZAGHAWA 

The Zaghawa are sunni-Muslims. They follow the Maliki madhhab ( school 

of' thought ), which is predominant in Northern Africa. This madhhab varies slightly 

from the other three, particularly the Hanbali which is predominant in Saudi Arabia, in 

that it is more flexible in the application of i' Thad i. e. the exertion of intellect and 

judgment in elucidating the meaning and relevance of the general principles of shari'a to 

particular issues and situations (Abdel Rahim 1982: 3 ). Consequently it accepts the 

ürf and äda ( local "customs ) of a Muslim community which do not contradict the 

Quran and the sunna of the prophet as a legitimate source of legislation alongside the 

other principles. The Maliki school also accepts the principle of maslaha ( public 

interest) and allows the opinion (rai) and the preferences (istihsan) of the jurists to 

influence legal doctrines (Al Ashger 1989: 98--100 ). Furthermore, it resorts to the 

principle of givas ( analogy) to deal with situations which did not occur during the 

time of the prophet and therefore are-, not mentioned in the Quran or the hadith 

(Ruthven 1984: . 149 ). ' This flexibility and tolerance towards the traditional customs of 

a community is believed by many scholars ( see for example Abdel Rahim 1982 , 
Shakht'and Buzorse 1978: 170 -3 and Ruthven 1984) to have encouraged many 

African communities' south of the Sahara to accept Islam, since their conversion to 

Islam does not require them to renounce all of their traditional customs. According to 

Nabhan ( 1990: 37 --9 ), besides its flexibility and recognition of ürf 
, the popularity of 

Maliki madhhab in Africa was further enhanced by the Marabouts who ruled Spain, 

Maghreb and much of North Africa at a time when this madhhab was predominant in 

Medina. Many influential Marabout pilgrims who returned home after the performance 

of haji became fervent students of the madhhab and propagated its principles which 
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they had been taught by the students of Al imam Malik (d 796) at Medina. As this 

madhhab was interconnected with the history of Maghreb, the Maghrebian 'u lama saw 

it as an important part of their tradition and wrote intensively about it to delineate its 

basic teachings. The Maliki madhhab subsequently spread to many neighbouring 

communities south of the Sahara through the Berber and the Maghrebian traders. The 

adoption of this madhhab by a strong group such as the Marabouts was also seen as an 

important factor in its transmission and adoption by many African Muslims in West 

Africa and Sudan through cultural contact, as people (always) have a natural tendency 

to adopt the culture of the strong ( Ibn Khaldoun 116--17 n. d. ) and Malinowski 

(1961). 

Although the recognition of people's brf and local customs as an auxiliary 

source of law encouraged many Africans to accept Islam at first, it led in many cases to 

the failure' of drawing a line between the- pagan practices and Islam and to the 

accommodation of many non-Islamic elements in the African Muslim cultures. This 

sparked off a number of 'iý'had and religious reform movements such as that of Ibn 

Tumart (d-1130) in the Maghreb, Ibrahim Musa ( 1725) and Shehu Osman Dan 

Fodio (1754--1817 ) in Northern Nigeria and the Mahdi of the Sudan which all aimed 

to purify the religion from the tribal customs (Voll 1982: 28 ) and to restore the faith to 

the purity which it had during the time of the Four Rightly Guided Caliphs (Biobaku & 

Al Hajj 1980: 227 ). 

In spite of the different madhhabs adhered to by various Muslim communities, 

all Muslims agree on the performance of the basic Islamic rituals known as ' ra kan al 

Islam' (pillars of Islam ). These are the shah d( declaration of the Muslim faith ), 

sal ( ritual prayer ), Baum (observing the fast during the month of Ramadan ), zaka 

( almsgiving) and hajj ( pilgrimage to Mecca ). In the following paragraphs I discuss 

in brief the Zaghawa conceptualization and performance of these general Islamic rituals. 
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1. THE FIVE PILLARS OF ISLAM: 

Among the Zaghawa, as among all Muslim communities, to bear witness that 

no one has the right to be worshipped but Allah and that Mohamed is Allah's 

messenger is the basic pillar of Islam which is taken as an index that differentiates 

between a Muslim and a non-Muslim. When the Zaghawa exchange visits with their 

kin and neighbours during the two Muslim `gda (festivals) they implore Allah to bestow 

them shihäda at the time of their death. When a person is seriously ill and it is expected 

that he/she may die at any moment a man must stay day and night at his/her death-bed 

to make him/her gasp shihäda and have it on his/her dying lips. Those who are too ill 

to mutter the shihäda themselves raise a finger whenever they are asked to recite the 

shihid to indicate that they bear witness that there is only one God. It is believed that 

the wicked person will fail to recite the shihida and a person warns his adversary three 

times by uttering la ilaha ills Allah (no god but Allah) before he strikes him. Should 

the latter refrain from completing the hid 'häda by saying Mohamed rasul Allah 

( Mohamed is the messenger of Allah ) he will react aggressively and most probably 

will strike his adversary to defend his dignity. 

According to the prophetic tradition, prayer is imad gl din ( the backbone of the 

Islamic creed) and the principal ritual of a Muslim. Hence it is incumbent on every 

adult Muslim ( male or female) to pray five times a day facing the gibla ( the direction 

of Mecca ). These times are generally determined by the movement of the sun (cf. 

Singer 1987: 49, Yamani 1987: 83 ) but the Zaghawa villagers determine the time of 

the dawn prayer by the crowing of a cock early in the morning or by the position of a 

particular star. Despite the importance of the performance of the five daily prayers 

many Zaghawa, particularly the youths and the women, do not generally perform the 

rite . On the basis of, the, Islamic tenets tarik al sa is the one who neglects the prayer 

but as it has been mentioned earlier many individuals among the Zaghawa define arik pl 

sala as the one who prays less than five times a day but not the one who denounces 
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them altogether. This perception led many individuals to see it less harmful to give up 

prayer than to pray irregularly. But even those who have been to school and 

understand the importance of this religious duty neglect their prayers. They are like the 

Berbers (Gellner 1969: ), who want to pray and be good Muslims but not Yet. They 

want to enjoy their mundane life fully during their youth and to start praying and 

worshipping Allah when they have grown old. 

Broadly speaking, the Zaghawa, like the Berti ( see Osman 1983 ), show 

more interest in observing congregational prayers such as the Friday noon prayer and 

the two Ed prayers than the individual five daily prayers. Several reasons may be 

behind this phenomenon. Firstly, the 
ed 

and Friday communal prayers are either 

weekly or seasonal and therefore they are less burdensome compared to the five daily 

prayers. Secondly, while no one knows whether or not a particular individual observes 

his daily prayers, as one can pray in the privacy of one's house, it is always possible 

to identify those who do not attend these communal prayers. Lastly, and perhaps more 

importantly, these congregational prayers usually serve other purposes, a fact which 

encourages many people to attend them. - The Zaghawa normally discuss their common 

social and political problems in the mosque after the performance of the prayer. The fib 

paper collected from the bore-hole near Umburu which has been mentioned earlier is a 

case in point. The attendance of many people, including villagers, government officers 

and travellers to such congregational prayers make it possible for those who attend 

them to be well informed about the community's affairs. It is also not uncommon for 

the Zaghawa to resolve their disputes during the ed 
when all Muslims are obliged to 

forget their former grievances and be reconciled with their opponents. The Zaghawa 

see this as a precondition for the rainfall and the community's socio-economic welfare. 

As a result of the high attendance at the congregational prayers many individuals have 

now started to arrange their marriage ceremonies in the mosque and to distribute dates 

and sweets among people there instead of offering them a meal in their households. 
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In Islam any learned man can be imam 
, for the prophet is reported to have 

asked Ibn Um Muktoum -- a blind man -- twice to lead others in prayer at Medina 

during his absence in spite of the fact that many senior ahäb were present at the time. 

Among the Zaghawa a blind man is not accepted as imam regardless of his religious 

knowledge. In 1948 the people of Muzbed refused to pray behind their imam when he 

became blind and insisted on replacing him in the belief that their prayer behind him 

might not avail them. It was part of the Zaghawa traditional belief that a blind sheep 

must be got rid of in the bush so as not to generate bad luck for the entire herd and it is 

possible that a similar notion underlies the belief that a blind imam might bring bad luck 

to any one who prayed behind him. The chief of the dar interpreted the people's 

decision as being against the prophet's sunna . He told them that their fears were 

baseless and asked them not to mix their customary rituals with Islamic rituals and to 

continue praying behind their incumbent imam until they found some one else who was 

more knowledgeable than him, for in Islam nojahil ( ignorant person) is to 

lead a learned person in prayer (Al Gazairi 1979: 237). 

The imams usually read ready made sermons from classical religious books 

most of which were written during the, /OttomZn Empire. But there are some imams 

who prepare their own sermons in which they refer to the current affairs and important 

issues which concern the local community. In one remote Zaghawa village which I 

visited during my fieldwork, the imam announced my arrival and also the arrival of the 

local police constable, who had returned from his holidays that week, as important 

events to his audience. 

Zaka stands for the annual amount in kind or cash that a Muslim with means 

must pay for charitable purposes. The payment of zaka is intended to purify the 

remaining portion öf the animal herd or any other property and cause it to prosper. The 

refusal t6 pay the"zaka is considered dangerous as it devoids the entire animal herd or 

capital owned by an individual of its due baraka and renders it vulnerable to unexpected 

loss. Consequently, when a zerni (an Arabic word borrowed from the Quran and used 
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by the Zaghawa to denote anyone who avoids or evades the payment of zaka ) 

unexpectedly loses his entire herd or his cash property, the Zaghawa relate his loss to 

the fact that the property was rendered impure by his refusal to pay the stipulated zaka . 
The institution of zaka can be perhaps seen as an Islamic alternative to the traditional 

custom of bargida by which the Zaghawa used to propitiate the supernatural powers to 

ensure the prosperity of their herds in the past . Instead of offering guru and 

slaughtered animals to these supernatural powers in the manner described in chapter 2, 

they now pay these animals alive as zaka to their poor relatives to attain the same 

results. Although the ethnography at my disposal indicates that still not all the Zaghawa 

pay their zaka promptly, the Zaghawa traditional customs seem to overlap with the 

Islamic precepts and make it easy for them to accept the idea of paying the zaka. The 

Zaghawa customarily assist their destitute relatives and offer them help. As the 

Zaghawa social organization is based on caste-like principles, a person is ascribed his 

status by the membership of his family rather than by his personal economic position. 

Consequently a person may be rich and acquire a high standard of living but may 

nevertheless be despised because of the poverty and low status of the rest of his 

extended family. Hence people look after their poor relatives and try to raise their 

standard of living in an attempt to elevate the overall family's status. For example, 

when a Zaghawi reaches the age of marriage but has no ability to pay the stipulated 

bridewealth it is incumbent on his rich relatives to contribute towards it and enable him 

to establish his own family. Also, when a person commits manslaughter it is the 

responsibility of his clan, lineage and members of his extended family to pay the blood 

money and set him free. Any Zaghawi who ignores his poor relatives and refuses to 

contribute on these important occasions is held in contempt, ostracized and ridiculed by 

the entire community. Also, as part of the social control exerted over such a person, 

many families refuse to establish marital relationships with anyone who ignores his 

poor relatives. Since the zaka is payable to poor relatives, the Zaghawa find no 

difficulty in performing this religious duty because almsgiving, apart from being a 
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religious duty, is an important Zaghawa custom which no one avoids without facing 

serious consequences. 

Observing the fast from dawn to sunset during the month of Ramadan is an 

important aspect of religion in the Zaghawa society. Conventionally people start 

fasting after sighting the crescent of the moon with their naked eyes or alternatively 

when the month of Gisayer (Shäban) completes 30 days. Those who sight the moon 

first usually dispatch either young children or horsemen to the neighbouring villages to 

tell the people to start fasting the next day. Tribal chiefs also beat the La as on the eve 

of Ramadan to inform the public in the nearby villages that they should start fasting the 

next day. 

When radios were introduced for the first time into Dar Zaghawa it became 

possible for the people to learn that Ramadan began even if they could not see 

themselves the new moon because of the clouds. Yet the knowledge of the beginning 

of Ramadan by switching on the radio was initially met by opposition from many 

Zaghawa, particularly those who dwelt on the periphery, calling it nateega i. e. 

predetermining the beginning of Ramadan in advance on the basis of mathematical 

calculations without necessarily sighting the moon. Therefore they considered this 

method non-Islamic despite the fact that those 'lu ama who announce the beginning of 

the month of Ramadan by radio always state that "it has been approved on the basis of 

shari'a that tomorrow is the first day of Ramadan". 

Through time the question whether or not to depend on the radio in specifying 

the beginning and the end of Ramadan has consolidated the cleavage between what is 

locally termed as deim ow ( the urban dwellers) and gelia ow ( the rural dwellers ). As 

it is not always possible to sight the new moon with the naked eye it was not 

uncommon for the elia ow to start fasting and also perform the ed prayer one day after 

the deim ow. This, however, enabled many members of the Zaghawa small towns 

who failed for one reason or another to attend the ; 6d prayer to travel to any one of the 

nearby villages in order to attend the "6d prayer. Next day when the moon appeared 
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clearly in the sky the gelia ow discovered that the new crescent was actually three days 

old, a fact which supported the position of the eim ow . Therefore through time they 

came to accept the announcement by radio as more accurate than theirs. Today, radios 

are used even in the remote areas of Dar Zaghawa. On the eve of Ramadan people 

gather in the houses which have radios to find out when they should start fasting. 

In contrast to the mainstream of Islam, among the Zaghawa the observance of 

the fast during the month of Ramadan rather than the prayer is the principal Islamic duty 

and the index of a person's religiosity. No one is criticized for neglecting his prayers 

whereas anyone who is found eating or drinking in the day-time during Ramadan is 

considered little less than kafir ( nonbeliever) whom no one respects. The question 

which poses itself is what are the socio-historical factors which gave rise to this 

particular preeminence of observing the fast during Ramadan ?. According to faki 

Hassaballah, the imam of Umburu mosque, when the Zaghawa first adopted Islam, 

they accepted it as a way of life without intellectually delineating which of its aspects 

are wa'i ( obligatory) and which of them are mustahab ( recommended) or mubah 

( optional ). Consequently, they emphasised those religious aspects which coincided 

with their own traditional customs and played down the importance of many other 

aspects which were introduced afresh to them regardless of their importance. 

The Zaghawa have adapted themselves to the hardships of their semi-desert 

environment. As two years out of four in Dar Zaghawa are lean years (Harir 1986 ) 

and drought and famine are of recurrent nature, it is quite natural that the Zaghawa 

stress the value of low consumption and consider it shameful for a person to be iri (one 

who eats continuously like a locust) or butooni ( gluttonous ). A person who cannot 

endure hunger and thirst is teased and described as a coward. Many youths participate 

in the traditional task of importing rock salt from Nekheila oasis in the desert to prove 

their manliness and bravery. Throughout the journey which extends over two months 

the data or rigid ( man who leads the party on the journey ) distributes small rations of 

food and water once a day among the travellers. Given the strenuous effort of lifting 
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and unloading the heavy salt sacks and covering long distances each day on foot, the 

least that can be said about this journey is that it is a real test of any traveller's 

endurance. This is the reason why the Zaghawa call the Nekheila oasis bodu ba ( the 

well of the braves ). Until fairly recently, unless youths proved their manliness by 

bringing rock salt from bodu ba , they might have failed to be accepted as husbands. It 

was believed that at the time of real danger and hardships they might be unable to 

protect their property and sustain their families. 

- The Zaghawa endurance of hunger and thirst is well recognized by the other 

peoples in Darfur who, according to Harir, describe them as "the slim chaps who travel 

by night and endure hunger, thirst and cold" (Harir 1986: xvii ). MacMichael ( 1967 

Vol. 1: 53 ) also seems to have noticed this characteristic among the Zaghawa when he 

wrote about them, with special reference to the Bideyat , that "their hand is against 

every man's hand but so remarkable is their power of endurance and their sense of 

direction that it is very difficult to overcome them". 

These Zaghawa cultural notions and patterns of behaviour have bearing on their 

-religious practice. Anyone who is seen either eating or drinking in day-time during 

Ramadan without having good reason to do so is ridiculed and held in contempt not 

only for breaking a religious taboo but also for being seen as butooni , cowardly and 

nontrustworthy. It is because of this that travellers, sick persons and elderly people 

who are given dispensations from observing the duty of fast by shari'a do not readily 

take advantage of this privilege., 

,,, 
At sunset , the time for breakfast-, -the adult men of neighbouring households 

bring their food to an open space in front of the most elderly person, as a sign of 

respect , to take the meal outdoors together. This is meant to show their generosity by 

making it possible for the poor, guests and the co-villagers who cannot reach their own 

households to break the fast before the sunset to share the meal with them. A person 

,, who eats-his breakfast indoors during Ramadan is considered a miser. This is the 

reason why the Zaghawa, until recently, refused to eat in a restaurant, which they call 
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khosh juwah Ar. ( Lit. get in ) regarding it fadiha ( shameful) as it entails, according 

to them, entering an enclosure with the intention of eating while hiding from others. 

- The end of Ramadan is marked by the celebration of ̀ gJ al _fi_trr 
(the festival of 

fast ) which the Zaghawa, in contrast to the mainstream of Islam, regard as their great 
'ec instead of gc. Jgll adha ( the festival of sacrifice ) which follows the ha". 

Though the performance of haji or pilgrimage to Mecca is a duty obligatory for 

those Muslims who can afford to pay for their transport to Mecca and have sufficient 

means to sustain their families during their absence, among the Zaghawa even the poor 

who live from hand to mouth strive hard to perform this religious duty before death. 

The reason is that pilgrimage to Mecca redeems all sins and the pilgrims return pure as 

the day on which they were born, a fact which invites comparison with the concept of 

twice born of Saint Augustine. There has been a growing increase in the number of 

pilgrims among the Zaghawa in recent times. - This is seen as being due to three main 

reasons. First , the improvement of transport facilities and the guarantee by the 

authority of the Sudan government of the personal safety of pilgrims while traversing 

territories of other tribes ( see report on the administration of the Sudan for 1939--41: 

175) Second, the growing religious consciousness among the Zaghawa and their 

awareness of the importance of performing pilgrimage. Third and most importantly, 

the insistence of many Zaghawa labour migrants to Saudi Arabia to assist their parents 

and mothers--in--law, who cannot afford to pay the cost of transport to Mecca in hard 

currency which is the rule. The labour migrants are motivated by the folk belief which 

exists among the Zaghawa that whoever enables his parents to perform pilgrimage frees 

his own bones from the hellfire on the day of judgment . Furthermore, pilgrimage, 

particularly among the Kobe Zaghawa, is held in reverence and it is considered a great 

honour for a person to be called al Hajj. This encourages many people who are 

exempted from the performance of pilgrimage because of their poverty to strive hard to 

perform the rite by requesting their migrating sons and close affluent relatives to 

contribute towards completing the cost of their journey to Mecca. 
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The hajis usually bring small quantities of holy water from the spring of 

Zamzam, rosary beads and caps which are highly respected and distribute them among 

their kin and neighbours. During the first week after their return to their homes, the 

haus usually offer a public feast known as karma bedha as thanksgiving to Allah for 

their safe return. Members of the local community who attend the feast usually ask the 

hajis to recite the fa ha to them with the intention of transmitting to them the baraka , 

which they have acquired by being in the holy land and touching the 'black stone'. 

Muslim scholars of various nationalities who perform the pilgrimage usually 

remain in Mecca for some time in order to exchange views with others and discuss the 

general problems which concern the Islamic umma. The Zaghawa pilgrims, as humble 

believers, return home immediately after completing the rite. But their participation 

with other Muslims from all over the world in the performance of the prescribed rites of 

pilgrimage, which extends over a week, strengthens their belief in Islam and creates in 

them a strong drive to gear their lives henceforth towards proper Islam when they 

return home. As people expect the returning pilgrims to be more conscious of their 

religious duties, it will be quite disappointing if a hgj continued to drink alcohol or 

allowed himself to be embroiled in prolonged disputes with others and participated in 

gossip. Because has are considered "men of Allah" who fear no one's power and 

show no bias to any particular group, they are the most suitable members of the 

community to arbitrate in disputes between conflicting groups in order to restore peace 

in the society. Women who were on pilgrimage also start using veils if they have not 

been observing this religious obligation before and pray five times a day regularly in 

addition to attending the Friday noon prayers. They also stop participating in exorcism 

of mani or consulting the bads , in the belief that they are asnam and kunuze which are 

incompatible with Islam. Nevertheless the high degree of illiteracy among the Zaghawa 

women in general and their lack of the basic knowledge of Islam beyond the nominal, 

as they receive no religious lessons in Mecca to enhance their Islamic knowledge, lead 

some of them to carry out their traditional customs even after the performance of 
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pilgrimage. For instance some of them send a related woman secretly with a bay,; in 

order to consult a bada on their behalf as it is astonishing for the haha to be seen 

consulting badas . On the whole, the impact of pilgrimage on the behaviour of the ha js 

depends to a great extent on how much they know about Islam before they go to 

Mecca. 

2. LIFE CYCLE RITUALS : 

( a) Rituals Related to Child Birth: 

The Zaghawa consider the women who have given birth and their young babies 

at risk of being harmed by boi ; sheyatin and awarid which can be attracted by the 

blood of childbirth. Whenever a woman gives birth people perform many rituals in 

order to protect her and her baby from these evil influences. Immediately after the birth 

of a baby an incense known as bukhure al timan is burnt at the mother's bed-side to 

keep away all these malevolent beings from the scene. Following the prophet's sunna, 

many educated Zaghawa utter azan ( the call for prayer) in both ears of the infant a few 

minutes after its birth with the intention of driving away the she atin and demons. A 

copy of the Holy Quran is also placed on a new flat winnowing basket and kept close to 

the bed which is shared by the mother and her baby as Quran protects against evil 

spirits. Furthermore, a hii b known as kundu is tied to alwood in the entrance to the 

hut to prevent the awarid and the sh a in from entering it . As a precautionary 

measure the mother must confine herself to the hut where she has given birth. When 

she goes out to the toilet she has to carry a knife with her because the sheyatin and boi 

fear all sorts of metal weapons and would keep away from her. If she wants to go to 

the toilet during the night , she must be escorted by another woman up to the entrance 

to the toilet even if she carries a knife. 
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In addition to all these precautionary measures, the woman must keep a source 

of light beside her bed throughout the night for the first forty days, in which she and 

her baby are most vulnerable to shetän and boi which are believed to be more active in 

the dark. As it has been mentioned earlier, during the first forty days following their 

birth, babies must not be left unattended so that they would not be exchanged by 

shetän . 
The boys are given preeminence among the Zaghawa because, unlike the girls, 

who later marry and join other households, they remain in the same household and 

perpetuate the family name. This preeminence is symbolically expressed by burying 

the placenta of the baby boy on the right side of the entrance to the hut whereas that of 

the baby girl is buried on the left side of the entrance because the right side is 

preeminent in the Zaghawa society. In both cases some millet grains are grown on the 

spot where the placenta has been buried and are covered by an old potsherd to protect 

them from the birds and chickens. The seeds are then watered so that they germinate. 

The germination of the millet seeds indicates the baby's long life and the proliferation of 

children that may come either from its loin or womb in future. 

The baby is taken out of the hut for the first time on the seventh day after its 

birth in order to be shown the four cardinal directions, starting with the *ibl ( the east ) 

which is the most auspicious direction, and the important landmarks of the country 

such as the mountain around which the forefathers had lived, the valleys in which they 

had settled during summer and the wells from which they used to water their herds. 

The baby is also introduced to the traditional means of livelihood. A group of elderly 

women who are experts in the performance of the rituals raise the baby above their 

heads and pointing to the direction of the family's farmland they utter "over there is the 

farmland of your grandfather and grandmother which you can cultivate when you grow 

big and those are the plains where you can graze the family herds". 

On the same day the baby's hair is cut according to the prophet's sunn of agiea 

and a name is subsequently given to it . According to custom, the baby's first hair is 
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cut by mama or khal Ar. ( the mother's brother) as it is among the Berti ( see Holy 

1989: 216 ). The mama usually offers an animal known as omte ku u to his nephew or 

niece on this occasion. 

In contrast to the Berti, the Zaghawa do not leave the millet which has been 

sown above the placenta to gestate and bear ears. It is cut on the seventh day, when 

the baby's hair has been cut , and thrown on top of the roof to be seen by the well- 

wishers who come for the simä ( the name giving ceremony ) on that day. 

The choice of names was far from being haphazard in the past. In many cases, 

children were given names which highlighted the circumstances which accompanied 

their birth. For instance it was common that if a woman unexpectedly gave birth to a 

baby girl at a time when people were packing their luggage and about to set out for a 

journey, the baby was named Kijere '( from the root 'er : to travel ). But if a woman 

gave birth during a journey the baby was named Gardiya ( from Zar-di : road ) if it was a 

boy and Gardigi if it was a girl. A boy born on the same day that his father or mother 

died was named Bukko (Ar. murre : bitter) but if it was his grandfather who died on 

the day of his birth he was named Er Kure ( Lit. lost grandfather ). Similarly if a girl 

was born on the day that her grandmother died, she was named Obu'Ago which means 

one who has not seen her grandmother. A boy preceded by twins was named Hery and 

a'girl was named Heriya. If a woman suffered stillbirth several times but finally gave 

birth to a healthy baby, the baby was deliberately given a "bad" name such as 

Adiya ( donkey ), Murguni ( ugly ), Hoor and Njaoura in an attempt to discourage any 

malevolent supernatural 'power from admiring it and consequently trying to cause 

trouble for it . Under normal circumstances, names were chosen to indicate bravery, 

generosity and other admirable qualities. 

'After the Islamization of the Zaghawa community, many of the traditional 

Zaghawa names waned gradually giving way to Islamic names. As the children belong 

to their fathers' lineages, their fathers and patrilateral relatives have a right to name 

them if they want to. But many fathers allow the mamas to cut the initial hair of their 
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nephews and nieces as long as they offer them animals on this occasion but if they want 

to name them they may possibly be vetoed by the babies' patrilineal grandfathers who 

had paid the bridewealth of the babies' mothers. 

The adoption of Islam brought new names ( ism it ki ab ) which differ 

considerably from the traditional ones. When a woman gives birth, her husband 

consults a faki who usually resorts to his books to find out the appropriate name 

according to the day of the week on which the baby was born. These are generally 

names of prophets, their companions or names of the prophet's wives, daughters or his 

close female relatives. For instance a boy born on Monday is named Mohamed after 

the pröphet Mohamed, who himself was born on Monday, or other names derived from 

the root hamad such as Mahmoud, Mohamed--Salih, Mohamedein, Hamid and 

Hammad. Similarly a girl born on Monday is often named Fatima after the prophet's 

daughter Fatima and also Fatina, Fatoüma, Famiya which are derived from the original 

name: 
Sometimes instead of choosing appropriate names from a table according to the 

day of the birth, the children are given the names of the week days on which they were 

born ( cf. 'Ayisi 1979: 119--20 ). For instance boys born on Wednesday, Thursday 

and ' Friday are named Arbaa, Khamis and Jumaa respectively which are in fact the 

names of these days in Arabic. Likewise "girls born on Thursday and Friday are named 

Khamisä and Om Jumaa respectively. No justification is offered by the informants as 

to why only those who are born on these three days take the day names but not those 

who are born on the other four days. 

Some people also'name their children after the'months in which they were born 

particularly the months of Rajab, Ramadan, Fatr ( Shawal ) Krama ' (Rabi Al Awal ), 

Dhahiya (Zul Hijja) which are regarded as holy. Children are also named after the 

seasons in which they were born. -" For instance, if a boy was born when it started to 

rain for the firsttime after a long dry summer he is named Showgar ( onset of 

showers) and also Kharif (raining season ) if he was born in an exceptionally good 
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year. Similarly a boy who was born in a year of an outstanding harvest would have 

been called Gerbe ( good harvest ) in the past. 

The Arabic/Islamic names are, like the traditional Zaghawa names also, chosen 

according to the circumstances surrounding the birth. For example, if a woman gives 

birth to a girl during a journey she is named Khatira ( from the Ar. khatar : risk) or 

Khatir if a boy. Should a woman give birth to a baby boy a few days or weeks after 

his father went on a journey, he is named Mukhtar ( chosen ) to indicate that the 

father chose deliberately not to attend his birth. If a boy is born shortly after the death 

of his father he is named Awad ( compensation ) which implies that he compensates for 

the loss of his father. 

If a boy was born on the day when his father returned from Mecca, he is named 

Mekki ( from Mecca) or Al Hajj ( pilgrim) and Makka and Hajja if a girl. If a woman 

became seriously ill after giving birth to the extent that a shroud was prepared for her 

but she recovered later, the baby is named Bakhit ( lucky) if it is a boy and Bakhita if 

it is a girl implying that it is the baby's bukht ( luck) that caused the mother to recover. 

In addition to the names mentioned above other many traditional names have 

been converted almost universally to Arabic/Islamic names as shown in Table 11 

below. 

', The Zaghawa have vague views on twins. They regard them as abnormal in the 

sense that their birth involves some sort of mystery which is beyond the perception of 

the average Zaghawi. This has furnished - ground for the belief that twins are more 

vulnerable than other children to mysterious influences, a fact which requires the 

parents to be more caring about them. 'People tend to comment on twin birth as an 

abnormal phenomenon and this comment (ow a! ) is in itself dangerous and may 

possibly have serious 'repercussions for the lives of the twins. Hence the barbo subu 

( twin celebration ) has to be performed in order to express joy and to prevent the 2w-. 4' 

from having serious consequences. 
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Table 11 : The Traditional Zaghawa Names Converted to 

Arabic/Islamic Names 

No Traditional Zaghawa 
Names 

Arabic/Islamic names Sex 

1. Dilley Abdallah male 
2. Adia Atiya/ Himaroh male 
3. Minni/Jabba Suliman male 
4. Eddeh Abdel Karim male 
5. Siboru Al Zubeir male 
6. Dill Mariam female 

7. Biya Khadim Allah female 
8. Heriya Rugaya female 
9. Tesa Fatina female 
10. Barge Mariam female 
11. Tombose Kubra female 
12. Takke Tagwa female 

The twin celebration begins in the afternoon when the meal is over. As the 

twins' mother is still too weak to mount a horse, the real parents stay at home and are 

substituted by a young man and a woman from the parents' lineages. These proxy 

parents ride on two horses and are taken in procession by the patrilateral and 

matrilateral kinsmen of the twins. They move towards the nearest nabag (Ziziphus 

Mucronata) tree outside the village amid the sound of the mai drum and the praising 

songs of women from both sides in what appears to be a contest between the lineages 

of the two parents. The elderly people and those who have no horses remain in the 

village to watch the horse race which will take place soon. When the procession finally 

reaches the nabag tree, the proxy parents and the horsemen who accompany them 
ate 

circumambuT it seven times. Then acting together, the proxy parents strike a branch of 

the naba tree with their swords and leave the horsemen of the two lineages to compete 

in snatching the twigs from the falling branch and flee with them back to the village. 
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The one who arrives first dismounts from his horse and hurries to the hut to hold one 

of the twins and circumamlou the hut several times, accompanied by his lineage 

members who rejoice at winning the race. People hold controversial views on whether 

the father or the mother is responsible for the birth of twins. If the horseman who 

arrives first is from the father's lineage, it indicates that the father caused the birth of 

twins, a fact which gives great honour to the father's lineage. If he is from the 

mother's group, it indicates that the mother was responsible for the twin birth and the 

honour accrues to her group. 

The nabag tree is chosen in this ritual for its shade, sweet fruit and as a symbol 

of heavenly bliss (cf. Yusuf All 1946: 1444 ). Many Zaghawa are aware that it has 

been mentioned in the Holy Quran and according to a Zaghawa folk belief it is one of 

the paradise trees. 

With the spread of government schools in Dar Zaghawa over the last few 

decades and 'the cultural contact it facilitated with the wider Sudanese society and the 

Middle Eastern metropolitan centres, the Zaghawa have abandoned many of their 

traditional names such as Beedi, Haggar, Jamuse, Gani and Wadi and adopted instead 

other names which are common in the Sudan. In the small towns where the majority of 

the inhabitants are literate, men who attend the simäva are usually given pieces of paper 

and asked to write down the names which they propose for the baby. The papers are 

then collected, wrapped up small and taken to the mother to choose one of them; the 

name written on it will be the'baby's name. As many of the guests tend to write either 

their own names or names which they had read in an Arabic magazine which may not 

sound good to the mother, the latter often insists on having more chances. If she 

is still 'dissatisfied, she chooses herself the name in collaboration with her husband. 

In the present times, the householders invite others for the simaya on the 

seventh-day after the birth of the baby. When the meal is over, instead of choosing one 

of the traditional Zäghäwa names or consulting a faki to choose ism al kitab , the baby's 

father informs his guests that he has already named the baby as "X", for example to 
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commemorate the prophet's name or after the name of the founder of his religious aria , 
political leader, the incumbent Sudanese premier or after a prominent grandfather in 

order to perpetuate his name in the family. A visitor to Dar Zaghawa realizes the 

proliferation of the names Adam--Sabi, Mohamedein and Mustafa in Umburu; Tahir 

and Nurein in Al-- Dor, Al Tayib, Obu Salih and Tigani in Karnoyi and Abdel Rahman 

Firti and Bishara in Tini which are all names of outstanding territorial chiefs. 

( b) Circumcision Rituals: 

Despite the fact that the performance of khitan ( cutting the foreskin of male 

children) is sunna and khifadh ( excision of female children ) is only mukruma i. e. 

desirable ( see Sabiq n. d. ) the Zaghawa consider them as compulsory religious duties 

-. and, indispensable marks of the faith. Hence, it is incumbent on a child, male or 

female, to undergo circumcision before he/she can be accepted as a fully-fledged 

mukalluf (Ar. ;a person old enough to be charged with the prescribed duties of a 

, Muslim). 
-, 
Only the person who undergoes this transitional rite can be married, himself 

officiate at marriage contracts and slaughter an animal. 

In present times the Zaghawa circumcise their children at the age between 7 

and 10 years. In the past children were cut between 10 and 14 years of age just before 

puberty. Several reasons lay behind this traditional custom. First , for reasons of 

viability the Zaghawa keep camels, cattle, sheep, goats, horses and donkeys which 

require different plant species that rarely grow together in the same place. As this 

necessitated many. people to cater for them, the Zaghawa valued highly the contribution 

of any child in the household and a child could undergo circumcision only when 

somebody else could be found to take over his/her duties. Second, brothers and 

members of the, extended family usually circumcise their children together in subu` 

( great public feast) to which they invite their relatives and the entire local community. 
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The guests usually offer animals, guns or their daughters in marriage to the circumcised 

boys to express their kinship ties and it is believed that the number of animals offered to 

the child at the time of his/her circumcision indicates his/her status and honour. Hence 

households tended to invite quite a large number of people to attend this occasion so 

that a large number of animals was given to the child. This meant that unless a year 

was extremely good, households could not afford to feed such a big gathering of 

people and they needed to postpone the circumcision of their children to the next year, 

which could be even worse. This being the case, it might have taken some time before 

children underwent the rite. Third, as it has been mentioned earlier, it was not 

uncommon for a household to postpone an already planned circumcision ceremony for 

up to a whole year because of the occurrence of a death. These reasons jointly worked 

together to postpone the operation until families were forced by the growing age of the 

youngsters to perform the rite anyway, as it was considered shameful for a youth in 

his/her late teens to remain uncircumcised. The circumcision ceremony was performed 

either in dart when millet was harvested and animal herds were brought back to 

browse the residues of the millet farms,, or during the slack period of summer when the 

animals need not to be constantly herded for they return home on their own from the 

pastures in the evening. During these two periods, the subü could have been held at 

any time except when it coincided with the month of Gisayer ( Shaban ). This month 

was seen as inauspicious for it was thought to shorten the life expectancy of those 

undergoing the ritual ( the name Gisayer means short in Arabic ). 

Boys and girls are operated on separately even if they are from the same 

household. Boys are cut by any elderly man who has the necessary skills whereas girls 

are infibulated by dara ( midwife ). The r1 bores (Za. ; initiates ) are operated on in a 

separate lodge, usually a rakuba (a flat roofed rectangular shelter) which is erected for 

the purpose. The operation starts early in the morning as it is believed that the scars 

bleed only little in the morning. The tra bores are celebrated the whole day preceding 

the operation as though they are brides or bridegrooms. They wear new white clothes 
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and cover their heads either with turbans or scarfs. A mai is often invited to beat his 

drum around which people dance. Women also beat their earthenware drums while 

praising the ra bores in songs which mainly focus on bravery and enumerate the brave 

deeds of their forefathers in order to encourage them to be patient and indifferent to the 

physical pain. If the ra bores are brothers or from the same household, the oldest one 

is operated on first; he is called okkuru data ( the chief initiate ) and he is followed by 

the second oldest (kosu ). If the ra bores are cousins or members of the extended 

family, the one whose father is the oldest usually becomes the okkuru ala . 
The tra bores are susceptible to sheyatin because of the blood they have shed, 

therefore they take certain precautions to protect themselves such as wearing hijab 

constantly until their scars have healed. They also confine themselves to the lodge until 

they pass the dangerous period and undergo the rituals which ensure their safe entrance 

into the community. As she'atin are believed to hover around toilets and ambush 

people there, the a bores -usually avoid going there during the midday and at sunset 

when sheyatin are believed to be particularly active. When they go to the toilet they are 

escorted by their bara bid ( wazir or wazira Ar. ), a child of the same sex who has 

already undergone the rite and is therefore well acquainted with the experience. Each 

time they go 'out Of their lodge, he/she walks in front of them rubbing the ground 

surface with a whip to chase away from their path the she a in and any other 

supernatural 'danger such as mani and ackwi . For further precaution, the ! La bores 

themselves usually push their spears before them or rub the ground surface ahead of 

them with a whip while they walk in order to chase away the malevolent forces on 

which they may unknowingly tread ( see Plate 17 ). They are particularly careful 

not to'traverse the ant hills which are temporary abodes of many illnesses, as has been 

mentioned earlier. 

On the seventh day after their operation when their scars have healed, the tra 

bores undergo a rite known as ba etti ( Lit. dipping the hand ). Its purpose is to 

bring to an end the dangerous liminal period, which began with their shedding of the 
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blood, and to readmit them safely into the society. An animal is usually slaughtered on 

this occasion so as to attract the attention of the sheyatin to its blood instead of that of 

the ra bores . 
In essence, ba etti is a transitional rite through which the youngsters pass into 

the world of adults and acquire new status. Its performance embodies certain acts 

which symbolize the auspicious and prosperous future towards which the M bores are 

assumingly heading. For instance, they hold together a bundle of millet stalks with 

their right hands and dip it in a container of millet grain and dry okra while chanting 

"may our future become bright , prosperous and comfortable". The M bores also chant 

similar words while dipping the bundle of the millet stalks into another vessel which 

contains water and a few drops of purified butter. The millet grain and the dry okra are 

the two main ingredients of porridge, the staple food of the Zaghawa. Their 

employment in this particular rite is meant to symbolize the t= bores' secure future in 

which food is sufficient and there is no threat of famine. Until the late 1960s kajani 

( fermented millet dough from which beer was brewed ) was used instead of millet 

grain and dry okra to indicate sufficient millet product . As many Zaghawa have 

become more conscious of their faith and stopped drinking beer in recent times, the 

kajani has been replaced by the millet seeds and dry okra. Water is also employed in 

the rite to convey several symbolic meanings. For instance it is meant to indicate plenty 

of rainfall which ensures the tra bores' stable life as shortage of rainfall is a serious 

problem which forces the Zaghawa to migrate. It is also used to represent "a cold life" 

i. e. a comfortable life which requires no strenuous work under the heat of the sun to 

earn their livelihood. As water is often described as roh ( source of life ) and its 

employment in this rite represents the long life expected for the youngsters. Among the 

Zaghawa butter is extracted from the milk which exceeds the household's daily 

consumption. This means that only those households which have enough livestock, can 

afford to extract it . Consequently, to let the ra bores dip their hands in water which 

contains a few drops of clarified butter symbolizes a large number of livestock. In the 
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Plate 17: The Tra Bores ( Initiates ) Wear Hijabs and Carry Spears to Protect 
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end the tra bores take a few sips from the water and pass it over to any one who has 

attended the rite; this action is believed to be charged with baraka . 
Circumcision has important implications for the status of the male tra bores . 

For instance, like among the Luimbi ( see Tucker 1949: 59 ), the circumcised male 

child is no longer a bore ( boy) but o bore (a man ) and therefore he stays with the 

men in the ar ( guest house ), the domain of the men instead of staying with his 

mother as he used to before. He is by right able to take part in men's discussions and 

express his views. 

The households which have no adult males are exempted from bringing a dish 

to the'guest house at meal times. During the absence of their fathers or elder brothers, 

the circumcised boys consider themselves men and insist that their mothers must send 

a dish to the dara as usual because of them. They also stop carrying out many of their 

previous activities in the household such as herding goats and sheep and milking them 

and instead start looking after camels or retrieving the lost animals as men do. They 

also become saggai (one who waters the household herds) instead of herding the small 

animals, a job which does not suit their new status. Furthermore, they try to take over 

some responsibilities in the household even in the presence of their fathers and elder 

brothers and try to extend their authority over their elder sisters particularly during the 

absence of their fathers or senior brothers. For example, they prevent them from going 

to the hula (dancing party) as girls' welis always do and welcome the household guests 

into the house and entertain them. 

Despite the fact that in Islam any person, male or female, adult or young who is 

mumeyiz i. e. can properly differentiate between things, is permitted to slaughter an 

animal so long as he/she directs the animal's head towards the gibes and pronounces 

bism it lahi Allahu akbar in the name of Allah, Allah is great ), the Zaghawa restrict 

slaughter only to the circumcised men. Consequently, meat is halal only when the 

animal has been slaughtered by a circumcised man. In consequence, the male rM bores 

start wearing a knife immediately once they perform the La etti rite as a symbol of their 
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new status which now enables them to slaughter animals. They also move around the 

nearby villages to ask for äda 
. They usually capture any man they encounter by chance 

and ask him to redeem himself by paying a forfeit . In addition to this, the rS bores , 
when they visit a village, tend to catch chickens and slaughter them without seeking 

permission in advance from their owners ( see Crowfoot 1922: 28 and Holy 1989 for a 

parallel among the Mahas and the Berti respectively ). The villagers, fearing the serious 

consequences of the tra bores' curse, tend to turn a blind eye and not to prevent them 

from doing so. The girls who undergo the infibulation also start walking with the 

adult females instead of the young children as before but they have very little chance to 

display their new status as compared with the boys. 

( c-) Marriage Rituals: 

',. -As among many other Muslim communities, the Zaghawa follow the Islamic 

shari'a laws in matters concerning marriage and divorce more than in any other aspect 

of their social life. - They, prefer marriages with people with whom they have kinship 

ties and-particularly marriages with the father's brother's daughter or the mother's 

brother's daughter are preferred. Though according to the shari'a it is lawful to marry 

the mother's sister's daughter, - the Zaghawa prohibit it for they consider her as a 

sibling., - Rather than justifying this prohibition by reference to the prophetic tradition gl 

khala bi menzilat al om ( the mother's sister has the same status of the mother ), they 

mentioned that "the foetus is created first in the mother's sister's womb and only later 

is it transferred to the mother's womb". Many illiterate people who cannot read the 

Book hardly believe that the prohibition on marriage with the mother's sister's daughter 

is not mentioned in the Quran. 
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There is no rule of either clan endogamy or clan exogamy and anybody is free 

to marry into any clan or territory, though there is an incentive for individuals to marry 

into their own clans for the bridewealth is lower if they do so. 

-- 
As the Zaghawa are a caste like group, individuals can marry only their equals. 

Hence, no mai can ever marry a berda ( female beri) or vice versa. Ideally members of 

the royal families marry, the kirdas ( female members of the royal families) but they 

also take wives from the miskin families, though they are reluctant to give them their 

own daughters in marriage except when they are exceptionally wealthy, highly qualified 

or else related to the girls through matrilateral ties. 

Marriage is contracted in four phases: egger or khutba ( betrothal ), geeze or al 

1h el ( transfer of the bridewealth ), be owls or al dukhla (consummation of 

marriage) and be addo or rahüla ( the removal of the bride to her new household ). 

When a boy and a girl agree to marry and the boy's family accept his 

suggestion, it is the duty of his father, or weli ( guardian) to ask for the girl's hand 

from her father or well . Even if, the girl's father agrees to marry his daughter to the 

suitor, he cannot give his formal consent before taking into consideration the views of 

some of his kin. If any member of the girl's immediate family has been insulted or 

abused in the past by the suitor or his family, he/she brings his/her grievances forward 

at this stage of the marriage negotiations and it is, incumbent upon the suitor to 

compensate him/her for any damages incurred. If the insult was a serious one, the 

compensation may amount to a cow. This payment is known as kurati (cleansing and 

purifying, ); its name suggests that it symbolically removes the stain incurred by, the 

insult., 

The effort to please everybody of the bride's relatives prior to the establishment 

of the new relationship is justified by the view that it is not the girl that the suitor 

marries but her family at large. The Zaghawa put great emphasis on the social bonds 

that marriage creates, between two groups. 
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When the girl's father or guardian has made sure that there is general consent, 

he informs the boy's father that he has nominated somebody ( usually the bride's 

uncle or one of her close patrilateral relatives ) to be her well responsible for 

implementing the marriage. The boy's father also nominates one of his brothers to be 

his son's weli . The two w lis agree on the date for making; oddur ( rami al-khashm : 

Ar. ') -- an official announcement of the acceptance of the suitor's request. 

"' The two wells tentatively agree on the number of cattle to be handed over as 

bridewealth, on the proportion of bridewealth to be paid in cash and on the amount that 

should be paid at a later date. This amount may not be requested if the groom proved to 

be cooperative with his in -- laws. When all "such details are agreed upon, the girl's 

weli asks for a sum'of money known as sad al bet ( Lit. closing the door) in order to 

reserve the girl for the suitor. The receipt of this money will automatically eliminate all 

the girl's other suitors and it deprives them of the right to talk to her. 

A oddur is an important stage of the marriage process when the groom is 

formally accepted as a future husband. In Islam, a marriage is legal provided that the 

weli gave his consent , 
at least part of the judag ( the bridewealth ) was transferred and 

the agreement was concluded in the presence of thejawid ( witnesses) ( see Sabiq 

1977 Vol. '2 : 56--60 ). The bride and the groom henceforth can live together as 

husband and wife. But according to custom, ' oddur , though important , is not 

sufficient to bestow on the groom the right to sleep with the bride and if she conceived 

at this stage, the child would still be considered illegitimate. The Zaghawa regard 

marriage as legal only` when the groom's family has paid the bridewealth in order to 

secure the fatha ( the first chapter of the Quran ). 

Despite the fact that the two welis already agreed on the amount of bridewealth 

during their meeting, when the time comes for gee-z-6 ( the transfer of the bridewealth ) 

many things are reconsidered. Generally speaking, many of the problems which arise 

at this stage concern the actual composition of the bridewealth. For example, the 

bride's weli may demand a specific horse or camel owned by the groom's father. He 
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may also reject many of the cattle brought by the groom's weli on the ground that they 

are old or are all male animals. If the groom's weli insists on a donkey, which the 

Zaghawa consider as mäi's animal, to be included in the bridewealth, or on paying the 

whole bridewealth in goats and sheep while he has cattle, the bride's weli may threaten 

to leave the meeting describing the other party as non-serious. If the two parties 

conducting the geez6 are not led by elderly men who do not easily get angry, the 

negotiations usually get protracted, but the wi interfere and try to reach a 

compromise in order to secure the marriage. 

. _, When the two wells in a geeze agree on all the details, all those who have 

attended the meeting "raise the fLtha The fta ha is led by a faki who asks Allah to 

bless the marriage and-make-it fruitful. The groom's party then nominates one of its 

members to utter a kororak ( now replaced by firing a gun ) in order to announce to the 

general public that the eez has been successfully achieved and the marriage is now 

legally binding. °. From this moment the groom's er kabi ( lineage ) considers the girl as 

one of its members and takes over the responsibility for her protection. The kororak is 

also meant to inform the females, who stay in another enclosure and therefore do not 

attend the negotiations, that the, geeze has ended successfully, and on hearing the 

kororak they reply by zagbari t( ululation ) thus expressing their joy. At this stage 

some females on the bride's side -- preferably breast-feeding women -- are dispatched 

to sprinkle water on the animals received as bridewealth to render them charged with 

baraka 

Despite the fact that -according to the Islamic tradition the groom is permitted to 

sleep'with the girl as long as he has paid the bridewealth, by Zaghawa tradition he has 

to wait until he is publicly introduced to her in the next phase of the wedding, the be 

owla ( the consummation of marriage ). 

The bride's family cannot delay the be owla for too long since the groom may 

join his wife secretly, as he is now permitted by Islam, according to the Zaghawa 

perception, to sleep with her. Such a course of action would, however, have serious 
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repercussions. Unless he is introduced to his wife publicly, many people would 

consider the liaison to be an adulterous one and the bride would lose her reputation. 

The groom would also damage his dignity by so doing and many people, particularly 

the bride's close relatives, would consider him as a callous, shameless man. 

Under normal circumstances, when the date of the consummation of marriage is 

agreed upon, the bride's father moves away from the household until the ceremony is 

over. '' Usually the girl's mother, helped by the village women, prepares large quantity 

of food and drink to entertain the groom's party who come usually late at night amid the 

drumming of the mai musician, the songs of the groom's own sisters and dances of his 

peers. As among the Jaaliyin, Shaigiya and the Mahan of northern Sudan ( see 

Crowfoot 1922: 12-- 15 and Barclay 1964: 260 ), when the groom's party approaches 

the mother -- in'-- law's household, 'the village girls close the doorway with a thorny 

branch to prevent their entry until they pay a fee known as yp kutu (Lit. kindling a fire). 

Sometimes a mock fight takes place between the groom's party and the village girls. 

Traditionally kindling a fire in the te16 b6 ( the bridal seclusion hut usually built 

separated from the other huts in the household) before the groom's entrance is meant to 

put the'sheyatin to flight ( see Fernandez 1965: 909 for a parallel among the Fang ). If, 

meanwhile any one'of the groom's peers succeeds to jump over the wall and to kindle a 

fire inside the te16 b6 
, the girls will automatically lose their right to claim the ye kutu 

afterwards. 

Many of my informants stated that it is the light rather than the fire which drives 

away the sheyatin for the shevatin cherish the darkness and are frightened by light . 

This belief is further supported by the fact that women after giving birth always keep a 

source of light at their bedside throughout the night for forty days, as has been 

mentioned earlier. 

Among the Zaghawa, the wedding ceremony takes several days. In the 

afternoon of the next day after the groom's arrival, his trousseau is displayed publicly 

and eventually distributed on the spot among the bride's close female relatives. The 
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more modern the clothes and' the shoes and the greater the quantity of foodstuffs he 

brings the, higher is his status and honour. In the following night (known as 

ati p_1 raha ) the bride and her wazira are wrapped by a long white dress and taken in 

procession by her peers to the id. b6 where the groom stays with his peers. The 

groom is supposed to cut the raha (a string or a band of white beads tied around the 

bride's waist ). When this is over, the bride returns to her mother's hut with her peers. 

This act of untying the rahat symbolizes the groom's socially recognized right to sleep 

with her henceforth. 

The bride and the groom are in the danger of being harmed by the sheyatin who 

ambush them at the L b6 ( cf. Westermarck 1926 Vol. 2: 274 ). This is not only 

because they are in a liminal stage or entering a new phase in their lives ( Douglas 1966: 

96 --7 ), but also because of the belief that the kabaw ( sex) pollution in itself is 

dangerous and has serious repercussions. It does not only devoid the hiiab , which a 

man may be wearing during the sex act, of its protecting charm but it also renders 

ineffective any du'a or tasbih made in a room in which sex has taken place. It make the 

room polluted and consequently impedes the malak from visiting the supplicant .I 
have already mentioned that the bridegroom is always excused because of the kabaw 

from participating in a fazä or in a lion hunt for there is a fear that he would become the 

first victim if he did so. Of course, it is not only lawful sexual intercourse that 
ý 

generates dangers but adultery as well. A him' b may lose its value if its owner commits 

adultery while he is wearing it. Hence in the second night (la la asir ) before the 

consummation of marriage the fakis recite sura a. in ( the 36th chapter of the Holy 

Quran) in the ele be in order to drive away the sheyatin who might ambush the couple 

there. This chapter is believed to be most relevant to the consummation of marriage 

because it contains the verse: 

And we have set a barrier before them 
and a barrier behind them, thus we have 
covered them, so that they see not ( Sura 36: 9 ). 
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It is believed that the recitation of this verse protects the bride and the 

bridegroom' by creating a barrier between them and the sheyatin . According to Yusuf 

Ali ( 1946 ), 'the verse is about people who disbelieve in Islam because of the barrier 

they create by themselves but is not concerned with the consummation of marriage, 

though'according to one prophetic tradition, yasin fits whatever people employ it for. 

Some of my other informants believed that this chapter was relevant for the 

consummation of marriage because it mentions the following verse: 

So they will not be able to make a bequest, 
nor will they return to their families 
(Sura36: 50). 

According to the interpretation of, the Quran by the ' 1ý ama ( see Yusuf Ali 

1946), this verse describes the state of affairs in the battle of Badr which took place 

during the time of the prophet Mohamed and has nothing to do with marriage. But the 

Zaghawa see it as relevant to the consummation of marriage, for the following reason. 

In the second night of the wedding ceremony, ( la la yasin ) when the bride is again 

taken in procession by her peers to the seclusion hut where her husband stays, a faki or 

any person who has learnt yasin by heart chants it in a loud voice. to free the hut from 

the sheyatin . Among, the Berti, the direct association between this chapter and 

marriage in general and the consummation in particular is ambiguous ( see Osman 

1983: 287 ). Among the. Zaghawa the relevance is obvious. After the sura which 

includes this verse has been recited, the bride must stay with her husband and cannot 

return to her family, a fact which led to the belief in the relevance of this chapter to the 

consummation of marriage. 

Though the recitation of asin in the wedding ceremony is unknown in the 

urban centres of Darfur, in which the wedding ceremony takes a different course, 

among the Zaghawa it is indispensable. Should a wedding take place in a ferik where 

neither a faki nor any person who knows yasin by heart is available, the bridegroom 

must send for one before the exact day of his wedding. This creates some difficulties 
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for the Zaghawa who marry into families in the urban centres in which yasin is not part 

of the wedding ceremony. As they, take it for granted that the recitation of yasin during 

the wedding ceremony is as important as the initial fatha which legitimises the marriage, 

in many cases when the groom insists on it a dispute is likely to take place between him 

and his wife's relatives who want to celebrate the wedding of their daughter according 

to the customs of the townsmen. When this happens an urban cleric is most likely to 

intercede and resolve the matter before it gets further complicated. He tells the 

bridegroom that, according to sunna. , the recitation of yasin in weddings is not 

essential and all that he has to do in order to avoid the shetän is to utter "Oh Allah save 

us from shetän and protect the baby which you grant us from him ( see Al--Bazili 1286 

hij. )" . 
On the seventh day after the consummation of the marriage, the couple must 

undergo a rite known as bodu kayre ( Lit. offering butter) which is meant to readmit 

them into the community. An elderly woman is usually asked to smear their foreheads 

with butter. Then, like the Im bores , the bride and groom, being led by their bar hins. 

enter into the hut of the groom's mother -- in-- law to dip their hands in a vessel 

containing water with a few drops of clarified butter. . 
They also drop their hands in a 

container of millet grain and dry okra ( see Plate 18 ) to achieve the same purpose. 

They add a bundle of bilk (a plant which bears many seeds ) in the vessel containing 

the millet grain and okra ( see Plate 19) to symbolize the prolific number of children 

expected from the union. Before they leave the mother -- in-- law's household and re- 

enter the wider community and participate in the normal life, they jump over a 

slaughtered ram to rid themselves of the she tin , which stop at the blood and thus 

cannot harm them any more. 
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Plate 18: The Performance of the Rite of hn etti 

Plate 19: The Bile Symbolizes the Prolific Number of Children 

Expected from the Union 
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The Zaghawa consider the viri--patrilocal residence whereby the groom moves 

with his wife to his father's doro ( household) after the W owla , as ideal because the 

uxorilocal residence conflicts with the conventional power structure of the domestic 

domain and is detrimental to the husband's dignity. The husband is expected to 

dominate his wife and hence he must be in a position to chase her out from his house if 

she misbehaves. This he cannot do if he resides uxorilocally in his wife's doro . 
Uxorilocal residence has further disadvantages for a man. If he commits homicide or 

has some serious conflicts with others, some of his patrilateral kin will be around to 

offer him assistance and protection. As long as he is away from his family of 

orientation, he will also forgo many rights to which 

he is entitled through his kinship ties such as the right to the farmland or the share of 

the bridewealth of his female relatives. Should the wife die while the family is residing 

uxorilocally, the husband loses his right to the farmland allotted to them by his wife's 

parents. For all these reasons, to be a proper rajil be betu (a man with his own house), 

he has to take his wife and join his father's doro ( household) where his own parents 

and siblings, helped by the co--villagers, have built him a new house. 

Although men prefer -- in line with the ideal of the virilocal residence -- to take 

their wives to their own natal villages immediately after the consummation of marriage, 

this is not always possible because of the conflicting interests of the groom's and the 

wife's parents. The latter are reluctant to lose their daughter immediately after the 

consummation of, marriage, for they would also lose many of her services. For 

instance, she waters the animals, moves with the cattle from one camp to another, 

participates in the cultivation of the family farm, prepares the meals and renders many 

other important services for her family. Therefore it is quite unlikely that the groom 

would succeed in taking his wife home immediately after the consummation of marriage 

for it takes his wife's family some time to adjust to the new situation. It is also 

expected that the married daughter should stay with her parents until she gives birth to 

her first baby. During this time, her parents make the best possible use of the labour of 
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their son-- in-- law . They usually send him to import millet from boy in summer and to 

bring natron from the Nekheila oasis in winter, a journey which takes over two 

months. He is also expected to lend a hand in normal day--to--day activities such as 

watering the animals and searching for the stray ones. Sometimes his mother --in--law 

asks him to carry out some services which do not suit his status. When such demands 

continue for some time, he will start to feel that he is gradually losing his dignity. 

Eventually he will start harbouring ill--feelings towards his mother --in--law. 

Formally he is rajil be beta but practically he is a man in his wife's house. 

When the date of the bride's removal is due, her mother supplies her with all the 

household utensils which she will need in her new household (adl al bet ). All her 

female relatives are expected to bring further gifts such as bowls, plates, dishes and 

ropes. The bride's uncle, brothers and aunts who received shares from her bridewealth 

are expected to contribute generously towards the adl al be . On the day of the bride's 

removal, her mother invites the village women and puts on display all the luggage she 

has prepared for her daughter. The more modern are the components of the adl al bet, 

the greater is the honour of the mother. 

The bride is escorted to her new household by one of her uncles or elder 

brothers as her weli who hands over his responsibility for her to the groom's father. A 

small number of her female relatives also accompany her to her new household and stay 

with her for a week to help her to start her new life. Like among the Berti ( see Holy 

1989: 227 ) the be addo or rahula and the construction of the new hearth are 

accompanied only by customary but not by any religious rituals. The women who 

accompany the bride to her new household must not leave until the bride and the groom 

have performed the rite of miss 'irl ( splitting the hearth ) i. e. establishing their own 

new hearth. The bride and the groom together hold a knife with their right hands and 

dig a small hole between the three hearth stones as a symbol of their cooperation in 

daily life and in building their future. Then a cooking pot with some water is put on the 

hearth stones and fire is lit under it . When the water starts boiling, the husband and 
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wife again hold together a cooking stick with their both right hands and slowly stir the 

porridge which they cook with it while uttering "may Allah bestow baraka in our 

grinding stone, may Allah bless our cooking pot with baraka so that it can feed many 

people". When this is over, the porridge is distributed among all those who have 

attended the rite. 

The weli usually requests the groom's father to regard the young couple as his 

own children and to forgive his daughter --in--law if she makes any mistake since 

human beings are far from infallible. Then to mark the beginning of his responsibility 

over her, he tells him that he is handing him over " 44 bones "( the Zaghawa are of the 

belief that a person has this number of separate bones in his/her body ) and he reminds 

him that none of them is to be broken without retribution. Her husband has only the 

right over her flesh but not over her bones. - 

( d) Death Rituals :, 

If a person is seriously ill and about to die he summons his close relatives and 

tells them where his money is and who owes him what and also asks them to pay his 

debts if he has any. He advises his wife ( wives ) and children to collaborate and to 

assist one another if he dies. He then asks them to lay his bed in a north- south 

direction so that his head points towards the south and face towards the gibla . Then a 

person sits close to his bed to remind him to pronounce the shihada so that he has the 

word of faith on his dying lips. When it becomes obvious that the patient is dying, he 

pours a few drops of water in his mouth and nose to help him die easily. This seems to 

be a general practice in many Muslim communities ( see for example Westermarck 1926 

Vol. 2: 491 in Morocco, Dickson 1951: 211 in Kuwait , Shukri 1979: 313 in Saudi 

Arabia ). , 
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According to the sunna , unless death occurs late in the evening, the corpse has 

to be buried on the same day otherwise it must be buried early on the next morning. 

When a person has died, horsemen are dispatched immediately to notify his/her close 

relatives and also the residents of the neighbouring villages to attend the sutra ( the 

burial ). Meanwhile a group of men take a millet stalk or a rope the length of the dead 

body and move quickly to the cemetery to dig a grave of that length for the burial of the 

corpse. Those who stay behind perform a ritual washing of the corpse, cover it with a 

shroud and keep it behind curtains'until the grave has been prepared. The ritual 

washing of the corpse is generally performed by elderly relatives of the same sex as it is 

not allowed for strangers to see the naked body of the deceased person. But it is not 

uncommon for fakis to be asked to perform the hus ( ritual bath ) to the bodies of the 

male persons due to their religious knowledge. When the purification is over and the 

corpse is covered by a shroud, perfume is sprinkled on the dead body and the room is 

fumigated with incense, but should the death occur in ferik where no perfume is 

available, a bark of naba tree' is used in washing the corpse, as it is among the 

bedouins in Saudi Arabia ( Shukri 1979: 313 ) and the Berti (Holy 1989: 230). 

The grave is a rectangular ditch dug in north-- south direction and is composed 

of two parts: the 'ul rab and the lahd or obe ( Za. ). The jurab is a trench with the depth 

of a knee and the width of about two feet. The ob6 is a narrow strip with the depth of 

a knee and the width'of less than a foot excavated in the eastern part of the l'u rab in 

which the corpse is normally buried. 

'When'the grave has been dug, a man is sent to notify those who stay at home to 

bring the'corpse for burial. According to custom, the grave must not be left unattended 

after it has been dug Should the temperature become too hot for the person assigned to 

guard it , he can drop"a piece of iron or any metal in it and relax under the shade of the 

nearest tree. ' According to many informants, this is to protect the grave from the 

she a in , who, although they cannot be seen by the guard, are believed to occupy the 

grave if they find it unattended by a human. 
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Other informants were of the opinion that guarding the newly dug grave is a 

Zaghawa custom and has nothing to do with Islam. They explained the origin of this 

custom by narrating the following story: in the past, a person died and some men were 

dispatched to prepare a grave for him. When they finished their task, they all returned 

to the village to inform the rest of the people to bring the corpse for burial, leaving the 

grave unguarded. During their absence, a lamb, which was grazing with its mother in 

the vicinity of the graveyard, found it a good shelter from the excessive heat of the sun 

and hid in it. ' Eventually when the villagers arrived with the corpse at the grave, the 

lamb rushed out from it. As that was unnatural, people became so frightened that they 

dropped the corpse and ran for shelter in the village. When the lamb saw the men 

running away, it chased them for a while which frightened the men even further and led 

every man to run as fast as he could in order to save his life. It took them some time to 

discover that what had frightened them was, in fact 
, only a lamb and not a devil in 

disguise. They found courage to return to the cemetery to bury the abandoned corpse 

but ever since the Zaghawa have guarded any newly dug grave until the corpse has 

been ý buried in it 
. Through time this became a custom which the successive 

generations mistakenly viewed as sanctioned by Islam. 

The corpse is carried to the cemetery on an ̀ n areb ( wooden bed) with the 

head in front and the feet behind irrespective of the direction of the cemetery. As 

participating in the funeral and carrying the corpse to its final destination is greatly 

rewarded by Allah, the bier changes hands many times before it reaches the cemetery. 

Conventionally the village imam leads the funeral prayer but in his absence any 

knowledgeable faki can be asked to do so. The imam stands in front of the 

worshippers. - Following the maliki madhhab he stands at the middle of the corpse if it 

is of a man and at its shoulders if it is of a woman. The prayer itself is short and unlike 

any other prayer, has -neither rukou ( kneeling ) nor sujiide ( prostration ). The 

participants ask Allah sincerely to bless the deceased and to forgive him/her if he/she 

was a sinner; Then the corpse is placed carefully in the obd on its right side so that the 
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head points towards the south and the face towards the gibla . After covering the old 

with stones, all who have attended the funeral fill in the grave with its original sand and 

place the head and the feet--stones as "witnesses" that mark it and prevent other corpses 

from being buried in the same spot . When the burial is over, all "raise" jl fatha and 

shake hands with the dead person's close relatives uttering i1 dawam lilahi ( all perish 

except Allah ) and ask them to be patient and resign to the will of Allah and accept His 

decisions without protest'. 

Nowhere is the collaboration of the extended family and the co-- villagers sa 

apparent as in the funeral ceremony. People volunteer to prepare extra shades in the 

bereaved family's household and bring extra mats from their own households to 

accommodate all those who come for the furash ( death ceremony ). The village 

women stay with the bereaved family from early morning to sunset to prepare food for 

the mourners. The village men also stay there to welcome the residents of the nearby 

villages who postpone their non--pressing duties and hurry to condole the bereaved 

family, as it is blameworthy not to show up there. Whenever a new comer arrives he 

raises his palms up and shouts al-fätha andlafter reciting this chapter silently/he turns 

his hands upside down instead of rubbing them against his faceýas a sign that he has 

consecrated the air to the deceased. 

The funeral ceremony generates cohesion and social solidarity among members 

of the community and invites them to overcome their former disputes and grievances. 

The following story is a case in point During the time of my fieldwork, there was a 

dispute between Kondol and members of a Tawgi family over a farmland. The Tawgi 

attacked Kondol while he was sowing the disputed plot with his family, and the two 

parties resorted to their weaponsjbut the neighbouring farmers intervened to restore 

peace before 'anybody was injured. It was, however, not long before news 

disseminated from Greater Khartoum that a close relative of the Tawgi family had died 

and the residents of the nearby villages -- including Kondol -- hurried to console them 

and show their sympathy. Kondol's appearance in the furash was very much 
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appreciated by the bereaved family and it played a significant role in settling the dispute 

peacefully when the ajawid wid considered the matter later. 

The furash conventionally continues for three days after the sutra . On the third 

day the bereaved family kills a bull and perhaps some other small animals -- depending 

on their financial ability and the number of people who show up -- to perform ada 

( feast) to which they invite the entire community. The invitation is basically to recite 

the entire Quran on behalf of the deceased and also to make ul' for him/her in 

accordance with the prophetic tradition that whoever utters jalala (Ia haha ilk Allah , 

i. e. no God but Allah ) and is ih far ( istaghfur hfur Allah , 
i. e. I repent) up to 70,000 

times will be redeemed from the hell fire in the day of judgment. But the sadag is also 

performed to atone for small sins which had been committed by the dead person during 

his/her life time ( cf. Goldziher 1967 Vol. 1 : 224 ). 

The recitation of the Quran is mainly the duty of the fakis . Usually a prominent 

faki distributes a few pages of a single loose --leaf Quran book to the assembled fakis 

to recite. The faki who has distributed the Book starts by reciting the fatha . When he 

finishes it , all of them collectively utter amin after which each begins to chant his 

allotted pages loudly. Whenever a faki finishes the few pages given to him, he puts 

them aside and asks for more until the entire book has been read. If many fakis show 

up for the sadaga , as is usually the case if the deceased was an influential person, the 

whole Quran can be recited more than once. While the fakis recite the Quran, the 

illiterate men gather under a separate roof to make dua . The goal of the dwa is to 

utter 'alala and isti hfar 70,000 times and consecrate the gjr to the deceased. To keep 

count, the Zaghawa'employ 27 pebbles in addition to the rosary beads. The pebbles 

are divided among three persons who are assigned to keep the hundreds, the thousands 

and the tens of thousands. The man who keeps the count of the hundreds takes ten 

pebbles, the second who keeps count of the thousands takes also ten, and the last one 

who keeps count of the tens of thousands takes seven. After agreeing on a particular 

name of Allah all the supplicants start muttering it in complete silence. Each time a man 
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utters the word he pulls one of his rosary beads down as he does in the five daily 

prayers. When he finishes the round of hundred beads he shouts salam ( peace ). The 

person assigned to keep counts of the hundreds acknowledges it by removing one of 

his ten pebbles aside and shout marhab al- salam (welcome peace ). Alternatively, a 

supplicant may make two rounds of his set of hundred rosary beads and then shout 

salamen (2 peaces) and the person who keeps count of the hundreds removes two 

pebbles aside and then shouts salamen marhab al-salam (2 peaces welcome ) to 

inform the supplicant that his 200 utterances have been considered. The process goes 

on until the man counting ten pebbles has removed all ten of them and shouts salam elf 

( thousand peaces ).. Upon hearing this, the man assigned to keep count of the 

thousands shifts one of his ten pebbles aside and answers by shouting salam sa lam if 

( thousand peaces welcome ). When the second man has removed all his ten pebbles, 

he shouts salam jaria ( Lit. peace of a female slave, ) which stands for hundred thousand 

utterances and the third man who is assigned to keep count of the tens of thousands 

removes one of his 7 pebbles. aside and shouts back as lam aý lamjaria . The word 

'ari , which stands for, a female slave in classical Arabic, has no meaning to the 

average Zaghawa man other than as part of a ritual language used in sadaga , as is the 

case among the Berti who adopt the same process in counting the utterances of divine 

words in sadaga ( see Osman 1983: 291,1987: 64 and Holy 1989: 295 --7 ). When the 

third person has removed all the 7 pebbles, the supplicants have pronounced the chosen 

word seventy thousand times which is known as al-salam al-kamil (the ultimate peace). 

The supplicants then choose another divine word and treat it similarly. 

By the time the supplicants finish uttering jalala and is ihr up to seventy 

thousand times, the fakis must, have, finished reciting . the Book. When this is 

confirmed, the two groups of worshippers, -- being led by the faki who has distributed 

the Quran -- "raise" 1a fatha and utter "we have granted the jjr to the deceased". At the 

end of this important session food and tea are, served and those who attend the sadaga 
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usually contribute towards the cost in amounts ranging between, 50 piasters to an 

animal, depending on the strength of their kinship or friendship ties. 

The fact that the sadaga brings the entire local community together offers a 

good opportunity to anybody who wants to deliver any message to the public at large. 

Generally speaking, the issues discussed on this occasion vary but they mainly concern 

the religious, social and political aspects of life. For instance, the imam or a "a* may 

address the public and, quoting many verses from the Quran, urge them to perform 

karäma so that Allah can send rain and rid them and their herds of droughts. The tribal 

chief may urge people to follow the example of the forefathers and to dig bore--holes, 

to attend fazg and to cooperate with one another instead of relying on the government to 

render these services. 

-- According to Islam, no one is to mourn a deceased person for more than three 

days except the widow who is permitted to mourn-her husband for a period of four 

months and ten days. This is : to ascertain whether or not she is pregnant and in case of 

her pregnancy to determine the genitor. In practice, the Zaghawa widows mourn their 

husbands for a whole year during which they wear only white clothes as a sign of 

hidad ( mourning) and seclude themselves in b Al- huzn ( Lit. the house of grief) for 

the first eighty, days after the death of their husbands. They also undo their hair and 

plait, it in thicker, braids as a sign of their grief. Furthermore, they abstain from 

anointing their bodies with oil, and, renounce any manifestation of decoration or 

beautification such as putting hena on their fingers and wearing earrings. To show 

sympathy, with the bereaved family the village women also mourn the deceased for 40 

days after the death during which they abstain from anointing their bodies with oil and 

postpone any wedding or joyous ceremonies even if a date has already been fixed for 

them. When the first 40 days are over, the bereaved family slaughters small animals 

and invites the local community for a meal as karma after which the widow releases all 

the women from mourning the death of her husband to resume their normal life as al 

karah wal farah mutjawiren i. e. sadness and joy follow one another. But even though 
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they are now permitted to enjoy life, the village women and relatives refrain from 

participating in hula ( dances ) or displaying excessive joy for many months to come. 

After the second forty days, the widow can carry out her necessary chores within her 

household but she cannot go outside before the third 40 days are over. The hundred 

and twenty days are taken to complete the idda prescribed in Islam which is exactly four 

lunar months and ten days. Only then can she visit the neighbouring households and 

work in her farm. 

A widow can resume her normal life and remarry only after the r ma 

marking the anniversary of her husband's death. If a widow insists on remarrying 

immediately after the end of the prescribed idda (in this case four months and ten days) 

in accordance with Islam, she is seen as a sensuous woman and becomes subject of 

much gossip. 

Islam allows widows to marry any men of their choice after completing the 

prescribed period of idda in line with the proverb pl mot ala ( death is like divorce ). 

Among the Zaghawa, however, this is an exception rather than a rule. The widow 

stands as kelei or hama to her husband's brothers who have priority in marrying her if 

they so wish, and she is expected to choose her new husband from among them. Many 

informants justified this custom on the basis of the brothers' partial ownership of the 

original bridewealth which had been paid by their family to the wife's family. Other 

informants stressed the interest of the dead man's children. They argued that the 

widow's marriage to her brother-- in--, law will enable him to look after all her children 

equally which may not be the case should she marry a man unrelated to her children 

from her dead husband.., 
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3. RITUALS RELATED TO THE AGRICULTURAL SEASON: 

( a) Rainmaking Rituals: 

The Zaghawa depend almost entirely on rain water in cultivating their millet 

farms and watering their livestock. They anticipate the onset of the rains when it is 

sabä hihüre , i. e. the end of the seventh month counted from the last rainfall in the 

area. When the rain does not fall in due time and the long dry summer continues, they 

become worried for that may portend another famine, drought and death of livestock 

and possibly a migration from their traditional homeland. They tend to blame their 

chiefs for the shortage of rainfall, accusing them of not administering justice in courts. 

They also blame the members of the community for forgetting zikir and karäma ( rain 

sacrifice) to Allah and for deviating from His right path and taking too many false 

oaths: Many informants who can read the Quran cited the following verse to support 

their point of view: 

If the people of the towns had but believed and feared God, we should 
indeed have opened out to them ( all kinds of) blessing from heaven 
and earth; but they rejected ( the truth), and we brought them to book 
for their misdeeds ( Sura 7: 96 ). 

The idea that Allah punishes people for their sins by withholding rain seems to 

be widespread in Muslim communities (see for example Osman 1983: 264--80,1987: 

55 and Holy 1989: 98--9,292--3 for the Berti, Lienhardt 1980: 292--3 for Tanzania ). 

The Zaghawa now resort to many Islamic rituals to induce rainfall instead of the rain 

rituals exercised by the botu ila in the past. These rituals include dd' ( incantation ), 

istisga prayer and karma (rain sacrifice). ' 

The rain dua is a collective ritual practised by the village fakir under the tallest 

tree that lies east of the village, as rain in Dar Zaghawa is thought to come from the east 

and east is also the direction of Mecca and therefore auspicious. When performing the 
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ul' , the fakir hang an old leather bag with water onto a tree branch so that the drops 

of water drip through its tiny holes and fall to the ground in resemblance of the rain. 

To render this communal ritual more effective, the fakis draw the khatim (seal; Fig. 12) 

on the outside of the dipper. The khatim is made up of a single square which is divided 

by three horizontal and vertical lines to create 16 smaller squares. A figure is written in 

each of the squares. Furthermore, on each of the four sides of the khatim the following 

Quranic verse is written: "... who can supply you with clear flowing water ? ". As has 

been indicated before, the fakis utter the formulae written around the khatim fifty 

thousand times, halalah (huwa Allah ; He is Allah ) five hundred and fifty five 

thousand times and "we surely depend on You and beseech rain in bounty from You, 

Oh the most kind and generous" seven thousand times. 

This ritual is Islamic in the sense that the fakis manipulate Quranic verses in it 

and that they explicitly address Allah instead of the vague supernatural powers in the 

traditional rain rituals . enacted by the botu i1a ( the rain chief) in the past . Yet the 

hanging of the' leather bag on a tree branch can be seen as an accommodation or 

. adaptation of the rain rituals performed by the botu ila 

Au alternative' dua may be performed by a pious faki who enters the khalwa 

(seclusion hut to plea rain from Allah. The household heads pay him in advance for 

his service. The Ifaki either secludes himself in his own khalwa in which he usually 

performs his-' prayers and dü'a or the villagers build a temporary isolated shelter 

somewhere in the village for the purpose. They also supply him with water, tea, sugar, 

dates and some dry food so that he need not to leave the hut and can devote his time 

entirely to the ilu'a 

The faki must retain his religious purity throughout the week of seclusion for 

his d to become fruitful and acceptable to Allah. This not only requires him to 

renounce sex but also tö "avoid coming into contact with anybody who might have 

practised sex. The village elders usually announce to the members of the community 

not to visit him in his seclusion but . If anybody needs to'see him urgently, a young 
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boy or girl is sent to him with a verbal message. To enhance his spiritual purity, the 

faki fasts during his seclusion from dawn to sunset as in the month of Ramadan. 

Ideally he should take only tea and dates for his breakfast. Filling his stomach would 

defeat the purpose of the du'a as the faki's humility towards Allah is necessary for the 

du'a to be successful. 

The divine formulae employed in the dua vary from one faki to another, 

depending on the area in which the laid had his training and the collection of his 

mba ri But most of the fakis recite'Yasin and gl_ kursi 1,000 times each in 

addition to some of the '99 magnificent names' of Allah such as ya latif ( oh the 

beneficent) and ya mughithu (oh the bringer of relief or rain) which are considered 

relevant for this particular purpose. 

When the week of seclusion is over, the village elders visit the faki to thank him 

for his effort and to accompany him to his house. Should the rain fall either during the 

faki's seclusion or shortly afterwards, the villagers see the faki as successful and every 

household in' the village gives him a mid ( 12Jpounds) of millet after the harvest . If 

the. rain does not fall at all during those days or is seen as insufficient , this affects 

negatively the faki's reputation. As people do not doubt the efficacy of Allah's words 

and divine riärnes"for, äs they put it , isim Allah ma -Eu shek ( there is no doubt in the 

efficacy of Allah's name ), they conclude that the faki must have slept during the 

seclusion time and made no real effort in the du'a. ' 

Despite the fact that most of thefakis who enter the khalwa earn a lot of money 

and other material benefits, many of them are reluctant to perform the rain dua for it is 

believed that yasin and other divine words which are employed in the rite are 'hot' and 

dangerous. - Tu ie fäki who utters them may endanger his own life and/or the life of his 

children, for the 'hot' words may harm malevolent supernatural powers which may 

then retaliate against either the faki or his family. 

.,,, An alternative to the faki's seclusion is to bring the entire village community 

together to perform the istisea prayer. Theýpreference for the istisga stems from three 
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Fig. 12: The Rain Seal 
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main reasons: first, this method is considered more appropriate as it is the sunna of the 

prophet and his companions. Second, though people always judge others as 'pious' on 

the basis of their apparent conduct, it is only Allah who knows their inner reality. 

Hence to select an individual faki on the basis of his assumed piety and to ask him to 

pray for rain may be ineffective if he is not really pious in the eye of Allah. The doubts 

about faki's piety derives from the fact that many fakis are alleged to practise lin 

surreptitiously to harm innocent people in return for money and other material gains. 

Third, many fakir who enter the khalwa , in an attempt to prove the efficacy of their 

du'a and to gain more money, claim that they can bring rain, if they like, in summer. 

This claim of the absolute power of the faki is totally rejected by many educated 

Zaghawa who believe that rain is controlled by Allah and that nobody can bring rain at 

his wish, and they go as far as to accuse of heresy any fakis who claim to possess the 

ability of bringing rain. They think that it is better to resort to istisga prayer which is 

believed to have been practised by the prophet . 
The village imam usually announces the is is prayer about a week in advance. 

As a rule, it takes place on Friday, the Muslim holiday. The adult members of the 

village fast on the preceding Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday as that purifies their 

souls and makes their prayer acceptable. 

On Friday morning all the villagers, old and young, males and females, gather 

in an open space east of the village to perform the istisga prayer. Before embarking on 

the prayer the imam implores them to repent their previous sins and to seek forgiveness 

from one another to purify their hearts, for it' is believed that Allah ignores the prayer of 

people who are at odds with others. When the prayer is over, all the participants return 

to the village to perform the botu karma ( rain sacrifice) as a complementary ritual. 

Men gather under a tree, preferably east of the village, to recite the Quran. Those who 

cannot recite the Quran make du'a by repeating ay latif and other simple and short 

divine formulae. The women and children also assemble under a separate tree to make 

karämat belila ( boiled millet grain ). They jointly consume part of the karäma and send 
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the rest to the men. Each time they offer food to the children they ask them to utter 

Allah a bal Ar. ( may Allah accept the karäma ). Usually the household heads raise 

money to buy tea, sugar and a goat to be slaughtered as a sacrifice. Many Zaghawa still 

prefer to slaughter a black goat on this occasion to induce rainfall as in the past . Men 

cook the meat and brew the tea; they consume part of it and send the rest to the women 

and children. If the rain does not fall after the performance of the is is a and the 

karäma , these rituals may be performed several times. 

(b) Rituals Related to the Agricultural Activities : 

The Zaghawa start sowing their millet farms immediately after the fall of a 

heavy rain, though some adopt kuwa jj ( Lit. dry sowing ) prior to the rainfall so that 

the seeds start to germinate immediately after the first rain. This gives the grain equal 

chance with the weeds which threaten to choke it but the practice is risky and 

sometimes generates adverse results as birds and other pests dig up the seeds and 

consequently the whole operation has to be repeated. Many Zaghawa inaugurate the 

sowing activity ritually to achieve high productivity. Early in the morning on the day of 

the first sowing many women prepare karamat belila or small balls of millet flour 

mixed with water and distribute them among the young children of the village and ask 

them to utter lla yagbal (cf. Tubianas 1977 ). Young children commit no sin and 

therefore their. fis more likely to be accepted by Allah. Unlike the Berti ( see Holy 

1983,1989 ), the Zaghawa start sowing from the middle of the farm. They ritually 

inaugurate the sowing by uttering ism it lahi retu an i'th ka it Ar. (in the name of 

Allah; may it produce millet in abundance ) and then digging the first seven holes in the 

west-- east direction. Thus facing south and holding the hoe with the right hand in 

front and the left behind, the farmer digs four holes from west to east . He/she then 

changes the position of the two hands, but still facing south, digs the other three holes 

266 



north of the first line starting from east and ending in the west. Sowing from west to 

the east direction is considered auspicious as east is the gibla and the direction of 

Mecca. The Zaghawa also sleep at night with their heads towards the west so that they 

wake up next morning facing the g and the malaika as some informants stated it. 

Facing south is also auspicious compared to north because it is believed that the world 

ends in the south (cf. Abdul Jalil 1979) and that the prophet asked his companions to 

direct his head towards the south and his feet towards the north when he died. The rest 

of the farm is always sown in a south-- north direction to allow the wind to pass 

through the parallel lines of the millet to all parts of the farm. 

Whenever a person comes across a farmer sowing his land, he must offer a 

hand. When he is passing in the distance, he shouts Allah yi said (may Allah help you). 

Individuals are under a strong obligation to conform to this rule as they may perhaps 

one day stay as guests with that farmer who is obliged to feed them. 

Weeding, unlike sowing, requires a strenuous and laborious effort which 

extends over a month. It is also ritually inaugurated not only to reap good harvest but 

also to protect the farmers from being afflicted by malevolent supernatural powers. 

People in every village perform karTma known as debele maragu ( Lit. reddening the 

dutch hoes ). They collect contributions to buy a goat and slaughter it to shed its blood 

in the belief that this will rid them from affliction by attracting the malevolent forces to 

it. In the evening of the day of the karim ,a man who has the reputation of being a 

successful farmer goes to his farm to ax semi , i. e. mark the beginning of the totoo ( the 

weeding season) by clearing a small area of its weeds in the usual south--northerly 

direction. Afterwards the individual farmers can go safely to weed their own farms. It 

is believed that anybody who starts weeding his/her farm before this action has been 

performed may suffer the risk of being afflicted. But as the rain usually falls earlier and 

more heavily in some areas than others, any farmer can perform karäma lila 

individually and start weeding without endangering him/herself if he fears that weeds 
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would choke the millet should he wait until the rite of deble maragu has been 

performed. 

In general, the Zaghawa avoid starting to too ( the weeding season ) on 

Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday for it is dangerous to start work on these days. It has 

already been stated earlier that the Zaghawa also do not start a journey on Tuesday 

because its name Talata is seen as synonymous to talatil which means troubles in 

Zaghawa and therefore to start a journey or weeding on this day means to invite 

troubles for oneself. Also, both Wednesday and Friday are described as kubai a ela 

( Lit. heavy days ) and hence to start weeding one's farm on these days is most likely 

to end up in affliction. It is believed that if anybody goes to his/her farm on 

Wednesday and becomes ill, he/she will hardly recover. A man died three days before 

my arrival in the area of my fieldwork and I met many women coming from the dead 

man's village after attending the sada a. I was told that he had gone to work on his 

farm on rä gni ( the last Wednesday of a lunar month) which is considered the 

most inauspicious day to start any serious work outside the village. 

The Zaghawa maintain that an outstandingly good harvest may bring with it bala 

( unexpected disaster) and they perform certain rituals to avert any possible danger 

before they start eating the new millet . They place a small quantity of water in a 

potsherd under a well growing millet plant in the farm. As water is seen as 'cold', it is 

believed that this rite will cool down the 'heat' of an illness such as malaria, which is 

common in this period. They also plait a rough rope from the bilk grass, which bears a 

great number of seeds, and tie it around the millet plant in anticipation of a high yield. 

After this has been done, the new millet can be eaten raw on the farm but can be 

brought home and cooked only after a bundle of seven millet ears have been cut and 

tied together with the hilg grass and attached to the ceiling of the hut above the entrance. 

This simple rite is meant to ensure that the harvest should last long as the women's 

incantations during the rite indicate: 
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May we be alive to eat the next new harvest. May Allah bestow baraka 
in it and increase it when on the grinding stone, in the cooking-pot , and 
when it is served as porridge in the dish. May we use it on joyous 
occasions such as eeze, wedding, rahilla of brides and circumcision of 
our children. 

The celebration of the first fruit in this manner seems to be common among 

many other ethnic groups in Darfur ( see for example Arkell paper 1935: 1/6/ 27 for the 

Bergid, Daju and the Fur). But in contrast to many other ethnic groups in Darfur such 

as the Berti ( Holy 1989: 137 ) and the Tunjur ( personal information ), among the 

Zaghawa the harvesting and husking of millet are regarded as women's work and it is 

therefore shameful for a man to be seen carrying them out. The women cut the millet 

ears and accumulate them in talba (urn , Ar. ;a rectangular wooden frame covered 

with millet stalks) and then cover the grain with millet stalks and thorny branches of a 

tree to keep it safe from animals and birds. 

Like sowing and weeding, threshing the millet must also be inaugurated ritually 

lest too many of the yield render merely chaff. The women sprinkle the talba with 

water before opening it in order to render it'cold', i. e. safe from any poisonous snakes 

or scorpions which might have taken shelter in it . According to some informants, this 

ritual act , like the sprinkling of water on the bridewealth cattle in gee z6 is also meant to 

bestow baraka on the harvested millet. 

The talba of the ele kids (a woman whose first begotten child is a girl ), like 

that of the sid abyad among the Berti (Holy 1989: 124 ), is always threshed during the 

bright nights of the first half of the lunar month when the moon appears in the sky right 

after the sunset. In contrast , the talba of the beri kida (a woman whose first begotten 

child is a boy is threshed during the dark nights of the second half of the lunar month. 

The only exegesis of this custom I managed to get from my informants was that the 

girl's breast , unlike that of the boy, bears milk and is therefore 'white'. It is believed 

that if any tele kida or beri kida violates the rules of this custom and threshes her millet 

product in the wrong half of the month, the major part of the threshed millet will 

become chaff. 
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As it is rather difficult , 
if not impossible, for the women of any household to 

accomplish the strenuous task of threshing and husking their entire millet product by 

themselves, this is always done in nefir ( collective labour) to which they invite other 

women. They use wooden flails to beat the millet ears on a clay floor in order to sift 

the chaff from the grain. This may take them two or three nights, depending on the size 

of the at lba . 
There exists a belief that if a horseman comes across a threshing nefir, he has 

to bring the horse forward to the atiya ( the threshing floor) in order to be offered 

grain, for horses are particularly important in Zaghawa society as means of quick 

transport . By his passing away from the ati and depriving the horse of grain the 

horseman is believed to bring disaster to the owner of the farm, as a high proportion of 

the threshed millet will become chaff when it has been husked. This of course offends 

the women who interpret the horseman as envious. Hence it is not unusual for the 

women to chase any horseman who does not comply with this custom, to seize his 

horse and bring it to the threshing floor and offer it grain. In many cases this situation 

gives rise to horseplay in which the women beat the horseman and cover him with the 

chaff unless he redeems himself by paying a forfeit. Any damage that occured to the 

man during the course of this action would require no retribution. 

4: PURIFICATION AND RECONCILIATION RITUALS: 

(a) Diva ( Purification of Agura : The Blood Shedder ): 

The Zaghawa are a blend of people who claim no common descent and view 

themselves as of disparate ethnic, historical and cultural backgrounds. They are held 

together in four administrative units with considerable difficulty. According to 

Lampen ( Lampen papers 1947: 731/2/65 ), all attempts to unify them into one political 
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entity failed because of their refusal to give allegiance to any particular chief if he was 

not from their own clan. As Pearson ( 1974: 210 ) pointed out, in a society in which 

no man owes any obligation to those who are not his kinsmen the only preventive 

measure against murder and manslaughter is the collective responsibility and the fear 

that the victim's group may retaliate against any member of the murderer's group that 

they encounter. The minority groups who cannot retaliate when their members have 

been victimised are held in contempt and despised by the rest of the community because 

of their submissiveness and cowardice. This notion led the average Zaghawi to carry a 

weapon at all times in anticipation of protecting himself against an unexpected attack or 

to launch. an attack himself to protect the honour and the dignity of his clansmen. The 

course of, action taken to redress wrongs depends mainly on whether the aggressor is a 

member of the same erkabi ( lineage), ner ( clan) or of a different tribe. 

. 
When an individual murders a member of another lineage, his close agnates 

escort him, immediately on horseback to the chiefs house to avoid an immediate 

retaliation by the victim's relatives. In the countryside far away from the chiefs seat 

the au( murderer) flees to the omda's house for safety. The omda , in fact , has no 

power other than the personal respect he enjoys, as a clan elder, to protect the ur , 

but this alone is sufficient to keep the murderer safe until he hands him over to the 

police or the chief of the dar. He enjoys a considerable amount of informal authority 

over his men and as a rule they do not penetrate his house to chase out the ur . 

However, for extra precaution, the omda hides the offender in a secret place and 

dispatches a horseman to inform the chief of the dar about the incident . The latter 

responds immediately by sending a special envoy with armed men to escort the to 

his village. The men are authorised to take any action necessary to protect the murderer 

until he has been handed over to the chief. There he is handcuffed with so ti ( an iron 

device used only in cases of bloodshed) and tied up with chains to constrain his 

movements. The chief appoints three armed men to guard him day and night and warns 

them to be extra vigilant, as it is possible that the victim's relatives may take the chance 
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and murder him while he is tied up. Meanwhile the victim's erkabi dispatches two of its 

men to meet the chief and make sure that the agura is really'in rope' and that the chief 

intends to do justice. For security measures these two men are sworn to secrecy by the 

chief not to report to their people the exact location of the agura. . 
When these initial steps have been taken to safeguard the au 's life, the chief 

prepares the ground for an amicable settlement of the dispute by meeting the aiawid of 

both sides separately and persuading them to accept the payment of the i( blood 

compensation ). The victim's erkabi may reject the proposal and insist on physical 

retaliation. The chief normally sends ajawid ( arbitrators) to the victim's clan to urge 

them to settle the dispute amicably. To achieve success he selects the a'awid from 

among the teleos , 
i. e. members of the a ur ' clansmen who claim close matrilateral 

ties with the victim's clansmen and thus have a genuine interest in settling the dispute 

peacefully to avoid further bloodshed. This category of people resemble the leopard-- 

skin chief of the Nuer ( Evans--Pritchard: 1940: 172,1949: 289 ) in that they possess 

a power to curse any of their maternal relatives who turn down their request . If 

hostilities should, nevertheless, start between the two conflicting groups, the el os 

would find it anyhow difficult to fight their mamas (matrilateral relatives ), who are 

always kind to them. 

Until an agreement has been reached, members of the victim's erkabi are 

enjoined by custom to excommunicate the murderer's close relatives. As among the 

Nuer Evans--Pritchard 1940: 154) and the Abaluyia ( Wagner 1976: 49 footnote 2 ), 

they should neither share a dish nor have intermarital relationships with them as long as 

the conflict remains unresolved. It is believed that anyone who violates this rule will 

contract serious diseases which cause bloodshed, such as leprosy. It is also feared that 

the children born to such a union may become deformed. If the chief and the arbitrators 

succeed in persuading the victim's relatives to agree on a peaceful settlement of the 

dispute and to accept the payment of the diva , they bring the iawid of both parties 

together for the first time to put the idea into practice. 
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In Islam, it is left to the deceased person's weli to decide whether the murderer 

should be executed, set free or to expiate the murder by paying compensation (Sura 2: 

178,238, Sabiq 1977 Vol. 2: 522--23 ). Although there have been rare cases when 

the dead person's weli pardoned the killer for the sake of Allah, the acceptance of the 

di r is more common in Dar Zaghawa, except when the murderer's erkabi refuses or 

fails to pay the demanded compensation, in which case the execution of the killer is the 

only alternative. 

According to Islam, the full compensation for the blood is 100 camels or their 

equivalent. As not all Zaghawa own camels, this amount of ia would in most cases 

be impossible to collect but in order to discourage the two parties from resorting to 

feud, the Zaghawa tend to adapt this shari'a injunction to their local circumstances and 

demand instead 100 teniya. Ideally, the teniya is a heifer but people conventionally 

accept cash and other animals such as camels, goats, sheep and horses, which can be 

converted to tanava (p1. of teniya on a standard basis, to add to that number. The 

Zaghawa tend to inflate the value of the animals offered by the agura's group in order to 

encourage them to accept the diya , for the alternative is feud. For instance, a horse 

which is assessed as 4 teniva in the eeze can be accepted as 6 eni if offered in the 

diya. 

The diva is neither paid by the agura nor by his immediate family alone even if 

they have the means to do so. It is a burden which falls on the offender's entire lineage 

or clan. If the agura is a member of a poor lineage which cannot afford the payment of 

the 100 teniya he has little chance of surviving. In theory, under such a condition the 

chief asks the victim's erkabi to pay three cows to the men who have been guarding the 

agura to hand him over to them to be stabbed to death. However, the failure of a group 

to pay the stipulated amount of diya and thus to sacrifice the lives of its members 

greatly harms its reputation and dignity, and discourages members of other rg kabis 

from intermarriages with it. 
_ 
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Conventionally, when a lineage member commits manslaughter both his 

paternal and maternal relatives contribute towards the payment of diva in order to save 

his life. The Zaghawa do not consider the genealogically equidistant relatives on the 

father's and the mother's sides as equally close: an individual regards his paternal uncle 

to be closer to him than his maternal uncle. In line with this differential evaluation of 

the patrilateral and the matrilateral kin, the Zaghawa regard the patrikin as jr ( bone ) 

and the matrikin asni ( flesh ) which is less important . 
Accordingly, the father's 

re kabi , which is considered more important , pays two thirds of the blood 

compensation and leaves the other third to be paid by the mother's re kabi . As no 

lineage member is exempted from paying his share of the d, iyA , the poor members who 

have no means to pay their shares are asked to look after the animals being paid by the 

other members and water them until they have been handed over to the victim's lineage. 

The greater the number of people an erkabi can mobilize, the higher is its status and the 

higher is of course also its ability to save the lives of its members. When the era's 

own patrilateral relatives`abandon him out of poverty to be put to death, his matrilateral 

kin, if wealthy, may save his life by paying the demanded blood compensation. As 

among the Berti ('Holy 1974: 168 ), the consequence is an effective change of his 

lineage membership. 

In order to grasp who actually contributes towards the payment of diva and to 

illuminate the mechanism through which the Zaghawa fix the shares of individual 

lineage or clan members, it is useful to consider how the skin of the bull slaughtered 

on the occasion of sadaga used to be divided in the past. 

The Zaghawa were scrupulously cautious not to offer the skin of the bull which 

they slaughtered on the occasion of sadaga to an outsider, as it had been considered a 

symbol of a legitimate membership of a lineage or a clan. When a person died and 

sadaga had been performed, the dead person's close relatives and kabi ( Lit. loin; 

minimal lineage ) divided the skin of the bull, which had been slaughtered to provide 

meat, among the members of his minor, major and maximal lineages. These were in 
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turn obliged to reciprocate by paying animals should a member of the bereaved family 

commit manslaughter at a later stage and -di y, 2 was demanded. With the exception of the 

members of the deceased person's kabi , who acted as the hosts, all members of his 

( re kabi Lit. grandfather's loin; minor lineage ), which is approximately four 

generations deep counted from the youngest lineage member ( see diagram 2 ), were 

collectively offered duwal ,a narrow strip of the skin taken from the central zone ( see 

Fig. 13 ), to divide it among themselves. The central position of the duwal symbolizes 

the importance of and closeness of this group to the deceased person. As this small 

strip of the skin could not be divided among all those who were entitled to it , the 

related kabis which constituted the erkabi took it on a rotating basis. Even so, the size 

of the skin received by any individual member of this group was too small to be of any 

practical use. But it was of immense symbolic value as a sign of the membership of the 

erkabi which conferred certain rights and duties to the individual. In consequence, 

those who were alleged to be illegitimate children were deprived of a share. 

Should i member of the bereaved family commit manslaughter at a later stage and dy 

was demanded by the victim's party, members of his kabi and erkabi , who had either 

received part of the duwal or were theoretically entitled to it , were under a strong 

obligation to contribute a teni each towards the payment. 
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Fig. 13: The Contribution of Different-Segments in the Diva 
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Diagram 2: The ZaghawaSegmentary Lineage Structure 
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Members of the deceased person's ur , (Lit. progeny; major lineage ), which 
is one generation deeper than the erkabi , were given ur ui (the skin of the hind legs) 

to divide among themselves., On the occasion of i, anyone who had received part 

of this section of the skin, or was entitled to it , contributed four sheep or goats which 

equal half a teniya. Members of the zurriva ( Ar. ; maximal lineage ), which is one or 

more generations deeper than the ur a , and any other individuals who claimed a 

common descent with the deceased person beyond this level up to the apical ancestor of 

the ner ( clan ), were collectively offered dabati ( the skin of the front legs) to divide 

among themselves. As this latter group is composed of remote clansmen, any one of 

its members was obliged to pay only one goat or sheep on the occasion of diva. 

Members of the neighbouring clans who claimed no genealogical link with the 

deceased person but shared the well--centre and the pastures were collectively offered 

hosk t( the skin of the belly) to distribute among themselves. But unlike members of 

the deceased person's lineage they were under no obligation to contribute to the l, 

but they could participate on purely voluntary basis. 

Until today, it is the duty of the räs ( Lit. head ) of the diyg , an elderly man 

appointed for the purpose, to administer the collection of animals from the individual 

members and hand them over to the ris of the d, iya of the opposite side. The ras diva is 

helped by other elders and the community leaders. When he receives the diva , he 

gives only part of it to the victim's immediate family, taking their financial position into 

account , and distributes the rest to the members of the minimal, minor, major and 

maximal lineages who would have contributed towards the payment of the iº had the 

victim been-the murderer. The amount received by any particular segment is scanty and 

it is held in common by all its members. There is no evidence of the existence of any 

institutionalized pattern` of distributing it to all who claim right to it, other than allowing 

them to compete for it among themselves. 

When the demanded compensation has been handed over to the aggrieved 

group, the two parties ritually terminate their conflict by "raising" at fatha so that Allah 
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can bless the agreement , and by throwing a spear into a nun ( ar Ar. ). The r ai 

who beats the drum during this ceremony, points to the spear that has been thrown into 

the nurr tree and makes a speech in which he reminds everybody that the conflict has 

now been resolved, and that members of the two parties are permitted to intermarry 

and live together in peace as before the conflict . Henceforth, anyone who offends 

against the agura's relatives will be rebuked by his own group and held individually 

responsible for the consequences of his aggressive act. 

Views differ on theimportance of the nurr tree for this rite. According to some 

informants, the nurr tree lives long and does not wither even during severe droughts. 

By 'using it in this rite, the two conflicting parties express their hope that the peace they 

have reached will continue for ever despite the minor conflicts that may occur from time 

to time., But other informants pointed out the fact that the nurr tree is haunted by 

sheyatin -. 'Hen'ce by throwing the spear into it , they believe, the Zaghawa, in fact , 

mean to direct the previous mutual hostility towards the shetän , the common enemy of 

both parties who has been inciting them to fight one another. This group of informants 

supported their interpretation by stating that if this were not the case the tree could have 

been sprinkled with water, as one would have expected, instead of being speared. 

Only when this rite has been performed can the agura pursue his normal life 

without being exposed to murder. This is the reason why the ura who are released 

by the' government are unable to go back home and live peacefully among their own 

people, even after'spending a long period of time in prison, unless their erkabis pay the 

diya- and ritually terminate the conflict . Those liras whose erkabis cannot pay the 

diyq usually prefer to' live elsewhere in the Sudan as their own safety cannot be 

guaranteed in Dar Zaghawa. 

As among the Maadan of Arabia ( Dickson 1951: 530 ), when the conflict has 

been settled peacefully and the diva has been paid, the murderer usually gives either his 

daughter or sister in 'marriage to the nearest male relative of the victim, in order to 

remove the psychological barrier and bridge the gap between the two conflicting 
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groups. It is hoped that this marital relationship will establish everlasting and enduring 

kinship ties between the two conflicting groups and turn their hostile relationship into 

one of alliance and mutual respect. 

When a person murders a member of the same erkabi , the integrity and social 

solidarity. among the erkabi will be very much at issue and the settlement of the dispute 

therefore takes a different course of action. While the Zaghawa redeem the life of a 

remote relative who, kills a member of another lineage by collectively bearing the 

consequences of his act and paying the diva , they put to death a man who killed a 

lineage fellow in order to restore the unity and cohesion of the group which may 

otherwise be annihilated in internal feuds. The following incident is illustrative here. 

In 1895,, to implement the Mahdist policy in Dar Zaghawa, Usman Janu, replaced melik 

Mustafa Wad Bahr, the incumbent chief of dar Tuer, by Mustafa's nephew Usman 

Hajr Bahr and supplied him with a number of Jihadiya troops to help him in controlling 

the dar . But the terror waged by the Jihadiya led the Zaghawa to flee far afield, 

leaving Usman, the newly appointed melik , chief of an empty territory. He later 

inspired the Jihadiya troops under his control to kill his uncle Mustafa, for he 

considered him a potential contender and a source of instability in the territory. The 

Jihadiya mistakenly murdered obböh ( prince) Tull Wad Bahr, Mustafa's half brother, 

when they encountered him heading towards El Fasher, expecting him to be Mustafa. 

They eventually took the dead prince's sword and horse saddle to Usman as a proof of 

their success, hoping to receive a favour from him. When Nour, bo böh Tull's son 

nicknamed Ajara, saw his own father's horse saddle and sword being handed over to 

his cousin, Usman, the new melik , he accused the latter of conspiracy and complicity in 

killing his father and subsequently murdered him the next night and disappeared in the 

dark. 

In order to prevent further bloodshed and prevent the ruling family from falling 

apart in a series of assassinations, members of the erkabi decided to trace the fugitive 

and get rid of him., Ever since, whenever a man kills another member of his own 
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erkabi , he is executed in order to maintain law and order in the society and to restore 

the unity and integrity of the group. The Zaghawa consider it meaningless to speak of 

the diy-q in such a case because those who would have to pay it are, in fact the same 

people who would have to receive it. 

If the murder involves a member of another tribe such as the Fur, Birgid or 

Beni Hussein, for example, the chief of the dar acts as ras of the diya. He demands 

the payment of the diya on behalf of the victim's relatives if a Zaghawi has been killed 

by an outsider, and also hands over the blood compensation to the other party if the 

Zaghawi committed a murder. In the latter case he himself contributes generously 

towards the payment and urges the offender's clansmen to pay their contributions 

promptly, using force if necessary as the following example shows. 

In 1963, Ibrahim, a lorry driver from the Awlad Dowri clan, killed a Tunjur 

woman unintentionally in a car accident . When diy-q was demanded, his own uncle 

and father-- in--law refused to pay his share (a cow ), arguing that his nephew had not 

been treating him with respect . This behaviour of the uncle could have 

encouraged others, particularly the remote relatives, to follow suit and in consequence 

the nephew and son --in--law would have been executed by the government. In order 

to avoid this result, the chief of the dar ordered the uncle to be tied up until he agreed to 

pay his contribution. Although the man appealed later to the court of law, the judge 

rejected his case when he learnt that the chiefs conduct had been endorsed by a 

customary law which was still in practice. 

Nevertheless, in the case of a friendly tribe with which there is a rakuba (a 

rectangular wooden frame established collectively by members of both tribes on a 

previous occasion to symbolize their friendly relationship the diva is replaced by 

sada a( sacrifice) in which only one third of the blood compensation has to be paid. 

This system seems to be universal in Darfur ( see Sandison 1933: 511/4/19 for the Fur, 

Holy 1974: 136 for the Berti and Sultan Abdel Rahman Bahr al--Din and Omda Sidig 

Madibu in personal communication at El Fasher on April 1989 for the Masalit and the 
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Rizaygat Arabs respectively ). The sada a is, like the ddiya , paid collectively by the 

victim's relatives and clansmen. 

At present, many Zaghawa turn to the police and the formal means of keeping 

law and"order to settle their disputes instead of resorting to self--help and mobilizing 

their lineage, clan or ethnic groups for the purpose. This is due to the establishment of 

police centres in various parts of Dar Zaghawa and the gradual shift towards 

individualism as a consequence of the migration of many individuals outside their clan 

areas. The death of the Zaghawa livestock during the recent droughts has also made it 

impossible for many individuals to pay their shares of diva in animals and the blood 

compensation itself has now been transferred into cash. Consequently, the concept of 

collective responsibility, though 'still operative at least on the level of the extended 

family, is steadily losing ground and efficiency on the upper levels. Despite the fact 

that the Zaghawa still strive to slaughter bulls on the occasion of sa aa to provide 

enough meat, the distribution of the skins in the manner which I have explained above 

is no longer a current practice. 

(b) Onti Kurati (Lit. Purificätion of the Adulterer): 

This` is another -manifestation of the collective responsibility among the 

Zaghawa. ' The protection which a man'enjoys from his patrilateral kin does not only 

concern his' personal safety but also his wife's reproductive capacities. Because 

children trace their descent through their father from whom they acquire membership of 

a particular lineage, the wife's reproductive capacities are held exclusively by her 

husband and they are in effect conceived as being owned by his lineage. I have already 

mentioned earlier that when geez6 has been accomplished and the fätha "raised", the 

members of the suitor's lineage count the bride as one of their people, and consider 
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themselves responsible for her protection even before the consummation of the 

marriage. 

According to Islamic shari'a, adultery is one of the 7 grave sins mentioned in 

the Quran ( Sura 25: 68--70 ) and whoever commits it cannot be purified by 

undergoing ghusl ( ritual bath) which normally purifies the lawful sexual pollution. 

He can restore his purity only after being punished either by flogging if unmarried, or 

stoned to death if otherwise ( Sabiq: Vol. 1 n. d. ). The majority of the Zaghawa are 

illiterate and are therefore unaware of these Islamic principles. They apply their own 

customary laws to cleanse the adulterer and readmit him into the society. In both the 

Islamic shari'a law and the Zaghawa customary law the pollution incurred from 

adultery is perceived as more than a mere kabaw (Za. ) or 'aý naba (Ar. ; sex pollution ) 

which can be removed by undergoing ghusl . 
But the basic difference between the 

Islamic shari'a law and the Zaghawa customary law emerges from the definition of 

adultery itself. In Islamic shari'a , adultery is interpreted as violation of both hugoug 

Allah (the rights of Allah ) and hu ou al ibad (the rights of individuals ), as states 

Al Mawdudi ( 1943 ). It is therefore Allah who ultimately purifies the transgressor of 

His rights after having received the appropriate penalty, even if the ibad have dropped 

their rights. But in the Zaghawa customary law adultery is regarded as an infringement 

of the rights of the ibad only, i. e. the husband and his lineage members and accordingly 

it is they who cleanse the adulterer after paying kaya (an animal paid by the adulterer's 

group to the husband's group as indemnity ). 

The Zaghawa interpret poaching another man's wife as challenging his 

manliness and insulting his dignity and honour. Therefore a man whose wife has 

committed adultery cannot 'raise his head' in front of his peers until he has punished 

the onti ( Lit. the enemy, i. e. the adulterer) by resorting to self--help. In such a case he 

and his close patrilateral kin will not only seek revenge against the onti , but they will 
S' 

also beat up any of his brothers or patrilateral kin they may encounter, even if they have 

no knowledge of the incident.. As the punishment of the onti and his close patrilateral 
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kin is meant to send a message to others, the woman's husband and his close 

patrilateral kin usually choose to strike their enemies at market--places, well--centres 

and subu (joyous ceremonies ) in order to allow a large number of people to get the 

message. Consequently, when a person commits adultery neither he nor his close 

pätrikin dare to attend the sadagas , ubü or go to the market--places alone for fear of 

revenge. This led the elders of any erkabi to constrain the behaviour of any of its 

members, using force if necessary, for they will -- like it or not --share the 

consequences of his conduct. 

... " The attack on the on 6 and his close patrikin continues until the elders feel a real 

threat and agree to pay the kava to cleanse the offender and reconciliate the differences. 

In the process of the reconciliation the onti is forced to take an oath on the Quran that he 

will'neither talk to the woman, nor stay with her under one shelter henceforth, to the 

extent that 'he should not even carry her bier when she dies'. Only when these 

conditions are fulfilled can the on ti be purified and his close patrikin feel safe to attend 

public gatherings and walk around during the day without wearing a veil. But on the 

basis of the Islamic shari'a injunctions he is still impure. 

There is no general agreement among various Zaghawa lineages or clans on the 

amount of the aa and it is left for any two groups involved in a case of adultery to 

decide on it : For instance, the kava between the Kaliba and the Agab, the ruling clans 

of dar Gala and dar Tuer respectively, is only one red ewe among the commoners and a 

horse among the kire bores , whereas between the Agab and the Ini clans it is a bull. 

Generally speaking, it is the symbolic value of kava rather than its real value which is 

stressed. " The Zaghawa are keen to be+seen to have forced the transgressor to give in by 

agreeing to pay a symbolic compensation, but they refrain from living on animals 

received äs' kava for that gives the impression of trading their wives' reproductive 

capacities to earn their livelihood. Hence when the ewe or the bull has been received, it 

is either slaughtered on the spot to feed the assembled jawid of both sides, or offered 

to the poor members of the clan. 
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The Zaghawa, like the Sanhaja Berber ( Palmer 1936: 148 ) refrain from 

marrying into the blacksmiths' ( mai) families and regard sexual intercourse with the 

maida ( female mai) -- whether in marriage or adultery-- as heinous. They also believe 

that nothing can remove the pollution incurred in such a case. It is because of this 

belief the beri do not stigmatise the man who commits adultery with a maida because 

adultery is one of the kabair , i. e. the 7 grave sins in Islam, but because he practised 

sex with a maida. 

Should a mai catch a ri red handed in a sex act with his wife, he and his 

group threaten the. transgressor either with the kava according to the mai customs or 

death. If the beri agrees to pay the kaya , the mais demand some extraordinary 

animals, such as a white, camel with black head and a white sterile ostrich, as 

indemnity. In the Zaghawa perception these animals can never be found anywhere, for 

nature has not yet provided them. But as to the question why the mai demand such rare 

animals as their kava , some mai informants stated that it is a traditional custom which 

has been transmitted to them from their forefathers. Other mais also stated that they do 

not expect the beri to bring these animals as kava but they still demand them to puzzle 

the beri who always say it is impossible for them to have sexual liaison with mi. 

But the beri informants are of the belief that the alai demand this strange indemnity in 

order to keep away the beri men from their women because if they demanded cows or 

camels the beri would readily pay. As they cannot marry the berda (the female beer' ), 

if they allow the beri to marry or have sexual intercourse with their women they will fail 

to get wives in future. As sex with the maid indicates the removal of the psychological 

barrier between the beri and the mai , the latter tend to disseminate such information on 

a wide scale. The following example is a case in point: 

In 1981, a beri was found guilty of committing adultery with a maida. He was 

freed by the mai after having paid a heavy kaya and the whole matter was kept secret, 

for if it became known by others, it would damage the man's reputation. The mai 

promised to say no word about the case when the culprit had paid the indemnity. 
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The beri was surprised next morning when his wife approached him and 

requested her immediate divorce for she could not tolerate sharing his favour with a 

polluted maida. Sexual intercourse is an indication of non--existence of social barriers 

between those involved in it , and their equality in status. For this reason, the mai 

could not let such an incident pass without utilizing it to support their claims of 

equality, despite his promise. 

In the same year when I discussed this incident with another mai , 
in a village 

about 90 miles away from the village where it happened, he was so pleased that the 

message had got through to the extent that people like me were also aware of it , 

particularly when I told him that I came from Khartoum. He leant towards me and, 

lowering his voice, exclaimed, badito lags MILUA ?( have you also heard about that matter 

7 ). Then by the way of offering more information he pointed at a small depression not 

far from where he sat and said, "., This depression has been made by the camel of the 

boy who delivered us the message ". 

.. a, which has been endorsed by Islam, k ya seems to be In contrast to the diy 

purely a Zaghawa custom and therefore its collection from the lineage members as usual 

faces considerable- difficulties in the present situation. Many educated Zaghawa 

interpret paying their share of the kaya as being against the shari'a . Despite the fact 

that only the educated Zaghawa are aware of the details of the adulterer's punishment 

on the basis of the Islamic shari'a law, the knowledge of the fact that kayq is not 

concordant with the Islamic shari'a injunctions offers a good excuse to anyone who 

does not want to pay his contribution to it. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

NEW TRENDS IN ISLAM AMONG THE ZAGHAWA 

There is widespread agreement among many people in Darfur, particularly those 

who had worked in Dar Zaghawa in the past , that the Zaghawa have undergone an 

enormous social, economic, political and religious change over the last two decades. 

This change is epitomised in the speeches of Izz al--Deen Waham, a famous 

commentator and critic of the governors and regional ministers in the guise of a mad 

man to avoid the consequences of his ventures. Some Zaghawa merchants, who are 

now well established in trade, stated that in the mid 1970s, when they first appeared as 

an important commercial group in El Fasher, Niyala and other urban centres of Darfur, 

this notorious man used to walk around in the streets of El Fasher town, abusing them. 

He used to shout loudly, describing the Zaghawa in a way in which some people in 

Darfur, whose prestige started to wane with the advent of the Zaghawa, portrayed them 

in their private meetings, namely that the Zaghawa have changed 

from rasan (camel bridle ) to diriksoan (driving wheel ), 
from ukku is (locally. woven cloth) to sacaroata ( imported cloth ), 
from farwa ( shade of animal skin ) to marwaha (electric fan ), 
from negavva ( morning greeting in Zaghawa Kobe) to good morning. 

These utterances, regardless of who initially stated them, through time appealed 

to many audiences in Darfur who repeated them jokingly whenever a Zaghawi angered 

them. -Many factors have contributed to the above indicated socio-economic and 

cultural changes among which the following are more salient: the spread of formal 

education, - the improvement of medical services and transport facilities, the 

development of the new Sudanese state and establishment of formal peace keeping 

institutions, the deterioration of the environmental conditions in Dar Zaghawa which 
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have resulted in populätion exodus and cultural contact . These factors are likely to 

have affected the Zaghawa religious life as well, as it is held true that what happens to a 

people generally happens also to their faith (Geertz 1968 : 56 ). I intend to scrutinize 

these factors in more detail below and see how far they managed to facilitate this 

change. 

In the past , most of the Sudanese used to send their youngsters to the khalwa 

(Quranic schools ). When the formal education system was introduced by the British, 

the majority of the population, with the exception of the families of the tribal elites, 

remained reluctant to send their children to the government schools (see Ahmed 1979). 

The Zaghawa were no exception. Although the children of the kir bore entered the 

government schools, the miskin continued to send their children to the Quranic schools. 

No doubt the memorization of the Quran in the khalwa enhances the devotion of 

the worshippers and their spiritual exaltation' and emotional satisfaction. But as the 

Zaghawa are bilingual, committing the whole Quran to memory alone without 

adequately understanding its meaning falls short of enlarging the students' religious 

perception. Therefore, one of the main factors which has contributed to improving the 

religious knowledge among the 'Zaghawa, as elsewhere in the Sudan, is the 

introduction of the formal education system in which Islamic religion is taught , by 

trained teachers, in schools as one subject among many others. In general, the 

religious lessons taught in schools include memorization of the Quran, as in the 

khalwa , 
in addition to siy_ra , hadith ,f gih and ibadat which are essential for widening 

the students' religious scope and their understanding of different aspects of the faith. 

According to Lampen, 'ýthe governor of Darfur in the late 1940s, formal 

education in Darfur was introduced long after the rest of Northern Sudan and it had not 

started even by 1918 ( Lampen 1949: 731/2/28 ). El Tigani Haroun, a senior 

education officer stated that the government schools were not known in Dar Zaghawa 

until 1947 when the first subgrade school was built in Umburu. But , even then, 

except for members of the royal families and their associates, the commoners turned 
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their backs on such schools. A report on the administration of the Sudan states that 

there were 70 pupils at Kutum elementary school in 1940, mainly sons of the Zaghawa 

chiefs, ( see report on the administration of the Sudan 1939-41: 178-9 ) and the 

commoners continued to send their children to the Quranic schools until the late 1950s 

and the early 1960s. There were two main reasons for this. The one was that many 

Zaghawa considered children at school age as the productive members of the household 

whom they could not do without. According to some informants, in those days the 

miskin , who depended heavily on animal husbandry, could send their children to the 

government school only when children failed to look properly after the herds. For 

example, when a boy repeatedly exposed the flock of sheep to hyenas, the father 

instead of beating him, would send him to school because he would be punished by the 

school teachers whenever he made a mistake. 
,. 
The second and most important reason was that the commoners viewed the 

khalwa as a native and traditional institution whose graduates normally became fkis 

who performed important services greatly demanded by the Zaghawa society. In 

contrast to this traditional system, the ultimate objectives of the government education 

system introduced by the British were obscure even to the tribal chiefs and were yet to 

be discovered. This gave rise to rumours that whoever pursued his higher education 

outside Darfur would be taken away by the British and never return to his family. 

Mahmoud Bashir Jammaa, the first Zaghawi from the non-royal families who joined 

the government school in 1936, told me that when the chief of Dar Tuer was asked by 

the British to nominate a quota of children from his dar to proceed with their formal 

education in central Sudan, far away from, Dar Zaghawa, the chief feared losing his 

own children because of such rumours and sent them to the khalwa . Mahmoud 

believes that the melik nominated him and others instead of his own children to test the 

viability of such schools, though Suliman Mustafa, who went together with him to Al 

Duweim, rejects this allegation and related their choice merely to their academic 

competence. But Mahmoud's father, who was himself literate and had visited central 
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Sudan, Egypt and Saudi-Arabia, encouraged Mahmoud to accept the nomination and 

not to worry because education could only elevate his status and put him ahead of his 

peers. He was proved right because Mahmoud eventually became deputy governor of 

Darfur and was the Minister of Irrigation in the central government when I interviewed 

him in 1988. This attitude towards the government schools was common not only 

among the Zaghawa but in the neighbouring communities as well. According to 

Mahmoud, a boy who was nominated from Melit feared the consequences of his 

dubious journey and jumped from the lorry on the way to school and ran for safety 

over the mountains. But he later regretted it when those who went to school became 

important figures, not only in Darfur but in the Sudan as a whole. 

- Today the situation is different. Formal education is sought equally by children 

of the royal families and commoners as well as the mai . When the miskin and the mai 

realized that the informal education did little to prepare their children for the new job 

opportunities, many of them began to send their children to government schools so that 

they too would gain access to the lucrative high salaried positions. The government 

schools are now found in different parts of Dar Zaghawa. As can be seen from Table 

-12, the number of primary schools in Dar Zaghawa has increased from only 4 in 1963 

to 30 by 1989. - A total of 447. pupils sat their post primary school examination in 1989 

as against 120 in 1963. Furthermore, there are now 6 intermediate schools in Dar 

Zaghawa whereas until 1968 there was none. 

Both the formal and informal schooling contributed in educating the young 

Zaghawa children on the basis of the values of the Arabic/Islamic culture in the Sudan. 

Instead of seeking fame through taking lashes in public or showing bravado through 

nefariously stealing the Atawiya and the Kababish Arab camels which involves high 

risk and therefore the highest prestige, the Zaghawa youths who either went to the 

khalwa or the government school were exposed to an alternative Islamic vision of life 

which is hostile to all such acts. Formal education did not only open new religious 

horizons and perceptions for the Zaghawa youths but, perhaps more importantly, 
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Table 12: The Number of Government Schools in Dar Zaghawa 

in 1963 and 1989 

year primary schools. intermediate schools 

boys girls mixed total boys girls total 

., 
1963 
1989 

220 
11 9 10 

4 
30 

00 
42 

0 
6 

developed critical minds which started to question what had been taken for granted by 

the Zaghawa community such as the efficacy of the ha manda and the urbo manda , 

various forms of mani and the divinatory techniques. For example, during my 

fieldwork, while I was constantly visiting the gorras la goyras and the badas regularly 

and persuading them to explain to me how they practise their divinatory techniques, 

many Zaghawa secondary and university students, in addition to Ansar al sunna al 

Mohamediya ,a reformist religious group which diffused from Saudi Arabia, were 

fervently preaching to the Zaghawa in mosques and public speeches that according to 

the'sunna of the prophet it is wrong to consult the b ada , algovra and gorras . These 

religious reformers were also telling the Zaghawa that whoever consults a diviner and 

believes in what he/she has said to him commits shirk for that is tantamount to equating 

him/her with Allah, the sole knower of hidden things. They also rejected the mythical 

story of sayidna Gabriel narrated by some Zaghäwa to justify their practice of go., 

showing its falsity by peppering their speeches with quotations from the Quran and the 

hadith . This social environment hindered the flow of information I was trying to 

obtain and made it difficult for me to elicit my informants' views, particularly when the 

Quranic verses have been recited to justify that it was inappropriate for a Muslim to 

practice divination: The fact that I was a local anthropologist studying my own people 

was, however, very much in my favour for I was able to consult diviners who were 
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less influenced by the ideas of these young religious reformers. But this was not also 

without its difficulties. For instance, when it became known in such a social 

environment that I had been consulting a famous diviner in a particular village or 

regularly visiting the diviners and persuading them to perform activities which were 

recently described as hirk3might arouse suspicion among some members of the 

community that I was completely indifferent to religious matters in pursuing my study. 

Perhaps more seriously, I would have been suspected to encourage the diviners by my 

mere visit to their houses and thus hindering them from being good Muslims. My 

awareness of the possibility of such doubts and suspicions made me either to visit the 

diviners during the night or alternatively to invite them to my own house on the market 

days, when they came to the market centre where I lived. This enabled me to elicit 

information from them without causing any such suspicions. The fact that the Zaghawa 

women started their formal education only recently and that there still is a much smaller 

, number of girls' than the boys' schools ( see Table 12 ), perhaps explains why many 

Zaghawa women still believe in the efficacy of the turga mani, ha mani and the bada. 

As a result of improving their religious perception through joining both the 

formal and the informal education system, the Zaghawa renounced some of their 

previous practices, particularly the aggu_r_ bra onga Ar. ; marriage by elopement ). 

This became possible by the gradual uprooting of the causes which gave rise to this 

kind of marriage. In the past, the Zaghawa used to marry off their daughters to men 

whom they chose for, them on the basis of the concept of kafa'a ( equity of status ) 

other things being equal ( for more details see Sabiq 1977 Vol. 2: 125--137,143-- 

154 ). This was an 
ürf 

approved by the Maliki school of thought which was therefore 

accepted by the official courts of law in the Sudan until 1960, when it was superseded 

by the Hanafi school which rejects wela a Al ijbar i. e. the right of the fathers or the 

wells to force into marriage their unmarried daughters or their daughters whose 

previous marital relationship has been terminated for one reason or another and who are 

feared to become immodest ( see Al Aggad 1986: 76). Parents used to give their 

292 



daughters in marriage either to their relatives in order to perpetuate their kinship ties or 

to rich men who could pay the bridewealth. But in some cases they chose men of some 

influence with whom they sought to create alliances to secure future assistance. It has 

been stated earlier that in rare cases when manslaughter was committed by a member of 

a family, its members were recommended to give a daughter or sister in marriage to a 

member of the victim's family in an attempt to turn the hostile relationship into a cordial 

one. This situation used to encourage some young women who were not satisfied with 

their parents' choice to reverse their parents' decision and to run away with their lovers 

as a last resort. But to avoid being avenged by the men to whom they had already been 

promised by the parents, such' young couples used to travel and stay with a relative 

who lived among other ethnic groups. They looked for a faki to legalise their marriage. 

According to one informant, many Zaghawa youths who ran away with their wives in 

the past stayed in Dar Tama, because among the Tama as he said, it was the father who 

prepared his daughter's 
_hi Li ( bed ). This means that even if a father succeeded in 

tracing his daughter there he was forced to abide by the laws of the territory and prepare 

a bed for his daughter instead of separating her from her husband. After some time 

when tempers have cooled down and the matter has been forgotten, the elders of the 

young man's family would negotiate with the woman's family and persuade them to 

settle the dispute by accepting the kava which would enable the young couple to return 

home and live peacefully. 

Now with the spread of education in Dar Zaghawa and with the introduction of 

the laws of the Hanafi school in the sha courts, many fathers have become less rigid 

in forcing their daughters' to accept their arranged marriages. Fathers also find it 

difficult to arrange marriages of their educated daughters without the latters' consent , 

for today women who are not pleased with their parents' decision appeal to court of law 

instead of running away with their lovers. Therefore, it is more accurate to state that at 

present women' select their future spouses secretly and tell them to ask their parents or 

brothers, who assume authority over them, for their hands formally. But although 
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parents are now becoming less rigid in this concern, they still insist on preserving their 

right of vetoing the choice of their daughters to ensure that their marriages are within 

the limits sanctioned by the Zaghawa traditional customs. For instanc a if a young 

woman agreed to marry a mai , her parents would not only disagree with her but 

would do everything possible to prevent. the marriage from taking place, as it would 

negatively, affect the honour and the prestige of the family, for decades. But if a girl 

decides. to marry- a man from an inferior bed family, many parents intervene and 

terminate, her decision on socio-economic grounds. They, maintain that since their 

daughters would return with their children to their family of, orientation when divorced 

, or neglected by their husbands, they must have a say in the choice of their husbands to 

make sure not only that they are kafu ( their equals) but also that the prospective 

marriage relationships will be durable and stable. Parents believe that due to their age, 

they, know about, the background and, the character of the men who betroth their 

, 
daughters better than the daughters themselves. The reason is that no woman in Dar 

Zaghawa, is allowed to meet her suitor in the open. To, justify their claims, parents 

often cite the proverb wad al far yatla haffar Ar. ( Lit. the progeny of a rat will surely 

shovel the ground) which means that the suitors are but copies of their fathers. But , 

through acquiring a high level of education and occupational prestige many ordinary 

, Zaghawa youths, who, were considered not kafu otherwise, managed for the last two 

decades to elevate their, social status. In order to ascertain a person's status, many 

Zaghawa nowadays ask ", What-is his job, ? 
." , 

instead of the traditional question 

" Whose son is he ? ". 

As a result of all this change, the term kafu itself has now been redefined to 

apply; solely,, to : an individual instead, of to his whole family. This, however, has 

enhanced the position of the young Zaghawa women and enabled them to choose their 

future husbands without being vetoed by, their parents. But as the presence of a well 

( guardian ) is indispensable for the legalization of marriage in Islam ( see Sabiq 1977 

�Vol. 
2: 56--60 ), even, though many women today, choose their future spouses 
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themselves, they still need to ask, their welis in the end to approve their choice and 

announce it to the public. 

If i the father, refuses to accept the daughter's chosen husband for any reason, 

her paternal uncle or any other close patrilateral relative may intervene and act as her 

lawful weli and implement her marriage as long as the chosen spouse is a reasonable 

person. If none of her patrilateral relatives is ready to do so, she may marry through 

the court . The court will issue the couple with the necessary documents which will 

allow them to live as husband and wife in the same locality without resorting to aggur 

as in the past. But such a course of action is too risky for the woman, for should her 

husband divorce her, she has, through her act , severed all links with her family of 

orientation. 

The contribution of education in the growth of religious consciousness among 

the Zaghawa is by no means confined to the realm of marriage. Harir ( 1986) pointed 

out that in-1983 the ajawid of two conflicting parties who were adjudicating a case of 

manslaughter unquestionably nullified a settlement which they had already reached on 

the basis of their tribal n (custom ) and unanimously agreed on one based on the 

Islamic shari'a law., This happened when one of the pointed out that an Islamic 

settlement of the dispute has been unequivocally specified in the Quran and that , as 

Muslims, they should apply only if there was no provision for such a case in the 

Quran (Harir 1986: 231,246--7 ). This, Harir believes is a sign of social and religious 

change which has far--reaching implications in the Zaghawa society ( ibid. ). 

Another salient aspect of religious change in the Zaghawa society made possible 

by education is the renunciation of drinking alcohol over the last two decades by a large 

number of people. In the past, many ordinary Zaghawa used to drink guru or merisa 

(Ar. ; local. beer ). It was considered necessary for performing particular activities 

such as house or well construction and nefir ( collective labour) in weeding, most 

notably the weeding of the mother-in-law's farm. Whenever an individual wanted 

others to assist him in performing any of these activities, he had to offer them guru 
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despite his knowledge that it had been forbidden by Islam. The kir bores and the 

dignitaries of the community also used to drink mask (a superior type of guru ) which 

was thought appropriate to their high status. A kirk bore who used not to drink maska 

was no kird bore and so maska became not a diet as many people mistakenly believe but 

an important social marker which could determine peoples' status. Consequently,, 

anyone who assumed some importance could not help but drink maska and invite his 

neighbours for feasts on different occasions, and to offer them food and mask to 

validate his high status. As the preparation of maska was laborious and time 

consuming it required the chiefs, princes and 'big men' of the community to enter into 

polygamous marriages to be' able to produce large quantities of food and drink to satisfy 

the guests and to maintäin'their social status. 

Now due to the spread of education and the steadily growing awareness of the 

demands of their religious duties, the Zaghawa have relinquished drinking drastically. 

One school teacher-told me that until the late sixties he was an addict of mask . He 

later stopped drinking, notI because he suddenly discovered that drinking maska is 

haram in Islam, but because of the social pressure which was exerted upon him by the 

members of the local community who started to stigmatize him. He stated that by the 

time the ex--president Nimeiri applied 'sharia law' and the consumption of alcohol 

became" punishable bylaw, the majority of the Zaghawa had already renounced 

drinking on their own. He also stated that the number of people who drink m ris in 

Karnoyi township dropped sharply from 90 % in the mid 1970s to only about 15 % in 

1988. It is of course difficult to get accurate and reliable statistics concerning this 

sensitive issue, as there is a possibility that many people may still drink secretly at 

home. 

Several factors are thought to be responsible for the abandoning of drinking in 

Dar Zaghawa. Firstly, when many Zaghawa recognized the importance of the formal 

education, children from all over Dar Zaghawa competed for the limited vacancies in 

Karnoyi elementary school. The majority of these children, when they successfully 
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completed their elementary school, failed to proceed with their education in government 

schools due to their advanced age. Many of them joined the police and the armed 

forces but some of them decided to pursue their schooling in the "El Fasher Religious 

Institute" which could admit anyone with reasonable qualifications so long as he was 

able to accommodate himself. After completing both the intermediate and the secondary 

levels, studying subjects more or less related to the Islamic culture and a few "modern 

subjects", many of these students were appointed as elementary school teachers in 

different parts of Dar Zaghawa. Owing to their genuine religious background, many of 

them abandoned guru and maska as haram and convinced their families, relatives and 

members of the community around them to stop drinking. 

It was this category of people who did not tolerate the existence of the ha 

mandas , gurbo mandas and the, be ti mandas which they saw as relics of the pre-- 

Islamic era that should not survive among true believers. They cut or burntdown 

several of these objects of sanctity in various parts of Dar Zaghawa. 

, 
Secondly, when the May regime liquidated the Native Administration in 1971 to 

gain support for its unpopular pro--Marxist social philosophy, the high status of the 

kith bores , , to which -all the Zaghawa used to aspire, started to wane and lose its 

prestige. Although good birth is still important, it has been overtaken through time by 

a high level of education, wealth and the pilgrimage to Mecca as main signs of a high 

social status. With this' enormous change; in Zaghawa attitudes, maska has lost its 

significance as a symbol of kind bores' status. 

Though I, have no statistics to support my impression, it seems to me that in 

Umburu many people stopped drinking. When the majority of the Zaghawa abandoned 

alcohol, brewing beer became not only haram in their, perception but also a socially 

demeaning activity which no woman could undertake without damaging her reputation. 

A tree under. which guru used-to be sold in the past was cut down and it became 

extremely difficult for anyone to obtain it. Those who tried to drink secretly at home 

failed because their wives and mothers refused to brew ur for them. Lastly, the 
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banning of alcohol by decree since 1983 also contributed positively to the general 

decline of guru consumption. 

In the, late 1980s, many people from outside Dar Zaghawa were engaged in 
CamPAiýrý 

locust and camped near Taradona ( the mai ward ). This encouraged some 

maidas , as 'permissible deviants' ( Vaughan 1970: 85 ), to start brewing art for sale . gI 

to meet the unprecedented demand created by the outsiders for whom the concept of 

restricted commensality with the mai was completely alien. The eri could not drink 

guru brewed by the maida , which they regarded as polluted, and hence they boycotted 

the market. But surprisingly, in 1988, I learnt from a> informant in Taradona that it 

was not only the outsiders who visited Taradona regularly in search of gum but some 

beri as well. As it is degrading for a bri to be seen paying regular visits to the mai 

ward, the name Taradona (Ar. ; we have been expelled) which the rmai gave to their 

ward as a mild protest against their segregation was changed by the beri themselves to 

Almaniya, which means Germany in Arabic. The change of the name was explained to 

me by saying that Germany is an industrial country famous for its technology and steel 

industry, and as Taradona also produces iron--works, various agricultural tools and 

miscellaneous handicrafts, in some ways it is similar to Germany. The interpretation of 

the mäis' iron--works as similar to the steel industry of Germany may indicate a shift in 

the beris' perception and evaluation of the whole set of the mais' crafts which may have 

implications for the mais' social mobility in future. 

They Zaghawa townships are centres for the weekly markets which the 

population around them attend to buy and sell their products. Until fairly recently, 

these weekly markets were held on Friday to enable the market visitors also to perform 

the obligatory Friday noon prayer. Now in Karnoyi, Umburu and Furawiya, the 

market days have been changed from Friday to other days of the week in order to free 

the Friday for prayer and other religious services such as tilawa ( recitation of the 

Quran ) and zikir al jump' (supplication between the Friday asr prayer and the sunset ) 

which is a common practice among all the adherents of the Tijaniyya tari a. This is 
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believed by many observers to be a sign of revived religious consciousness among the 

Zaghawa. 

Schools in Dar Zaghawa did not come alone but were accompanied by 

improved communications and by medical services such as dressing centres and 

hospitals. ' This encouraged the Zaghawa to consult the nurses and doctors instead of 
the badas', root healers and fakis. While the educated Zaghawa and most Zaghawa 

men avoid the badas , describing them as tam outiyat ( fervent servants of the devil ), 

many badas succeeded in gaining the acceptance of many Zaghawa women by adopting 

special strategies which have already been explained earlier. A nurse once asked the 

police to expel the bada out of one of the Zäghawa townships, because in his view she 

was hindering'the patients from coming to the dressing centre to be treated properly by 

the western medicine at his disposal. 'As a. result, she was forced to quit the township 

and to settle"in another locality which lies thirty miles from it . But many women, 

including the nurse's close relatives, continued to consult her and travelled all the way 

to her. Many reasons are behind this. Firstly, the as claim the ability to treat some 

illnesses such as dasatir and spirit possession which many people believe the western 

medicine cannot treat properly. Also the nurses' relatively limited knowledge and 

inability to diagnose all sorts of illnesses and the shortage of medicine in remote areas 

are very much in favour of the badas and the fakis who offer themselves as alternative 

healers. Sometimes when the nurse expresses his inability to diagnose the disease of 

particular patients and advises them to see a doctor in town, the high cost of transport , 
high'cost of treatment and living expenses, in addition to the Zaghawa abomination of 

eating in restaurants, discourage many'of them from going to town; they travel instead 

to the nearest bada's village. 

Secondly, some informants stated that they consulted the bada not only to ask 

for treatment but also to find out whether for example, a co--wife or a person with 

whom they had recently'qüärrelled had any role in the illness. 
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Thirdly, to gain acceptance, the badas now claim that the spirits which possess 

them are Muslim jinns to whom the Quran makes reference. As has been mentioned 

earlier, the badas have also incorporated the gubbas and the faki in the process of 

treating their patients. For instance they ask their patients to crawl around a particular 

gubba on several consecutive Wednesdays and to drink ke ib from some respectable 

fakis . This strategy succeeded in persuading many Zaghawa women to continue 

consulting the badas without seeing it against Islam. 

Lastly, a story circulated in Darfur that a_ Sudanese premier who was 

desperately seeking to have children was said to have invited Azza, an outstanding 

young bada from El Fasher, to see if she could help his wife to conceive when all his 

previous attempts had failed. This may have been a mere rumour fabricated by Azza 

herself to elevate her social standingbut, the Zaghawa who know this bada personally, 

firmly, believe that the story is true. Whether true, or false, the story has encouraged 

many Zaghawa women and some, men to continue consulting this particular bada 

without feeling ashamed, since the leaders of the country and some Arabs from outside 

the Sudan also consult her. 

Whatever reasons the Zaghawa women may have for consulting a bada , at 

present many husbands refuse to accompany their wives to a aid for they regard it as 

shirk which is a grave sin in Islam. If a husband is not seen as a God--fearing man and 

still refuses to accompany his wife to a bada or to pay the bill demanded by her on 

grounds that it is shirk , the village women interpret his behaviour as triggered by thrift 

rather than by fear of Allah and exert pressure upon him until he changes his mind. 

Mani has also lost its efficacy not only among the educated Zaghawa but 

among the majority of the men who now regard it as kunuze (superstitions) which only 

the ignorant can believe. The turga mani ,a mani and the gubba mani are now used 

only by the uneducated Zaghawa women. Also the ku mani , which was previously 

used in courts as an oath has now been abandoned. But the bundug mani is still used 
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on rare occasions when an uneducated mai , who many Zaghawa believe still fear these 

devices more than the Holy Quran, is involved in a case. 

The Zaghawa, like many other Darfurians, do not build tombs on graves of 

their dead relatives for it is against the principles of both the Maliki jurisprudence and 

the Tijaniyya fari a, to which many Darfurians adhere. There is only one tomb in 

Darfur which the late Sultan Ali Dinar built for himself in El Fasher before his death. 

There is ä board beside the tomb which states that Ali Dinar was an adherent of the 

Sane aniyya ariwhich is famous in central riverain Sudan where tombs exist in 

proliferation. 

Although the Zaghawa do not build tombs, they believe in the ability of the 

living or dead'weli'( ug bba' )` to' offer assistance and protection to the living by 

interceding'tö Allah. But the belief that ag ubb can affect the living relatives who offer 

consecrated vows, is steadily waning. According to Basi Abdallah Nour, a man in his 

eighties, the gubba can' neither help nor harm anybody. He further elaborated this view 

by'stäting: 

No dead person can help or save, the life of a living person. The dead 
persons themselves need their living relatives to offer sadaga on their 
behalf to atone their minor sins on the day of judgement. If for instance 
all the sheep in a camp were devoured by hyenas with the exception of a 
few sheep of a particular person who had performed the rite of air' to a 
gubba , those few sheep were saved not because of the performance of 
the rite but because Allah predestined their safety whether or not their 
owner had performed the rite to the gubba. 

I was also told by a Hajj who returned from Mecca that although light was 

emanating from his mother's grave just a week after her burial, he neither sacrificed nor 

delineated her grave as others usually do. All he had to do for his mother after her 

death, he said, was to ask Allah to bless her soul but not to ask her intercession after 

her death because he can ask Allah directly. This particular man followed a view of the 

'ulam that Muslims should not seek assistance from a dead person regardless of 

his/her piety. For instance, in am al ramada (a well known famine year during the time 
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of the Caliph Omar), choosing not to visit the prophet's grave and implore Allah there, 

Sayidna Omar is reported to have raised instead the arm of Al Abbas, the prophet's 

living uncle, and said, "Oh Allah we desperately seek Your favour and ask You to send 

us rain in abundance and rescue us from deprivation through the intercession of Your 

messenger's uncle" (Al Bukhari Vol. 2: 512, Al Shargawi 1986 ). 

Owing to the geographical location of Dar Zaghawa and the recalcitrance of its 

people, it was described in the past as the least tractable area in Northern Darfur 

(Lampen 1947: 731/2/65). However, the development of the new Sudanese state and 

the establishment of the national police force and the formal judicial system have 

enhanced the administration of justice even there. The Zaghawa now do not need to 

resort to feud as they used to do in the past in order to right the wrong. The random 

beating of the fugitive's near kin to force the whole lineage to give in and pay the kava , 
in case of adultery, and diyg , in case of murder, is considered unlawful and punishable 

by law. As in Islam any individual is held responsible for his own deeds and bears no 

responsibility for others' conduct , the punishment of the fugitive's relatives 

contravenes the Islamic principles, and many educated and self respecting individuals 

neither practise it nor support those who do. 

In the past, the Zaghawa were confined to their territory. Though they used to 

migrate during the extremely dry years as far as Wadi Eribo and Wadi Salih in western 

Darfur to survive the famines ( see chapter 1 ), they used to return to their traditional 

homeland by the onset of the. first rains. When some families tried to stay behind in 

areas of Marla, Um Karduse and Niyala, they were forced by their chiefs to resume 

their journey to Dar Zaghawa. Chiefs were afraid that if Zaghawa were allowed to stay 

behind in Dar al--Said , Dar Zaghawa would be depopulated through time and they 

would become chiefs of empty territories. 

- There is evidence which indicates that the authorities of El Fasher town until 

the early 1950s systematically expatriated the Zaghawa migrants to their homeland on 

the grounds of maintaining public peace and law and order ( see deliberations of the 
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committee of 'the special affairs' of El Fasher town council on 16/2/1950,16/3/1950, 

20/7/1950,29/3/1953,22/1/1955 and 21/6/1955 ). As a result, with the exception of a 

few foreign fakis who traversed the Zaghawa territory to provide religious services to 

the community in exchange for animals and cash, and a few Fur, Kaitinga and 

merchants from riverain Sudan, the Zaghawa had little contact with outsiders. This 

situation kept them in relative isolation from outside influences and contributed to the 

preservation of their own culture from being waived out by the predominant Sudanese 

culture. 

Only after the recent droughts and famine which started at the close of the 

sixties, many Zaghawa moved out of their traditional area to stay permanently among 

other ethnic groups in Darfur and the wider Sudanese society. Many of these migrants 

sold their remaining livestock and eventually settled in the urban centres of Darfur such 

as El Fasher, Niyala and El Gineina but many others migrated to the Arab oil producing 

countries to earn capital. After accumulating the necessary capital from abroad, most of 

the Zaghawa migrants became merchants in the urban centres. They all realized that in 

order to succeed in the urban situation they had to face life with utmost rationality and 

get rid of many of their old customs which could not cope with the urban situation, 

such as regarding trade as the activity of misers and refraining from eating in 

restaurants as fadiha ( shameful ). Now they do not only eat in restaurants but 

themselves own restaurants and hotels in El Fasher and Melit . Furthermore, the 

existence of ° hospitals and specialized doctors in towns made it inconvenient for the 

Zaghawa migrants to consult the badas , root healers and fakis. ,- 

In the past , many Zaghawa spent their time in animal rearing and spared no 

time to pray regularly or learn more about their religion. Today, those who have settled 

in the urban centres not only perform their five daily prayers but strive to perform them 

congregationally in mosques. Many of them also attend the circles of zikir, , tilawa and 

a'wid which are held in mosques and zawi a. on regular basis. Through time, even 

those who could only request the village fakis to officiate at birth, marriage and death 
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rituals on their behalf because of their illiteracy themselves became imams (prayer 

'leaders ) and knowledgeable people. They can themselves now officiate at these rituals 

on the basis of the sunna and adjudicate disputes between husbands and wives without 

letting them proceed to the law courts. According to one of these self educated 

migrants, if a husband and wife refused their verdict and took their case to the law 

court , the judge would only confirm their verdict for they too consult the same texts 

and sources used by the judge. 

The overwhelming presence of the Zaghawa in religious study circles in urban 

centres and their regular performance of congregational prayer in mosques led many of 

them to conceive that they were more religious than the neighbouring ethnic groups, 

whose members do not show up regularly in these religious gatherings to the same 

degree. Their neighbours, on the other hand, reject these allegations as ethnocentric. 

Though they confirm that the Zaghawa constitute an overwhelming majority among 

those who attend the halms (a religion study circle ), they do not consider this alone 

to be a sufficient evidence of their religiosity. To them, many Zaghawa are only 

nominal Muslims, who venerated sacred mountains and trees in their traditional 

homeland, and have encountered pure Islam only recently when they came to live in 

the urban centres and mixed with the 'ulama . They became aware of the great 

difference between Islam as being interpreted by the 'ulama and that of the itinerant 

fakis who themselves know only little about Islam. On the whole, the other ethnic 

groups see no wonder in the apparent interest of Zaghawa migrants in religious 

knowledge; for them it is a sign that they are new converts who have discovered Islam 

only in towns. 

Until the 1960s, the ansar , the Tijaniyya and the itinerant fakis from outside the 

community were the only religious spokesmen among the Zaghawa. Today, most of 

the advocates of the religious reform are educated young, mainly Muslim Brothers and 

'amäa ansar gl_ sunna al Mohamediva . The call for the return to the Islamic roots or the 

pristine Islam applied by the prophet and the rightly guided Caliphs is a phenomenon 
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which many scholars ( see for example MacMichael 1934: 42, Voll 1982 : 339, 

Munson 1988: 13 and Dekmejian 1985: 6--7) believe to be a natural response to the 

acute social crises and feelings of injustice and oppression among many Muslim 

communities and social groups within these communities which make them susceptible 

to the call of religious reform movements of the usuli3jn ( the Islamic fundamentalists ). 

To understand and explain the reasons which have led to the emergence of these two 

new trends of Islam among the Zaghawa, a glimpse at the socio--political situation in 

the Sudan is necessary. 

Viewing the country by and large, Sufi orders and popular Islam had been 

influencing the political life of the Sudan since independence ( Henderson 1965, Al-- 

Shahi 1987, Warburg 1981 and Holy 1989: 15 ). The Umma and the National 

Unionists, the two political arms of the ansar and the Khatmiya ari as respectively, 

were the major political parties in the country. Neither of the two major political parties 

was able to acquire the absolute majority in-the parliament which would enable it to 

form a government , and after each elections a coalition government of these two 

parties ruled the country. 

As Warburg indicated, despite the existence of an educated elite with political 

aspirations, "the real masters of the Sudanese politics are the leaders of the popular 

Islam particularly the head of the ansar ... and of the Khatmiya " (Warburg 1981: 308). 

The outflanking and subordination of the educated elites created wide resentment 

among many enlightened men and women from outside the Merghani and the Mahdi 

families. When being asked by the party bureau to abdicate his office to Al-Sayid 

Al-Sadig'Al-Mahdi, the, late' Mohamed Ahmed Mahjoub, the ex--prime minister 

representing the Umma party, commented angrily that " ... they seem to consider the 

rule of the state as booty to be inherited and divided between them, to the exclusion of 

other members of the party who did not belong to the Mahdi family" ( quoted in 

'Warburg 1981 : 310 ). I intend to discuss below the effect of this state of affairs on 

Zaghawa politics. 
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I have already stated that the Zaghawa were mainly adherents of the Tijaniyya 

aria which emanated from North Africa. But eventually the ansa ri ari a found its 

way to the area by 1946 when Al Sayid Al Siddik Al Mahdi visited Darfur and ordered 

zawiya Al Rahmaniya to be built in Dar Zaghawa ( see chapter 3 ). 

No one made genuine attempts in the past to propagate among the Zaghawa the 

Khatmiya tara , which is still dominant in Eastern Sudan, and with the exception of 

a few individuals who adopted this tariga on their own, the majority of the Zaghawa 

remained either Tijaniyya or ansar. In essence, the Tijaniyya ari is a non-political 

order which seeks salvation and creation of God-fearing persons without mobilizing 

them for any political action, in contrast to the Ans i and the Khatmiya . This 

situation made the Umma a dominant political party in the area. The Khatmiya ari 

was able to gain some ground in the far western peripheries of the country only later, 

when Ismail Al Azhari, who later became president of the Sudan, arrived at Kutum to 

establish a base for his party in western Sudan. According to Mahmoud Bashir, who 

was a student at the university of Khartoum at the time, he and Azhari addressed the 

Zaghawa chiefs and urged them to participate in the national politics and support either 

of the two main political parties as the only possible way to develop their territory. As 

a result , some Zaghawa were recruited to the membership of the National Unionists 

(later Democratic Unionists) party. But even so, many of them remained Tijaniyya 

instead of automatically becoming Khatmi . 

As among many other Sudanese communities, the asabiya and the kinship ties 

had greatly coloured the Zaghawa political life. This was expressed in one of their 

proverbs that "should your old deserted footwear be of any use to a dog, throw it to 

your own dog". Although this saying was more concerned with the day--to--day 

activities and the internal politics, the Zaghawa seemed to apply it also to intertribal and 

wider Sudanese politics, for I heard it for the first time during a parliamentary election 

campaign. Despite the fact that many candidates competed for the seat of the Zaghawa 

constituency, Sayid Mahmoud Al Tayib always managed to win the seat in the 
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constituent assembly from 1953 until the military take over of 1958 and the dissolution 

of the political parties. Many observers related his success to two main factors. The 

one was the steadfast support of many Zaghawa of the ansariya tariga under whose 

banner he stood for the elections. Many Zaghawa ansar believed that working for 

dairat al Mahdi and voting for the Umma party in the parliamentary elections were 

obligatory religious duties. 

The other was the strength of his kinship network which many people thought 

was his real power base for there were other ansar who contested him in vain. Sayid 

Mahmoud was the son of the late shartai Al Tayib Salih, chief of dar Gala and half 

brother of shartai El Tigani Al Tayib. He was also the nephew of the Sultan Dosa, 

chief of dar Kobd and brother--in --law of melik Ali Mohamedein, chief of dar Tuer. 

At each election these chiefs exerted influence over their followers and mobilized their 

support for him. 

Unlike many people in Dar Zaghawa who related Sayid Mahmoud's success to 

his strong kinship ties, the imam , the spiritual leader of the ansar , thought otherwise. 

For him it was his own personal blessings and influence over the Zaghawa through the 

manshurat ( leaflets ) which he used to dispatch to them on the eve of every 

parliamentary election that were behind Sayid Mahmoud's success. This led him to 

conclude that the Zaghawa have an uncompromising support for the Umma party, and, 

as fervent ansar, would not dare to turn their backs to his nominee whoever he might 

be. Many informants stated that because there was no effective competition from the 

Democratic Unionists party in Dar Zaghawa, the Umma party considered the seat of the 

Zaghawa constituency as its 'guaranteed seat'. In consequence, it felt no need to offer 

sizeable services to Dar Zaghawa in order to elicit the voters' support for its candidate 

as it used to do in other areas. 

The educated elites and the intellectuals of Darfur realized a long time ago that 

their region lagged behind other parts of the Sudan. After the October ( 1964 ) 

revolution and the removal of the ban on the activities of the political parties, they 
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decided to do something about it . In consequence, they established Jabhat Nahdat 

Darfur ( Lit. the Darfur Renaissance Front ) as a political entity to organize their efforts 

towards accelerating the socio--economic and political development of the region. 

These educated elites believed that the major political parties which had been ruling the 

Sudan since independence were unkeen to develop the region. They accused the 

leaders of the two major political parties of complicity and conspiracy in keeping Darfur 

lagging behind the other regions in order to enable their party elites to win their 

parliamentary seats in Darfur at the expense of the local uneducated party members. To 

justify their accusations, these educated elites often cited the case of Ismail Al Azhari, 

the leader of the National Unionists party and an ex--prime minister who won his 

elections in Umkedada constituency ( eastern Darfur) and later became the president of 

the Sudan, and Mohamed Ziyada Arbab, who won his seat in El Gineina constituency 

(northern Darfur) and later became Minister of Education. The Jabhat hd Darfur 

led by Ahmed Ibrahim Dereij, started to preach to the Darfurians that if their region was 

to develop on equal footing with the rest of the country, they had to elect local educated 

candidates for the parliament who could negotiate and bring home an equal part of the 

national cake, instead of the 'imported' candidates from central Sudan or the 

uneducated Darfurians who were intellectually incompetent to do so. 

The dissemination of these new ideas in Dar Zaghawa after the October 

revolution and prior to the parliamentary elections of 1965 led many people to think of 

Suliman Mustafa'Abbaker as a more suitable candidate than Sayid Mahmoud. The 

reason was that Suliman was a graduate of Bakht al--Ruda ( teacher's training institute ) 

and a successful headmaster who' speaks English and classical Arabic well by the 

standards of Khartoum. Their support of Suliman was enhanced by the news that he 

had been approached by the Zayadiya and the Berti of Melit who wanted to have him as 

their representative in the parliament instead of their own 'children' because of his 

unique charisma. 

308 



When Sayid Mahmoud became aware of the enormous popularity of Suliman 

and of the possibility of his winning the pending parliamentary elections he decided to 

make a pact with him. He suggested to Suliman that he would pull out of the elections 

that year and that Suliman should do so next time. The fact that he had already 

represented the Zaghawa several times in the past and that Suliman was married to his 

sister's daughter were sufficient to justify his decision. Suliman accepted the 

unprecedented offer but failed to promise not to stand for elections next time too, for it 

was up to the Zaghawa whether or not they wanted him as their representative in the 

parliament . 
Meanwhile in Khartoum the imam was striving hard to be installed as president 

of an Islamic republic in the Sudan if only he could achieve the parliamentary majority 

which could enable him to do so ( Henderson 1965: 107, Warburg 1981: 310 ). He 

was caught by surprise when he heard the news from Darfur that Sayid Mahmoud had 

pulled out from the elections without further notice to favour one of his affines, who 

was an opponent of the Umma party. He immediately nominated Mohamed Jammaa, 

another Zaghawi from the Awlad Degain clan who served the daira for decades, to 

stand as contestant to Suliman. But due to the length of time Mohamed Jammaa had 

spent in, the Gezira, Aba and his inability to communicate with the Zaghawa laymen in 

their own language, he appeared almost an outsider to the voters, a fact which was very 

much to Suliman's advantage who won the elections without any serious competition. 

Many Zaghawa did not know at the time that Suliman was a member of the 

Muslim Brotherhood. This was a small but active group of Islamic intellectuals, who 

stood for elections in 1965 with other minority religious groups under the umbrella of 

abha al Mitha al Islami ( the Islamic Charter Front) and whose vision of Islam 

differed from the parochiality of sufi orders represented by the Umma and the 

Democratic Unionists parties (cf. Al--Shahi 1987: 63 ). Although the majority of the 

Zaghawa knew nothing about the Muslim Brothers and Jabhat gl Mithaa Al Islami , they 

felt pride in its representative in Dar Zaghawa for he was an ideal Zaghawi in their eyes. 
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In an interview with Suliman in 1988, he stated that by reviewing the history of various 

Zaghawa groups and the process of appointing their meliks , har ai and Sultans, he 

came to the conclusion that the Zaghawa cherish the just 
, powerful and generous leader 

who sides with the truth regardless of the consequences. Hence in building his political 

career, he tried to embody and internalize these values. This stand made him popular 

and gained him the respect of the miskin all over Dar Zaghawa. 

By the time Suliman became the representative of the Zaghawa constituency in 

the parliament, the Native Administration was growing unpopular in many parts of the 

Sudan and the parliament deliberated at length whether to liquidate it altogether or to 

amend it by separating the judicial and the administrative powers of the tribal chiefs to 

ensure the basic rights of individuals. Among the Zaghawa, the miskin across the four 

territories rose against their incumbent chiefs, accusing them of exploitation and 

oppression. - They refused to pay their animal taxes unless their grievances were 

resolved ( see Harir 1986 ). Zaghawa chiefs considered the accusations as baseless for 

they regarded the animals and the money they had been receiving as ancestral dues 

( iwan ) to which they were entitled by custom. These dues included hag al nasor 

( money paid by the winning party to a kir bore who adjudicated a case in the 

periphery ), hag al. diyafa ( an animal slaughtered for a chief when he visited a im skin ), 

ala darat (Lit. greeting the chief after reaping the harvest: paying part of the product 

to the chief) and fines for premarital conception. All this income enabled the Zaghawa 

chiefs to become effectively centres of redistribution by taking from the wealthy or 

guilty and feeding the guests, helping the poor and assisting the needy. Owing to the 

meagre salaries they used to receive from the government , which could not cover their 

liabilities and sustain their sizable families, chiefs could not do without these ancestral 

dues. 

The miskin appealed to Suliman; their representative in the parliament , to 

intervene'and protect them from being exploited or suppressed by their chiefs. The 

Zaghawa chiefs were-political allies and backbone of the Umma party which was 
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sharing power with the Democratic Unionists party in a coalition government. 

Furthermore, Native Administration, though it embodied loopholes which enabled a 

chief to misuse his power, proved to be of practical importance in the administration of 

the rural areas. For example, considering the country as a whole, in 1963 the native 

courts handled 130,000 case and the native benches of magistrates nearly 50,000 cases 

compared to 21,000 tried by the state courts (Henderson 1965 : 312 ). On top of this, 

Native Administration provided the maintenance of law and order, local administration 

and collection of government revenue with minimum operational cost. Therefore the 

government could not abolish it by a stroke of the pen lest it caused chaos and anarchy 

( Henderson ibid. ). For these reasons, Suliman's efforts in the parliament achieved 

only little success and this stimulated the chiefs to trace his supporters who spearheaded 

the opposition against them and imprison them for not paying their animal tax 

promptly. Suliman went back to Dar Zaghawa and propagated the application of the 

hari' law as the only possible way to fight what he called the "institutionalized 

corruption" in which top civil servants and police authorities in the district sided with 

Zaghawa chiefs and connived with their oppression and misuse of power. 

Zaghawa chiefs could not tolerate Suliman's interference in their affairs. Some 

'of them had doubts whether Suliman, by stirring the miskin against them and making 

Dar Zaghawa uncontrollable, was not actually planning to unite all the Zaghawa miskin 

under his own leadership. ' These doubts and many common interests led the chiefs to 

unite as one party and to fight him in collaboration with the imam in the Gezira Aba, 

who also 'had genuine interest in keeping Suliman outside the parliament for he 

construed him as too nosey. Suliman and few other members of the Islamic Charter 

Front ( ICF) in the constituent assembly often gave the public, through the broadcasted 

parliamentary speeches, the impression that they were the only party in the Sudan keen 

to'apply'the shari'a law, a fact which the imam could not accept. 

The imam summoned Sayid Mahmoud to the Gezira Aba to admonish him for 

handing over the 'natural' Umma seat to the ICF for the sake of maintaining his own 
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kinship ties. Sayid Mahmoud justified his action by stating that the Zaghawa became 

'enlightened' and could not easily be persuaded to vote for him only on the basis of the 

old slogans that serving the daira is an obligatory religious duty if he also did not 

provide tangible services to the constituency. He also explained that Suliman could 

win the elections even if he himself had not pulled out. In a personal communication 

to Sayid Mahmoud at Karnoyi in 1981, he stated that the imam rejected his logic 

saying, "How can the Zaghawa dare to neglect my order; they should have carried out 

my orders even if I had asked them to vote for a tree let alone to a respectable person 

like you". The meeting was short and Sayid Mahmoud was made personally 

responsible for the loss of the 'guaranteed' seat of the Zaghawa constituency. The 

imam threatened to withhold his baraka and material support from him in future 

elections, which he did. During the 1968 elections, he supported Ahmed Mohamedein, 

an intermediate school teacher and brother of melik Ali Mohamedein, chief of dar Tuer, 

against Suliman. But the imam's comments had already reached Dar Zaghawa as 

rumours by that time and angered many people, particularly the educated elites, who 

considered them as an insult to their dignity. In consequence, they shifted their 

allegiance to the ICF and the Muslim Brotherhood, for by then Suliman had managed to 

explain its basic teachings and what it stood for. Thus the Muslim Brotherhood, as a 

new trend in Islam started to gain new recruits from among the educated Zaghawa. It 

offered itself as an alternative religious group to the two dominant sufi orders in the 

area, the Tijaniyya and the ansari a. 

Ironically both Ahmed, and Suliman failed in the elections, though only 

marginally, and Sayid. Mahmoud was returned to the constituent assembly as a 

representative of the Zaghawa constituency. When Suliman lost his parliamentary 

immunity, Zaghawa chiefs used this opportunity to jail him for holding an 

'unauthorized meeting' with many clan elders of dar Tuer. 

It is part of the traditional Zaghawa political process to hold public meetings to 

deliberate the choice of territorial chiefs. The Zaghawa clansmen did not see it as 
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justified to imprison somebody for calling such a meeting and the miskin concluded that 

their chiefs were running short of reasons for jailing Suliman, whom they wanted to 

imprison anyway as a revenge for his unfailing support for their subjects. This act led 

in consequence many miskin to sympathize with him and to support the Muslim 

Brotherhood and the ICF, Suliman's political party, which appeared to be listening to 

their case better than the Umma and the Democratic Unionists parties which the miskin 

regarded as unjust and siding with their chiefs. 

After toppling Nimeiri's regime in 1985, the Muslim Brotherhood together with 

other minority religious groups contested the elections under the name of the National 

Islamic Front ( NIF ). The Front's main objective was to apply the sh ari'a law in the 

Sudan. Equity and justice, which many Sudanese demanded, form part of the Islamic 

system which could not be successfully achieved without applying the whole shari'a 

law. The NIF sought to bring the country's constitution in line with the hs ari'a law 

through the parliamentary procedures and normal political channels ( see Voll 1982: 

339--40 for the views of Hasan al--Turabi, the leader of this group, on the application 

of shari'a in the Sudan ). In order to obtain the necessary parliamentary majority, the 

NIF needed to operate across ethnic groups and boundaries. If, for example, a Berti 

was standing for elections as a representative of the NIF, a Zaghawi who was a 

member of this political party would have to vote for him even if one of his fellow 

tribesmen was a candidate for a different political party in the same constituency. But 

the kinship based politics in Darfur and the reemergence of the ethnic factor in Darfur 

politics after the adoption of the regionalization policy in the Sudan in 1981, did not 

give this NIF strategy much chance of success. 

Many individuals simply sided with their own tribesmen on the basis of 'my 

tribe right or wrong'. With the collapse of security and formal peace keeping devices in 
44e< < the region over the last five years and with the increase of incidents of armed robbery, 

many individuals in the rural areas turned to their tribes as a last resort to provide 

security of life and property. Furthermore, in contrast to other parts of northern Sudan, 
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ministers in Darfur were often chosen on an explicitly tribal basis. This made various 

tribes in the region vote as one bloc for the political parties in order to gain concessions 

from them should any of these political parties form the next government . For 

instance, the Zayadiya always voted for the Umma party and the northern Fur of 

Kebkabiya voted for the Democratic Unionists party. Under such circumstances, if a 

Zaghawi of high calibre was a candidate, for example, for the Umma party in a 

particular constituency, the Zaghawa who supported a member of another ethnic group 

because he was a candidate for the NIF in the same constituency might find it difficult 

to justify their action to their fellow tribesmen. 

Individuals in Darfur were primarily concerned with associating themselves 

with their tribesmen for other reasons. The tribesmen, unlike the party members, were 

under strong obligation to support one another during calamities and unforeseen 

accidents and contribute towards the payment of iy a or k riim should a member 

commit manslaughter. In consequence of all this, only a few people were ready to 

transfer their durable tribal loyalty to a political party for that party might cease to exist 

if a military government seized power in the centre and suspended all political activities. 

Hence it was no wonder that most of the seats won by the NIF during the last elections 

were either 'intellectual seats', or gained from the cosmopolitan centres where tribalism 

did not, play any significant role. Whether or not the NIF could win the election 

depended thus greatly on how far the various ethnic groups in the rural areas of the 

Sudan could resolve the apparent conflict between their tribal and religious loyalties, 

and to what extent they were ready to reject the tribal ideology. 

The 'amaa ansar g_l sunn gl Mohamediya ( JASM) is a more recent reformist 

salafiy-q movement in Dar Zaghawa which advocates the return to the roots of the 

Islamic religion (, the Quran and the sun na of the prophet ). Unlike the Muslim 

Brotherhood, which appeared on the scene as a consequence of the social upheavals of 

the late sixties and the conflict between the miskin and their rulers, the JASM came as a 

result of the steadily diffusing waves of religious awareness from Saudi Arabia, which 
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is the core of the Islamic umm . It emanated through pilgrims and the young 

Zaghawa migrants who stayed for a relatively long period of time in the 'holy land' and 

adapted themselves to the way of life based on the Hanbali madhhab and teachings of 

Mohamed ibn Abdel Wahhab which are both hostile to bid'a ( innovations ). The 

JASM also found its way to Dar Zaghawa through the university and secondary school 

students and the labour migrants to Greater Khartoum and other cosmopolitan centres. 

The students felt ashamed that , 
despite their advanced education and religious 

knowledge, many of their close relatives and co-villagers were still in the "mixed stage" 

of Islam ( Fisher 1973 ). They still offered sacrifices to gubbas and sacred mountains 

in anticipation of good health, children, wealth etc. 

Though, like the Muslim Brothers, the JASM aim at bringing about salvation, 

equity and social justice, they adopt a different technique to achieve these goals. Before 

the military takeover of 1989 and the suspension of the political parties, the JASM were 

critical of the Muslim -Brothers' policy. They often accused the NIF of working 

zealously to achieve the parliamentary majority which would enable it to introduce the 

shari'a law in the Sudan but of not making a similar effort to teach the masses to 

improve their religious knowledge. This made them suspicious that the Muslim 

Brothers were, in fact , solely seeking to rule the country and to reap the privileges 

which such power would provide. This was ironically the same accusation which the 

NIF itself directed at the two major political parties (the Umma and the Democratic 

Unionists ). In their perception, the JASM believe that only through working at the 

grass roots level and by gradually improving individuals' religious understanding can 

the Shari' law be possibly embraced by the masses themselves through the ballot box. 

Hence they made it their point to work at the bottom level of the society to enhance the 

religious knowledge of the individuals through offering speeches after the Friday noon 

prayers and occasional gatherings like the funerals and marriage ceremonies. 

In Dar Zaghawa, the JASM lay special emphasis on the purification of the 

individuals' agida ( belief) from shirk ( heresy ) and the blind adherence to tribal 
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customs and the Sufi orders. This led them to be hostile towards the veneration of 

the sacred mountains, gubbas and founders of the ufi orders. Many of the JASM I 

interviewed stated that their immediate objective was to save their families and the near 

kin from Hell fire on the day of judgement. This they did by teaching them not to fall 

unknowingly in shirk through the performance of customary practices such as smearing 

bet i manda and gurbo manda with butter, offering consecrated vows to particular 

mountains and gubbas and asking the badas to help them to have children. In their 

view, all such practices are nothing but clear shirk. 

The JASM believe that it is not necessary for a Muslim to follow a religious 

tart a other than that of the prophet (cf. Voll 1982 : 61 ) for the prophet is reported to 

have said, "I have left among you that which if only you could stick to you would 

surely never stray: the Quran and the sunna of the messenger of Allah" (Ibn Taymiya 

1982 ). This'call for the return to the basic and fundamental sources of the Islamic 

religion led others to describe the'JASM as salafivin or usuliyin ( fundamentalists ) 

though they describe themselves only as the true believers who can save the Islamic 

faith from the stain of bid'a 
. 

Generally speaking, the adherents of the sufi art as regard themselves as the 

most'fervent believers. They condemn anyone who has not been following any 

religious order by stating, "He who has no sheikh ( leader of tariga ), must have Satan 

is his sheikh". Nevertheless, they are themselves interpreted by the JASM as marginal 

( cf. 'Lewis 1986: 95). The JASM criticize the tart as for their devotion to their 

founders and for invoking the names of their sheikhs instead of Allah. 

In turn, the JASM as well as the Tijaniyya, who both wish to stay aloof from 

politics, are criticized by the Muslim Brothers as short-sighted. The Muslim Brothers 

criticize them for attempting to achieve spiritual salvation while staying passively in 

zawivas and supplicating several thousand times every day without actively 

participating in politics. In the Muslim Brothers' perception, Allah did not send the 

prophet only to teach the Muslims how to achieve salvation but also how to live in this 
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world. Therefore the Muslim brothers are of the belief that staying back and allowing 

the country's politics to take its own course without the Muslim groups playing a direct 

and active role in it is a dangerous strategy. They believe this would only help the 

opponents to win the parliamentary elections and give them an opportunity to use their 

legitimate power and authority to prevent anyone from talking to the masses on the 

street corners or attending any gatherings of zikir in mosques after Friday noon 

prayers. 

The JASM also believe that a true Muslim should not be deterred by the concern 

for his reputation and by the fear of fadiha ( shame) from implementing what he 

believes to be a right course of action on the basis of Islam. Accordingly, many of 

them, on their return home from Khartoum or Saudi Arabia, refrain from greeting the 

young village women by shaking hands as others do or from the conventional way of 

greeting elderly women by lowering their shoulders and arms so that the woman can 

touch them. Many among the JASM also instructed their female relatives to wear head 

scarfs and modest dresses. 

Despite their differences in approach, both the Muslim brothers and the JASM 

criticize the Zaghawa who abstain from eating the meat of an animal which has been 

slaughtered by a woman or an uncircumcised man, even if Allah's name has been 

mentioned prior to the'killing, but at the same time eat the meat of an animal sacrificed 

to a ug. bba or a sacred "Mountain. Both groups regard the latter as ma i( polluted 

meat) as mentioned in the Quran. In their view, the Zaghawa who do not see things in 

the same way as they"do are ignorant and Muslims only in name. 

The JASM who live in towns renounce the furash and the sadaga performed 

for dead relatives as bid'a . When one of their relatives dies, immediately after the 

burial they thank those who have attended the funeral and tell them that there will be no 

furash and that people should go home instead of returning to the deceased person's 

household to make karäma and istighfar . 

317 



Although the JASM persuaded many people in Dar Zaghawa to renounce the 

badas , mani and sacred mountains and trees, they had only little success with their 

other views. For instance, many Zaghawa were surprised to hear that furash and 

sadaga were not Islamic practices because in Zaghawa community these rituals are 

conducted by the most knowledgeable fakis . 

The use of hiiäb ( amulets) is one of the important issues on which many 

Zaghawa disagree with the JASM. The JASM, who regard any kind of mediation as 

heresy, consider wearing hijäb as a grave sin. According to them, those who wear 

hijäb believe that it works on its own accord and thus implicitly deny the supremacy of 

Allah. They also object to hijäb on the ground that some of them contain elements 

which cannot be traced to Islam. The Zaghawa who wear hijäb state that their use of it 

derives from their belief in the power of the Quranic verses and the names of Allah 

which are employed in them. Also, as hijäbs are written by fakir , the Zaghawa who 

wear them consider themselves good Muslims compared to those who still use kwi 

and sorcery., 

The Zaghawa have also rejected adamantly the JASM's views on their gender 

relationship and the discrimination against the ai . It is women's duty to bring water 

and firewood to the household and to carry out most of the agricultural activities, 

especially harvesting and threshing the millet crop, cooking food and looking after 

children. This division of labour is based on the mythical story of the moan dollow 

described in chapter 2. If a married man is seen milking cows, goats or sheep, or 

erecting a hash ( straw wall made of millet stalks and wood), which are all women's 

duties, he is described as mamluke marah i. e. controlled by his wife, and this seriously 

damages his reputation as a man. For this reason, no man is willing to perform these 

activities. 

The JASM believe that since in Islam men are held responsible for providing 

livelihood for their households, these activities should be part of men's duties. They 

either carry them out themselves or they hire somebody else to perform them, but they 
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do not let their women to perform them. This attempt to change the existing division of 

labour brought many Zaghawa men into conflict with the JASM. Any woman who 

becomes influenced by the JASM views and refuses to carry out her traditional duties 

risks divorce or punishment by her husband. Alternatively, her husband may marry an 

additional wife who is willing to perform the traditional women's duties. Despite the 

fact that many Zaghawa are eager to enhance their religious knowledge, there exists a 

substantial evidence that they do not encourage their wives to have an advanced 

religious knowledge beyond the five pillars of Islam which would enable them to claim 

their rights. 

. 
An important aspect of the Zaghawa social life which resists change is the 

discrimination against mai . Despite the conscious efforts of both JASM and the 

Muslim Brothers to bring an end to this social problem and to adopt a more Islamically 

satisfying pattern of interaction with mai , 
it seems that this goal can be achieved only 

gradually and through time. The reason is that discriminating against ni itself had 

been paradoxically justified by myths and the Lis' religious interpretation based on 

their perception of Islam. This interpretation is different from that of the 'ulama . 

Although the fakis can recite the Quran by heart 
, they were not taught of it in the 

kh&lw. q which is essential for anybody who wants to translate the Quran ( see Ahmed 

1967: 210 ). Many Zaghawa believe that discriminating against mai is justified by the 

Book, which for the illiterate means anything that is written and kept by the aki . 

, Hence at present the majority of the Zaghawa refrain from eating with the mai or having 

intermarital relationships with them in the belief that their action is warranted by the 

Book. For example, an-old beri at Karnoyi described to me how he was stirred to 

anger on one of the IM days, when an educated mai took the platform immediately after 

the imam (prayer leader) finished the prayer, and addressed the worshippers stating 

that there is nothing called mai in Islam, and that the beri have not a single justification 

to discriminate against them on the basis of the Quran and s nn , and not a single eýri 

would standup and silence him. He believed that there exists at least a good Islamic 
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justification for the discrimination against the mai even though he could not because of 

his illiteracy, specify the exact religious doctrine that justifies it but would not 

understand why the knowledgeable people in the mosque did not 'open their mouths' 

to refute the mai's claims. It was this mentality and prejudice against the mj i which 

incited some beri at Furawiya to beat up their imam when they discovered that despite 

his advanced religious knowledge and competence he was only a mai . What they 

were unaware of is the fact that the discrimination against the mai group is only part of 

the Zaghawa distinctive religious culture, and cannot be traced to Islam as interpreted 

by the'ulama , and that none of the neighbouring ethnic groups in Darfur share their 

views on the blacksmiths or the mai . 
Nevertheless, due to the gradual expansion of formal education in Dar Zaghawa 

and due to the fact that many Zaghawa have lived among other Sudanese communities, 

who do not discriminate against the mai , many Zaghawa have become aware that all 

the reasons for mai's discrimination offered by the akin or the -bsri are false. They 

believe that these reasons are mainly based on a mythical story of a gazelle, which 

could not have really spoken to a mai who caught her in his ubo . These beri also 

reject the justification that the mai as a group had been afflicted by the curse of the 

prophet when the blacksmiths secretly sold weapons to his enemies. The Islamic 

reformist groups and many educated young Zaghawa believe that even if this supposed 

event was true, the prophet would not have cursed the future generations of the 

blacksmiths, as in Islam no person bears the stigma because of the deeds of his 

ancestor. 

At present , many mai have migrated from Dar Zaghawa and settled down 

among other communities'where nobody can identify them as mai or despise them. In 

addition to the introduction of formal education and the universalistic form of Islam 

preached by the religious reformers, other external factors also enhance the social 

mobility of the mai who still remain in Dar Zaghawa. Among these the deteriorating 

environmental conditions in Dar Zaghawa and the creation of caste free job 
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opportunities in the urban centres of the Sudan are the more salient. In the past , most 

of the mai used to attach themselves to powerful beri households on the basis of a 

client/patron relationship. Members of the mai household produced miscellaneous 

services to the beri household free of charge and members of the ri household 

reciprocated by economic assistance and protection. This dyadic relationship enabled 

members of the beri households to address even the old mai as bored (Lit. my boy) or 

the maid as teleei ( Lit. my girl ). The client/patron relationship also enabled the i 

to talk about the mai as my mai or my maida , which the mai community accepted, 

though very reluctantly because of their implicit contempt for their dignity. 

At present , due to the harsh environmental conditions resulting in the death of 

the major part of the beri livestock, and recurrent famines, both t1i and alai strive to 

survive. Consequently, the previous client/patron relationship has ceased and the mai 

can no longer hear the demeaning expressions "my mai, " , "my maida" , "my boy" and 

"my girl" except from the chiefs to whom the mai traditionally turn for help during life 

crises. This fact is considered by many Zaghawa as a positive step towards equality. 

In the early 1980s when a beri engineer established El Bougaa (a building 

construction and trading company in Greater Khartoum) and created employment 

opportunities, many beri and a few mai without higher education as well as the 

engineers and university graduates from all over the Sudan joined the company. The 

nature of work in this construction company requires the employment of welding 

techniques, and the use of steel, corrugated iron sheets and huge hammers, particularly 

during the erection of scaffolding. I have been informed by Salih Abdallah, the owner 

and the general manager of El Bougaa company, that many beri labourers were first 

reluctant to erect the scaffoldings as their cultural background regards such work as a 

mai activity. Many of them complained that , although he paid them salaries beyond 

their expectations, he turned them into 'mai' in the end. So he decided to take part in 

the job himself to show them that there is nothing wrong in working in steel or iron 

because the whole world except the Zaghawa do it . In the end it has become 

321 



impossible for anyone who himself used steel, iron and fire as part of his job to despise 

the mai for doing the same kind of thing. 

Despite the above mentioned factors which have contributed towards 

narrowing the gap between the beri and mai , this social rift may continue for some time 

as long as no intermarriages are allowed to take place between members of these two 

groups. Anybody who urges the beri to intermarry with the mai is advised by the beri 

that he should start first and set himself an example and then the rest would follow. 

This is exactly what the Indian Brahmans say when they are asked to intermarry with 

the Harijans ( the Untouchables )( see Srinivas 1975: 197 ). As marriage among the 

Zaghawa is a relationship between two extended families rather than between two 

individuals, a social reformer who would marry a maida to set an example would most 

probably end up by uprooting himself from his own corporate group. He would not 

only fail to get a weli to represent him in the marriage rite, but members of his extended 

family would prevent such a marriage from taking place, if necessary by using force. 

The reason is that their own honour is inseparable from his and in consequence the 

whole extended family would be dishonoured should that marriage take place. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION 

The process of Islamization or conversion to Islam in Africa has been 

scrutinized by many scholars among whom Trimingham ( 1980 ), Horton ( 1971, 

1975 Fisher ( 1973,1985 ) and Lewis ( 1980,1986) are prominent. Trimingham 

viewed the process in terms of a three stage model: 'germination', 'crisis' and 'gradual 

reorientation'. According to him, Islamization in Africa started by germinating, in the 

deeper levels of individuals--in-- society and in the collective consciousness, the seed 

of Islam through cultural contact . This was achieved through miscellaneous factors, 

most notably visits and settlements of clerics and caravan traders, pilgrims' traffic and 

immigration and movement of people ( see Trimingham 1980: 34--43 ). This 

eventually resulted in breaking the barriers of the old religion and adopting the Islamic 

identity by wearing Islamic amulets and dress without adopting the Islamic body of 

doctrine. Trimingham believed that the point at which Islam first met Africans was 

such that it seemed hardly alien and its adoption offered little disturbance to the old 

order and the inner man. The Africans gradually assimilated the real elements of the 

Islamic religion such as ritual prayer and differentiation between permitted and 

prohibited actions according to its doctrines. Trimingham asserted that the religious 

practice at this stage was characterized by forms of accommodation and dualism of the 

old and the new but elements of the indigenous culture were persistently weakened, and 

both the individual and social behaviour were modified through time until the societies 

reached the point of 'crisis. ' This, to him, marked the beginning of the third stage of 

the 'gradual reorientation' at which the old religious authority was consciously rejected, 

and clerics imbued with an uncompromising and intolerant conception of Islam waged 

the 'i'had to restore the golden age of Islam. The village ritual pattern was disrupted 
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and religious teachers replaced the practitioners of the old rituals. The ancestor 

worship, which was the core of the old religion, was rejected as inappropriate in the 

new situation. Although Islam had great influence on the society, many aspects of the 

old religion, such as consulting diviners and offering sacrifices to the nature spirits, 

were retained on an individual level. 

On the whole, according to Trimingham, the outcome of the introduction of 

Islamic culture into Africa has resulted in transforming the African culture, mutual 

adjustment and ultimate synthesis. Many African institutions were incorporated into 

Islamic institutions, for example the African bridewealth coalesced with the Islamic 

mahr and the pre--Islamic god with Allah. Where assimilation was impossible, as in 

the spirit cult , the traditional institutions were tolerated and existed parallel to the 

Islamic ones, as in the agricultural rituals. Trimingham also maintained that when the 

assimilation took place between the African and Islamic institutions the basic institution 

into which the other was assimilated might be either, but generally was the African ( see 

Trimingham 1980: 44 ). This is a view on which also Horton built his model. 

Trimingham also believed that the Islamization of the African societies resulted in the 

sex division of religion whereby men became religious and women stood nearer to the 

pagan pole of the continuum due to their lack of participation in the Islamic rituals 

( 1980: 47 ). Women represented the majority of those who offered sacrifices to the 

nature spirits and participated in the cult of saints . Islamization also resulted in a 

differentiation between the town and the countryside in that the townsmen became more 

religious than the country dwellers. 

Horton, unlike Trimingham, originally developed his model which he called 

"the Intellectualist Theory " on evidence drawn from his research into the conversion to 

Christianity in Africa and generalised it to cover the process of conversion to Islam 

( see Horton 1971 ). Later when he became aware of the inappropriateness of such a 

sweeping generalization, ( see Horton 1975 ), he added evidence from the Islamic 

communities in West Africa to support his argument. He based his model on the idea 

324 



of the 'basic' African cosmology which has a two tier structure: lesser spirits 

(underpinners of the events and the processes in the microcosm or the local community 

and its environment ) and a supreme being ( underpinner of the events and processes in 

the macrocosm or the world as a whole ). Horton asserted that the subsistence way of 

life pursued by the Africans kept them confined within the boundaries of their 

microcosm and that they consequently paid great attention to the lesser spirits and only 

little attention to the supreme being. When they came into contact with the missionaries 

in the presence of other external non--missionary influences -- such as long distance 

trade and development of commerce-- the microcosmic boundaries became weak and 

people started to be more conscious of the macrocosm world which is the domain of the 

supreme being. As a result the lesser spirits became irrelevant (1971: 102 ). 

According to Horton, the acceptability and rejection of Islam was wholly 

determined by the 'basic' African cosmology. The Islamic beliefs and practices were 

therefore accepted only where they coincided with "the responses of the traditional 

cosmology to non--missionary factors of the modern situation" ( 1971: 104 ) but in a 

later development of his model, Horton refused to relate the weakening of the 

microcosmic boundaries to modernity ( see Horton 1975: 90 ). He concluded that 

where no counterpart to Islam existed in the traditional cosmology, the Islamic beliefs 

and practices were either completely rejected or weakly developed in the life of the 

converts, but where they existed, the Islamic beliefs and practices appeared as 

embarrassing additions to the life of the converts. This view led Horton to reduce 

Islam to a mere catalyst of changes which were 'in the air' anyway ( 1971: 104--6, 

1975: 220) and to conclude that "in Africa, as in the west it seems likely that religion, 

if it survives, will do so as a way of communion, but not as a system of explanation, 

prediction, and control" (1971: 107 ). 

Even'though Horton produced evidence from the Islamic communities in black 

Africa in his second paper ( 1975) to strengthen his argument , Lewis and Fisher 

considered this additional evidence as irrelevant and continued to criticize his model on 
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many grounds. In their view, it was not applicable to the Islamic societies in Africa 

beyond the limited area which Horton studied ( see Lewis 1980: vii and Fisher (1973, 

1985 ). Although Horton admitted that "it is perfectly true that for most of the 

indigenous cosmologies, we have very little direct evidences concerning their past 

history ( 1975: 222 )", he implicitly assumed that all African societies had supreme 

beings in their pre--Islamic history, which is not true. One can thus ask how can his 

model adequately analyse the conversion of those societies which had no supreme 

beings in their pre--Islamic history ?. His model also had no explanation of the fact that 

many of those societies which were exposed to external stimulus remained unchanged 

and that even those which responded did so because of internal factors ( 1975: 221 ). 

Horton's conclusion that even with the absence of Islamic missionary in Africa, 

the Africans could have undergone the same kind of religious changes, which he 

thought were 'in the air' anyway is a mere speculation which ignores the fact that Islam 

is not simply a way of explaining ideas intellectually at the conscious level, but also a 

blueprint for a distinct way of life ( see Lewis 1980: viii, Trimingham 1980: 53, Fisher 

1985: 234). 

I find it difficult to accept Horton's assertion that the outcome of the religious 

movements could have been similar had the deprived groups been led, for example, by 

secular political activists. The reason is that the socio-economic factors and political 

crises in the Muslim societies often create a conducive environment for the religious 

reformers to take the lead and demand the application of Shur and the return to pristine 

Islam. As these are the basic demands raised by nearly all the Islamic activists in the 

Muslim societies, I do not think that the outcome of a political reform movement could 

be the same had the political movement been spearheaded by secular political leaders 

who demand a different package of reforms. 

According to Horton, the pagan and the Muslim shared the same two tier 

cosmology (i. e. the lesser spirits and the supreme being ) and thus no radical change 

of cosmology was involved ( 1975: 393--9 ), a point which was subject of criticism 
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from Lewis ( 1986) and Fisher ( 1985: 163--5 ). These two scholars together with 

Trimingham argue that , on the contrary, Islam introduced an exclusive religious 

allegiance and a radically different cosmology formerly unknown. Particularly Lewis 

(1980: vii ) points out that Islam introduced a radically different eschatological 

evaluation of sin and reward which is other worldly in contrast to that of the traditional 

cosmology which is this worldly. This view would meet with support from Islamic 

reformers themselves, notably Qutb, whose view is that Islam has a different 

ideological view based on tawhid al oluhi ( the recognition of Allah as the only true 

God entitled to be worshipped) which makes it unique and radically different from any 

other religion ( see Qutb 1983 ). 

The fact that many Africans regard the Islamic supreme being as referring to 

their own pre--Islamic high god seems to fit Horton's model ( 1975: 223 ). But even 

though the Zaghawa refer to Allah by the name of their pre--Isamic god (i o ), at 

present , ido has a totally different conceptualization and attributes than the ido of the 

pre--Islamic era. 

By stating "In Africa, as in the west , it seems likely that religion, if it 

survives ... (1971: 107 )", Horton seems to be unaware of or ignores the phenomenon 

of re--emerging Islam in many African communities and other parts of the world today. 

Despite the above mentioned shortcomings in Horton's model and his over- 

estimating of the role of the 'basic' cosmology in his analysis, his model is important in 

that it specifies the social conditions which led to the conversion to Islam in Africa. It 

also gives an insight to the responses of different social and economic groups to the 

advent of Islam. 

Fisher, using Trimingham's analogy, suggested three stages of Islamization 

which he calls the 'quarantine', 'mixing' and 'reform' stage (1973: 31,1985 ). In the 

'quarantine' stage, new comers, possibly traders, religious clerics or refugees 

introduced the Islamic religion to a pagan community. At first there was little or no 

conversion and religious orthodoxy was kept intact. Through time some individuals 
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were gradually converted to Islam and as more people accepted the new faith the 

'mixing' stage came about, as the indigenous people combined the Islamic beliefs and 

practices with those of paganism. Finally, after a considerably long period of time, 

some devoted clerics, "who kept the element of the 'quarantine' stage, by the aid of 

literacy" managed to bring about a reform movement, which converted the 'mixers' to 

purer Islam. According to Fisher, the progress through these three stages was not 

necessarily uniform and people who were in different stages could be encountered at 

any time. - For instance, the break--up of a great empire could bring about a temporary 

reversion from 'mixing' to the 'quarantine' stage. Conquest was a powerful 'solvent' 

of traditional beliefs and literacy served as "time--bomb" of reform. But the overriding 

trend was a progressive one because of the cumulative effect of Islam which was made 

possible by literacy. What has been achieved at one period may be preserved, and then 

placed beside, added to, and used as foundations for the achievements of another 

period ( 1973: 29,1985: 160 ). Without literacy, much of the ground gained over 

years may be lost through backsliding. Horton criticized Fisher's approach as lacking 

the overall causal explanation of the progress towards a purer faith. According to him, 

Fisher saw Islam as "one of an inexorable juggernaut , rolling forward under its own 

momentum" (Horton 1975: 395--6 ). Using his own evidence, Horton presented the 

sequence of religious change in Africa as 'quarantine' ------- >'mixing' -------- *'mixing' 
ý ýUcirAn ýi ý c' 

or, 'quarantine'- -------o, 'mixing' ------> 1975: 395 ) as opposed to Fisher's 

'quarantine' -------r 'mixing' --------> 
'reform' sequence. Though I find Fisher's 

argument of the impact of the, 'cumulative effect' in religious knowledge valid and 

important, Fisher seems to be unaware of the fact pointed out by Osman (1983 ) that 

literacy in many traditional African societies is not always such a conducive element to 

religious reform as-he thought , for among the Berti, the Zaghawa and many other 

societies in Darfur and West Africa, literacy paradoxically perpetuated the 'mixing' 

stage and acted as an obstacle to religious reform. Horton also seems to have ignored 

the fact that the 'mixing' stage embodies value judgement . For instance, the ufi 
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brotherhoods were once orthodox and led many 'had movements in the Sudan, West 

Africa and elsewhere whereas they are at present being relegated by the JASM and Al 

Ikhwan al Muslimin to the stage of 'mixing' and even heresy. 

Lewis, though he accepted Fisher's 'three stage' model, agreed that the model 

represents an external observer's perspective and does not necessarily convey the views 

of the people themselves. Despite the fact that many members of the Muslim societies 

consult diviners and make offerings to sacred trees and rocks, they consider themselves 

proper Muslims and wish to be so considered by others ( Lewis 1980: viii ). Fisher 

refuted this view by stating that in matters of faith what people consider themselves to 

be, must be considered together with how others from within or without the community 

view them ( see Fisher 1985 ). The Zaghawa ethnography presented in this thesis 

seems to strengthen his argument. It is not only outsiders who categorize members of 

a society in terms of the different stages of Islam but the actors themselves do so. For 

instance, despite the fact that the Zaghawa, who consult the diviners and offer sacrifices 

to g rbo manda and eri manda , consider themselves proper Muslims and label the mai 

as pagans or lax in religion, they are themselves considered by the JASM as marginal 

or nominal Muslims. Furthermore, many Zaghawa, when they become aware of 

alternatives to their religious practices through their contact with the` lu ama in the urban 

centres, often condemn their former religious practices as mixed and describe those 

who still perform them as ignorant. 

Lewis criticized Fisher for overestimating the influence of Islam as a spiritual 

force and for underestimating the importance of the Africans' traditional beliefs and 

institutions in their Islam. He also criticized Horton for doing the opposite, i. e. 

overestimating the significance of the traditional African beliefs and practices and 

underestimating the role of Islam as a unique social system based on its own 

cosmology. He furthermore pointed out that both Fisher's and Horton's models ignore 

the fact that Islam is not only a religious faith but also an identity and because of this he 
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suggested that both models have no explanation for the contemporary black Muslim 

movement in America. 

Islam in a Muslim society in the Sudan, like that of the Zaghawa, is greatly 

influenced by the African culture, which makes it different from the Islam of the other 

societies in the Middle East , or even marginal in relation to the wider Islamic umma 

( Ahmed and Hart 1984 ). Despite this characteristic, it cannot be adequately studied 

in isolation from the Muslim societies in the Middle East , of which it constitutes a 

part . These societies are studied by scholars of various interests, most importantly 

orientalists, the major part of whose analyses is based on a dichotomy which cannot 

provide an adequate insight into the process of Islamization ( Holy 1989 ). On the 

basis of this dichotomy, the Muslim communities are seen as either orthodox or 

heterodox ( Tapper 1979 ), following the great or little Islamic traditions, scriptural or 

popular Islam ( Gellner 1983 ), 'or pure Islam or superstitions, which are all 

classificatory concepts and embody value judgement (cf. Holy 1989 ). Tapper (1984) 

for example, used a fourfold criterion of orthodoxy, piety, mosque dimension and 

importance of shrine in order to grasp and measure the degree of religiosity in a Muslim 

society. By adopting this yardstick, a particular society can be classified by the analyst 

as heretic or heterodox, whereas the actors undoubtedly regard themselves as the most 

orthodox and pious Muslims'( Ahmed and Hart 1984: 6; Lewis 1986: 33 ; Holy 1989: 

13). For instance, among the Zaghawa even the bada , ggM and algoyra, who many 

Zaghawa regard as practitioners of kunüz and asnam ( superstitions ) count themselves 

as proper Muslims and try to incorporate their practices into Islam. Therefore, however 

useful'these classificatory models may be, from an anthropological point of view they 

`cannot adequately analyse the complicated phenomenon which they intend to study 

while ignoring the actors' point of view in their analyses. For an adequate explanation 

we need to adopt an approach which fully incorporates also an emic point of view and 

gives full weight to the views of the actors themselves in the effort to understand why 

they do what they do ( Munson 1988: 117 ). 
t 
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Another weakness of many of the studies of the contemporary Muslim societies 

is that these societies are being treated as if they are unified homogeneous groups, 
whereas in reality most of the Muslim societies are internally divided into various 

categories which differ in degree of literacy and access to the religious scholars, and 

consequently in their awareness of the proper religious knowledge and practice (Gibb 

1962: 179 ). For instance, despite the fact that Islam is the overriding culture of many 

societies, there'is substantial evidence that men and women, ' ulama and fakis 
, gurus , 

sayvids and lay groups interpret and practise Islam differently. This means that a 

society may be seen as fundamentalist by the analyst whereas some sectors within it 

consider it'not sufficiently fundamentalist and take to arms to alter it . The seizure of 

the sacred mosque of Mecca (in] masiid al haram ) in 1979 by the group of Juhayman 

in Saudi Arabia, which is considered by the analysts as the most Islamic fundamentalist 

society ( Munson 1988: 70, Voll 1982: 285 ), and the revolt of jamaat Pl akfir wal 

hiira' in Egypt, the seat of Al Azhar ( Munson 1988: 82 ; Ibrahim 1990) are the most 

outstanding cases. Therefore, it would be inappropriate to analyse the religious aspect 

of i particular Muslim society as though it were a single homogeneous group. 

Furthermore, it is not only literacy and access to the Book that determine 

orthodoxy, purity and pristine Islam. This criterion cannot explain why some people, 

though they have access to the literary traditions and sources of Islam do not make use 
Of' them, while'others achieve access to these sources only with great difficulties, as is 

evidenced by the'great effort to obtain a copy of the Holy Quran by the Muslims in the 

Soviet Union ( Ahmed & Hart 1984: 7, Tapper 1984: 245 ). The ethnography of the 

Berti and the Zaghäwa'has indicated that although the fakis in both these societies have 

access to the Quran and use writing almost as a routine work, they are often seen by the 

'uläma and the formally educated members in both societies as marginal, unorthodox 

and as practitioners' of magic. The JASM consider the fakis' removal of the Quranic 

verses from their original contexts and putting them in different contexts to suit their 

pu poses äs"dangerous, if not real heresy, and they also find appalling the fakis' 
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assertion that the mai are deviants and of innate inferiority because they were cursed by 

the prophet . The manipulation of the Qüranic verses in contexts other than their 

original ones by the Berti fakis to suit their purposes led Osman to criticize as too 

general Goody's assertions about the impact of literacy in traditional societies ( see 

Goody 1968 ). According to Osman, literacy may in fact hinder change which might 

otherwise come about through oral communication ( Osman 1983: 302 ). The aki ' 

umbatris and the Book of the Blacksmith by Mohammad ibn Aisha, which has been 

referred to in chapter 3, are good examples of this role of literacy. 

In my" analysis of Islam among the Zaghawa Fhave generally adopted 

Trimingham's'three' stage model of 'germination', 'crisis' and 'gradual reorientation' 

which Lewis ( 1986: 97 ) described as standard approach to the study of dissemination 

of Islam in Africa. But I have also used Horton's notions in the analysis where 

relevant . The tripartite models became known as 'marginalization models' because 

`each successive stage marginalized its predecessor ( see Lewis 1986 ). I found the 

historical approach which is implied by the 'marginalization model' a useful tool for 

analysing the process of Islamization of the Zaghawa society because it enables the 

analyst to study ' Islamization , in Africa as a continuing process instead of as a 

dichotomy. 

In reality there is no complete breakthrough from one stage to another. What we 

rather encounter is accommodation and syncretism. Therefore, Trimingham's and 

Fisher's three stage or marginalization models, though important 
, are alone insufficient 

to explain and analyse adequately the process of Islamization among the Zaghawa 

without ` the - syncretism" model ( see Lewis 1986: 96--97 ), which entails 

accommodating the religious beliefs and ritual practices of any one stage with those of 

the following one. The marginalization and the syncretism models combined together 

can ' enable the analyst to "view Islamization of an African Muslim society as a 

continuous process and a movement along a continuum between tawhid II oluhiva and 

awhid al rububi ( the belief in a high god ) rather than as a dichotomy of these poles. 
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These two models together also make it possible to account for the major changes 

brought by Islam into various aspects of life at each phase and for the underlying socio- 

economic factors which facilitate the leap forward from one stage to another, and they 

enable us to understand why in the same society people at different stages of the same 

process can be encountered (Tubianas 1977: 10 ; Holy 1989: 13 ). 

The thesis has indicated that the traditional Zaghawa society believed in a host 

of lesser spirits and a high god (ido) who was linked with certain natural objects such 

as the cave of Ido Ha ( Lit. the mountain of idQ) east of Umburu. The high god's 

control over the lesser spirits was not adequately elaborated. People offered him 

sacrifices at these, natural objects both to appease him and entice his assistance in 

achieving their numerous aspirations., , The belief in the existence of semi--autonomous 

spiritual powers and local demons which dwelt in the gurbo mandas , passes between 

mountains, ha mandas and the eri mandas and which, if wished, could harm or favour 

the human beings, led the Zaghawa to placate them. It was thought that unless these 

lesser spirits were appeased by offerings and given their due respect they would either 

block the passes or, tamper with the flow of water in the bore--holes and make life 

difficult These mandas (sanctuaries ) became focal points of various rituals such as 

the rite of offering butter to the sacred rocks and trees and the rain--making rituals 

performed by the botu ila ( rain chief ). The reverence given to, the mandas ( sacred 

mountains) was based on the idea that the g_r ( the spirit which dwelt in the gr ha , the 

mountain near which a clan ancestor lived in the past) could assist a clansman who 

propitiated it either in its own right or by mediating to i do . Clients who did not 

belong to that particular clan handed over their sacrifices to the teleos ( the indigenous 

people who claimed genealogical link with the clan ancestor) to offer them on their 

behalf to the er . Individuals did not only appease gr and other nature spirits which 

existed, in the wilderness but also the 'domesticated' ones such as boi which lived in 

association with human beings. The boi , 
it was believed, could collaborate with its 
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owners if they held it in respect and appeased it by performing the rite of ba r ida in 

which beer and slices of meat were offered to it. 

The harsh environmental conditions of Dar Zaghawä and the lack of social 

security forced'the individuals to be constantly on the lookout for omens and, as a last 

resort to resort to different forms of divination, such as biri , al goyi , gro and bads . 
Many people also resorted "to these divinatory techniques to find out the hidden 

knowledge'and the future prospects of the actions they were about to take (cf. al--Hajj 

1964: 56 A). Although at present both bri and mai practise these divinatory techniques, 

many beri are of the belief that the original orris ( practitioners of sand divination ) 

and bädas ( spirit mediüths ) were mai 

The thesis has indicated that the' traditional Zaghawa society attributed certain 

types of illness ̀and+`äffliction -"such as 6w ( spirit possession ), koboru ( misfortune ), 

ackwi ( sorcery) and mini to supernatural powers. Mani is a mysterious power 

which kills anyone who takes a false' oath by it . It also kills or inflicts an inexplicable 

illness on anybody who takes another person's property without his/her permission, if 

the wronged party activated it against him/her. The most important manis were ur 

mani (lightning), 'ku mani ( spear), ha mani and namarda ou ( burning the offender's or 

the "accused person's'effigy in the namarda tree ). The manic were personified and 

addressed ̀as though they were humans. It was believed that unless the offender 

contacted the person who invoked the spell and requested him/her to pacify it , it would 

kill or' harm him/her. As for spirit possession and other inexplicable illnesses and 

diseases such as'ackwi ( sorcery ), clients consulted the badas who offered them 

explanations and the appropriate healing herbs and medicine roots specified by their 

spirits. 

With the exception of a few casual remarks of travellers, the Arab geographers 

and colonial administrators, there is no systematic study of the process of Islamization 

of the Zaghawa society. This research has indicated that in general, Islam was 

introduced into Darfur both from the Nile valley and West and North Africa at different 
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times and by different agents. With regard to the Zaghawa, as the actors themselves 

, 
indicated, Islam was first introduced by Muslim clerics [ wise strangers I who either 

traversed the region on their way to Mecca or came from Dongola ( the Nile valley ), 

Libya and North Africa across the Sahara desert 
. These 'wise strangers' eventually 

intermarried with chiefly families and settled permanently among the indigenous 

population to propagate Islam. Many clans now claim genealogical links with these 

'wise strangers' and regard them as their founding ancestors. For instance, the five 

major clans of Dar Tuer (Awlad Dowri, Awlad Degain, Agab, Awlad Kadow and 

Nugi) trace descent to Mohamed Al Barnawi. Many clans in Dar Gala, including the 

Kaliba ruling clan, trace descent to Suliman Tore Terbo, i. e. Suliman the wearer of a 

white turban. The Kabka trace descent to Mohamed Al Kaab, the 'wise stranger' who 

came from Saudi Arabia, or more specifically from the area around Al Kaaba ( the 

holy mosque at Mecca) as his name seems to suggest. 

The 'wise strangers' introduced new cosmological views, the basic Islamic 

teachings and religious concepts such as permissible and prohibited marriages in the 

'germination' or 'quarantine' stage. Although the idea of high god (ido) was known 

to the Zaghawa before their Islamization, like many other African Muslim communities, 

they transformed their pre--Islamic supreme being into the Arabic 'Allah' after their 

conversion. But unlike the Berti, their neighbours, whose original language waned 

gradually when they were converted to Islam, the Zaghawa remained bilingual. They 

refer to the Supreme Being as Allah when they communicate in Arabic and i do when 

they skip into their own vernacular. Ido is conceived now to be the same as Allah, the 

omnipotent and omnipresent god and has none of his previous attributes such as 

linkage to earth. 

As among many other Muslim societies in northern Sudan ( see MacMichael 

1967; Osman 1983 Islamization has resulted in adopting the Arab genealogy. For 

instance, the Lilla of Dar Tuer claim to be Beni Hilal Arabs whereas the Artaj claim to 

be Arab Jilaiydat . The, Kabka claim to be Khuzam Arabs. Most clans of Dar Gala 

335 



alsöý claim to be Arab Bedouins. Islamization has also resulted in creating links with 

Mecca and in basing the ideology of many clans on Islam. For example, the hereditary 

ruling families in different Zaghawa territories legitimise their exclusive right to the 

throne by tracing descent'to the 'wise strangers' who first introduced Islam into these 

territories. 

Although the Zaghawa adopted the Islamic religion, they remained only nominal 

Muslims in the 'germination' stage. They carried over many of their previous customs, 

and their social life continued to be governed by their customary laws rather than by 

Islam. For' instance, - to legitimise their leadership and authority over a defined territory 

newly appointed chiefs slaughtered pregnant camels on top of the clan's ha manda , the 

mountain around which the great ancestor of their clan resided in the past . It is 

difficult to say whether this custom is a pre--Islamic survival or a post--Islamic 

synthesis. On the one hand the'spirits (er) which were'offered sacrifices of milk and 

pregnant camels were conceived as 'i, int n with whom the clan ancestors had entered into 

ä pact by means of offerings as in the case of the mount Guwe Bettih of the Kurra clan. 

On the other hand, some of the ha mandas on top of which the pregnant camels were 

släughtered were the same mountains around which the 'wise strangers' dwelt , as in 

the case of not Darong of the Okkora clan. 

By the time the Mahdist troops invaded Dar Zaghawa, the Zaghawa were only 

nominal Muslims. Usman Jänu, the Mahdist governor of Darfur at the time, declared 

as his prime aim of invading the Zaghawa territory in 1888 to Islamize what he called " 

the virgin lands of the Bideyat and Gura'n and ... those worshippers of pagan rites, 

theZaghawa" ( see Kapteijns 1985: 76 ). 

ad movements such as that of the Both Trimingham and Fisher placed the jib 

Mabdi of the Sudan and Usman Dan Fodio in Nigeria into the final 'reform' or 'gradual 

reorientation' stage of Islamization in Africa. Fisher stated that neither does the process 

of Islamization start at the same time everywhere nor does it take the same sequence 

('see Fisher 1973: 31). This is quite clearly true of the Zaghawa. Although in its own 
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setting in the riverain Sudan, the Mahdist movement was a reform movement which 

wanted to sift the Islamic religion from the stain of tribal customs, the advent of 

'ihý, adiya ( the Mahdist troops ) into the Zaghawa territory marked the beginning of the 

'crisis' or the 'mixing' stage of Islamization in the area. The Mahdiya at first was 

unsuccessful in achieving its declared aims in Dar Zaghawa, though, it played a vital 

role in the Islamization of the Zaghawa at a later stage. Several reasons were behind 

this. Firstly, the-'ihadi , who were dispatched to bring Islam into the Zaghawa 

territory, were themselves captive warriors who were mainly interested in looting 

everything that caught their eyes from the natives instead of teaching them Islam which 

they, lacked themselves. They forced the entire population to make hijra ( sacred 

migration) to Omdurman to show allegiance and submission to the Khalifa shortly after 

the death of the Mahdi and they took a punitive action against all those who failed to 

carryout this order and they threatened to leave the west "a huge empty space where 

only ostriches will graze" (Kapteijns 1985: 85 ). Secondly, the manadeep (emissaries) 

who were dispatched later by the imam to preach Islam among the Zaghawa lacked the 

minimum required religious knowledge. Thirdly, those Zaghawa who adhered to the 

Ansariya sari a during the thirties and the forties considered Islam to mean devotion to 

the imam . Many of them left their families behind and migrated to the Gezira Aba to 

support the imam economically by working in his plantations and cutting fire--wood, 

and also to , study in Jami al Koun, the Mahdi's mosque at the Gezira Aba. In 

consequence, vast areas of Dar Zaghawa were depopulated. As this could negatively 

affect the prestige of Zaghawa chiefs by. turning them into chiefs of empty territories, 

many of them turned against the Mahdist agents and prevented them from propagating 

the Ansariya tariga among their subjects. This is particularly true of the many chiefs 

who were adherents of the rival Tijaniyya ari 

Despite the above- mentioned obstacles, many factors facilitated the move 

towards Islamization. Generally speaking, the wide spread of the Maliki pda hha in 

Africa encouraged many African communities south of the Sahara to accept Islam, for it 
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did not require the new converts to renounce all their. Lrf ( tribal customs) which did 

not contradict Islam. This eventually led to the failure in drawing a clear line between 

the pagan' and Islamic practices and resulted in the accommodation of many non-- 

Islamic elements in African Islam. Also the coincidence between some of the Zaghawa 

customs and Islam, such as the practice'of polygyny, the respect for the elderly, the 

importance of kinship ties and group solidarity made it easy for the individual Zaghawa 

to accept many of the Islamic institutions. The long journey to bodu ba which entailed 

exposure to hunger and thirst over a period of two months to import rock salt from 

Nekheila oasis in ' the desert also made fasting Ramadan a less burdensome religious 

duty. Furthermore, some of the Zaghawa values also easily conformed to Islam. For 

instance, the coincidence of the rite of bar 'd and zaka on the one hand and the strong 

obligation'to' assist one's poor relatives financially on the other, made it easy for the 

affluent members of an extended family to accept the payment of zaka ( almsgiving ), 

as the stipulated amount usually goes to the almsgiver's poor relatives and brings about 

the same results as the rite of bar id 

The use ofliteracy' in the 'mixing' stage brought about new divinatory 

techniques such as'sä i al kitab 
, 'tan"m ( book divination) and is ikhar (prophetic 

dreams ). These were considered Islamic alternatives to the iri ( water divination ), 

algoyi ( cowry divination ), gro ( sand divination ) and bads ( spirit mediums ). But 

many Zaghawa continued to consult these traditional divinatory techniques for various 

reasons. Firstly, the new divinatory technique required literacy whereas the majority of 

the Zaghäwa were illiterate. This meant that many individuals depended on the few 

itinerant fakis in the äreä'to perform divination on their behalf. The failure to find a faki 

at all times `encouraged many members of the society to stick to their previous 

techniques which they could perform themselves. 

`Secöndly, a large number of individuals who consulted the g stated that they 

were'forced by practical reasons to learn and practise fro . They believed that if they 

were to loök'for a while for an Islamic technique that could be applied to answer 
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-immediately why a child suffered a lingering illness or whether or not they could 

recover their lost animals in a particular direction, they would end up in despair. When 

they practised gro as the mai always do it worked. 

Thirdly, to perpetuate their high status, many kir ors who also performed 

gro modified the origin myth, which regards gro as an exclusive ni activity associated 

with 'Jinün .. This they did by propagating the view that gro had been approved by 

Sayidna Gebraiel or that it was the miracle of Sayidna Idris, an early prophet . This 

myth turned the go into a blessed activity which could be performed not only by the 

mai but also the righteous men. The badas also incorporated their spirits into Islam by 

assimilating them to the Muslim 'irons who are mentioned in the Quran. Instead of their 

previous undefined name ow ( Lit. people ), these spirits are now described as jamaa' 

(Ar. ) or fakis , who can themselves practise s, i nnl ki ab . 

Lastly, many young women stated that they practised a] oi as a device to pass 

time when they had nothing else to do but not because they believed in it . Many 

a] o ras justified their practice of alaovi by stating that they considered it a lesser evil 

than gossip and back--biting, although the educated men thought it an even more 

serious sin. As a result , these new divinatory techniques became alternative practices 

to the old ones; they became additional options which did not replace the old practices. 

In the realm of affliction and healing, Islam also brought about three more Mani 

devices in, the 'mixing' stage - which supplemented the previous ones instead of 

replacing them. These are the Holy Quran, gubba and lib . Whoever takes false oath 

by. ur a mani , ha mani and ku mani is thought to be punishable by supernatural 

powers whereas the person who takes a false oath on the Quran will be punished by 

Allah. Some illiterate Muslims do not fear to take a false oath on the Book but are still 

afraid to swear, falsely by the traditional mini, because the supernatural powers which 

control them are malevolent and merciless. In the court and judi ( informal meetings 

for-resolving disputes ), the choice of the appropriate mani on which the accused 

person should testify is determined by the plaintiff on the bases of his/her impression of 
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the accused person's religiosity. For instance, if he/she appears to the plaintiff as a 

God--fearing person he/she would be asked to take oath on the Quran. If he/she gave 

the impression of a jahadi (a person who does not fear Allah ), he/she would be asked 

to take oath by either ura mini (lightning ), bundug mini (rifle ), ku Mani ( spear ) 

or deli mani ( snake ). But if nothing is known about him/her, he/she would be asked 

to testify on all the manis , including the Quran, so that should one mani fail, others 

might work. When an individual repeatedly breached the moral code of the community 

and became incorrigible, an exceptionally serious mani known as namarda gjLi was ' 

invoked by members of the entire community. They burnt his/her effigy in the namarda 

tree and invoked supernatural powers to kill or drive him/her away. 

With the gradual spread of Islamization, the concept of gr has been modified to 

embody Islam. Instead of a nature spirit dwelling in the manda of the forefathers it 

now refers to the spirit of a known dead relative or any pious Muslim whose grave has 

become gubba . It is believed that by mediation to Allah the spirit of the dead weli can 

offer protection and bestow blessing on the living relatives or on any other Muslim. 

Consequently, many individuals offered their sacrifices and consecrated vows to the 

gubba and condemned those who still offered them to the ha manda on the ground that 

they practised sa nam . Despite this vital change of belief, many individuals besought 

the spirit of the deadweli in the same manner as the jr of the ha, mind . Instead of 

offering their sacrifices to the dead welt by themselves and seeking his mediation'to 

Allah, many individuals handed over their sacrifices to' the teleos ( the matrilateral 

relatives of the dead we] i) and asked them to offer them on their behalf to the 

as they did with the teleo of the mand . The belief that the spirit of the dead w -Sjj 
can retaliate on behalf of anybody who asks his mediation led many individuals to 

regard the gubba as Mani and to ask the accused persons to take an oath by it . In 

effect , the gubba mani and the >< became dual options which appealed to 

different members of the same society. 
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In the 'mixing' stage, literacy facilitated the use of lii in which selected 

Quranic verses were employed against those individuals who breached the moral code 

of the community with the same effect as burning their effigies. But unlike the former 

, 
burning of the effigy of a particular victim, literacy made it possible for a single person 

to use tib against members of the entire community by writing down their names or 

simply_, using plural nouns. Literacy also became significantly important in the realm of 

healing and protection. It brought about new techniques such as ketib ( erasure ), hi'a 

( amulets) and azima (incantations) to replace the badas ( the spirit mediums ), whom 

many individuals stopped, consulting as non--Islamic. Many individuals also 

renounced offering sacrifices to the er of the ha manda , regarding it as a clear shirk , 

and offered, them instead to the ubba and invoked the dead weli's assistance. The 

badas incorporated their healing and protecting techniques into Islam, as they did in the 

realm of divination, with a surprising success. They modified their healing techniques 

by regarding themselves as mediators to Muslim ns, who could offer the same kind 

of services offered by the fakir . The bad as furthermore involved the fakir and ubbas 

ma famous faki or to in the treatment process by asking their clients to order ketib fro 

crawl around a particular ubba for several weeks. This technique gained them 

acceptability and allowed them to continue offering their services to many individuals. 

One of the main outcomes of the 'mixing' stage is the discrimination against the 

mai , which appears to be grounded in what the Zaghawa hold to be Islamic notions. 

In the, Sudan, discriminating against the blacksmiths is encountered only among the 

Zaghawa and to a lesser degree among the Berti (see, MacMichael 1967 ). Since the 

aversion towards the ai is greater among the Bideyat and the Kobe, the two Zaghawa 

sections which, are split by the border line between Chad and the Sudan, than among 

the Artaj and Wegi ( the bulk of the Zaghawa ), it is perhaps better viewed as a 

phenomenon which, is part of the culture of the central bilad ltl Suda where 

discrimination against the hereditary craft specialists like iron--workers, leather-- 

workers, potters, healers and diviners is a commonplace. As the beri justify their 
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discrimination against the mai on the grounds of the same ideas which Mohammad ibn 

Aisha stated in 'The Book of the Blacksmith ', I am inclined to view the prejudice 

against the mai as a result of views of the west African Bornu, Borgu Takrur and 

Fulani fakis , who first introduced Islam to Dar Zaghawa. In central ilad ßl Sudan, 

from which these akis came, Islam became a religious culture greatly influenced by the 

interpretation of Islam introduced by the early Arab settlers in West Africa whom 

Horton (1975: 374 ) described as shrewed merchants rather than dedicated 

proselytizers. Literacy enabled the preservation and transmission of this mixed Islam to 

future generations. Fisher describes this phenomenon as the 'cumulative impact of 

Islam' in which' "what has-been achieved at one period may be preserved, and then 

placed beside, added to, used as foundations for the achievements of another period" 

( Fisher 1985: 159--60 ). 'The impact of this cumulative Islam can be seen in the 

insistence of the eri to discriminate against the mai as part of their religion. Let me 

elaborate this point . The beri refuse to change their views on the mii , despite the 

strenuous effort of the religious reformers, because discriminating against the 1 is 

part of what had been achieved as Islam at one period, added to, preserved and used as 

ä foundation for achievements of other periods. Therefore, the religious reformers find 

it difficult to get rid of a long persistent phenomenon which had been introduced at one 

period as orthodox Islam and carried over to the present day as part of the Zaghawa 

culture. This conclusion may also support Osman's view, which I mentioned earlier, 

that literacy in the traditional societies enables the storing of corrupted religious notions 

and perpetuates alternative renderings of the prophet's message; in this way it 

effectively hinders the change that could possibly come through oral communication. 

On the whole, the outcome of the introduction of Islam to the Zaghawa society 

has resulted in many cases in mutual adjustment and accommodation of the Zaghawa 

and the Islamic institutions and the incorporation of many non--Islamic customs into 

Islam. In effect, Islam among the Zaghawa lost its universalistic qualities and became 

a folk religion. Where the underlying notion governing a traditional custom is so alien 
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to Islam that it cannot be accommodated within it , as in the case of mind, for 

example, the result is the emergence of differing views as to whether the Islamic or the 

customary ritual is more efficacious in achieving the desired result. The comparison 

between offering sacrifices to ha mind, and reciting the Quran to facilitate rainfall is a 

good example. 

The' Zaghawa, as part of the Islamic umma , can only be expected to be 

influenced by the phenomenon of re--emerging Islam in the world today but many local 

factors also played a vital role in' the call for the return to pure Islam. The increasing 

pace of formal education which offered the Zaghawa a different kind of religious 

training is an important factor which is conducive to change. The common feeling of 

injustice by the ski - and their revolt against the ruling families throughout Dar 

Zaghawa during 'the late'1960s facilitated the move towards the 'reform' or the 'gradual 

reorientation' stage. Many miskin joined the Muslim Brotherhood and demanded the 

application of shari' law in the belief that it would bring justice and end their 

exploitation by the rulers. The JASM and the university students who have been 

influenced by the ideas of Islamic scholars in the urban centres could no longer tolerate 

the propitiation of nature spirits practised by their uneducated relatives or members of 

their local communities. They cut down many betti mandas and burnt several gurbo 

mändas in different parts of Dar Zaghawa. The deterioration of the environmental 

conditions in the Zaghawa territory resulted in an intensive out migration, a fact which 

facilitated cultural contact with the wider Sudanese society which practises Islam 

differently. Those who settled in towns enriched their religious knowledge by 

attending religious study circles in mosques where they listened to the views of the 

'ulam , 
who differ greatly in their scope of religious knowledge and practice from the 

itinerant fakis in Dar Zaghawa. 

The'fakis rejected the consulting of gro , ahoyi , ebir't and hgAa as heresy and 

inappropriate for a believer. The JASM and the Muslim Brothers did not only condemn 

the practitioners of these traditional divinatory techniques but also the ki who 
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practise sa i al kitab which they perform to arrive at the hidden knowledge. These 

religious reformers also renounced all sorts of mini other than the Book. They 

regarded, as ignorants all those who believed in the existence of any kind of 

supernatural powers beside Allah that can kill or harm, and they considered their beliefs 

as shirk . Both, the JASM and the Muslim Brothers rejected the use of kgb and i'äb 

as id' (an innovation which had not been practised by the prophet) despite the fact 

that these, protective devices contain verses of the Quran. They also pointed to the fact 

that some of the names mentioned in these 'Islamic' protecting and healing devices are 

in fact names of khuddam (evil spirits ). 

The fact. that the ritual practices performed in one stage of Islamization contain 

many, elements of the ritual practices performed in an earlier stage can be best viewed in 

the . -, rain--making rituals. In the 'quarantine' stage, the of ila (rain chief) was the 

centre of rain rituals. He wore a black cloth to symbolize the rain clouds and carried a 

water, container from which drops of water dripped onto the ground to symbolize the 

rain. Although in the 'mixing' stage the faki, became the centre of rain rituals, their 

rituals contained many elements of the rituals performed earlier by the tu ila . For 

instance, to induce rainfall the faki. entered a khalwa to implore rain from Allah and 

gathered. under, a tree to perform the rain du' and to recite the Quran. While 

performing this rite the skis usually hung a al i( Ar. , water bag ) on a tree branch to 

enable drops of water to fall onto the ground in resemblance to the water container 

carried. by. the bo u la in the past . The villagers also perform karama during which 

they, slaughter a black goat to induce rainfall, as water is described as black in 

Zaghawa. 

In the 'reform' stage the JASM proclaimed that nobody can bring rain other 

than Allah , and they declared any claims to the possession of such powers as a clear 

heresy.., They criticized the fakir for claiming the power to bring rain, if they like, in 

summer., The JASM also insisted that Muslims should stick only to the performance of 

is is prayer, which had been practised by the prophet , but to nothing else. Despite 

344 



the influence of JASM, many individuals perform the is is a prayer in the morning but 

in the afternoon of the same day they perform karYirn and rain lc t i'a in which they 

slaughter a goat to feed the worshippers. 

From the above discussion it should be clean that we cannot talk about a 

gradual religious change from one stage to another but about constant accommodation 

of elements characteristic of various stages. 'Hence, for an adequate analysis of the 

process, of Islamization of the Zaghawa society both the marginalization and the 

syncretism models are to be used simultaneously. 

Although 'the religious reformers have succeeded in persuading the Zaghawa to 

abandon many of their 'pagan' and 'mixed' ritual practices which contradicted the 

Islamic tenets, they have not been successful in eliminating the use of hiiäb and ketib , 

the performance of furash and sadaga after death of a relative, the discrimination against 

mai and the existing pattern of gender relations. The reason is that these particular 

aspects of social life were themselves manifestations of change based either on 

mythological justifications or some religious notions, whether true or false. 

''Despite the insistence of both JASM and the Muslim Brothers to describe as 

heresy and as inappropriate the ritual practices of the 'quarantine' stage and of most of 

the 'mixing' stage, many individuals, including the educated young, continued to offer 

butter to the nature spirits assumed to be dwelling in gurbo manda , man da and hgji 

mand I therefore believe that although Lewis's syncretism model and Trimingham's 

and Fisher's three stage models of Islamization in Africa are useful in conceptualizing 

the' systematic changes introduced by Islam in different stages, they do not go far 

enough to explain why a ritual practice continued even when the belief governing it had 

changed. It seems that Fernandez's model ( see Fernandez 1965 ), which differentiates 

between the social consensus and the cultural consensus, ' is particularly useful for a 

deeper analysis of the impact of Islam on the Zaghawa society. Although the educated 

Zaghawa, the illiterate and elderly women participated in the rite of offering butter to the 

gurbo manda in the same manner, this social consensus did not necessarily imply the 

345 



actors' cultural consensus or cultural coherence. Various actors participated in the rite 

for different reasons. 

Generally speaking, the Zaghawa seem to be more "nativistic" than many of 

their neighbours who abandoned offering sacrifices to the nature spirits and the local 

demons sometime ago ( MacMichael 1967 73--4 , Browne 1799 ). The Zaghawa 

women who acted as cult leaders had only little access to the 'l ma and only a limited 

opportunity to participate in the Islamic rituals monopolised by men. Therefore, they 

participated in the rite with the intention of guaranteeing the flow of water in the vicinity 

of these natural objects. 

The young Zaghawa who received secular education rejected this belief as 

naive, as to them no rock, tree or mountain can cause water to flow. Despite this view 

they took part in the rite because the performance of the rite usually ended by the 

establishment of hula ( tribal dances ). But the strong kinship obligations used to 

hinder these young men and women from participating in any joyous activity, 

particularly the hula , for a considerably long period of time whenever one of their 

relatives died. When that period of time passed they were quite ready to participate in 

the rite of offering butter to the tg ýrbo manda as that enabled them to participate in the 

hula . The Zaghawa customs which prevented young men and women of the same 

village, who normally claimed close kinship ties, from dancing together also had a 

bearing on their participation in these customary rituals and hul . This state of affairs 

encouraged these young men and women to be on the lookout for the first opportunity 

which gave them a chance to establish hula with members of other villages. 

Meanwhile, the educated Zaghawa who acquired deeper religious knowledge 

and were exposed to the waves of re--emerging Islam emanating from urban Sudan and 

the cosmopolitan centres of the Middle East , adopted a universalistic view of Islam. 

They became intolerant to the existence of what they regarded as survivals of the pre-- 

Islamic era which no longer have a place in a Muslim Society, and they ended up by 
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burning or cutting down most of the sacred trees and rocks in various parts of Dar 

Zaghawa. 
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