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Four Legacies from the Arab Past

antiquarian interest. Ancient Arabic poetry is today the syllabus of
linguistic and literary study in every Arab school. Poetry to the Arabs
is what folk stories, drama, legend, and epic are to the West. Few in-
deed are the Arabs, even those who are illiterate, who have not mem-
orized hundreds of lines of poetry, and few are the political discus-
sions, social gatherings, or entertainments in which poetry does not
figure prominently. On its poetry Arabic civilization has lavished all
of the inventive genius which in other cultures has been spread over
the whole range of the arts. Study, memorization, arid repetition of
ancient Arabic poetry tie the modern age to previous ages and on this
string is hung that sense of continuity which makes those who live in
the modern Middle Eastern Arab states think of themselves as Arab.
It is not only a living tradition, it is the essence of tradition.

By their British and French rulers and by many Western visitors,
the modern bedouin nomads, and so by extension ancient Arabs,
were regarded as the “good Arabs,” a wild, childlike people, indolent
perhaps and unproductive of social well-being, but whose courage
and simplicity one could admire in contrast to the superficially West-
ernized, devious, difficult “town Arabs.”” Others, including their
Turkish governors under the Ottoman Empire, have thought of the
bedouin as gypsies, a people wandering aimlessly through the deserts,
or pirates who, living in the vast inner sand sea of the Middle East,
raided and plundered the coast and then retired, out of reach, to their
distant “islands” and “fishing grounds.” Arab philosophers have
thought of the bedouin in terms similar to the eighteenth century Eu-
ropean philosophers’ “Natural Man"—the bedouin were the simple,
pristine, children of God, uncorrupted and untamed by civilization, a
bloodbank of new vigor for jaded urban society.

These attitudes have led, of course, to different policies. The British
attempted to police the bedouin while protecting them from the city
Arabs. Transjordan was to be their state, and in Iraq they were to
have a strong voice in parliament. The French were less protective
but, if anything, more appreciative of la civilisation du déserl. The Turks
generally sought to destroy the bedouin as others have sought to de-
stroy pirates. Punitive expeditions were tried repeatedly but suc-
ceeded only against the settled or semi-nomadic tribes, who, having
invested in lands and houses, could be caught. The true nomads van-
ished before the slow Turkish infantry only to reappear before iso-
lated garrisons. Few were those governors wise enough to fure the
bedouin to settle so that they might be controlled. Q

The attitude of the urban Arabs themselves was and still is ambiva-
lent, The Arabs glory in the traditions and art of the bedouin as an-
cient Arabs, and nobility is claimed by descent from the bedouin. i
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The Ancient Arabs

Hi§torically to say of a student of Arabic that he studied with the bed-
ouin was to accord him the best of credentials. Classical Arabic was
thc. language of the bedouin of the Arabian highlands. Yet, the bed-
ouin are feared and even hated, for if they have infused r,lew vigor
into society _they have also drained off the old life and have ovgcr-
thrown existing _ordcrs of society. Today in the Arab World there is no
government which can be said to be sympathetic with the bedouin
All seek to convert him into a settled peasant and all have upset thé
administrative arrangements which set him apart frem other citizens
Actually, nomadism has been in decline for at least a half a cen;
tury. Settled peoples have not needed the meat and wool of the bed-
ouin camels, for they could get them elsewhere cheaper. They have
f(?und cheaper and faster means of transport. And, with t}-m useyof the
airplane and the truck with a machine gun mounted on top, the
could prevent the nomads from raiding one another and thci’ettleé
!andls as never before. As the high commissioner of Iraq wrote in 1924
in his report to the League of Nations, “now, almost before the
wou!d—_be rebel has formulated his plans, the droning of the aero-
planes is heard overhead.” Always bedouin life has been fragile: now
't]I;: dehcatrf ba!ance of conditions which sustained it has beegn l:lpSCt
thecs(l:):::ugn, I]l'kke the kmgglt and the cowboy, is rapidly passing from
o re;li::‘ ike all heroic figures he leaves behind a legend which
. g:t w:nl:la\;f seen, the harsh r'calitics of desert life shaped bedouin
. );‘ nd t oug.ht. The bedouin never lived under government, and
ven their own tribes were loose federations in which every man was
an equal. The shaikh was little more than a respected arbiter and
generous host, never a ruler to his people. Burckhardt, one of 3;‘}1“:
ﬁ:’ﬁat t;‘bszervers of bedouin life, wrote in Notes on Bedouins c,md Wahabys
o ;: alll:: has no act}zal authority over the individuals of his tribe;
= });,ls c;vcvcr, by his personal qualities obtain considerable influ-
it m:gapds would be treated with contempt; but deference
B is advice . . . l-hus the Bedouin truly says that he acknowl-
s trifr;taster e and in fact, the most powerful chief dares not in-
Bt o l:g gumshnrfcnt on the poorest man of his tribe.”
eavy’p m:nitzl esert gives scope for such democracy, it also puts a
s e Tr;: on social cohesm_n. Life in the desert is and must be a
e animlal ;: clan or qawm is the group of kindred which lives,
iy :i ugi'!tts, and makes peace together. The gawm was the
g nit—it was, in reality, the nation-state of the bed-
ey exig:r or more elaborate social gathering had more than
Ko o s‘ tence amfl nonf had real authority over the clan, Since
International” law and no supraclan institutions, the
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Four Legacies from the Arab Pasl

indeed, the sharing of the classical literature which provided the
common cultural experience of the ancient Arabs.

The contrary sentiment to a rugged individualism bordering on
suicide is the intense emotional attachment to one’s clansmen, right
or wrong, and the personal acceptance of responsibility for any and
all of their acts. The Arabic word for the sentiment which bound to-
gether the clan is the same as the modern word for nationalism, gaw-
miyah. In one of the most widely quoted poems in Arabic, this senti-
ment is summed up by a bedouin poet of the clan of Ghaziyah. The
clansmen have been on a raid and foolishly stop their retreat before
they are out of reach of their enemies. The poet Duraid bin Simma,
having warned them and realizing their folly will probably cost him
his life, stays to fight for, as he said,

When they spurned me, [ was still with them, having seen their folly
and my own imprudence

For what am I apart from Ghaziyah—if the clan goes astray, so I,

And if Ghaziyah is rightly guided, I too am rightly guided.

Then he fought the

Fight of a man who nurses his brother with his own person, knowing
that man is not immortal.

Failure to protect one’s kinsmen or, if they are killed or wronged, to
retaliate against those who inflicted a wrong would destroy the mea-
ger protection the individual could find in desert tribal life. It was the
categorical imperative of bedouin life and honor. To fail or shirk was
a cowardly action which stained the individual and his kindred with
the “stain of shame.” Only the blood of the enemy could wash away
this stain. And virtually every Arabic poem has some reference to the
fear of blame for not acting as a man should.

This duty was incumbent upon a clan not only for its own mem-
bers but also for those they undertook ta protect. Annoyance at the
“protected stranger” often showed through the lines of the poems. As
Urwa bin Ward sang:

God curse the starving thief who concealed by the blackness of night
steals behind the tents to suck the marrow bones in the refuse heap.

Who counts as the riches of his lot to be every night where he can de-
mand hospitality from a luckier friend.
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But each poet boasts of his folk’s generosity and protectiveness toward
the guests or dependents. And no more bitter reproach could be made
of a qawm than that it had failed in this duty. In the earliest of all
known Arabic poems, the Basus Cycle, the poetess taunts her protec-
tors by warning a friend that she is in “the encampment of such a folk
that even when a wolf attacks he always seizes my lamb.” Her protec-
tor, insulted beyond all compare, prepared to take vengeance on
those who have harmed her after begging mankind not to blame him
for “My protected one, know you one and all, is of the closest of kin.”
And so, like the Trojan War, began, poetically at least, a war of
hon(?r. For the Arab, said one of the greatest of Arab poets,l must be a
“spnn.g pasture to the protected strangers.” This is one of the deepest
of obligations which has been rooted in Arabic civilization and nur-
tured by the tradition embodied in Arabic poetry.

The wise man is not foolhardy. Patience, cunning, and reserve are
50 n'_tuch the attributes of the perfect man that they even spill into Is-
lamic thought. Indeed, in the Koran God is described as the “best of
the P}otters" (iii.54). But the final and greatest quality of the perfect
man is generosity. The arbitrator is “one above the fray, possessed of
such a genfzros_ity as leads him to aid others to show their generosity.”

Ger}erosny Is not a virtue among the weak. For them the proper
road is retaliation which should lead to the status quo ante. Other
ways, however, could create a new balance of power. If the wrongdoer
offered to pay recompense, the wronged could, after a decent interval
accept, and peace could be made. The strong, on the other h:mc[1
could be generous and could make peace without loss of face. One o;"
the seven “Golden Odes” of ancient Arabia celebrates the peace-

maker, who by his personal generosity and wisdom manages to stop
war between two clans.

-+ - If we set our hands to Peace, base it broad and fi ivi
I . - rm by th f
gifts and fair words of friendship, all will be well, Lo

“Yea, glory ye gained . . . the hi i i
a, e ghest—God guide you right! who gai
without blame a treasure of glory, how great is Ec.‘" Erki e

(Translated by Lyall)

by?lil;i:;cﬂs‘; w:}a:: to the k'ni.fe was not only sanctioned but demanded
Sl shliake}tf ic. Even if it meant death, no man could with honor
ki thr is duty of retahaung,_goadcd as he was by his women-
fCVer”_.“Hc very ghost of the slain and wracked by a “burning

€arts are cured of rancour-sickness, whether men against
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sided rectangular canvas (Benchemsi 1995: 15). Eventually Belkahia turned to
animal skin, stretching the skins over amorphously shaped wooden frames and
then painting and dying the skin with natural pigments such as saffron, henna,
and sumac to create dynamic compositions as large as six feet tall and five
feet wide.?

Through his choice of materials, colors, and forms, Belkahia intentionally
tried to challenge the dichotomy between artist and artisan. In 1980 he created
a series of canvases in the form of a hand decorated with black, deep red, and
orange geometric motifs reminiscent of Moroccan women'’s henna designs.
In his Main (Hand, featured in Fig. 7.1), Belkahia expressly incorporated the
Tifinagh script, using six Tifinagh letters to write a Moroccan Arab woman’s
name (Sadida) immediately above the cenitrally placed eye motif.

TheTifinagh script is an Amazigh writing form believed to be related to the

ancient Punic script and used primarily by Tuareg women and blacksmiths to
write short, intimate messages on household objects and jewelry. The Tuareg
are an Amazigh population who live in the Saharan and Sahalean regions of
Mali, Algeria, Libya, Burkina Faso, and Niger. It is believed that all Imazi-
ghen used Tifinagh in the past; but the Tuareg, the least Arabized of all the
Imazighen in Africa, are the only Amazigh group to have retained a written
language. Tifinagh letters consist of circles and geometric forms reminiscent
of Amazigh women’s textile and tattoo mortifs (F ig- 7.2 shows the logo of the
Royal Institute of Amazigh Culture, using its version of the Tifinagh script).
Although the script has not been used for hundreds of years in North Africa,
Amazigh activists in Morocco and Algeria adopted Tifinagh to write poetry,
songs, and political slogans promoting their Amazigh heritage. Until recently,
the public display of Tifinagh was considered to be a politically charged act of
aggression against the Moroccan government. In fact, one of the reasons the
government gave for arresting members of the group Tilelli in Errachidia in
1994 is that their political banners featured the Tifinagh script.

1 would argue that Belkahia certainly realized the political volatility of the
Tifinagh script. He confounded this by camouflaging the Tifinagh letters with
similar geometric and circular forms, such as repeating triangles, diamond
shapes, spirals, arrows, and oval shapes reminiscent of eyes. Hence the Tifi-
nagh letters were reduced to pure decoration, removing the script from its
historical and cultural origins and distancing Belkahia from the potentia] po-
litical implications associated with the Tamazight language and Tifinagh. He
further did this by spelling out an Arab woman’s name rather than an Amazigh
one. This is one of the only works where he consciously copied letters from

N
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Figure 7.2, Farid Belkahie, Main (‘Hand, 1980}, henna on skin, 152 cm X 124.5 em.
Collection of the artist. Photo by Abigail Rolland.

the Tifinagh alphabet onto his skin canvases. Belkahia believes that the geo-
metric symbols and signs that he commonly uses, while similar to thOsz found
in Amazigh textiles, ceramics, and tattoos as well as in Tifinagh, are in fact
symbols common to many cultures.* In other words, Belkahia does not place
the motifs that adorn his leather canvas in any particular historical, cultural,
or temporal context but uses what he feels are universal artistic symbols that
transgress culture and time. As an artist, he sees himself as an intermediary

Fetdden

4

4




WEIHT Jo A331.m02 a8vw
U0 uoowl JU3dsaIo e PUE DPES 2U0 U0 uoowr nl’l} B SAELI 0l SIBQdd’B SEAUED Bql 30 f i

Jrey doa aya uo pagured apoa ay 1, usened soegans 10e11sqE UE 218210 01 paj8ur :
-Io3ul pue pasny are s1and] yAeuyt, Sy L J0P 343 pue 9[oar ap ‘aury Fezdiz
a2y ‘ajuein 2t se yons ‘S1UBWA[3 Iseq 112Y1 OIUT UMOP s1a139] yeuyry, ays
- syea1q 3y ‘sasexyd 10 sprom ayum 01 ySeuyr] asn ueys sapey duss ySeu
-yt 2y £q pandsur uGisap e a1e219-21 03 pues yoe[q WOIy PaILald SaUI| YIIYE

“(Wrout) amyny ySikowy Jo aamansuy
1242y 21 fo ooy foiflo ay f -z oc mdLy

puzjjoy joligy &4 ooy
i W2 1L % w3 001 ‘Dipaw paxnu ‘(100z ) papnup ‘1goN pawoyopy €L ambiy

sasn IiqeN (117 “31.1) anjq urys 191 surels yorym ‘(zsnowyafios e paqpeo) ueq
-1m3 pap-o31pur Suoy-1005-Aiuami e Y 5340 ay3 107 1da0xa sa0ey TI9Y1 19400
Aot asnedaq  usw anjq 313 Se 03 pariagas usljo axe usw Foxeny, (€L -Sry)
Buriop pakp-oSipur 11211 s15933ns anjq ay pue ‘puejpwoy exeyes s Jareny,
343 jo adedspue] ay1 535043 (1007 papmy) se {ons) $3sEAUED PaIaA02-pUes siy
Jo a1mxa3 yBnoa ay 1, e Goreny, Sunyoressor sreak snozsumu juads MqeN
"sa1m[no snouaFipur Auews 01 uowwos s[oquifs smoxioq oym
ISI[ESISATUN © JI3SWIY SI3PISUOD OS[e nq a3eiay qery pue ySizewy paxru e
i UBD0IOW ,2013,, © SE J[aSWIY SIYLIUSPT O “90ueiq 1 Sunprom pue Buray
s1e94 L1uam1 werp azow 1uads ‘02010 U1 S2A1] MOU OYA “TjIqEN gSeuyry ynm
$SSEAUED ST sulope os[e (z461 *q) iqeN paweyoyy Isie UBDI0IOW 3Y L
"UOLIEI0I3D
auopy[of [eanfjode ‘Sutusiearyiuou se paussard stdwos ySeuyy 1 5y 1 "wiaied
OBJINS 3ATILI003P 03 9ouanyuronsnIe ySizeury saonpas 3y asnesaq ‘Aypreuow
Ue22010] 33 Aq Pa1eals pooyuonEu jo uomsia 93 JU0Iju0D 30U s30p K131008
onsieand [erymonnu e se Lmuspr [eruojoarsod s osv0i0p Jo uonerardia;
“UFSIH "90Usnyut [eIUO[OD WOy 331) 11k UBID0ION 232213 01 1dwane s EnyeyRg
i wwasardar synow pasdsur-ySrzeury PUe Jay3e3] jo uonezImn siy gim pajdnod
i $I01D8] 353 I, "BIPaW OTISILIE URII0ION [ewoj0da1d Fuisn jo reod 93 YyuA ‘sea
f ~UBd UR{S SIY UIOPE 01 EUUSY $3sn oY ‘puey Po1eI099p-RUURY U1 uoWiOM -
UEI20I0W tpim paterosse A|[eards wiog onsnae ue sarendosdde eryex[eg
j : "sarmmo Sunoasuuos pue
e 10 3u3priq quasaxd ayy. pue 1sed 3 usdmIaq AIMURU0 jo-asuas e s3jeald OYM.. .

| 0DDOMON NI SLEY HOIZVHY g1 gt SIMY HOIZVANY AHVHOdWELNOD




CONTEMPORARY AMAZIGH ARTS 183

the other, suggesting the cycle of life. This&érﬁy_]_a_f form with.its long black
stem is at the same time anthropomorphic and is evocative of Tuareg silver
jewe[ry. The long vertical black line has two round dots on either side, how-
ever, reminiscent of an Amazigh woman’s chin tattoos (Fig. 2.5). Nabili’s use
of Amazigh motifs formed from sand also implies a metaphoric relationship
between women and the earth.

An examination of the art of Belkahia and Nabili reflects the paradoxical
situation of Amazigh art in Morocco today. Moroccan artists who freely appro-
priate Amazigh imagery from its original context and turn it into decorative
folkloric surface patterns are invited to exhibit in Morocco’s museums and art
galleries. Artists who use their paintings to promote their Amazigh heritage,
however, remain virtually unknown. This contradiction is slowly changing
due to the political actions of Amazigh artists and the creation of the Royal In-
stitute of Amazigh Culture (1Rcam) in 2001 by King Muhammad V1. This royal
declararion was the first official recognition of Morocco’s Amazigh population
and played an important role in enhancing public visibility of Amazigh issues.
Amazigh painters have recently discovered new political freedom to express
their Amazigh identity in Morocco.

Amazigh painters, writers, and poets are feverishly working, turning to the
Amazigh visual and performing art forms once commonly found through-
out Morocco for inspiration. By appropriating Amazigh women’s visual vo-
cabulary to give material form to their own conceptions of Morocco’s Ama-
zigh heritage, contemporary Amazigh painters recognize the association of
women, art, and Amazigh identity. This is especially the case for artists in
southeastern Morocco, who have been engaged in aggressive political activity
to promote their Amazigh heritage. For example, Omar Taws, a male poet
and political activist from Goulmima who had both friends and relatives ar-
rested during the now infamous 1994 protest held by the group Tilelli, valorizes
women in his poetry. He pays homage to the intimate connection berween
women and Amazigh identity in his poem entitled “Mma” (“Mother”):

Ili-nw da t-trindy s wul

S wul-inw izeddigen agensu-nw
Ad iriry ad inty isefra

S wawal netted g uyun mma
A mma-nw a tenna yi-yurun

A mma-nw a tenn’ ay issegman

Tusimt anejgum a-nemyur

(&)
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Temdimt tamara yherran

Ussan nnem tarezyift ayd gan
Mar ad di-nxitr mar a-nili

G uyenn’akw ihlan tgid-ay amur
G uyenn'akw illan 1gid-ay il
Udem nnem amezduy agensu nney
Idammen nnem d wininney yuwen
Tasa t-tayri nnem gant-ay afud
Nedda g ubrid tgid-ay asidd

Ad iriry ad inty isefra

8 wawal netted g uyu n mma
Ussan nnem is nra ad flun
Aybalu n tudert ayd ay-1gid
Xefwakal g di-temmyid a yemma
A nezzu digs iledjigen ad jjun
T-tirrugya neddu s afella

Xef tmagirt a-nali tawuri

Afud nney ayd tgid a yemma
Asidd nney ayd tgid a yemma
Awal nney am mma ayd gan
Akal nney am mma ayd gan
Tarwa nnem ayd nga a yemma
Tayri nney ur tedrus, a yemma.!

[1 sing my songs from my heart.
With my pure heart inside of me.
I sing and recite poems . . .

With words we nursed from our mother’s milk.

Oh mother who gave birth to me.

Oh mother who raised me.

You carried the responsibility to help us grow.
You tasted the bitterness of life.

Your days are a gift to us.

So we would grow and exist.

From everything you gave us a portion.

In everything you included us.

Your face lives inside of us.

E & & -a I & - & N -
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ters rather than using the populagiAsab styles of embroidery from notthern’™~

Morocco."”

Despite such changes in the arts of everyday life, earlier chapters have
shown that arts associated with weddings are slow to change. Weddings are
a time when sexuality and reproduction are central concerns, essential to the
survival of their ethnic group into the future, since the preservation of one’s
ethnic group continues to be a concern. An Ait Khabbash bride, even though
she may live ina concrete house in the city of Erfoud, still stays in a tent during
the three-day wedding ceremony, covering her face with the red headdress for
those three days. She also typically wears the amber and silver jewelry (once

- worn by her mother and grandmother on a daily basis) during the wedding
ceremony, although she may remove it on the third day to wear a European-
inspired white wedding gown. The comparison of two wedding photos, one
from the 1950s (Fig. 3.6) and the other from 1996 (Fig. 5.11), demonstrates how
little bridal attire has been modified in more than fifty years, while daily dress
(compare the women flanking the brides) has significantly changed. Because
women no longer wear silver and amber jewelry after they are married, the
groom borrows it from friends and returns it after the wedding is completed.
As previously discussed, akidous performances, however, are often sung in
Tashelhit, the Amazigh language of southwestern Morocco, rather than in their
local language, Tamazight. Ait Khabbash girls often dance to popular music
cassettes sung in Tashelhit. The Ait Khabbash still conceptualize their identity
on a local scale and desire to maintain their ethnic purity; however, they are
at the same time linking themselves to other Imazighen and creating a more
global identity.

Mohamed Mallal, a painter, singer, poet, art teacher, and Amazigh activist
living in the southern Moroccan city of Ouarzazate, argues that such changes
are a necessary part of life. His fear is that Amazigh culture is increasingly
viewed as an ancient folkloric culture isolated in remote mountain villages
without any usefulness in the contemporary world. He feels that if the Ama-
zigh language and culture can reach a larger population and be commonly
featured on the radio and television, for example, then it can become more
readily integrated into contemporary life.”

-Mallal’s art reinforces his political views, suggesting that the Amazigh -
people need to touch a broader audience and recognize their kinship across
national boundaries. His paintings promote a transnational Amazigh identity
that connects to other Imazighen groups in northern Africa. For example, he
often paints images of the Tuareg and refers to them as his brothers in his
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Figure 7.4. Mohamed Mallal, Untitled (2004), acrylic on cantvas, 92 cm X 8o cm.

Collection of the artist.

poetry. In Figure 7.4, he depicts a leather bag immediately recognizable as
Tusreg. Mallal perceives himself as part of a large Amazigh community that
crosses national borders."

Mallal’s painting reinforces the kinship he feels with the Tuareg, who are a
minority population within the countries where they live and are struggling
for cultural survival.'® He typically includes the faint letters written in the Tifi-
nagh script on the top right corners of his canvases. Although the Tifinagh
letters chosen by Mallal do not spell out particular words, they symbolize his
Amazigh identity. The presence of an indigo blue cloth draped behind the
leather bag further reinforces his association with the Tuareg. Tuareg leather
bags are made by women, and the motifs that he uses to adorn the bag further
evoke women’s arts, such as the large central triangle common to Amazigh
women’s arts throughout Africa.

Mallal, like most Amazigh activists, recognizes that Imazighen living in
rural areas must be educated in order to increase their political visibility and
access to Morocco’s economic resources. In the past Amazigh children often
began school with no knowledge of Arabic; because classes were taught en-
tirely in this language, students often felt frustrated and abandoned their edu-
cation. Amazigh activists fought tirelessly for the introduction of Tamazight

-
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CONTEMPORARY AMAZIGH ARTS 191

. are male, but they also pay tribute to Amazigh women on theircanvasgs, Mellal .

paints a tree with large overhanging branches in the middle of her canvas and
transforms it into a woman to express the central role that women play in
giving birth to and maintaining Amazigh culture.

Mohamed Ziyani, a self-taught male artist living in Tinghir, also pays trib-
ute to Amazigh women in his canvases. In hisacrylic canvas from 2004 entitled
Tudert (meaning “Life” in Tamazight), Ziyani divides the face of his anthro-
pomorphic triangular ﬁgure into two halves: male and female (Fig. 7.7). He
paints the female side with a brooch or fibula on her shoulder and rain falling
behind her, making a connection between women and fertility. Additionally,
the female half is accompanied by women’s tattoo designs floating above blue
waves of water at the bottom of the canvas. On the male side, Ziyani draws
inspiration from the motifs that adorn the region’s mud-brick architecture,
which he paints on the bottom left of his canvas.'®

This discussion of Amazigh painters in Morocco illustrates how artists look
across national borders yet remain regionalized at the same time, drawing in-
spiration from the ancient and the contemporary as well as the local and the
global. Hamid Kachmar, an Amazigh artist transplanted from Goulmina to the
United States, demonstrates the multifarious nature of contemporary Ama-
zigh identity. Kachmar, who has been studying art at Howard University since
2003, expresses his heritage through his paintings. He incorporates motifs and
symbols reminiscent of his deceased mother to represent the collective Ama-
zigh visual memory. Kachmar dutifully promotes the Amazigh culture in the
United States, explaining that he paradoxically “had to travel to the occident
in order to come back” and return to his Amazigh origins."”

In his 2005 painting /mi n war imi (Mouth of the Mouthless), Kachmar
covered the canvas with pieces of African barkcloth that he sewed together
with exaggeratedly large stitches to create the sense of an aged and restituted
surface, suggesting the antiquity of the Amazigh culture and its struggle to
survive (Fig. 7.8). He dyed the barkcloth with natural pigments made from
henna, madder, and ground walnut root to create warm red and ochre hues
reminiscent of the earth tones found in southeastern Morocco. Kachmar trans-
formed the canvas into the door of a gsar (mud-brick village typical of south-

eastern Morocco, called ighrem in Tamazight) and added a metal panel at_
the bottom left with the words régu}r n tilelli (door of freedom) engraved in_~

Tifinagh.
The center of the painting features a large oval face. The face, which
one large elliptical eye and one small circular eye, pays tribute to his much-

192 AMAZIGH ARTS IN MOROCCO

Figure 7.7. Mohamed Ziyani, Tudert (2004), acrylic on canvas, 65 cm X 50 cm.
Collection of the artist.

loved mother, who was blind in one eye. The two sets of three parallel dots
running vertically at the bottom of the face (where her chin would be) fusther
indicate that this figure represents a tattooed Amazigh woman. Her face is
covered with various Amazigh symbols inspired by both Tifinagh and the tex-
tiles that Kachmar watched his mother weave when, as a small boy, he rested
his head on her lap. His use of balance and symmetry in the visual composi-
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Morming Yet on Creation Day

indisputably desirable end, namely, to introduce African students to
literature set in their environment. But I could not help being amused by
the curious circumstance in which Conrad, a Pole, writing in English
could produce African literature while Peter Abrahams would be in-
eligible should he write a novel based on his experiences in the West
Indies.

What all this suggests to me is that you cannot cram African literature
into a small, neat definition. I do not see African literature as one unit
but as a group of associated units—in fact the sum total of all the nazional
and ethnic literatures of Africa.

A national literature is one that takes the whole nation for its province
and has a realised or potential audience throughout its territory. In other
words a literature that is written in the national language. An ethnic
literature is one which is available only to one ethnic group within the
pation. If you take Nigeria as an example, the national literature, as I
see it, is the literature written in English; and the ethnic literatures are in
Hausa, Ibo, Yoruba, Efik, Edo, Ijaw, etc., etc.

Any attempt to define African literature in terms which overlook the
complexities of the African scene at the material time is doomed to failure.
After the elimination of white rule shall have been completed the single
most important fact in Africa in the second half of the twenticth century
will appear to be the rise of individual nation states. I believe that African
literature will follow the same pattern.

What we tend to do today is to think of African literature as a new-born
infant. But in fact what we have is a whole generation of new-born infants.
" Of course if you only look cursorily one infant is pretty much like another;
but in reality each is already set on its own separate journey. Of course,
you may group them together on the basis of anything you choose—the
colour of their hair, for instance. Or you may group them together on the
basis of the language they will speak or the religion of their fathers. Those
would all be valid distinctions; but they could not begin to account fully
for each individual person carrying, as it were, his own little, unique
lodestar of genes.

Those who in talking about African literature want to exclude North
- Africa because it belongs to a different tradition surely do not suggest
that Black Africa is anything like homogenous. What does Shabaan
Robert have in commeon with Christopher Okigbo or Awooner-Williams?
Or Mongo Beti of Cameroun and Paris with Nzekwu of Nigeria? What does
the champagne-drinking upper-class Creole society described by Easmon
of Sierra Leone have in common with the rural folk and fishermen of
J. P. Clark’s plays? Of course, some of these differences could be ac-
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counted for on individual rather than national grounds but a good deal
of it is also environmental.

I have indicated somewhat off-handedly that the national literature of
Nigeria and of many other countries of Africa is, or will be, written in
English. This may sound like a controversial statement, but it isn’t. All
I have done has been to look at the reality of present-day Africa. This
‘reality’ may change as a result of deliberate, e.g. political, action. Ifit does
an entirely new situation will arise, and there will be plenty of time to
examine it. At present it may be more profitable to look at the scene as
it 15.

What are the factors which have conspired to place English in the
position of national language in many parts of Africa? Quite simply the
reason is that these nations were created in the first place by the inter-
vention of the British which, I hasten to add, is not saying that the peoples
comprising these nations were invented by the British.

The country which we know as Nigeria today began not so very long
ago as the arbitrary creation of the British. It is true, as William Fagg
says in his excellent new book Nigerian Images, that this arbitrary action
has proved as lucky in terms of African art history as any enterprise of
the fortunate Princes of Serendip. And I believe that in political and
economic terms too this arbitrary creation called Nigeria holds out great
prospects. Yet the fact remains that Nigeria was created by the British—

-for their own ends. Let us give the devil his due: colonialism in Africa

disrupted many things, but it did create big political units where there
were small, scattered ones before. Nigeria had hundreds of autonomous
communities ranging in size from the vast Fulani Empire founded by
Usman dan Fodio in the North to tiny village entities in the East. Today
it is one country.

Of course there are areas of Africa where colonialism divided up a single
ethnic group among two or even three powers. But on the whole it did
bring together many peoples that had hitherto gone their several ways.
And it gave them a language with which to talk to one another. If it failed
to give them a song, it at least gave them a tongue, for sighing. There are
not many countries in Africa today where you could abolish the language
of the erstwhile colonial powers and still retain the facility for mutual
communication. Therefore those African writers who have chosen to write
in English or French are not unpatriotic smart alecs with an eye on the
main chance—outside their own countries. They are by-products of the

- same process that made the new nation states of Affrica.

” You can take this argument a stage further to include other countries
of Africa. The only reason why we can even talk about African unity is
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Morning Yet on Creation Day

of educated African gentlemen’. We may derive some amusement
from the fact that British colonial administrators learnt very little in the
following quarter of a century. But at least they did learn in the end—
which is more than one can say for some others,

It is when we come to what is commonly called creative literature that
most doubt seems to arise. Obi Wali whose article ‘Dead End of Aftrican
Literature’ I referred to, has this to say:

. . . until these writers and their Western midwives accept the fact
that any true African literature must be written in African languages,
they would be merely pursuing a dead end, which can only lead to
sterility, uncreativity and frustration.

But far from leading to sterility the work of many new African writers
is full of the most exciting possibilities.
Take this from Christopher Okigbo’s ‘Limits’:

Suddenly becoming talkative
like weaverbird
Summoned at offside of
dream remembered
Between sleep and waking.
I hand up my egg-shells
"To you of palm grove,
Upon whose bamboo towers hang
Dripping with yesterupwine
A tiger mask and nude spear. . . .

Queen of the damp half light,
I have had my cleansing,
Emigrant with air-borne nose,

‘The he-goat-on-heat.

Or take the poem “Night Rain’ in which J. P. Clark captures so well the
fear and wonder felt by a child as rain clamours on the thatch-roof at

night and his mother walking about in the dark, moves her simple be-
longings

Out of: the run of water
That like ants filing out of the wood

Will scatter and gain possession
Of the floor . . .

I think that the picture of water spreading on the floor ‘like ants filing
out of the wood’ is beautiful. Of course if you have never made fire with

faggots you may miss it. But Clark’s inspiration derives from the same
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source which gave birth to the saying that a man who brings home ant-
ridden faggots must be ready for the visit of lizards.

I do not see any signs of sterility anywhere here. What I do see is a new
voice coming out of Africa, speaking of African experience in a world-wide
language. So my answer to the question: Can an African ever learn English
well enough to be able to use it effectively in creative writing? is certainly
yes. If on the other hand you ask: Can ke ever learn to use it ke a native
speaker? 1 should say, I hope not. It is neither necessary nor desirable for
him to be able to do so. The price a world language must be prepared to
pay is submission to many different kinds of use. The African writer
should aim to use English in a way that brings out his message best
without altering the language to the extent that its value as a medium
of international exchange will be lost. He should aim at fashioning out
an English which is at once universal and able to carry his peculiar experi-
ence. I have in mind here the writer who has something new, something
different to say. The nondescript writer has little to tell us, anyway, so
he might as well tell it in conventional language and get it over with. If
I may use an extravagant simile, he is like a man offering a small,
nondescript routine sacrifice for which a chick or less will do. A serious
writer must look for an animal whose blood can match the power of his
offering. -

In this respect Amos Tutuola is a natural. A good instinct has turned
his apparent limitation in language into a weapon of great strength—
a half-strange dialect that serves him perfectly in the evocation of
his bizarre world. His last book, and to my mind, his finest, is proof
enough that one can make even an imperfectly learnt second language do
amazing things. In this book The Feather Woman of The Jungle Tutuola’s
superb story-telling is at last cast in the episodic form which he handles
best instead of being painfully stretched on the rack of the novel.

From a natural to a conscious artist: myself, in fact. Allow me to quote
a small example, from Arrow of God which may give some idea of how I
approach the use of English. The Chief Priest in the story is telling one of
his sons why it is necessary to send him to church:

I want one of my sons to join these people and be my eyes there. It
there is nothing in it you will come back. But if there is something
there you will bring home my share. The world is like a Mask,
dancing. If you want to see it well you do not stand in one place.
My spirit tells me that those who do not befriend the white man
today will be saying had we known tomorrow.!

! Chinua Achebe, Arrow of God, William Heinemann, London, 1964, p. 55-
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264 Robert Bellah

autocratic monarch or of the “people”; the rights of man are more basic
than any political structure and provide a point of revolutionary leverage
from which any state structure may be radically altered. That is the basis
for his reassertion of the revolutionary significance of America.

But the religious dimension in political life as recognized by Kennedy
not only provides a grounding for the rights of man that makes any form
of political absolutism illegitimate, it also provides a transcendent goal
for the political process. This is implied in his final words that “here on
earth God’s work must truly be our own.” What he means here is, I
think, more clearly spelled out in a previous paragraph, the wording of
which, incidentally, has a distinctly biblical ring:

Now the trumpet summons us again — not as a call to bear
arms, though arms we need — not as a call to battle, though
embattled we are — but a call to bear the burden of a long
twilight struggle, year in and year out, “rejoicing in hope, pa-
tient in tribulation” — a struggle against the common enemies
of man: tyranny, poverty, disease and war itself.

The whole address can be understood as only the most recent state-
ment of a theme that lies very deep in the American tradition, namely the
obligation, both collective and individual, to carry out God’s will on
carth. This was the motivating spirit of those who founded America, and
it has been present in every generation since. Just below the surface
throughout Kennedy’s inaugural address, it becomes explicit in the clos-
ing statement that God’s work must be our own. That this very activist
and noncontemplative conception of the fundamental religious obliga-
tion, which has been historically associated with the Protestant position,
should be enunciated so clearly in the first major statement of the first
Catholic president seems to underline how deeply established it is in the
American outlook. Let us now consider the form and history of the civil
religious tradition in which Kennedy was speaking. 4

The idea of a civil religion

The phrase “civil religion” is, of course, Rousseau’s. In chapter 8, book 4
of The Social Contract, he outlines the simple dogmas of the civil reli-
gion: the existence of God, the life to come, the reward of virtue and the
punishment of vice, and the exclusion of religious intolerance. All other
religious opinions are outside the cognizance of the state and may be
freely held by citizens. While the phrase “civil religion” was not used, to
the best of my knowledge, by the founding fathers, and I am certainly not
arguing for the particular influence of Rousseau, it is clear that . . . reli-
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gion, particularly the idea of God, played a constitutive role in the
thought of the early American statesmen.
Kennedy’s inauguration pointed to the religious aspect of the Declara-

_ tion of Independence, and it might be well to look at that document a bit

more closely. There are four references to God. The first speaks of the
“Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God” that entitle any people to be
independent. The second is the famous statement that all men “are en-
dowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights.” Here Jefferson is
locating the fundamental legitimacy of the new nation in a conception of
“higher law” that is itself based on both classical natural law and biblical
religion. The third is an appeal to “the Supreme Judge of the world for
the rectitude of our intentions,” and the last indicates “a firm reliance on
the protection of divine Providence.” In these last two references, a bibli-
cal God of history who stands in judgment over the world is indicated.

The intimate relation of these religious notions with the self-conception
of the new republic is indicated by the frequency of their appearance in
early official documents. For example, we find in Washington’s first inau-
gural address of April 30, 1789:

It would be peculiarly improper to omit in this first official
act my fervent supplications that the Almighty Being who rules
over the universe, who presides in the councils of nations, and
whose providential aids can supply every defect, that His bene-
diction may consecrate to the liberties and happiness of the
people of the United States a Government instituted by them-
selves for these essential purposes. . . .

No people can be bound to acknowledge and adore the in-
visible Hand which conducts the affairs of man more than
those of the United States. Every step by which we have ad-
vanced to the character of an independent nation seems to
have been distinguished by some token of providential
agency. . ..

Nor did these religious sentiments remain merely the personal expression
of the president. At the request of both Houses of Congress, Washington
proclaimed on October 3 of that same first year as president that Novem-
ber 26 should be “a day of public thanksgiving and prayer,” the first
Thanksgiving Day under the Constitution.

The words and acts of the founding fathers, especially the first few
presidents, shaped the form and tone of the civil religion as it has been
maintained ever since. Though much is selectively derived from Christian-
ity, this religion is clearly not itself Christianity. For one thing, neither
Washington nor Adams nor Jefferson mentions Christ in his inaugural

/addmswor do any of the subsequent presidents, although not one of
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268 Robert Bellah

tragic intensity of fratricidal strife, but it was one of the bloodiest wars of
the nineteenth century; the loss of life was far greater than any previously
suffered by Americans.

The Civil War raised the deepest questions of national meaning. The
man who not only formulated but in his own person embodied its mean-
ing for Americans was Abraham Lincoln. For him the issue was not in the
first instance slavery but “whether that nation, or any nation so con-
ceived, and so dedicated, can long endure.” He had said in Independence
Hall in Philadelphia on February 22, 1861:

All the political sentiments I entertain have been drawn, so far
as | have been able to draw them, from the sentiments which
originated in and were given to the world from this Hall. |
have never had a feeling, politically, that did not spring from
the sentiments embodied in the Declaration of Independence.

The phrases of Jefferson constantly echo in Lincoln’s speeches. His task
was, first of all, to save the Union ~ not for America alone but for the
meaning of America to the whole world so unfogettably etched in the last
phrase of the Gettysburg Address.

But inevitably the issue of slavery as the deeper cause of the conflict
had to be faced. In his second inaugural, Lincoln related slavery and the
war in an ultimate perspective:

If we shall suppose that American slavery is one of those of-
fenses which, in the providence of God, must needs come, but
which, having continued through His appointed time, He now
wills to remove, and that He gives to both North and South
this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense
came, shall we discern therein any departure from those divine
attributes which the believers in a living God always ascribe to
Him? Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this
mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God
wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bonds-
man’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be
sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall
be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three
thousand years ago, so still it must be said “the judgments of
the Lord are true and righteous altogether.”

But he closes on a note if not of redemption then of reconciliation —
“With malice toward none, with charity toward all.”

With the Civil War, a new theme of death, sacrifice, and rebirth enters
the civil religion. It is symbolized in the life and death of Lincoln. No-
where is it stated more vividly than in the Gettysburg Address, itself p
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of the Lincolnian “New Testament” among the civil scriptures. Robert
Lowell has recently pointed out the “insistent use of birth images” in this
speech explicitly devoted to “these honored dead”: “brought forth,”
“conceived,” “created,” “a new birth of freedom”. . . . The earlier sym-
bolism of the civil religion had been Hebraic without in any specific sense
being Jewish. The Gettysburg symbolism (“. . . those who here gave their
lives, that the nation might live”) is Christian without having anything to
do with the Christian church.

The new symbolism soon found both physical and ritualistic expres-
sion. The great number of the war dead required the establishment of a
number of national cemeteries. Of these, the Gettysburg National Ceme-
tery, which Lincoln’s famous address served to dedicate, has been over-
shadowed only by the Arlington National Cemetery. Begun somewhat
vindictively on the Lee estate across the river from Washington, partly
with the end that the Lee family could never reclaim it, it has subse-
quently become the most hallowed monument of the civil religion. Not
only was a section set aside for the Confederate dead, but it has received
the dead of each succeeding American war. It is the site of the one impor-
tant new symbol to come out of World War I, the Tomb of the Unknown
Soldier; more recently it has become the site of the tomb of another
martyred president and its symbolic eternal flame.

Memorial Day, which grew out of the Civil War, gave ritual expression
to the themes we have been expressing. As Lloyd Warner has so bril-
liantly analyzed it, the Memorial Day observance, especially in the towns
and smaller cities of America, is a major event for the whole community
involving a rededication to the martyred dead, to the spirit of sacrifice,
and to the American vision. Just as Thanksgiving Day, which incidentally
was securely institutionalized as an annual national holiday only under
the presidency of Lincoln, serves to ‘integrate the family into the civil
religion, so Memorial Day has acted to integrate the local community
into the national cult. Together with the less overtly religious Fourth of
July and the more minor celebrations of Veterans Day and the birthdays
of Washington and Lincoln, these two holidays provide an annual ritual
calendar for the civil religion. The public school system serves as a particu-
larly important context for the cultic celebration of the civil rituals.

The civil religion today

-+ - The civil religion at its best is a genuine apprehension of universal and
transcendent religious reality as seen in or, one could almost say, as
revealed through the experience of the American people. Like all reli-

ions, it has suffered various deformations and demonic distortions. At
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nations that are for the moment “on our side” become “the free world.”
A repressive and unstable military dictatorship in South Vietnam be-
comes “the free people of South Vietnam and their government.” lt is
then part of the role of America as the New Jerusalem and “the last best
hope of earth” to defend such governments with treasure and eventually
with blood. When our soldiers are actually dying, it becomes possible to
consecrate the struggle further by invoking the great theme of sacrifice.
For the majority of the American people who are unable to judge whether
the people in South Vietnam (or wherever) are “free like us,” such argu-
ments are convincing. Fortunately President Johnson has been less ready
to assert that “God has favored our undertaking” in the case of Vietnam
than with respect to civil rights. But others are not so hesitant. The civil
religion has exercised long-term pressure for the humane solution of our
greatest domestic problem, the treatment of the Negro American. It re-
mains to be seen how relevant it can become for our role in the world at
large, and whether we can effectively stand for “the revolutionary beliefs
for which our forebears fought,” in John F. Kennedy’s words.

The civil religion is obviously involved in the most pressing moral and
political issues of the day. But it is also caught in another kind of crisis,
theoretical and theological, of which it is at the moment largely unaware.
“God” has clearly been a central symbol in the civil religion from the
beginning and remains so today. This symbol is just as central to the civil
religion as it is to Judaism or Christianity. In the late eighteenth century
this posed no problem; even Tom Paine, contrary to his detractors, was
not an atheist. From left to right and regardless of church or sect, all
could accept the idea of God. But today, as even Time has recognized, the
meaning of “God” is by no means so clear or so obvious. There is no
formal creed in the civil religion. We have had a Catholic president; it is
conceivable that we could have a Jewish one. But could we have an
agnostic president? Could a man with conscientious scruples about using
the word “God” the way Kennedy and Johnson have used it be elected
chief magistrate of our country? If the whole God symbolism requires
reformulation, there will be obvious consequences for the civil religion,
consequences perhaps of liberal alienation and of fundamentalist ossifica-
tion that have not so far been prominent in this realm. The civil religion
has been a point of articulation between the profoundest commitments of
the Western religious and philosophical traditions and the common be-
liefs of ordinary Americans. It is not too soon to consider how the deepen-
ing theological crisis may affect the future of this articulation.
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