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Editorial

Humans and non-humans in African verbal arts: Narrativity and environmental poetics at the 
dawn of the climate crisis—Introduction / Humains et non-humains dans les arts de la parole 
en Afrique: Narrativités et poétiques environnementales à l’aube de la crise climatique—
Introduction 

Hermelind le Doeuff, Cécile Leguy & Daniela Merolla   

This special issue of Tydskrif vir Letterkunde (Journal for Literature), and the second number in the Mbuyu series, 
collects peer-reviewed articles derived from the 14th conference of the International Society for the Oral Literatures 
of Africa that took place in Paris, France, from 5 to 7 July 2023. The conference focused on oral literatures in Africa 
and the diaspora from the perspective of multiple approaches that place the relationship between the verbal arts 
and the environment at the centre of their research.

The reports on the consequences of global warming by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
have urged industrial societies to change their relationship to the planet. Released in September 2019, August 
2021, February 2022, and March 2023 at the same time as the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic, these reports 
reinforce the multiple voices of researchers and environmental activists calling institutions and enterprises to 
take responsibility for climate change. The data on climate change and the danger for the survival of humans, 
animals, and the environment—which gave rise to the slogan “There is no Planet B”—make us understand 
the urgency of taking action. It is pivotal to steer contemporary economies towards an ecological and social 
reconversion, including the drastic reduction in the exploitation of the world and its people and the recovery 
of ecosystems. Legal litigations on the conflicts of economic, environmental, and social interests are growing, 
and those responsible for eco-disasters are being challenged. It seems that a turning point was reached with the 
condemnation in May 2021 of Shell for polluting the Nigerian Niger-Delta region and that of the French state in 
February 2021 for inactivity in counteracting climate change. To stick with an animal metaphor, it is important 
to remember that “a tiger does not change its stripes”, and that the conversion to sustainability by industries and 
states may prove ephemeral and inconclusive, as the appeal won by Shell in 2024 shows (Kaminski). Moreover, 
the focus on preserving the planet seems to take a back seat to war situations such as the one that started in 
Eastern Europe in 2022 and (again) in Palestine in 2023, while many other tragic conflicts are ongoing in Africa, 
such as in Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Mali, Libya, and Somalia.

However, the ‘colonial’ approach to the world, due to those who think they are “masters and possessors of 
nature”, in the words of Descartes, which leads to the depletion of resources perceived as unlimited, is neither 
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shared by all nor of all times. The songs of the Lamal ritual of the Samburu of Kenya (Wachira), as well as the tale 
of the over-skilled hunter of the Serer of Senegal, for example, direct the narrative towards a relationship with 
living beings and geophysical forces and objects that is distant from the “devouring” attitude towards the world, 
again in Descartes’s words. The main questions we pose in this volume are: How can such oral narratives make 
sense in the context of current environmental concerns? Should we rethink the often-allegorical analyses (Iheka) 
of the past on the geo/zoo/etho/biological elements of oral and written literatures? What inspiration can oral 
literature provide for the renewal of African literary studies on the relationship between literature and the natural 
environment? And what inspiration is there to be drawn for discourses and practices of industrial societies in 
Africa and elsewhere in the face of the present climate crisis?

Earlier in 2025, TL published a theme issue on ecocriticism and ecopoetics (edited by Ewa Macura-Nnamdi and 
Magdalena Malinowska). The present special issue distinguishes itself by focusing specifically on environmental 
questions as they emerge in African oral literatures and languages, thus extending the field of ecocritical inquiry 
into a domain that has so far attracted limited critical attention. Since the 1990s, the new directions of criticism 
pay increased attention to narratives that question and decentralise anthropocentric thinking. Such narratives 
rearticulate the nature/culture relationship and the notions of otherness and of the ‘wilderness’ of nature as 
well, all too firmly posited by previous philosophical thinking as well as by the structuralist approaches of the 
1960s–1980s (Barry; Descola; Garnier; Iheka; Iovino and Oppermann; Schoentjes; Posthumus; etc.). Though rooted 
in written productions, ecopoetics is beginning to open up to orality and its functioning in the lived experience of 
environments: sounds, colours, and movements; the sensitive attention paid to places and relationships; and the 
knowledge that is constructed there (Bourlet, Lorin, and Morand; Feld).

The articles gathered here focus on the relationships between humans, animals, and the natural world, 
particularly examining the representations and conceptualisations of animals and vegetation in African oral 
genres (Brinkman, et al.; Diallo; Di Tolla; Bornand and Dambo), in music (Láyadé and Ògúnyẹmí), in documentaries 
(Merolla), and in the reuse of oral elements in African prose (Opondo and Odongo). The volume is closed by 
the fascinating comparison, offered by Michèle Cros, between an environmental crisis (deforestation) and an 
epidemic crisis of the zoonosis type. 

In the first article, “Rainbows in Eastern African folktales: Oral narrative as ecocritical model”, Inge 
Brinkman, Teshome Mossissa, Peter Wasamba, and James Wachira examine the evolving meanings attributed 
to the relationship between rainbows and snakes in narratives from the Gikuyu language in Central Kenya. 
Drawing on Jerome Bruner’s work, the authors advocate the importance of narrative and imagination in shaping 
human-non-human relationships and propose an analysis of oral narratives not only as sources of Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge, but also as constitutive of a reflective practice, with eco-narratives potentially functioning 
as ecocritical theoretical models in their own right. Adopting a diachronic approach, the study demonstrates that 
rainbow symbolism has historically served as a model for understanding human-nonhuman relationships, long 
before the emergence of global ecological concerns in development discourse. They also demonstrate how the 
imaginary of the rainbow has evolved over time, primarily under the influence of Christianity. The once complex 
and ambivalent relationship between snake and rainbow gradually disappeared, giving way to a more rigid moral 
dichotomy. The analysis of Gikuyu narratives collected around 1900 shows that they constituted an ecocritical 
model that could serve as an alternative or a complement to mainstream developmental approaches to ecology. 
The transformations of rainbow imagery during the colonial and postcolonial periods introduced new meanings 
and representations that brought an end to the narrative use of rainbows as an ecocritical model. While the 
authors do not advocate a return to an idealised, precolonial African worldview, they suggest that examining 
these imaginative histories can offer valuable insights. Such narratives may help challenge the dominance of 
purely logical-scientific frameworks by promoting a less anthropocentric mode of interpretation. They challenge 
the very notion of “environment”: who is environed? Who stands at the centre if other forces are so powerful? 
(Brinkman). East African oral traditions could provide instructive perspectives in addressing the contemporary 
global ecological crisis. 

Following on this theme, the second article, “Le pasteur, le bovidé et l’environnement dans la tradition orale 
peule” (Shepherds, bovids, and the environment in the Fulani oral tradition) by Amadou Oury Diallo, is focused 
on the symbiotic relationship between the Fulani shepherd and his cattle, as well as with nature as a whole—
from vegetation to the stars, which guide the camp’s organisation like a mirror image. This worldview, in which 
harmony between humans, cattle, and their environment is constantly pursued, is conveyed through mythical 
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narratives and refined pastoral poetry. Diallo adopts an approach grounded in the mythical foundations of social 
organisation and examines the deep connections between the four Fulani patronyms (Diallo, Ba, Barry, and Sow), 
the cardinal points (East, West, North, and South), the natural elements (fire, air, earth, and water), and the 
coat colours of cattle (yellow, red, white, and black). This interpretive framework highlights a relationship of 
balance that is not only sought after but actively constructed and asserted: pastoralists are presented as integral 
participants in an ecosystem upon which both their own survival and that of their livestock depend.

For her part, Anna Maria di Tolla employs ecocritical theory to interpret Amazigh (Berber) oral traditions 
and storytelling. In her article “Relations between humans and non-humans in Amazigh North African oral 
literature” she shows that the question of preserving the environment is at the heart of most of the tales that 
convey the idea that the natural world is not just a setting for human stories but is an active character itself. In her 
interpretation, the Amazigh narratives allow us to discover mountains, rivers, and sacred trees that remember, 
negotiate, and “keep account of human behaviour”. Trees and rivers are characters in tales, for example, when 
they take on magical power, letting the heroes pass—as the heroes know how to speak to them—and stopping 
the ogress, who, on the contrary, insult them. Moreover, Di Tolla shows that trees have spiritual connections 
with Amazigh communities: sacred initiation rites and other spiritual activities take place around them, such as 
asking for rain. These conceptualisations are also embodied in preserving practices like the agdal pastoral system 
of Morocco’s High Atlas. Such practices have utilised the rotating grazing lands to allow regeneration, enforcing 
collective decision-making through village councils (jema’a) and viewing pastures as sacred trusts rather than 
commodities. Di Tolla concludes that Amazigh tales and practices show that humans do not dominate nature but 
rather live in symbiosis with their environment.

Following this, in “Landscape histories: Origin narratives and toponyms in the rural commune of Liboré, 
Niger” by Sandra Bornand and Lawali Dambo they explore the eco-historical performativity of place names, which 
serve not only as vehicles for narratives of foundation, settlement, or migration—depicting the relationships 
established between humans and the natural environment—but also as instruments for reconfiguring relationships 
to land and power. The originality of this article lies in the collaboration between the approaches of a linguistic 
anthropologist and a geographer. Place names are not merely labels affixed to locations on a map; they convey 
histories—narratives of migration and village founding that shape the landscape. They function as micro-narratives 
(Calame), describing environmental features, historical traumas, and social structures. While some commemorate 
ancestors and ecological characteristics, others imply memories of slavery, forced labour, and colonial extraction. 
Focusing specifically on spatial memory through the place names of the rural commune of Liboré, located in the 
peri-urban zone of Niamey, Niger, the authors highlight the connections between narrative and spatial analysis. 
They demonstrate how the various communities of Liboré continuously reshape their territory through place 
names and the stories attached to them. Drawing on detailed fieldwork, the authors propose an interactive map 
that explores how these forms of oral discourse reflect and generate processes of anthropisation (resulting in the 
physical transformation of the environment) and humanisation (insofar as meaning and values are attributed to 
places). Migration narratives reveal both symbolic and practical logics of settlement, while foundation stories 
describe how hostile environmental conditions—dense nature subject to both floods and drought, populated 
by wild animals and malevolent spirits—were overcome to make the land habitable, through both clearing and 
negotiation with non-human forces. These narratives, which may be the subject of discussions that sometimes 
lead to the changing of a name, inscribe crisis, displacement, and resilience into the collective memory, and are 
often condensed into toponyms that endure both on maps and in local usage.

Atinúkẹ́ Adénìkẹ́ Láyadé and ‘Adebáyọ Oludare Ògúnyẹmí explore the relationship between human beings 
and the divine in “Gods, music, and rainmaking in Yorùbáland”. In their article, they analyse the interrelated 
phenomena of the play Ọba kò so by Dúró Ladipọ, praise chants for Ṣàngó (the Yorùbá god of thunder and 
lightning), and the music performed at festivals where Ṣàngó is invoked to bring rain. Drawing on oral sources 
and Dúró Ladipọ’s play Ọba kò so, the authors highlight the Ṣàngó Praise Festival as a key event in which the ritual 
unity between singers, percussionists and rain-controlling priests ensures the success of the festival. The article 
also identifies four main factors responsible for rainfall and thunder during the festival, showing how sacred 
oratory and musical rhythm are intertwined with environmental forces. By linking the performance of praise to 
ecological awareness, this article places Yorùbá traditions within a broader eco-critical discourse. Ultimately, 
Láyadé and Ògúnyẹmí conclude that the praise of Ṣàngó, particularly through dynamic Bàtá drumming and poetic 
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greetings, demonstrates how human creativity, faith, and nature interact, producing moments where devotion 
and climate converge.

Meanwhile, in the sixth article, “Verbal art in the ecological discourse of two Amazigh/Berber 
documentaries”, Daniela Merolla examines the reutilisation of verbal art in documentary films that address 
pollution and environmental changes caused by extractive industries. Based on the analysis of La colère dans le vent 
(Amina Weira, 2016) and Amussu (Nadir Bouhmouch, 2019), the study aims to demonstrate the central role of a 
“reactivated” orality—conceptualised theoretically as “technauriture” (Kaschula and Mostert) or “technorality” 
(Adejunmobi)—in underpinning the narrative structure of the ecological discourse through the use of imagery. 
The revival of sung poetry and other forms of verbal art in the Amazigh/Berber society is, in both activist films, 
driven by the urgency to raise awareness of climate change and the environmental degradation caused by mining 
activities—uranium extraction in the former, silver in the latter. The reference to orality, however, differs in 
the two documentaries. In the first, Tuareg poetry and music function as a kind of narrative frame: the issue 
of mining pollution is woven into the fabric of everyday Tuareg life, depicted through music and references to 
verbal art, which open and close the documentary in the style of oral tale formulas. In the second documentary, 
poetry, proverbs, storytelling, theatre, autobiographical accounts, and contemporary Amazigh songs play a more 
central and overt role in the narration, which is structured around seasonal activities. Through her analysis of 
these two ecological documentaries, Merolla demonstrates the relevance and vitality of verbal arts, which are not 
reactivated as folkloric identity markers but instead serve as a counter-discourse. They contribute effectively to 
the collectively asserted yet subjectively committed purpose of the films.

From the seventh contribution, the articles stand out for their focus on climate change in the interaction 
between orality and writing. The article by Rose Opondo and Tobias Odongo involves an ecocritical analysis of the 
Acholi oral folktale “Chameleon and Elephant” as retold by Okot p’Bitek in Hare and Hornbill (1978). Through close 
reading and content analysis, the authors demonstrate that the tale allegorically portrays the interconnectedness 
of human, animal, and plant life. They argue that oral literature serves as a powerful medium for environmental 
ethics, promoting humility and cooperation over exploitation and domination. This stands in contrast to modern 
exploitative attitudes grounded in domination and separation from nature. Ultimately, the article emphasises 
the relevance of “Chameleon and Elephant” in promoting African indigenous ecological knowledge systems and 
in challenging Euro-American notions of nature as lifeless and exploitable. The article concludes by calling for 
broader attention to African oral traditions as valuable sources for contemporary ecological thought.

In the article, “From rain-bringer to wealth-giver: Changing forms of the snake in southern African belief 
systems”, Felicity Wood brings attention to the supernatural dimensions of the snake in South African belief 
systems, focusing particularly on the shifting meanings attributed to this figure through various narrative media. 
While snakes have long been regarded as spiritual emissaries, guardians, and guides—especially within Eastern 
Cape cosmology—recent discourses increasingly associate them with darker, occult forces. Through an analysis 
of A. C. Jordan’s novel The Wrath of the Ancestors (1940; 1980) and a selection of oral narratives from the Eastern 
Cape province of South Africa, Wood traces the evolution of snake imagery and explores how perceptions of the 
snake have changed. She then considers the broader implications of these changes for understandings of orality, 
spirituality, and the supernatural. In doing so, she foregrounds the enduring role of the snake as both a spiritual 
and ecological presence, revealing its complex and contested place in South African narratives.

Finally, in “Etiologie des métamorphoses du vivant. Le sceau prémonitoire des chauves-souris” (Etiology 
of the metamorphoses of life: African narratives under the premonitory seal of bats), Michèle Cros concludes 
the selection by focusing on the bat—a non-human being that is at once “ordinary and extraordinary”. This 
contribution shows that many zoonotic diseases, from Ebola to Covid-19, are closely tied to climate sensitivity. It 
then turns to the role bats have played as accused agents in the public imagination, particularly during the Ebola 
outbreaks in Africa and their renewed vilification during the Covid-19 pandemic. Forced out of their natural 
habitats by expanding oil palm plantations and deforestation linked to gold mining, bats are especially vulnerable 
to the impacts of climate change. Cros recollects that scientific studies have shown that all species of bats possess 
a highly effective immune system, although the viruses that do not make bats sick can become pathogenic for new 
hosts once the species barrier is crossed. In fragile and altered ecosystems, bats’ ability to shield us from viruses 
they once naturally suppressed becomes severely diminished. Cros subsequently explores the etiological myths 
and narratives that explain the bat’s nocturnal habits and its inverted posture. She proposes to view bats, as well 
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as other non-human beings, like “the spirits of the bush”—as vital and subversive figures of the Anthropocene 
(“rebels” and “sentinels”), offering alternative ways of understanding and responding to ecological upheaval.

Through an analysis of human-non-human relationships in various oral genres and by interacting with other 
modes of expression—written or audiovisual—the authors of this special issue convincingly demonstrate that 
verbal art expresses approaches less consumerist and more spiritual than the prevailing global model, which can 
foster a more balanced human presence on the planet. The existing contradictions, further exacerbated by major 
environmental changes, do not obscure the inspiration that verbal art can offer for the planet’s global future.
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Ce numéro spécial de Tydskrif vir Letterkunde (Journal de littérature), deuxième édition de la série Mbuyu, présente 
des articles évalués par des pairs issus de la 14e conférence de la Société Internationale pour les Littératures orales 
d’Afrique, organisée à Paris, en France, du 5 au 7 juillet 2023. La conférence s’est articulée autour des littératures 
orales africaines et diasporiques, en examinant diverses approches cherchant à analyser le lien entre les arts 
verbaux et l’environnement dans une perspective de recherche universitaire.

Les rapports du Groupe d’experts intergouvernemental sur l’évolution du climat concernant les conséquences 
du réchauffement climatique ont invité les sociétés industrielles à réévaluer leur rapport à la planète. Publiés 
respectivement en septembre 2019, août 2021, février 2022 et mars 2023, parallèlement à la pandémie de covid-19, 
ces documents soulignent l’urgence de la situation et contribuent à amplifier les voix des chercheurs et militants 
écologistes qui incitent les institutions et les entreprises à prendre leurs responsabilités face au changement 
climatique. Les données de plus en plus alarmantes relatives au climat et aux risques pour la survie humaine, 
animale et environnementale—illustrées par le slogan “Il n’y a pas de planète B”—rappellent la nécessité d’agir 
rapidement. Il est devenu impératif de redéfinir les modèles économiques actuels vers une transition écologique 
et sociale, impliquant la réduction substantielle de l’exploitation des ressources naturelles et des populations, 
ainsi que la restauration des écosystèmes. Parallèlement, la multiplication des litiges relatifs aux intérêts 
économiques, environnementaux et sociaux met en lumière la responsabilité croissante des acteurs impliqués 
dans les catastrophes écologiques. Certains événements récents, tels que la condamnation de Shell en mai 
2021 pour pollution dans le delta du Niger au Nigeria et celle de l’État français en février 2021 pour inaction 
climatique, semblent indiquer un changement de paradigme. Toutefois, il convient de nuancer cet optimisme: 
l’appel remporté par Shell en 2024 (Kaminski) illustre la difficulté d’obtenir des avancées durables en matière 
de conversion écologique des industries et des États. Par ailleurs, la préservation de l’environnement tend à être 
reléguée au second plan dans le contexte de conflits armés, comme ceux ayant éclaté en Europe de l’Est en 2022 
ou en Palestine en 2023, tandis que de multiples crises persistent en Afrique, incluant celles du Soudan, de la 
République démocratique du Congo, du Mali, de la Libye et de la Somalie.

Cependant, l’approche “coloniale” du monde, due à ceux qui se considèrent comme “maîtres et possesseurs 
de la nature”, selon les termes de Descartes, qui conduit à l’épuisement de ressources perçues comme illimitées, 
n’est ni partagée par tous ni de tous les temps. Les chants du rituel Lamal des Samburu du Kenya (Wachira), ainsi 
que le conte du chasseur très adroit des Serer du Sénégal, par exemple, orientent le récit vers une relation avec les 
êtres vivants et les forces et objets géophysiques qui est éloignée de l’attitude “dévorante” envers le monde, pour 
reprendre Descartes. Les principales questions que nous posons dans ce volume sont les suivantes: comment ces 
récits oraux peuvent-ils avoir un sens dans le contexte des préoccupations environnementales actuelles? Devrions-
nous repenser les analyses souvent allégoriques (Iheka) du passé sur les éléments géo/zoo/étho/biologiques des 
littératures orales et écrites? Quelle inspiration la littérature orale peut-elle apporter au renouveau des études 
littéraires africaines sur la relation entre la littérature et l’environnement naturel? Et quelle inspiration peut-on 
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en tirer pour les discours et les pratiques des sociétés industrielles en Afrique et ailleurs face à la crise climatique 
actuelle?

En début d’année 2025, TL a consacré un numéro thématique à l’écocritique et à l’écopoétique (édité par Ewa 
Macura-Nnamdi et Magdalena Malinowska). Le présent numéro spécial se distingue par son choix d’aborder 
spécifiquement les questions environnementales dans les littératures et langues orales africaines, contribuant 
ainsi à élargir le champ de la recherche écocritique vers un domaine encore peu exploré. Depuis les années 
1990, les approches critiques mettent davantage l’accent sur les récits qui remettent en question les modèles 
anthropocentrés. Ces textes proposent une nouvelle articulation entre nature et culture, ainsi que des lectures 
différentes de l’altérité et de la “sauvagerie” de la nature, telles qu’elles étaient posées par la philosophie classique 
ou les approches structuralistes des années 1960 à 1980 (Barry; Descola; Garnier; Iheka; Iovino et Oppermann; 
Schoentjes; Posthumus; etc.). Si l’écopoétique est historiquement ancrée dans la production écrite, elle intègre 
désormais les formes orales et leur inscription dans l’expérience vécue de l’environnement, mettant en avant des 
aspects tels que sons, couleurs, mouvements, attention portée aux lieux et aux relations, ainsi que les savoirs qui 
en émergent (Bourlet, Lorin et Morand; Feld).

Les articles présentés dans ce volume analysent les interactions entre les êtres humains, les animaux et 
l’environnement naturel, en mettant l’accent sur les représentations et conceptualisations des animaux et de la 
végétation dans divers genres oraux africains (Brinkman, et al.; Diallo; Di Tolla; Bornand et Dambo), ainsi que 
dans la musique (Láyadé et Ògúnyẹmí), les documentaires (Merolla), et la réutilisation d’éléments oraux dans 
les romans africains (Opondo et Odongo). Le volume s’achève par une étude comparative approfondie menée par 
Michèle Cros, qui établit un parallèle entre une crise environnementale, telle que la déforestation, et une crise 
épidémique de type zoonose. 

Dans le premier article, intitulé “Rainbows in Eastern African folktales: Oral narrative as ecocritical model” 
(Les arcs-en-ciel dans les contes populaires d’Afrique orientale: le récit oral comme modèle écocritique), Inge 
Brinkman, Teshome Mossissa, Peter Wasamba et James Wachira étudient les significations de la relation 
entre les arcs-en-ciel et les serpents dans les récits en langue gikuyu du centre du Kenya. En s’appuyant sur les 
travaux de Jerome Bruner, les auteurs mettent en avant le rôle du récit et de l’imagination dans la construction 
des relations entre humains et non-humains, et proposent une analyse des récits oraux comme sources de 
connaissances écologiques traditionnelles ainsi que comme éléments dune pratique réflexive. Ils considèrent que 
les récits écologiques peuvent servir de modèles théoriques écocritiques. À travers une approche diachronique, 
cette étude montre que le symbolisme de l’arc-en-ciel a été utilisé historiquement pour conceptualiser les 
relations entre humains et non-humains, avant l’apparition des questions écologiques mondiales dans le discours 
sur le développement. L’étude examine également l’évolution de l’imaginaire de l’arc-en-ciel au fil du temps, 
principalement sous l’influence du christianisme. La relation complexe et ambivalente entre le serpent et l’arc-
en-ciel tend à disparaître progressivement au profit d’une dichotomie morale plus marquée. L’analyse des récits 
gikuyu recueillis vers 1900 indique qu’ils servaient de modèles écocritiques pouvant compléter ou remplacer les 
approches développementales dominantes en écologie. Durant les périodes coloniale et postcoloniale, l’imagerie de 
l’arc-en-ciel a acquis de nouvelles significations qui ont modifié son usage narratif en tant que modèle écocritique. 
Les auteurs ne plaident pas pour un retour à une vision précoloniale du monde africain, mais suggèrent que 
l’examen de ces récits imaginatifs peut offrir des perspectives utiles. Ces récits peuvent contribuer à questionner 
la prééminence des modèles logico-scientifiques et à promouvoir une interprétation moins anthropocentrique. 
Ils remettent en question la notion même d’“environnement” en interrogeant la place centrale de l’humain face à 
d’autres forces. Les traditions orales d’Afrique de l’Est sont ainsi présentées comme pouvant fournir des éléments 
pour comprendre la crise écologique actuelle. 

Dans la continuité de cette thématique, le deuxième article, intitulé “Le pasteur, le bovidé et l’environnement 
dans la tradition orale peule” d’Amadou Oury Diallo, s’attache à étudier la relation symbiotique entre le berger peul, 
son cheptel et l’environnement naturel, englobant aussi bien la végétation que les astres qui orientent l’organisation 
du camp. Cette conception du monde, caractérisée par une quête permanente d’harmonie entre humains, bétail 
et milieu naturel, se transmet notamment à travers des récits mythologiques et une poésie pastorale élaborée. 
L’analyse de Diallo repose sur les fondements mythiques de l’organisation sociale, mettant en lumière les liens 
profonds entre les principaux patronymes peuls (Diallo, Ba, Barry et Sow), les points cardinaux (est, ouest, nord, 
sud), les éléments naturels (feu, air, terre, eau) ainsi que les couleurs des robes du bétail (jaune, rouge, blanc, noir). 
Ce cadre interprétatif souligne l’existence d’un équilibre non seulement recherché mais également activement 



TYDSKRIF VIR LETTERKUNDE • 62(3) • 2025
ISSN: 0041-476X     E-SSN: 2309-9070

7

construit et affirmé, où les éleveurs apparaissent comme acteurs essentiels d’un écosystème dont l’existence et 
celle de leur cheptel dépendent étroitement.

Par ailleurs, Anna Maria di Tolla recourt à la théorie écocritique pour examiner les traditions orales et les 
récits amazighs (berbères). Dans son article intitulé “Relations between humans and non-humans in Amazigh 
North African oral literature” (Relations entre humains et non-humains dans la littérature orale amazighe 
d’Afrique du Nord), elle démontre que la préservation de l’environnement constitue une problématique centrale 
de nombreux contes, lesquels illustrent que le monde naturel n’est pas simplement un décor, mais un protagoniste 
à part entière. Son analyse révèle que les récits amazighs mettent en scène des montagnes, rivières et arbres 
sacrés dotés de mémoire, capables de négociation et attentifs au comportement humain. Il ressort également 
que, dans ces narrations, les entités naturelles interviennent avec des facultés magiques, facilitant ou entravant 
la progression des personnages selon l’attitude adoptée à leur égard. En outre, Di Tolla met en évidence les 
liens spirituels rattachant certaines communautés amazighes aux arbres, autour desquels se déroulent des rites 
d’initiation sacrés et diverses pratiques, telles que les prières pour la pluie. De telles représentations se traduisent 
par des pratiques environnementales concrètes, à l’instar du système pastoral agdal du Haut Atlas marocain, basé 
sur une rotation des pâturages visant leur régénération, gérée collectivement par les conseils de village (jema’a), 
et considérant les pâturages comme des biens sacrés. En conclusion, Di Tolla affirme que les récits et pratiques 
amazighs témoignent d’une relation symbiotique entre l’humain et la nature, loin d’une logique de domination.

Dans “Landscape histories: Origin narratives and toponyms in the rural commune of Liboré, Niger” (Histoires 
du paysage: récits d’origine et toponymes dans la commune rurale de Liboré, au Niger), Sandra Bornand et 
Lawali Dambo étudient le rôle des noms de lieux en tant que vecteurs de récits fondateurs, de colonisation ou de 
migration et comme instruments de reconfiguration des relations à la terre et au pouvoir. L’article présente une 
collaboration entre une anthropologue linguiste et un géographe. Les noms de lieux sont analysés non seulement 
comme des repères cartographiques, mais aussi comme porteurs d’histoires collectives, de migrations et de 
processus de fondation qui participent à la construction du paysage local. Ils sont considérés comme des micro-
récits (Calame) relatant des éléments environnementaux, des épisodes historiques et des structures sociales. 
Certains noms rappellent des ancêtres ou des caractéristiques écologiques, tandis que d’autres se rapportent 
à des périodes d’esclavage, de travail forcé et d’exploitation coloniale. L’étude porte sur la mémoire spatiale à 
travers les noms de lieux de la commune rurale de Liboré, située dans la zone périurbaine de Niamey, au Niger, 
et souligne les liens entre analyse narrative et analyse spatiale. Elle montre comment les communautés de Liboré 
modifient leur territoire par l’usage et la transmission des noms de lieux. À partir d’une enquête de terrain, une 
carte interactive illustre comment ces discours oraux reflètent et contribuent à des évolutions physiques et 
culturelles de l’environnement. Les récits migratoires mettent en évidence les logiques symboliques et pratiques 
liées à l’installation, tandis que les récits fondateurs traitent des stratégies adoptées pour surmonter des conditions 
environnementales difficiles et rendre la terre habitable. Ces histoires, pouvant parfois entraîner la modification 
de certains toponymes, inscrivent des événements tels que des crises, des déplacements ou de la résilience dans la 
mémoire collective locale et s’ancrent à la fois dans la cartographie et l’usage local.

Atinúkẹ́ Adénìkẹ́ Láyadé et ‘Adebáyọ Oludare Ògúnyẹmí examinent la relation entre les êtres humains et le 
divin dans “Gods, music, and rainmaking in Yorùbáland” (Dieux, musique et invocation de la pluie au pays Yorùbá). 
Dans leur article, ils analysent les phénomènes interdépendants de la pièce Ọba kò so de Dúró Ladipọ, des chants 
de louange à Ṣàngó (le dieu Yorùbá du tonnerre et de la foudre) et de la musique jouée lors des festivals où Ṣàngó 
est invoqué pour faire venir la pluie. S’appuyant sur des sources orales et sur la pièce Ọba kò so de Dúró Ladipọ, les 
auteurs mettent en avant le festival de louanges à Ṣàngó comme un événement clé au cours duquel l’unité rituelle 
entre les chanteurs, les percussionnistes et les prêtres contrôlant la pluie garantit le succès du festival. L’article 
identifie également quatre facteurs principaux responsables des précipitations et du tonnerre pendant le festival, 
montrant comment l’oratoire sacré et le rythme musical sont intimement liés aux forces environnementales. En 
reliant la performance de louange à la conscience écologique, cet article inscrit les traditions yorùbá dans un 
discours écocritique plus large. En fin de compte, Láyadé et Ògúnyẹmí concluent que la louange de Ṣàngó, en 
particulier à travers les percussions dynamiques Bàtá et les salutations poétiques, démontre comment la créativité 
humaine, la foi et la nature interagissent, produisant des moments où la dévotion et le climat convergent.

Dans le sixième article, “Verbal art in the ecological discourse of two Amazigh/Berber documentaries” 
(L’art verbal dans le discours écologique de deux documentaires amazighs/berbères), Daniela Merolla examine 
la réutilisation de l’art verbal dans des films documentaires qui traitent de la pollution et des changements 
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environnementaux causés par les industries extractives. Sur la base de l’analyse de La colère dans le vent (Amina 
Weira, 2016) et Amussu (Nadir Bouhmouch, 2019), l’étude vise à démontrer le rôle central d’une oralité “réactivée”—
conceptualisée théoriquement comme “technauriture” (Kaschula et Mostert) ou “technoralité” (Adejunmobi)—
dans la structure narrative du discours écologique à travers l’utilisation de l’imagerie. La renaissance de la poésie 
chantée et d’autres formes d’art verbal dans la société amazighe/berbère est, dans les deux films militants, motivée 
par l’urgence de sensibiliser le public au changement climatique et à la dégradation de l’environnement causée par 
les activités minières—l’extraction d’uranium dans le premier cas, d’argent dans le second. La référence à l’oralité 
diffère toutefois dans les deux documentaires. Dans le premier, la poésie et la musique touaregs fonctionnent 
comme une sorte de cadre narratif: la question de la pollution minière est intégrée dans le tissu de la vie quotidienne 
touareg, représentée à travers la musique et les références à l’art verbal, qui ouvrent et clôturent le documentaire 
à la manière des formules des contes oraux. Dans le second documentaire, la poésie, les proverbes, les contes, 
le théâtre, les récits autobiographiques et les chansons amazighes contemporaines jouent un rôle plus central 
et plus manifeste dans la narration, qui s’articule autour des activités saisonnières. À travers son analyse de ces 
deux documentaires écologiques, Merolla démontre la pertinence et la vitalité des arts verbaux, qui ne sont pas 
réactivés en tant que marqueurs identitaires folkloriques, mais servent plutôt de contre-discours. Ils contribuent 
efficacement à l’objectif collectivement affirmé, mais subjectivement engagé des films.

À partir du septième article, l’accent est mis sur le changement climatique dans l’interaction entre l’oralité 
et l’écriture. L’article de Rose Opondo et Tobias Odongo propose une analyse écocritique du conte populaire 
oral acholi “Chameleon and Elephant” (Le caméléon et l’éléphant), tel que raconté par Okot p’Bitek dans Hare 
and Hornbill (1978). Grâce à une analyse du contenu, les auteurs démontrent que le conte dépeint de manière 
allégorique l’interdépendance entre la vie humaine, animale et végétale. Ils soutiennent que la littérature orale 
constitue un puissant vecteur d’éthique environnementale, promouvant l’humilité et la coopération plutôt que 
l’exploitation et la domination. Cela contraste avec les attitudes modernes d’exploitation fondées sur la domination 
et la séparation d’avec la nature. En fin de compte, l’article souligne la pertinence du conte pour promouvoir les 
systèmes de connaissances écologiques indigènes africains et remettre en question les notions euro-américaines 
selon lesquelles la nature est inanimée et exploitable. L’article conclut par un appel à accorder une plus grande 
attention aux traditions orales africaines en tant que sources précieuses pour la pensée écologique contemporaine.

Dans l’article “From rain-bringer to wealth-giver: Changing forms of the snake in southern African belief 
systems” (De porteur de pluie à dispensateur de richesse: les formes changeantes du serpent dans les systèmes de 
croyances d’Afrique australe), Felicity Wood attire l’attention sur les dimensions surnaturelles du serpent dans 
les systèmes de croyances sud-africains, en se concentrant particulièrement sur les significations changeantes 
attribuées à cette figure à travers divers médias narratifs. Alors que les serpents ont longtemps été considérés 
comme des émissaires spirituels, des gardiens et des guides, en particulier dans la cosmologie du Cap-Oriental, les 
discours récents les associent de plus en plus à des forces occultes plus sombres. À travers une analyse du roman 
d’A. C. Jordan, The Wrath of the Ancestors (1940; 1980), et d’une sélection de récits oraux provenant de la province 
du Cap-Oriental en Afrique du Sud, Wood retrace l’évolution de l’imagerie du serpent et explore la manière dont 
la perception du serpent a changé. Elle examine ensuite les implications plus larges de ces changements pour 
la compréhension de l’oralité, de la spiritualité et du surnaturel. Ce faisant, elle met en avant le rôle durable du 
serpent en tant que présence à la fois spirituelle et écologique, révélant sa place complexe et controversée dans les 
récits sud-africains.

Enfin, dans “Étiologie des métamorphoses du vivant. Le sceau prémonitoire des chauves-souris”, Michèle 
Cros conclut la sélection en se concentrant sur la chauve-souris, un être non humain à la fois “ordinaire et 
extraordinaire”. Cette contribution montre que de nombreuses zoonoses, d’Ebola à la covid-19, sont étroitement 
liées à la sensibilité climatique. Elle aborde ensuite le rôle que les chauves-souris ont joué en tant qu’agents accusés 
dans l’imaginaire collectif, en particulier lors des épidémies d’Ebola en Afrique et de leur nouvelle diabolisation 
pendant la pandémie de covid-19. Chassées de leur habitat naturel par l’expansion des plantations de palmiers 
à huile et la déforestation liée à l’exploitation aurifère, les chauves-souris sont particulièrement vulnérables aux 
effets du changement climatique. Michèle Cros rappelle que des études scientifiques ont montré que toutes les 
espèces de chauves-souris possèdent un système immunitaire très efficace, mais que les virus qui ne les rendent 
pas malades peuvent devenir pathogènes pour de nouveaux hôtes une fois la barrière des espèces franchie. Dans 
des écosystèmes fragiles et altérés, la capacité des chauves-souris à nous protéger des virus qu’elles supprimaient 
naturellement autrefois est fortement réduite. Cros explore ensuite les mythes et les récits étiologiques qui 
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expliquent les habitudes nocturnes des chauves-souris et leur posture inversée. Elle propose de considérer les 
chauves-souris, ainsi que d’autres êtres non humains, comme “les esprits de la brousse”, c’est-à-dire comme 
des figures subversives essentielles de l’Anthropocène (“rebelles” et “sentinelles”), offrant d’autres façons de 
comprendre et de réagir aux bouleversements écologiques.

À travers une analyse des relations entre humains et non-humains dans divers genres oraux et en interagissant 
avec d’autres modes d’expression—écrits ou audiovisuels—, les auteurs de ce numéro spécial démontrent de 
manière convaincante que l’art verbal exprime des approches moins consuméristes et plus spirituelles que le modèle 
mondial dominant, ce qui peut favoriser une présence humaine plus équilibrée sur la planète. Les contradictions 
existantes, exacerbées par les changements environnementaux majeurs, n’occultent pas l’inspiration que l’art 
verbal peut offrir pour l’avenir global de la planète.
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Rainbows in Eastern African folktales: Oral narrative as ecocritical model

Inge Brinkman, Teshome Mossissa, Peter Wasamba & James Wachira  

Introduction
Ecology takes up a prominent place in the United Nations’ (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The 
SDGs make reference to climate action, clean energy, protection of ecosystems, and other ecological concerns. 
The way in which these are addressed—with statistics and a stated number of targets, events, publications, and 
actions—indicates that a logical-scientific paradigm is used to underpin both the problems and the success rates 
to address these. As such, this is not problematic, but already in 1996 Jerome Bruner (39–42; see also Latour) 
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Rainbows in Eastern African folktales: Oral narrative as ecocritical model
The rainbow makes for strong imagery: throughout world history, the rainbow has functioned in many ways as a tool to think with. This is no 
different in African contexts. Our aim in this paper is to explore the changing meanings given to relations between rainbows and snakes in narratives 
from the Gikuyu language in Central Kenya. We thereby remain open to the wider East African context, indicating the multiple meaning-making 
of rainbows in ecological terms. This diachronic approach to narratives allows us to show how rainbow imagery formed a model that interpreted 
human/nonhuman relations long before the current global ecological crisis was recognised in developmental circles. In our narrative analysis, we 
argue that connections were drawn between rainbows and snakes, and in turn between humans and entities like rainbows and snakes. The moral 
evaluation of rainbow-snakes was ambivalent: they could be dangerous, and they could be good; they could be destructive, and they could be 
enabling. Analysing the narratives left us with a new perspective on the evaluation of human characters and the rainbow-snake: it could treat humans 
badly, but humans could also treat the rainbow-snake badly. We furthermore show that in the course of the colonial era, this symbolism changed, and 
the rainbow-snake as an ecocritical model disappeared in the process: the connection between snake and rainbow disappeared, and the ambivalence 
of the imagery got lost. Good and bad became clearly distinguishable and inherent: it no longer depended on the way of interacting with the entity. 
Our diachronic interpretation does not form a call to do away with current images and go back to an assumed romantic, pristine African past. Yet it 
may be wise to reflect on what imaginative history can teach us, and to learn from narratives in history as a way to overcome the exclusive focus on 
logical-scientific thinking, arriving at a less anthropocentric interpretative model through narrative thinking. Our analysis points out that these East 
African oral narratives may be instructive in the context of the current global ecological crisis. Keywords: Rainbows, folktales, Gikuyu, East Africa, 
ecocriticism.
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pointed to the separation between logical-scientific and narrative thinking and the need for a fuller approach to 
knowledge production that also includes narrative modes. Bruner distinguishes between the computational and 
the culturalist perspective. The computational perspective is based on information and on clear, unambiguous 
rules, resulting in logical-scientific thinking. This is different from the culturalist perspective that is based on 
creative hermeneutic processes of meaning-making, resulting in narrative thinking. According to Bruner, education 
is more than formal schooling; it is about finding one’s place in society and learning about “the requirements of 
communal living” (ix). Narrative thinking—combined with logical-scientific thinking—is crucial in this. Firstly, 
narratives “frame and nourish an identity”. Secondly, narratives as fiction foster imagination. And, “[f]inding a 
place in the world, for all that it implicates the immediacy of home, mate, job, and friends, is ultimately an act of 
imagination” (41), whereby Bruner (94) holds that narrative “involves an Agent who Acts to achieve a Goal in a 
recognizable Setting by the use of certain Means”.

Bruner is hence not at all saying that we should do away with the computational view and with logical-
scientific thinking. Yet, he points to the fact that many processes in life require creative meaning-making rather 
than solely logical-scientific thinking. The culturalist view and narrative thinking are, in that sense, crucial 
in many spheres of life. The problem is, according to Bruner, that in formal education such creative, narrative, 
meaning-making aspects are often viewed as mere decoration. Bruner argues that narrative thinking deserves a 
fuller place in education and in knowledge production. 

In other words, what the UN does with its facts and statistics is perfectly right, but it leaves out important 
aspects of the processes involved. To address the ecological crisis, we also need to creatively rethink our vocabulary 
and the relationships and interactions between humans and non-humans. For example, are words in the English 
language such as “landscape”, “environment”, and “nature” not based on an anthropocentric framework, and hence 
inadequate to address the crisis? Do we need different narratives about the way in which we consider ecology (see 
Morton; Brinkman, “Who is at the Centre? Gikuyu Ogres, Oral Narrative and Posthuman Thinking.”)?

Bruner’s invitation to consider narrative thinking as an important way of knowledge organisation leads to 
reconsidering oral genres. Instead of viewing these oral genres merely as objects of study or source materials, we 
should move beyond this and explore the analytical capacity of the various genres, studying how they function as 
theoretical models (see also Nfah-Abbenyi). Often, ecoliterature (literary works thematising ecological concerns) 
is distinguished from ecocriticism (an analytical tool for analysing literary and cultural forms in their relation to 
ecology). Yet, Bruner’s proposal has the far-reaching consequence that we can potentially study (oral) narratives 
as epistemological models dealing with ecological concerns. The oral narratives we propose to analyse may at 
once form an aspect of Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) and constitute a reflective practice. So with this 
move, we call into question the divide between ecolit and ecocrit: eco-narratives may very well in themselves form 
a (eco)critical, theoretical model.

Bruner’s analysis of educational systems has aided us in analysing the limits in the UN’s approach to ecology 
and in assessing the need for studying narratives in terms of a theoretical model instead of ‘mere’ source material. 
In this paper, we will use these insights to study Gikuyu narratives on rainbows from a diachronic perspective, 
focusing on the way in which rainbow imagery changed over time, mainly under the influence of Christianity.1 We 
will first introduce the wider realm of rainbow imagery and analysis, after which we will discuss source materials 
on Gikuyu oral narratives on rainbows, framed in the broader East African context. This will be followed by an 
analysis of Gikuyu narratives told around 1900, which will show how these narratives formed an ecocritical model 
that may be instructive as an alternative/supplement to mainstream developmental approaches to ecology. After 
this, we will trace the changes in rainbow imagery throughout the colonial and postcolonial era, showing how 
new meanings and images ended the narrative imagery of rainbows as an ecocritical model.

The rainbow as worldwide image
We will focus on stories in which rainbows play an important role. The rainbow—as all objects of nature not “cut 
off from our response to it”—“is far more than one wonder among many” (Fisher 11–2). So far, rainbow metaphors 
have especially been discussed from an anthropological perspective, focusing on religious cults, rituals of political 
power, and community formation (Brumbaugh; Tiso; Hazel; Lee and Fraser, Radcliffe-Brown; Löwenstein). A 
valid approach as such, we can perhaps also focus on literary aspects of rainbow narratives from an ecocritical 
stance. We could combine notions of fertility and peace in the land and between people with representations of 
sun and sky; droughts and rain; rivers, lakes, and serpents; and plots of travel and transformation. In this short 
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contribution, it will be impossible to explore all the possibilities: this essay is meant as an invitation for further 
research.

The rainbow makes for strong imagery. Throughout world history, rainbows have informed reflections on 
human society, on bonds and covenants with the gods, and on monstrosity and landscape. Hence, rainbows have 
been interpreted as bridges between the gods and mankind, as the path that the dead use to reach the afterlife, 
and as manifestations of gods. The rainbow appears in Greek mythology, the Gilgamesh, the Bible, Egyptian 
hieroglyphs, etc. (Lee and Fraser; see also Löwenstein). In Buddhist practice, the Rainbow Body is a state of Great 
Transference (Tiso). More recently, there is the Rainbow Bridge for pets, where they wait in a joyful place to be 
rejoined with their owners when they die (Magliocco). So the rainbow is in the sky, but it is also a widespread 
tool for reflection.

Just as anywhere in the world, the rainbow has a longstanding history of symbolic meanings in all major 
regions of Africa south of the Sahara. The narratives we analyse in this article derive from East African contexts, 
and we focus especially on Gikuyu narratives as references to rainbows are very rich. We should point out from 
the start that the histories of rainbow meaning-making are highly diverse, even in the East African region. We 
can mention the example of the Ethiopian flag. The rainbow takes up a prominent place in the orthodox church 
in Ethiopia. As a sign of the covenant between God and humanity, it is regarded as Mary’s belt. Its importance is 
reflected in the colours of the Ethiopian flag. There is also a disease in Ethiopia in Oromo-speaking communities 
that is caused by urinating or laughing in the direction of a rainbow (Mitiku, Edae, and Wako 95). An Oromo 
folktale recounts how a girl flies towards the sky and when she laughs, her white teeth become lightening, the 
noise of the hide on which she flies becomes the roar of thunder, and her staff turns into the rainbow (Kidane and 
Baxter 106).

The rainbow may be attributed the ability to indicate weather patterns. This has been interpreted both 
positively and negatively by Luo speakers of the Lake Victoria basin of Kenya. During great social gatherings 
like religious festivals, large funerals, sports events, or weddings, the appearance of the rainbow in the sky may 
indicate that nature has honoured the event. It is alleged that some revered medicine men have the charms to make 
this happen. Conversely, the rainbow is treated as a curse when its appearance runs contrary to society’s interests. 
In farming and fishing communities, long, dry seasons lead to food shortages and poor fish production. Therefore, 
when rain is due and a rainbow appears, it is regarded as a force that disperses heavy clouds and prevents rain. 
Everyone is then disappointed, and the rainbow symbolises negative forces against the community’s survival 
(personal experience of third author Peter Wasamba, shared with the other authors in July 2023).

In many African contexts, the rainbow is often connected to an enormous snake. Many myths and folktales 
stress the association between rainbow and snake, a connection also made in India and Amazonia (see Löwenstein) 
that forms the study theme for anthropologist A. R. Radcliffe-Brown on Australia (see also Brumbaugh). In 
this paper, we will explore various narratives that allude to this relationship between rainbows and snakes. In 
practice, we focus on rainbow-snake narratives from the Gikuyu language in Central Kenya, as many sources refer 
to this connection. In the next section, we will specify the sources.

Sources to Gikuyu oral narratives and present-day rainbow imagery in East Africa
Gikuyu oral narratives have been recorded since the early twentieth century, albeit often rendered only in 
summarised form, in English translation, and evaluated from a racist and paternalistic stance. To underscore this 
point, mentioning the title of the book by W. S. and K. Routledge, With a prehistoric people (1910), suffices. Despite 
these serious drawbacks, the collections can serve to reconstruct a preliminary Gikuyu imagery of rainbows in 
oral narratives just prior to and of the early colonial period, thereby contributing to the sociocultural history of 
the imaginary in a more general sense. 

The sources consist of small reports made by British military, such as Captain W. E. H. Barrett; colonial 
administrators like Charles W. Hobley; early missionaries like Church Mission Society Reverend Leonard J. 
Beecher; Consolata Fathers Costanzo Cagnolo, Valentino Ghilardi, and Vittorio Merlo-Pick; as well as the book 
by anthropologist couple Routledge, who set up a camp near Fort Hall (now Murang’a). We also read later 
sources such as Jomo Kenyatta’s Facing Mount Kenya: the Tribal Life of the Gikuyu and Godfrey Muriuki’s historical 
study A History of the Kikuyu 1500-1900, and we refer to fieldwork carried out by the first author of this paper in 1992 
(Brinkman, Kikuyu Gender Norms and Narratives) in different parts of Central Kenya. These authors all refer to the 
rainbow-snake, often including one or more narratives about it. As we will focus on the history of the rainbow as 
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a symbol, metaphor, a thing to think with in Gikuyu narrative, taking a diachronic approach, we will pay special 
attention to the early sources, not in order to look for some ‘untainted authentic original’, but precisely to see how 
these early narratives relate to present-day imagery. 

Imaginations of symbolic connections have a history. Instead of viewing the meaning of symbols as fixed and 
static, we propose to view them as changing and contextual. Presently, in many African contexts—also in Eastern 
Africa—snakes evoke negative evaluations while the rainbow often has positive connotations. This holds not only 
for images in children’s literature, it also extends to politics. South Africa has been staged as the “rainbow nation”, 
in Kenya, the National Rainbow Coalition is an influential political party. In the Ugandan context, however, this 
may be changing towards a more negative approach to the rainbow. Recently, a moral panic developed around 
rainbows, which are seen as the symbol of LGBTQ+ recruitment. In the words of Uganda’s National Parents 
Association, rainbow colours are “satanic”, signalling an “invasion of homosexuality through manipulation of 
children’s minds”, and a freshly painted rainbow in a children’s park—which was at the centre of this media 
storm—was eventually removed (Titeca). 

Rainbow-snakes around 1900
In the early ethnographic study by the Routledges, they pay some attention to Gikuyu ideas in connection with 
the rainbow. It is noted that the rainbow was believed to end in a deep pool at the foot of a waterfall where dwells 
the river monster called ndamaathia. The rainbow was called mũkũnga mbura, meaning “the one that stops, prevents 
rain”. It hence stops the rain, absorbs it, and subsequently fills all lakes and rivers with this water. In other words, 
mũkũnga mbura possessed full control over the rains: it could prevent them from falling but also had the power to 
make it rain. Through rituals and offerings to its double, ndamaathia the river monster, people could appease this 
force, and rain might come forth (Routledge and Routledge 237–8, 307–8). 

Mũkũnga mbura and ndamaathia were seen as manifestations of the same rainbow snake. Although the two 
are distinguished, the rainbow is regarded as a reflection of the snake: “The rainbow in the water and the sky is 
not the animal itself but its picture” (Routledge and Routledge 308). People in the region told the Routledges of 
its dangers to economic resources and its life-threatening character: “When the rain comes, the rainbow puts its 
head out of the water and lies on its back and turns red and is reflected in the sky; at other times it is green. It 
eats goats and cattle” (Routledge and Routledge 308). The rainbow would take the shadow (kũruru) of anyone 
standing near the rainbow or on whom the rainbow fell and then devour the victim. This points to a negative 
evaluation of the rainbow-snake ensemble, and indeed people from the area that the Routledge couple visited 
spoke of “a bad beast which lived in the pool at the foot [of the falls]”. When drawing nearer, they saw a rainbow 
(Routledge and Routledge 307). 

The rainbow-snake as force
When analysing the stories in the publications of the Routledges, Barrett, Beecher, Ghilardi, Merlo-Pick, Cagnolo, 
and other early sources, we can see the monstrous character of the rainbow-snake. Thus, in terms of dwelling, 
food, and appearance, ndamaathia (and its rainbow reflection mũkũnga mbura), is not “normal”. To make a home, it 
is essential to clear the forest and to live where other people live. Ritually, the bush and the home must be kept 
separate. Yet, the rainbow-snake dwells in the sky, rivers, or lakes, not where people live, and it is sometimes 
associated with death and otherworldliness. 

Thus, one of the Gikuyu poetic verses cited in Hobley (442) states: “A rainbow came and seized our names 
and scattered them”. Somewhat later in the verse, a porcupine digs up the names again. In other words, the 
rainbow, as a reflection of the snake ndamaathia, causes the names to end up in the netherworld, from where they 
are returned by a porcupine (indeed an animal often associated with otherworldliness).

This connection with death is reinforced by the idea that there are some human skulls that can give forth 
light through the hole in their base and project it onto the sky, causing rainbows to appear (Cagnolo 197). In this 
image, we also see a relation being drawn between the world of the dead and rainbows.  

Apart from its abnormal choice of dwelling, ndamaathia eats the “wrong” food. The rainbow-snake may gobble 
up an entire village in one go. Such anti-social and greedy behaviour may be related to witchcraft and transgresses 
the normative order; “normal” people are expected not to be greedy and, of course, only eat food suitable for 
humans. Furthermore, as a monster, mũkũnga mbura has a gigantic body: it has a tail with feathers or hairs  and lives 
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in the water. It does not fit any category. This deformity once again reinforces its abnormal nature. Yet, it can also 
appear in different forms, thereby deceiving people. 

So we can think of the rainbow-snake as being in opposition to humans: “difference made flesh”, as Cohen 
(“Monster Culture (Seven Theses)  41”; see also Cohen, “Postscript: The Promise of Monsters”) puts it in his 
seven theses on monster culture. Yet, at the same time, and therein lies their ambivalence and a threat for humans, 
monsters are betwixt and between. As indicated, monsters flout all categorisation. They escape us as soon as we 
start describing them. Their point is precisely to not fit, “monsters are the harbingers of category crisis” (40). 

The rainbow-snake, this monster that can be so dangerous, can also become an active positive force in 
humans’ lives, thereby bridging various worlds and bringing wealth and development to people. Furthermore, 
the river monster—being both rainbow and snake—had strong religious and social implications in the past. It is 
connected with a highly complex Gikuyu phenomenon: ituĩka, an event, process, ritual, or idea, which marked the 
succession of men’s generation sets. This young men’s transformation or revolution succeeded through the actions 
of a girl who lured ndamaathia within reach of the elders in order to steal its tail hairs. As John Lonsdale (345–6; 
see also Brinkman, “Councils and Chiefs, Monsters and Trees: Gikuyu Political Authority and Colonialism”) 
summarised it: “The message of ituĩka for Kikuyu was that revivifying power was costly, dangerous, and made 
demands on daughters”. Society could not do without ituĩka, as it was necessary for fertility in both land and 
people, and for peace and political renewal. Ituĩka, through the input of ndamaathia’s body, signalled harmony, 
within human society as well as between humans and other species and entities.

In neighbouring Embu, every elderly man boasted to his grandsons that he used to have the rainbow as a 
bow to fight with. He explained to his grandsons that the cord broke due to heavy rains, and he had become too 
old to repair it, the reason why he no longer uses it as a bow. Yet, he would say the decoration with such beautiful 
colours was his doing: “When you are older, I will give it to you” (Bernardi 182–4). Also here, the relation is not 
negative but enabling in both directions.

Ndamaathia, the rainbow-snake, is hence not a monster in the sense in which the word monster is used in 
daily speech; it cannot be solely viewed as a frightening, cruel creature. It is presented far more neutral: as a power 
not to be annoyed and potentially very dangerous, but beneficial if treated well and respected.

Fluid boundaries between humans and non-humans
In many Gikuyu narratives, the rainbow appears as a character: not as a generic natural phenomenon, but 
personified and named, an acting character in stories. This also occurs in other regions in Africa. There is, for 
example, reference to Mbumba the rainbow in Yombe (De Heusch 42–3 or Musoke the Rainbow in Luganda 
(Schoenbrun 68), depending on the language. 

The reverse is also true: not only can the rainbow-snake be anthropomorphised and personified, but people 
can also be “rainbowised”. In one story existing in both Tharaka and Gikuyu that was published in 1914 (Lindblom 
48–50), girls are told to only fetch water from a pond where no frogs croak. When they find such a pond and draw 
water, the storyteller states: “Then a young man rose from the pond, he looked like a rainbow”. It is apparently 
possible for people and rainbows to resemble each other. This young man invites himself to the upcoming beer 
party. Subsequently, he turns into a beast at the entrance of the village and devours the entire village.

Another story tells of a girl who was sacrificed to bring rain, as there was a drought. The elders stood her in 
the middle of the one remaining pool in the land and, each time she cried for mercy, the thunder roared and the 
clouds poured forth the long-withheld rain. The water rose higher and higher in the pool until, at last, the girl 
drowned. Her spirit haunted the place, and, by making a sacrifice, her father was able to reclaim her from the pool 
and take her back to her old home. “The rainbow appeared above the pool and took her place. That is why one 
often sees the rainbow in the heavens at the time of rain” (Beecher 82). This indicates a fluidity of human and non-
human forces. Although human and non-human forces are clearly distinguished, they can reflect each other. The 
rainbow can take people’s shadow, they take each other’s place, and they can appear in resemblance to each other. 
So people’s bodies and natural forces like the rainbow are not sharply bordered, but they can float into each other.

Humans seen from a monster’s perspective
While humans may see the rainbow-snake as a threat, from the perspective of the monster, humans may be 
bad. We indicated that the rainbow-snake may deceive people through shape-shifting. Yet far more often in the 
narratives, it is humans who deceive monsters. As stated, ndamaathia is lured out of the water by a young girl with 
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a gourd, or by goats, or by singing, and the beast is stupefied by medicine or beer (Hobley 419; Kenyatta 186–96; 
Barrett 183–5).

Through ituĩka, the rainbow-snake can bring fertility and peace. In the oral narratives, we see further 
examples of the enabling nature of the rainbow-snake. They may actually assist people in building up their wealth 
and status. Thus, Barrett edited a Gikuyu story of two young men who are both first spared by a water spirit and 
a python and are subsequently assisted to get back to their home community, where they both become heroes 
(Barrett 73–4).

The rainbow-snake, on the other hand, hardly ever gains anything from its contact with humans. Sometimes 
it manages to marry a girl, capture a victim, or eat a village, but more often than not, it later has to give up this 
bounty again. In most narratives, it ends up being killed. It is often afraid of humans. In one story, mũkũnga mbura is 
so scared that it releases all the people it had gobbled up and establishes a pact with the young man who threatens 
it. While the rainbow-snake holds true, the young man later betrays this pact and still kills the monster. We 
hear mũkũnga mbura pleading with the young man: “Why are you here to slay me? Have I not given you back your 
people?” (Routledge and Routledge 309–11).

We can conclude that monsters and humans, when it comes to deception, pity, bad intentions, negotiation, 
lenience, betrayal, assistance, reasoning, marrying, eating, killing, etc., have a far more complex relation than is 
usually assumed. 

A brief summary of the preceding will stress that we drew connections between rainbows and snakes and 
in turn between humans and entities like rainbows and snakes. The moral evaluation of the rainbow-snake 
was ambivalent: they could be dangerous, and they could be good; they could be destructive, and they could be 
enabling. Finally, analysing the narratives left us with a new perspective on the evaluation of human characters 
and the rainbow-snake: the rainbow-snake could treat humans badly, but humans could also treat the rainbow-
snake badly. Taken together, the narratives form an ecocritical model in which the rainbow-snake as a force 
invited respect for “nature” and stressed a sustainable and mutually engaging relationship between humans and 
non-humans.

Changing images in the colonial era
What happened to this imagery in the course of colonialism? In their book, the Routledge couple already called 
this “a somewhat incomprehensible story” (308), implying that they were hardly prepared to understand the full 
implications of the narratives they heard. In their description, they have no eye for any ambivalence but instead 
tried to pin down what they heard to one meaning and one moral evaluation only. They radically classified the 
stories they heard about the rainbow-snake as fiction, even though the narrators of these stories stressed that this 
was “not a rogano [rũgano: Gikuyu term used for fictional narratives] but said to have actually taken place, though 
he himself could not vouch for its truth” (308).

In the process of Christianisation and colonisation that followed in the course of the twentieth century, 
missionaries sought to spread Christianity, and any belief from these the colonised peoples could not but be 
demonic: only the Christian God could be good. This meant that mũkũnga mbura/ndamaathia, as a connected and 
ambivalent force, was unacceptable in the eyes of the missionaries. The imagery had to be demonised or ridiculed 
or infantilised: other evaluations were seen as a threat to the spread of the Christian faith. Slowly, the imagery was 
disconnected, and the rainbow-snake as a narrative ecocritical model disappeared. 

Serpents have a negative connotation in Christianity (in Genesis already). Hence, a shift also occurred 
in European history: older stories tell of girls marrying snakes, but later in history the snakes are replaced by 
swans and, as with the spread of Christianity in Europe, the serpent acquired an ever more negative connotation 
(according to Sax, the symbol for a pharmacy, for example, refers to the older history of snake meanings in 
European history). In the Gikuyu Bible, the snake figure ndamaathia became the feared dragon in Revelations. In 
his anthropological and autobiographical study, Kenyatta (326) proposed to view it as “a national totem”, in an 
attempt to arrive at a “modern” interpretation of the positive aspects of ndamaathia. Yet, by now, many Gikuyu 
speakers use ndamaathia synonymously with the devil (personal knowledge of former PhD candidate Hellen 
Kagotho, shared with the authors in April 2022; personal knowledge of last author James Wachira, shared with 
the other authors in March 2022 and July 2023). The report of a study carried out by Professor Wanjikũ Mũkabi 
Kabĩra (108–09) with students from the University of Nairobi, which contained over 50 Gikuyu oral narratives, 
only had one narrative on the rainbow: a disobedient young man nearly meets his death as he starts a forbidden 
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conversation with a rainbow girl. Also, during fieldwork on Gikuyu oral narratives carried out by Inge Brinkman 
in 1992, out of over 250 stories, only three stories on ndamaathia were told, and these were exclusively negative.

The rainbow, mũkũnga mbura, by and large lost its symbolic meaning during the colonial era, and its role as 
a double of the snake disappeared. Some elderly people may still remember the connection (e.g. one 60-year-old 
woman during fieldwork in 1992), but most Gikuyu speakers have no notion of this connection. The rainbow 
became an innocent image in children’s literature, was associated with the covenant between the Christian god 
and Noah, or was employed as a positive political symbol. At times, we find echoes of the older narratives in 
children’s books where the Rainbow, imagined as a beautiful girl, becomes the protector of herder boys against 
lightning. A novel by Goro wa Kamau overtly wants to restore the rainbow-snake to its former status. In general, 
however, we now see a separation of the manifestations of snake and rainbow, whereby the snake is generally 
evaluated negatively and the rainbow, in contrast, positively (for similar developments in European history, see 
Zipes 8–9).

Conclusion
The current debates on the nonhuman, the posthuman, and ecocritical analysis are often regarded as new and 
related to various crises in ecology, climate, and the pandemic. Yet, the early stories discussed here indicate 
how these are historical problems. The Gikuyu were already debating the crisis of humanity in relation to the 
“environment” around 1900. Taken together, the narratives form an ecocritical model that refers to the necessity 
of a respectful relationship with the non-human.

We analysed how the stories from the early colonial period reveal a sharp awareness of the dangers of 
tampering with forces that humans cannot manage. The narratives tell of humans fearing and fighting “nature” 
and the forces therein. As we saw, this does not exclude the possibility of gaining from such forces by killing and 
destroying them. Humans can benefit from the rainbow-snake. At the same time, Gikuyu rainbow-snakes tell us 
about the limits of humans’ control over their environment, and these oral narratives instil awe and respect for 
“the environment”. 

The narratives indeed question the very notion of environment: who is environed, who is surrounded, and 
who is at the centre of the circle if other forces are so powerful (see also Brinkman, “Who is at the Centre?”)? 
The stories do not oppose “culture” and “nature”. Although these are distinguished, our analysis revealed how 
the boundaries between the various categories are seen as porous, and entities may resemble each other, take 
each other’s place, reflect each other, etc. (see also Morton). In the section on the monster’s perspective, we 
furthermore argued that, in these narratives, the moral evaluation is not the issue. As said, such forces can be good 
or they can be bad, depending on the way in which humans interact with them. 

As we showed, this imagery changed during the colonial era: the connection between snake and rainbow 
disappeared, and the ambivalence of the imagery got lost. Good and bad became clearly distinguishable and 
inherent: it no longer depended on the way of interacting with the entity. These changes led to the end of rainbow-
snake narratives as an ecocritical model. 

This interpretation is no call to do away with current images and go back to an assumed romantic, pristine 
African past. Yet it may be wise to reflect on what history can teach us. These narratives are by no means restricted 
to Gikuyu oral folktales. Thus, in the Oromia province of Ethiopia, a massive serpent lives in the clouds, its tail 
reaching the lake of the Fincha hydroelectric dam. By the time it gradually disappears, it is thought to have entered 
the lake. The snake is also believed to eat livestock and entire villages (personal knowledge of second author 
Teshome Mossissa, shared with the other authors in October 2023). Learning from narratives in history may be 
a way to overcome the exclusive focus on logical-scientific thinking and to arrive at a less anthropocentric model 
through narrative thinking. These East African oral narratives may be instructive given the current ecological 
crisis and may form the basis for the UN’s SDG approach to become more inclusive and complete.
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Notes

1.	 We will use “Gikuyu” for spelling of the word GĨkũyũ in English, even though in English the word is pronounced as 
“Kikuyu”. While earlier sources mostly use “Kikuyu”, currently the spelling “Gikuyu” is widely accepted.
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Le pasteur, les bovidés et l’environnement dans la tradition orale peule

Amadou Oury Diallo  

Les relations entre pasteur, bovidés et environnement semblent fondamentales tant elles sont consubstantielles à 
la vie dans la culture peule. Ces relations complexes reflètent la dimension écologique de l’abondante littérature 
consacrée au pastoralisme, qui exclut la dichotomie “nature humaine” et “non humaine” et qui envisage plutôt 
l’homme, les animaux et l’environnement comme un microcosme faisant partie de l’univers (macrocosme). Les 
rapports entre les pasteurs et les bovidés dans la nature reviennent fréquemment dans la tradition orale peule. 
Rares sont les genres qui ne les évoquent pas. Tant en prose qu’en poésie, l’espèce bovine est constamment 
représentée dans la littérature orale comme écrite. 

L’activité du pasteur est déterminée par plusieurs facteurs: le troupeau, les pâturages naturels et semi 
naturels, les points d’eau, les sentes, les pacages salés, le calendrier cosmique, la morphologie de l’habitat et les 
conditions physiques du site du campement. Dès lors, une logique d’équilibre devient nécessaire, celle dite de 
“l’équilibre de l’e ̂tre-au-monde”, exprimée dans la langue pulaar par la formule “Neɗɗo kiɓɓo e weeyo teeyngo” (une 
personne équilibrée dans un espace d’équilibre).1 

Dans la cosmogonie peule, le bovidé apparaît comme la première créature animale créée par le Dieu, Geno—
l’Éternel.2 La domestication des vaches fonde le pastoralisme comme base physique et symbolique déterminante 
dans la genèse de la culture peule. Toute la vie matérielle et spirituelle du pasteur tourne autour de la vache, 
comme en témoignent les hymnes religieux qui célèbrent le lever et le coucher du soleil. 

Dans la conception du pasteur peul, l’existence sur terre repose sur un triptyque (pasteur-bovidé-
environnement) qui, à l’instar des trois pierres du foyer traditionnel sur lequel on pose la marmite, demande 
nécessairement, si ce n’est impérativement, la coexistence et l’harmonie de ces composantes. C’est pourquoi, dès 
les origines, la prise en compte de ces trois dimensions est envisagée dans les récits. Le statut de la vache, première 
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créature divine, ainsi que celui de la nature, unique demeure terrestre, témoigne d’une conscience écologique aiguë 
qui apparaît d’ailleurs dans le mot taariindi, nature qui entoure, c’est-à-dire qui protège.

Quel rapport le pasteur peul entretient-il donc avec son animal favori? Pour un peuple nomade et/ou 
transhumant qui parcourt de grands espaces derrière le troupeau, comment l’environnement géographique et 
symbolique est-il compris et géré? 

Ma démarche s’inscrit dans une perspective littéraire, mythologique, anthropologique et écocritique. 
J’explore d’abord le statut et l’importance des bovidés dans les mythes d’origine. J’aborde ensuite les relations 
entre le pasteur et son troupeau pour enfin mettre en relief quelques principaux aspects de l’écologie pastorale. Le 
corpus étudié provient essentiellement de textes recueillis au Ferlo, au Foûta Tôro et au Foûta-Djalon. 

Aux origines de l’écologie dans la tradition peule
L’écologie en tant qu’étude “des  relations entre les êtres vivants (humains, animaux, végétaux) et le milieu 
organique ou inorganique dans lequel ils vivent” est loin d’être une thématique nouvelle dans bien des cultures 
africaines, particulièrement dans la culture peule (Centre National de Ressources Textuel et Lexicales).

En effet, la conscience de l’équilibre entre les êtres vivants et leur environnement apparaît déjà dans la 
cosmogonie. Celle-ci met en lumière l’origine du cosmos ainsi que la relation primordiale entre la vache, la femme 
et l’homme dans la nature. À ce propos, le récit cosmogonique dit: 

Guéno, l’Éternel, créa d’abord la vache. Puis il créa la femme, ensuite seulement, le Peul. Il mit la femme derrière la vache. 
Il mit le Peul derrière la femme. C’est ce que dit la genèse du bouvier, c’est ce qui fait la Sainte Trinité du pasteur. Gloire 
au Créateur de toute chose—le chaos et la lumière; l’œuf plein et le grand vide! De la goutte de lait, il a extrait l’univers; 
du trayon (mamelle), il a fait jaillir la parole. […]
Cela commence dans la nuit des temps. L’Homme était encore tout neuf sur terre, les montagnes à l’état de pousses et les 
roches à peine aussi fermes que le beurre de karité.
Cela commence dans la nuit des temps, cela ne finira jamais. […]
Parlons-en de ce pays mythique de Héli et Yôyo! À te croire, c’était un pays de cocagne dont le trône supporta le fessier de 
vingt-deux rois peuls. Vingt-deux, pas un de plus, pas un de moins. Le premier s’appelait Ilo Yalâdi. Il était contemporain 
du roi Salomon et, comme lui, élevait des autruches! Un pays septénaire selon tes […] légendes: sept montagnes, sept lacs, 
sept mines d’or, sept variétés de céréales, sept raisons d’y naître et d’y vivre heureux […]. (Monénembo 13–9)

D’autres récits tels que les légendes d’origine étudiées par Christiane Seydou évoquent l’apparition aquatique 
de la vache qui est “le personnage principal de la mythologie peule” (Kervella-Mansaré 1) et qui suscite 
“l’activité distinctive” (Seydou, “Langue et identité. Légendes d’origine des Peuls” 99). Selon elle, les motifs des 
représentations identitaires s’articulent autour de la langue, la vache et le métissage culturel. 

Le mythe ainsi que d’autres genres sont révélateurs des idées que les hommes se font de la nature” (Blanc et 
al.). Si la triade mythique “vache–femme–Peul (l’homme)” fonde la culture peule, elle est toujours en lien avec une 
autre composante tout aussi essentielle, sinon plus: la nature. Une fois la phase de création de l’univers achevée, 
la triade primordiale (vache, femme, Peul) se mue en une autre: “homme, animal et nature”. Désormais, il revient à 
l’homme de prendre soin de l’animal et de la nature en vertu de la relation d’interdépendance qui les lie.

La triade “homme, animal et nature” revient souvent dans les textes sacrés et rituels. Dans l’“Hymne des 
sept serments” (primordiaux) tout comme dans “Les sept habits des Peuls” (valeurs fondatrices), qui consacre et 
ritualise le pacte primordial entre le pasteur et Geno-l’Éternel, les Peuls placent la communauté, le troupeau et la 
nature sous la protection divine:

Hymne des sept serments
Ô Grand Disque solaire de la Miséricorde
Qui se lève comme messager de Geno-l’Éternel,
Que règne la paix partout où éclaireront tes radieux sourires!
Que ton Œil bienveillant protège notre progéniture restée aux campements
Ainsi que nos troupeaux épars dans les pâturages sacrés 
[…]
Par ces sept serments que nous ne renierons plus jamais,
Que Geno, Éternel et Tout-Puissant, nous accorde la vie, l’honneur et le salut 
Comme Il le fait pour l’Autruche dans les vastes espaces continentaux […] (Dia et Diallo 152–3)
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Les sept habits des Peuls
Que règnent soirée de paix, nuit de paix et aurore de paix
Partout jusqu’à l’interface d’équilibre entre la lumière et l’ombre! (Dia et Diallo 166).

Dans ces doxologies matinale et vespérale, le pasteur peul exalte Dieu par l’entremise du Soleil qui, loin d’être 
adoré, est l’expression même de la miséricorde divine parce qu’il apporte au monde chaleur et lumière. Le pasteur 
peul y invoque la paix salvatrice aussi bien pour sa progéniture, son troupeau que la nature. 

Enfin, on peut dire que toute cette interaction entre le pasteur, le troupeau et la nature environnementale 
reflète l’équilibre primitif du paradis perdu de Héli et Yôyo décrit dans moult récits comme un véritable Éden: 

En ce pays, rien ne manquait: fortune, bétail ou céréales, tout s’y trouvait en abondance.
[…] En ce pays béni où la mort était rare et les connaisseurs nombreux, la pauvreté était chose inconnue. Celui qui ne 
possédait que deux troupeaux inspirait la pitié, on le disait miséreux. À Heli et Yoyo seules les sauterelles venaient glaner 
les champs après la récolte. […] 
Les plaines étaient aussi vastes que l’espace céleste. (Bâ 27–8)

Le Peul et les bovidés
Entre le Peul et les bovidés, il y a une relation forte inscrite déjà dans le mythe cosmogonique vu précédemment. 
Contrairement à d’autres civilisations, de l’Égypte ancienne et des Hindous notamment, les Peuls ne vouent pas 
de culte aux bovidés.3 Cependant, ceux-ci n’en demeurent pas moins importants. Ils représentent pour le pasteur 
peul beaucoup de choses. En effet, 

Pour les Peuls, les bovidés ne constituent pas un bien, une richesse, mais sont des “parents”. Cette parenté s’exprime dans 
les rapports symboliques établis entre les quatre grandes familles peules, les quatre couleurs principales des robes des 
bovidés, les “quatre éléments” et les quatre directions de l’espace. (Bâ et Dieterlen 12)

L’organisation clanique primordiale est fondée sur la symbiose entre ces quatre éléments dont les correspondances 
s’établissent comme suit: a. Diallo (Dial) est associé à l’Est, avec le feu comme symbole et la vache jaune comme 
alliée; b. Ba (Bah) est lié à l’Ouest, avec l’air comme symbole et la vache rouge comme alliée; c. Barry est situé 
au Nord, avec la terre comme symbole et la vache blanche comme alliée; Sow (Soh) se trouve au Sud, avec l’eau 
comme symbole et la vache noire comme alliée.

La mise en relation harmonieuse entre clans, éléments de la nature, points cardinaux et couleurs des 
robes des bovidés témoigne déjà de la prise en charge de la dimension écologique ou environnementale. Cette 
organisation en accointance avec ces différentes catégories citées assigne à chaque clan un rôle particulier à 
jouer dans l’écosystème. C’est elle qui commande la répartition et l’exécution de certaines activités au sein de la 
communauté. Par exemple, l’ordre des clans détermine celui du départ pour la transhumance: les Diallos ouvrent 
la marche et les Sows la ferment. Lorsqu’il y a un problème lié à un des éléments de la nature, c’est le clan qui lui est 
associé qui intervient. Selon Bâ et Dieterlen, “si les pluies sont excessives, ou que l’eau manque, c’est le patriarche 
de la famille en relation avec l’eau qui doit intercéder par ses prières” (12).

Ainsi, de par même son organisation clanique primordiale, la culture peule a, si on peut dire, dans les gènes la 
conscience de l’équilibre des écosystèmes. Selon Salamatou Sow:

Les pasteurs, vivant au rythme des vaches et de leurs besoins, ont une connaissance aiguë de la nature et de son cycle: 
les mouvements du soleil, de la lune, des étoiles et le cycle des saisons. Du fait de cette vie dans la nature, les Peuls 
ont construit une identité qui les place sous le toit du ciel dans la “maison du monde” (suudu duuniya), dont les repères 
demeurent les points cardinaux et les astres. (558)

Par ailleurs, la relation entre l’homme, l’animal et le milieu environnant est si importante qu’il y a une communauté 
de destin entre eux. C’est elle qui commande le destin de tous les pasteurs nomades. Pour les Peuls, si on s’en réfère 
au récit “La race originelle”, la raison qui poussa les Peuls à ne pas suivre Moïse vers la Palestine après leur départ 
d’Égypte est liée à la nature plus propice et plus généreuse des régions de l’Ouest et du Sud-Ouest:

[…] le peuple Foûtou n’envisage pas d’aller en Palestine où 
il n’y a pas d’herbes pour les troupeaux. 
[…] 
Le peuple Fou ̂tou s’en alla vers le fleuve quand il a su que 
La terre promise ne se trouve que là où il y a de l’eau et de l’herbe. (Dia et Diallo 211)
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Le pastoralisme est fondé sur cette relation de consubstantialité entre l’homme (le Peul), le troupeau et la nature. 
Les principes qui régissent l’art pastoral peul se retrouvent aussi chez les autres peuples africains et asiatiques 
dans d’autres secteurs: agriculture, pêche, chasse, artisanat, etc. L’un des principes les plus significatifs est celui du 
rapport de consubstantialité, c’est-à-dire la communauté de destin entre l’être humain et l’objet de son industrie: 
le paysan à la terre-divinité, le pasteur au bovidé, l’artisan à la matière qu’il transforme, le pêcheur ou le chasseur 
à la faune aquatique et terrestre (Dia et Diallo 99).  

Le pastoralisme est dans son essence même bienveillance. Le terme pastoralisme, ngaynaaka, vient dans la 
langue pulaar de la racine ayn-: faire paître, mener au pâturage; le verbe aynude veut dire “garder, veiller sur” dans le 
sens de prendre soin, protéger. L’activité du pasteur se résume, en effet, à une attention, à une sollicitude à l’égard 
du troupeau. Ceci est tout aussi vrai dans les autres langues où généralement l’expression “garder le troupeau” 
revient sans cesse. L’environnement fait l’objet de la même attention que le bétail puisque le bétail tout comme le 
pasteur vivent de lui. Dans le passage suivant, le pasteur poète décrit cette commune attention de même que ses 
mouvements avec les vaches dans les collines:

Mes vaches aux fleuves se rivent.
[…] 
Nul ne les apprivoise, excepté moi.
Elles contournent la colline, recontournent la colline.
Elles sont soignées comme un étang rarissime. (A. Sow, La femme, la vache, la foi: écrivains et poètes du Foûta-Djalon 301)

Le Fantang (Ndongo), un des textes essentiels, livre divers aspects de la tradition pastorale peule: l’anthropogenèse 
(origine de la stratification et des rapports sociaux), l’initiation, la relation symbolique entre le pasteur et la vache, 
etc. Le griot-guitariste d’un des récits de ce fameux texte précise cette relation:

Le Peul vit avec la vache
La vache vit avec le Peul
La bête cornue passe la nuit dans l’enclos
Et la journée en pleine brousse.
Le Peul passe la nuit dans la hutte circulaire
Et la journée en pleine brousse
En compagnie des tourterelles du paradis. (Ndongo 25)

L’écologie pastorale 
L’espace naturel et la flore sont deux dimensions importantes dans l’écologie pastorale. Dans la tradition peule, 
la gestion de l’espace et de la flore est régie par un ensemble de connaissances dont les détenteurs sont les initiés. 
Dans le pastoralisme, Koumen représente à la fois le doyen des bergers et le maître initiateur en pastoralisme. 
Pour exercer pleinement et être reconnu dans l’activité, le néophyte subit une initiation visant à lui faire acquérir 
les connaissances relatives au pastoralisme pour participer pleinement à la vie du groupe, car “chaque individu 
acquiert son importance par les responsabilités qu’il exerce dans son rapport au troupeau” (Kervella-Mansaré 5). 

L’initiation est marquée par différentes étapes dont chacune vise un domaine particulier et correspond à un 
grade. Ainsi entre quatorze et vingt-et-un ans, le berger, aga, apprend la vie de pâtre en suivant d’abord les veaux 
et ensuite une trentaine de bovins adultes. 

Entre vingt-et-un et vingt-huit ans, le berger ordinaire, gynaako (ou duroowo), gère tout un troupeau souvent 
dans la haute brousse. Entre vingt-huit et trente-cinq ans, le maître-berger, gaalal ou kaydal, est le responsable de 
tous les troupeaux du lignage et des groupes voisins. C’est lui qui gère la transhumance, le choix des sites en cas 
de sédentarisation, les pactes avec les génies des lieux, les points d’eau, les pâturages et les rites de libation et de 
protection. 

Enfin, entre trente-cinq et quarante-deux ans, le silatigi ou siltigi est le prêtre initié et initiateur à l’art pastoral 
et à la religion (voit Dia et Diallo 120). Il détient un profond savoir ésotérique et exotérique en agrostologie, en 
médecine vétérinaire, en pédologie et hydrologie, en minéralogie et en zoologie (Dia et Diallo 120). 

De par son essence même, le pastoralisme est une activité écologique. Nul autre que le pasteur ne sait mieux 
l’importance et en même temps la fragilité du milieu naturel. Tout comme le cultivateur qui, pour ne pas épuiser 
la terre, pratique tantôt la jachère tantôt l’assolement, tout comme le chasseur qui ne tue pas les femelles qui 
allaitent, les petits ou les jeunes animaux, le pasteur ne surexploite pas les espaces de pâturage. 
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On distingue du point de vue religieux, écologique et agrostologique deux types de pâturage: les pâturages 
profanes et les pâturages sacrés. Les pâturages profanes (duurunɗe; duruunde au singulier) sont des espaces libres où 
paissent les troupeaux sans aucune interdiction ou restriction. Ce sont généralement des endroits dont le pâturage 
prolongé ne menace pas l’équilibre écologique. Les pâturages réservés ou sacrés (harimaaji; harima au singulier) 
sont formés de “zones écologiques spéciales: prairies aquatiques, ceintures arbustives et herbacées autour des 
points d’eau permanents” (Dia et Diallo 136). Ces pâturages sacrés ont, sur des aires restreintes, tout ce dont 
hommes et bovins ont besoin: du fourrage à très forte valeur nutritive, l’affleurement de strates de sols salés, la 
variabilité botanique des espèces appétées, une abondance de plantes alimentaires et pharmaceutiques. Ces aires 
sont mises en défense et ne doivent pas être occupées ni par l’habitat ni par toute autre activité d’exploitation. Ces 
différents pâturages sont évoqués dans le texte “Les sept habits des Peuls”:

C’est le début de la nuit. Salut Vénus, l’étoile de l’aurore
Qui annonce à l’Ouest la fermeture des pâturages sacrés et profanes
Et l’ouverture des pâturages sacrés et profanes à l’Est!
Voici que les étoiles escortent la procession nocturne. (Dia et Diallo 167)

Quant à la flore, son importance par rapport au pastoralisme est liée à plusieurs raisons. Elle constitue, d’abord, 
en grande partie, l’alimentation principale du bétail. Sa préservation pousse les pasteurs à procéder à une 
gestion raisonnée de l’espace et de la végétation (pâturage, transhumance, culture, etc.). Les pasteurs peuls et les 
agriculteurs collaborent souvent dans ce sens. 

Par ailleurs, la pratique du pastoralisme au quotidien nécessite l’usage de matériels issus de la brousse. Le 
bâton du pâtre, l’écuelle à traire, la mouvette, etc., proviennent de végétaux. Ces outils de travail, si on peut dire 
ainsi, sont à la fois d’une utilité symbolique, magique et pratique pour le pasteur. Par exemple, le bâton de nelbi 
(Diospyros mespiliformis) a servi à Ilo à dompter les premières vaches sorties de l’eau:

“Ilo, maintenant
par pitié pour toi, 
prends un bâton de nelbi, 
recueille un rameau du nelbi, 
frappe toutes les vaches que tu arrives à rattraper, 
elles te suivront.” 
Ilo agit de la sorte 
Il put retenir quelques bêtes du troupeau.  
Il les frappe toutes du bâton. 
Elles le suivirent 
et revinrent avec lui;
raison pour laquelle  
le Peul ne se sépare jamais du bâton de nelbi 
jusqu’à présent. 
Les Peuls gardent le bâton de nelbi 
comme bâton qui porte bonheur 
pour multiplier les animaux. (Kesteloot et al. 52–3)

Ensuite, pour la santé animale, qu’il s’agisse de la prévention ou du traitement des maladies, les pasteurs recourent 
à la pharmacopée traditionnelle à travers notamment les “usages médicinaux des substances végétales, animales 
ou minérales” (Tourneux et al. 11).  

De par leur utilité et leur interdépendance, l’espace et la flore sont au cœur de l’écologie pastorale. C’est 
pourquoi le pasteur veille à leur équilibre pour son bien-être, mais aussi celui du troupeau et des cultures. 
L’équilibre des éléments apparaît aussi à travers le symbolisme de l’implantation du corral.

Chorégraphie pastorale vs chorégraphie stellaire
La structure et la morphologie du modèle de campement pastoral obéissent à une logique ésotérique définie par une 
connaissance astronomique. L’établissement du corral se fait à travers une projection de la chorégraphie stellaire 
sur l’endroit préalablement choisi. Le pasteur peul calque le tableau stellaire avec ses différents éléments (Étoile 
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polaire, Vénus, Pléiades, Orion, Sirius, Croix du Sud et Voie lactée) sur le sol. Chacun de ces éléments stellaires a 
son répondant dans le corral. Par exemple, pour le cas du taureau reproducteur, sa place est:

dans le coin le plus au Nord ou bien légèrement au Nord-Ouest. Le parallélisme est frappant: on regarde le ciel d’abord 
par l’étoile Polaire tout comme on regarde la structure d’un campement en cherchant d’abord la position du taureau. En 
dehors du campement, quand le troupeau est en mouvement, la position préférable du taureau est soit au beau milieu du 
troupeau soit légèrement en arrière du reste du troupeau, mais jamais devant. La place de devant est pour joŋe, la vache 
favorite et expérimentée dans la longue marche qui suit le berger pour être suivie par le reste du troupeau. (Dia et Diallo 
104)

La corrélation entre la chorégraphie stellaire et la chorégraphie pastorale est bien mise lumière dans le texte “Les 
sept habits des Peuls” dont voici un extrait:

Voici que les étoiles escortent la procession nocturne. 
Elles ressemblent aux bovidés couchés qui regardent dans la direction du couchant. 
L’étoile Polaire symbolise la place du taureau reproducteur, 
La Croix du Sud rappelle bien les bœufs-porteurs. 
La constellation d’Orion ressemble aux troncs d’arbres d’attache des veaux. 
Les Pléiades offrent l’image et le signe du groupement des génisses. 
Le ciel se pare de la lune et de la planète Mars 
Tout comme la lumière brille dans les foyers des humains 
Voyez l’éclat de la toute grande étoile Sirius 
Prenant la forme de la grande vache doyenne du troupeau de Ilo! 
Oh la grande généreuse qui allaite son veau 
Tout en allaitant aussi ceux des autres! 
Elle admire la procession des femmes laitières qui rentrent au campement, 
Portant sur la tête des écuelles remplies de lait, telle la Voie lactée. (Dia et Diallo 167–8)
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Plus concrètement, le pasteur peul, pour construire le corral, calque le tableau stellaire sur le lieu choisi et place 
chaque élément du troupeau à une place déterminée. On peut mettre en évidence cette technique de construction 
de l’enclos à travers les croquis suivants:4

Tableau stellaire 

                                                Vénus matin 

                                                  (Jaabiire)

 

                                     L’Orion (Baawngal)

O

N

            Étoile polaire (hoodere sahal)

	    Vénus soir (Jaabiire)

                 

                  Les Pléiades (Ɗaccuki)

             

E

                                                         Sirius Voie lactée
(Fedannde malaaɗo)

Croix du Sud (Gallaaɗi burgal)

S

Tableau pastoral

                                        Ga’i (Bœufs) 

                 Binndeeje leɗɗe (troncs d’arbres)

O

N
Ngaari kalhaldi (Taureau reproducteur) 

                 Ga’i (Bœufs)

    Biigi baggi (génisses reproductrices)

E

                                             Veaux.
                        Naggal mawngal (la vache
                                         laitière favorite) Ɓirduɗe (Calebasses des laitières)

                            Vaches

 Gay coweeji (Bœufs porteurs)

S
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Conclusion
La triade mythique “vache-femme-Peul”, fondamentale dans la culture peule, se reflète dans le vécu quotidien et 
informe l’organisation clanique qui s’articule autour d’une symbiose entre les éléments naturels (eau, terre, air, 
feu), les points cardinaux et les principales robes des bovidés (jaune, rouge, blanche, noire). Cette relation de 
communion entre le pasteur peul et son troupeau dans la nature favorise une conscience écologique, où le Peul se 
perçoit en harmonie avec les bovidés et l’environnement.

L’environnement, taariindi, est vu comme l’espace vital du pasteur et de son troupeau, essentiel aux activités 
humaines, notamment le pastoralisme et l’agriculture, qui sont intimement liées à la terre. Cette conception de la 
destinée pastorale des Peuls est ancrée dans leur identité et persiste même dans les régions où leur sédentarisation 
a entraîné l’abandon de l’élevage.

Le pasteur peul, par sa connaissance des animaux et de la nature, démontre une pratique précoce de l’écologie 
en maintenant un équilibre entre les différentes catégories de son environnement. Cela se manifeste dans 
l’organisation de l’espace, notamment à travers la correspondance entre les chorégraphies célestes et pastorales 
pour établir le corral. Les cérémonies comme la fête de retour de transhumance et la cure salée sont des moments 
clés célébrant l’homme, l’animal et la nature à travers une profusion poétique riche et variée.

Notes
1.	 Le sens original de cette formule est: “une personne mûre, accomplie dans un environnement tranquille”; ce qui sous-

entend, en extension, l’idée d’équilibre.
2.	 Écrit parfois guéno. 
3.	 Hathor, déesse de l’amour et de la beauté, représentée sous la forme d’une femme à tête et à cornes de vache, faisait l’objet 

d’un culte (Cazenave). Le culte de la “Mère Vache” (Gao Mata) fait partie de la zoolâtrie chez les Indiens.
4.	 Dessinés par nos soins
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Relations between humans and non-humans in Amazigh North African oral literature 

Anna Maria di Tolla  

Introduction
In this contribution, I concentrate on African oral literature and environment through the prism of Amazigh 
oral literature and the relationships between humans, society, and the environment. Amazigh people, sometimes 
known as Berbers (Chaker 562–8; Tilmatine 387–414), are the autochthonous peoples of North Africa west of the 
Mediterranean and Sahara who resulted in a composite population during Neolithic times (Brett and Fentress 
12–3).

During the colonial era, several European historians who described African peoples and the autochthonous 
Amazigh of North Africa relied on the stereotype that Africans were generally defined as “living fossils”, “noble 
savages”, and the products of imperialistic 20th century anthropology (Said). Instead, traditional ways of life offer 
sophisticated understandings of how to live together, which appear vastly superior to westernised interpretations 
of responsibility for ecological wellbeing across species, especially the emerging global concern over ecological or 
environmental crises and environmental sustainability. According to Lawrence Buell, Ursula Heise, and Karen 
Thornber: “Traditional place-based cultures ascribe a kind of wisdom and potency to feeling connected to 
particular locations that modernized people less likely feel, or at least less often articulate” (76).

The wisdom of the Amazigh is formed through the struggle between man and nature. The ecological wisdom 
embedded in Amazigh traditions represents centuries of improved adaptation to North Africa’s arid landscapes. 
These sophisticated systems, like Morocco’s khettaras and Algeria’s foggara (ancient irrigation networks), emerged 
from the urgent need to sustain life in fragile ecosystems. Today, as the very regions that birthed these technologies 
(Libya, Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia) rank among the world’s most water-stressed nations (World Resources 
Institute), their relevance couldn’t be more pressing.

Yet, in places like Morocco’s Tafilalet region, we witness a paradox: while modern science increasingly 
validates these traditional systems’ efficacy, many irrigation networks are falling into disuse (El Khoumsi et al.). 
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The decline of the khettaras is not attributable to technological inadequacy; rather, it is a consequence of a series 
of external pressures, namely unregulated groundwater pumping, climate-induced droughts, and, crucially, the 
economic marginalisation of rural communities, which forces youth migration.

When state policies prioritise industrial agriculture and urban water needs, traditional maintenance systems 
become untenable for remaining populations. This creates the misleading impression of local “disinterest” when 
communities face structural barriers to maintaining ancestral practices. The tragedy is compounded by the 
fact that these abandoned systems often hold precisely the climate adaptation knowledge these regions now 
need (Lightfoot 272–3). Therefore, in this article, I posit that the oral repertories of African societies can provide 
insights into the local perspective of the environment around them. I propose to examine oral literary forms, such 
as fairy tales, in an environmental aesthetic peculiar to Amazigh culture. 

I aim to investigate what values, knowledge, and beliefs of the environment are inscribed in the Amazigh oral 
tradition, with reference to the Ayt Khabbash in the South-East Morocco. This was the primary fieldwork site for 
a research project on a collection of oral texts I conducted between 2006 and 2009. I will include not only data 
collected in the field in the Moroccan region of Tafilalet but also data and analysis from various secondary sources. 
The aim is to draw implications for their cultural comparison and preservation.

Amazigh oral traditions convey a fundamental idea: the natural world is not just a setting for human stories 
but an active storyteller itself. When we listen to these age-old narratives, we discover a worldview in which 
mountains remember, rivers negotiate, and trees keep sacred accounts of human behaviour (Chiari). The ritual of 
asking for rain in the Amazigh regions of Morocco and other North African countries is an example. The women 
in the Tafilalet region of Morocco’s songs to Anzar, the spirit of rain, are a form of dialogue with the sky. In these 
interviews that were conducted by the author, Amazigh women of the region confirm that their songs are not 
explicit requests for rain, but rather a reminder of the sky’s promises. Water is seen as part of the sky, reflected in 
practices such as communal wells without padlocks. 

The Amazigh have an intimate connection with the land, and this is expressed in their aesthetic and literary 
tradition. On the other hand, the vital role that autochthonous peoples play in environmental management and 
sustainable development due to their traditional practices was legally recognised by the 1992 United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development and the 2022 Stockholm Forum on Peace and Development. 
Autochthonous peoples have been able to teach researchers and policymakers the importance of leading sustainable 
lifestyles. This objective is pursued by means of collaborative endeavours and a sense of solidarity, underpinned 
by reciprocal relationships with nature and by transitioning away from profit-driven methodologies. These 
principles find striking embodiment in Amazigh traditions. For centuries, practices in regions like the High Atlas 
of Morocco, a vast mountain range and a cultural heartland of the Amazigh people, have been guided by these 
values. The agdal pastoral system is a prime example of this. It operates on the principles of sustainability and 
community and involves rotating grazing lands to allow for regeneration, enforcing collective decision-making 
through village councils (jema’a) and viewing pastures as sacred trusts to be managed for future generations rather 
than as commodities to be exploited.

The Amazigh people have a profound understanding of their natural environment, which is reflected in their 
language. They have a rich and precise vocabulary for describing the local flora and fauna, weather patterns, and 
traditional agricultural practices. It is not just a collection of words but a reflection of a deep cultural and spiritual 
bond with the land. Many of these terms are uniquely complex and often resist direct translation because they 
encapsulate entire philosophies about the sacredness of nature and our duty to manage it wisely. Some of these 
words are neologism, and some are common in different variants that are commonly encountered in everyday 
discourse, as well as in folklore, proverbs, and songs. At the heart of this worldview is the concept of agama: the 
natural world itself. This concept is intrinsically linked to awnaḍ: a deep-seated respect for the environment. This 
respect is not passive, but rather a fundamental principle that actively guides how people interact with nature.

This duty of care is expressed through a nuanced vocabulary of action. Terms like  awqqr n uwnaḍ,  aħttu n 
uwnaḍ, and amzrag n uwnaḍ all centre on the concept of protection, each perhaps offering a slightly different nuance, 
much as English uses “guard,” “defend,” and “shield” interchangeably yet distinctly. Similarly, the term timħḍit n 
uwnaḍ conveys the specific idea of conservation: the sustainable and wise use of resources to ensure their survival 
for future generations. All these concepts are powered by a set of verbs that form the backbone of this ethical 
system: to respect (zrg), to preserve (ari and frg), and to safeguard (ħḍu) (Agnaou 242, 276, 294, 299, 303; Ameur 
165, 247, 321, 750; Douchaina-Ouammou 79, 135, 161). 
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Given that the environment also deeply concerns animals and their symbolic roles, it is no surprise that 
interest in tales that feature animals has found expression in important studies and collections of the 20th century 
that include transcribed, translated, and sometimes annotated Amazigh stories. Numerous Amazigh texts and 
tales are also appended to the many linguistic and didactic works of important authors, like Henri Basset, Émile 
Laoust, Arsène Roux, Hans Stumme, and other authors, who have dedicated their studies to the Amazigh domain.

It is not possible, within the framework of this paper, to analyse this issue in its entirety; hence, I will give a 
brief introduction to the Amazigh people’s relationship with nature. I will then focus on three intersections: first, 
issues related to the relationships between humans and non-humans with the environmental practices of various 
Amazigh communities, highlighting the ethical and political issues linked to the consideration of non-humans 
in the arts of Amazigh speech; second, the role of animals as mediators between ecological and spiritual realms 
across Maghrebin traditions; and finally, some suggestive parallels with Dogon and Sahelo-Sudanese cosmologies 
that may illuminate shared North African environmental epistemologies.

This is, of course, only an overview aimed at focusing attention on the complexity of the relationships between 
man, society, and the environment in the Amazigh oral tradition in North Africa, since many other examples could 
also be considered.

Interactions between humans and animals: Environment and Amazigh traditional practices
The Amazigh people’s relationship with nature is always a cultural relationship, mediated by technical knowledge, 
economic modes of production, political systems of allegiance and control, types of beliefs, and actions managed 
by religion.

I address the subject of animals and reciprocity in this study. It is evident that animals, most notably camels 
and goats, serve a dual purpose in human societies. They function as a means of sustenance and as true companions 
in life. Within the context of nomadic communities, the relationship with these animals is characterised by the 
principles of reciprocity and respect, as exemplified by the ritual of thanksgiving, observed after the milking or 
slaughtering of animals (Goodman 136, 138, 140). Rivers and springs are considered places of spiritual purification, 
and in Amazigh communities, water is not only a vital resource but a sacred element, often associated with 
fertility and healing rituals (Crawford). This ethos of intergenerational solidarity and anti-extractive economics, 
where water sources become kin (ighs) to be protected rather than resources to be exploited, demonstrates how 
autochthonous knowledge anticipated modern sustainability paradigms by centuries.

The relationships between humans and non-humans reflect a complex cosmology in which nature is not 
dominated but rather lived with in symbiosis. This approach has important implications for environmental 
sustainability, as it promotes the respectful use of natural resources and a deep ecological awareness. Through the 
analysis of these practices and beliefs, a picture emerges in which Amazigh culture offers a model of harmonious 
coexistence between humans and non-humans, based on respect, reciprocity, and spirituality. This vision can be 
a source of inspiration to address contemporary environmental challenges, reaffirming the value of traditional 
knowledge in an increasingly globalised world. Moreover, there are patterns of reciprocity and coexistence in 
these traditions that resist commodification, especially in the relationship between humans and animals. Amazigh 
pastoral practices demonstrate that animals are active participants in a shared world, thereby supporting a 
fundamental ecological philosophy that endures to the present day.

The Amazigh people preserve the environment for a multitude of reasons, many of which are deeply rooted 
in their spiritual and cultural worldview. For instance, within Amazigh society, trees hold particular significance, 
possessing spiritual connections as sites for sacred initiation rites and other ceremonies. This intertwining of the 
natural and spiritual realms is vividly reflected in their oral traditions, where elements like trees and rivers take 
on magical agency; they can halt a fugitive or allow heroes to pass while stopping the ogress who insults them.

This deep-seated belief in the sacredness of the landscape was further evidenced during field research 
conducted in the Tafilalet region between 2006 and 2009. While gathering a corpus of oral texts, numerous 
informants recounted practices tied to stories about local saints. A prime example is the tomb of Sidi Abd Sadak, 
located in a cave near Tauz, which remains famous for its miracles. Women who cannot have children visit the 
cave and tomb, or sleep there for a night or two. In another very widespread practice, the belt from the dress of 
the person seeking a vote or miracle is left on a tree. Following this, a small amount of sand is collected from the 
location, mixed with water, and the resulting mixture is distributed to families in the neighbourhood to ensure 
the favour of benign forces. In the Merzouga region, near the dunes of Erg Chebbi, women gather at specific times 
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of the day to watch for the emergence of the grave of the marabout Lalla Ɛlia from the dunes. Only those who see 
it will receive its baraka (divine blessing or spiritual grace) and have their requests granted. Women’s prayers are 
uttered to obtain fertility or to keep children and family members in good health.

Nature in the broadest sense of the term is not an empty impersonal object but gives life, even where natural 
objects and phenomena have no life. Signs of a good relationship with nature are health, fertility, longevity, and 
prosperity. Attitudes towards nature are, therefore, above all, a function of symbolic value systems concerning 
spaces, plants, and animals. More generally and more globally, these attitudes depend on a vision of the world, a 
structure of thought, and an anthropomorphic model (Rivière 365–78). 

The jinûn, a specific type of spirit entity within Amazigh and Islamic belief, are thought of as the managers 
of the world, under God’s higher authority. Multiple souls define and underlie different aspects of life in society. 
Eventually, the difficulties of daily existence are explained as manifestations of the opposition between saints and 
spirits, as in the Kabyle tradition studied by Jean Servier (35–6). Every significant place such as a house, a spring, 
a cave, a tree, a stone, an animal, a tomb, or the market, or events like a wedding, rain, and illness, are protected by 
the so-called iεessasen (guardians) (Abrous and Chaker 4086). The iεessasen are intermediaries between the saints 
and the jinûn, or rather the guardians (Dallet 4). Everything we have belongs to God, and we belong to God; this is 
the main concept of the worldview. Man is a pilgrim, a traveller who owns nothing, not even himself. Even one’s 
house is only rented and does not belong to man but is instead guarded by jinûn (Dallet 4).

The tales generally illustrate family affections and passions. The animal disguised as a human being symbolises 
the virtues or vices of humanity. It is a common trope of old universal wisdom from popular sources. On the 
other hand, the Amazigh people themselves share their space with wild and domestic animals, conditioned by the 
natural rhythm of the seasons, life, and death. The presence of animals that perform human actions reflects the 
hierarchical structure of the world, as it is conceived of in the Amazigh approach.

In the Moroccan repertoire, a large quantity of tales relates the metamorphosis of men into animals. 
The imagination of the Amazigh oral tradition around the relationship between humans and animals is quite 
ambiguous. On the one hand, humans and animals live in close intimacy and share existence in the world to 
a certain extent. On the other hand, the metamorphosis of men into animals, caused by human decline, leaves 
indelible marks on the world. This contradictory aspect is one of the foundations of mythical elaboration (Lévi-
Strauss and Eribon 291–9).

The necessity of precise code selection constitutes a fundamental aspect of the Amazigh language. In 
daily life, it is traditionally taboo to say certain words, such as the name of non-domestic animals (fox, jackal, 
hedgehog, toad, snakes); the names of supernatural beings (jinûn); the name of fire (afa); the name of death (lmut); 
etc.1 It appears that, based on my field research in Rissani in 2010, storytelling can be a very diverse activity. 
This encompasses the articulation of names that are conventionally regarded as taboo, including those denoting 
certain animals such as the jackal or the hedgehog (Camps-Fabrer and Peyron 3445–51).

These tales serve not only as entertainment, but also as instruction and an anthropological record. Animal 
tales present a realistic and illusion-free view of life. To a certain extent, they are not the other side of a wondrous 
tale; they are the antidote. The Amazigh particularism underlying these tales is, however, not always decisive, 
due to the very nature of the tale. Tales often travel across wide regions, making it difficult to firmly associate a 
tradition with a specific culture or location. What truly matters, however, is how these tales are integrated into 
and function within local social activities.

In some tales, the animal characters are very diverse. They belong to the reality of the Amazigh world: the 
camel, the jackal, the hedgehog, the cat, the wild boar, the lion, the panther, the dog, the lark, the donkey, the 
sheep, the snake, the hyena, and many others. It should be noted that all these animals, and others, also have their 
place in popular Amazigh festivals where they appear during carnival-like ceremonies.

These oral histories are continually shaped by traditional narrative practices common among other Amazigh 
groups in North Africa. This cultural context is rooted in a distinct social and political identity. The Tuareg, for 
example, represent themselves as a social body which, before the establishment of colonial rule at the beginning 
of the 19th century, was made up of four large political poles with complex links between them: the Ajjer in the 
north-east, the Ahaggar in the north-west, the Aïr in the south-east, and the Tademekkat in the south-west, to 
which was added a fifth group—still at a formative stage at that time, the Azawagh, also called the Tagaraygarayt 
(which means the middle, or the intermediary in a political rather than a geographic sense) (Claudot-Hawad, 3).
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This profound connection to social structure and territory is reflected in their environmental wisdom. For 
example, the source of Tuareg philosophy contains teachings to create harmony between humanity and nature, 
including the obligation that the welfare of the world depends on people who have a sense of sharpness. This 
is encapsulated in the proverb “AmaDal amadal” (the land is what protects, what preserves, what mothers).2 
Furthermore, the Tuareg system of representation has key categories that demarcate the contours of what is 
self and what is other. One of these central categories is that of tamurt (Abrous 87–8). This category delimits, in 
Tuareg culture, large areas of kinship. The resources are essentially the grazing lands; the natural and man-made 
waterholes (springs, pools, drainage basins, lakes, wells); game; food; and wood. In the Tuareg system, these 
goods belong to the community and: 

[…] cannot be appropriated by a single person. Control over them is established at different levels of the community, 
represented in the past by chief-arbiters who took on the responsibility of managing the territory between the neighboring 
groups and wider authorities. Within this system of nested territorial spaces, each space, no matter how small, plays its 
part in the larger picture, as one element of the whole”. 3 (Claudot-Hawad 11) 

Tuareg oral literature is a result of the orally inherited culture in which some of its parts contain a reflection on 
the natural system and are based on environmental wisdom. This reflects that there is a close link between man, 
nature, local knowledge, and oral literature, as underlined in tales and poetry.

The mineral, plant, and animal kingdoms provide a comprehensive explanation of the structures of the world 
as they have existed since time immemorial. The narrative of “The brigand transformed into a man of stone”, as 
recorded by Émile Laoust (Contes berbères du Maroc 280) from the Beni Mguild of Morocco, is an example of the 
transformation of living beings into minerals. Conversely, the reverse phenomenon is not observed. The narrative 
recounts how a character was subjected to this metamorphosis through a grave transgression committed in 
the name of a saint and by defilement of the honour of a respected family through the utterance of sacrilegious 
falsehoods. This transgression incited divine retribution, prompting the father of the family to fervently pray 
for divine intervention. In response, God transformed the rogue into a stone statue. Whilst the notion of divine 
intervention may appear somewhat magical, it is, above all, representative of the immediate punishment delivered 
to the culprit. This text, which is unique in its genre, appears to be specific to the region. This tale is replete with 
moral and religious implications. The intervention of the divine hand is deemed essential in metamorphosing the 
animate into the inanimate, a transformation that assumes a particularly harrowing aspect in this context, given 
the profound respect that the Berber cultures of Morocco hold for all facets of life within their environment.

Nature, ritual, and production: A symbolic ecology
In Amazigh culture, relationships between humans and non-humans are based on a holistic vision that recognises 
the sacredness and interdependence of all natural elements (Bourdieu 127, 133). 

The Amazigh conception of ‘nature’ deviates from contemporary scientific understanding, which is the 
result of a historical process of disenchantment. Instead, it is conceptualised as a field of living and sacred forces, 
where every human gesture is imbued with ritual significance (Bourdieu 166). This logic is manifest in the agdal, a 
traditional system of collective pasture management in the High Atlas region of Morocco. In this context, pasture 
management is not merely an economic calculation, but rather a ceremonial act. The temporal suspension of 
grazing, as previously outlined, reproduces the balance between community and natural forces in a mimetic form 
(Auclair 28). 

The agdal is hypothesised to be a practice of considerable antiquity and is widespread throughout all Berber-
speaking regions of the Maghreb and the Sahara, extending from the Moroccan Atlas region to the Siwa Oasis 
in Egypt. In Algeria, the term agdal ougdel is particularly associated with enclosed spaces that are appropriated 
and cultivated temporarily in the steppe environment. In Tuareg country, according to Claudot-Hawad, the verb 
egadal simultaneously means to prohibit, prevent, refuse, protect, and patronize. The verb conveys dual meanings: 
it is both forbidden and sacred. For a territory thus designated, the local term is “amadal itiwagdalent” (land being 
forbidden) (Auclair 34). 

An additional illustration of this phenomenon takes place during the rites of the lakhrif (harvest festival) in 
Kabylia, as reported by Pierre Bourdieu (166). The collective enthusiasm exhibited in the practice of these rites 
synchronise the Amazigh group’s consciousness with the rhythms of the environment and of the natural world. 
Human intervention, particularly during critical phases such as sowing or harvesting, is perceived as a hazardous 
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undertaking, representing a nexus between cosmic opposites (cold/heat, sterility/fertility). This structure reflects 
the dialectic of separation, as evidenced by the “Old Woman’s Days” (Bourdieu 167), which represent periods of 
transition during which the land is taboo.4 In Amazigh communities, human intervention at crucial moments 
in the agricultural cycle, such as sowing or harvesting, is a rite of passage between opposing cosmic forces. 
Those days of transition, called “Old Woman’s Days”, represent ecological knowledge codified in mythical form. 
The Mediterranean legend of the “Old Woman” and the “Borrowed Days”, in which the “Old Woman” violates 
natural rhythms and an offended month unleashes storms to punish human arrogance, finds a surprising parallel 
in Amazigh taboos that suspend work in the fields during the lunar phase. In Morocco and other countries in 
North Africa, local versions of this legend justify bans on sowing during certain periods, allowing the soil to 
regenerate (Galand-Pernet, “La Vieille et la légende des jours d’emprunt au Maroc” 29–94). That “old woman” is 
the incarnation of an ecological principle: nature negotiates with those who respect it and punishes those who 
challenge it.

The synthesis, metaphorically assimilated to a sexual union and known by the concept of tislit n unzar (the 
bride of the rain), functions as a rite of passage that serves to bring opposites together, facilitating the reconciliation 
of antithetical forces like plowing. According to Bourdieu (133), the fertilised field becomes a cosmic womb upon 
being protected by thorn hedges (zerb). This metaphorical conception serves to illustrate the invisible work of the 
land in reproducing the struggle between sterile winter and spring forces, akin to the process of cooking wheat 
or human gestation (Bourdieu 133).

The agdal pastures, ancient argan groves, and seasonal rituals of the Amazigh communities show us 
something important: here, nature is not just something to be used up; it is a living network where rivers, trees, 
and grasslands are all connected. These are the foundations of sustainable systems that have resisted the effects of 
colonial disruption and modernisation.

When European powers divided up North Africa, they forced a brutal logic of extraction on the land: 
forests became timber quotas, pastures turned into monoculture fields, and water sources were reduced to 
irrigation lines. French historians like Ageron have carefully recorded how this system of dispossession worked. 
The Senatus-Consulte law of 1863 established the legality of the expropriation of land, the forcible removal of 
ancestral territories from their original owners, and the subsequent famine that resulted from the conversion of 
fertile valleys into export crops (Ageron; Julien; Nouschi). In Libya, Mussolini’s colonial ideas led to the creation 
of agricultural villages that used up aquifers and broke up animal farming areas. Later, Gaddafi’s big projects used 
water access as a way of rewarding people for their political support (Biasillo 181–98).

Likewise, the political process in the Sahara allows us to understand the victims’point of view. The comments 
on industrial pollution and the exhaustion of forest and fossil resources, which we find in many Tuareg tales and 
poetry, also reveal the concerns of an era.

But even so, the old ways persisted. As is the case with the Illig community in Algeria and the Tuareg people 
in general, the Tuareg date harvest is invariably accompanied by religious rituals. These rituals encompass prayers 
and the practice of (sadaka (charity), wherein a portion of the harvest is allocated to the most impoverished 
members of the community. These practices are of paramount importance in ensuring favourable rainfall. The 
rains of the hot season are erratic, sudden, and sometimes destructive, yet they also fill wells and wadis (water 
sources in dry areas), thereby ensuring access to drinking water until the onset of the cold and rainy season. 
Rainfall is of great importance to the pastoral practice of the Tuareg (Miara et al. 1). In South Morocco, Amazigh 
farmers still say hello to each other before harvesting argan trees, showing that their bonds are older than borders. 
These traditions are radical in the sense that they show us a different way of thinking about land and animals. 
In this way of thinking, land is like family and animals are companions, not things you can buy and sell. These 
traditions also tell us that you cannot separate culture from nature without destroying both.

Animal characters in Amazigh tales
In Amazigh societies, wild and domestic animals have been characters in oral literature since antiquity, and they 
occupy an important place in oral literature. The genre is universal and is found throughout the Mediterranean, 
as well as to the east in India, and south of the Sahara in West and Central Africa. References to animals are also 
made in stories told by Amazigh groups across North Africa especially Tuareg nomads, and they share similarities 
with Dogon stories in Mali and among other Sahelo-Sudanese ethnic groups with which the Amazigh have 
historically intertwined. 
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In the repertoire of African fables, what Denise Paulme calls the “African Deceiver” varies depending on the 
cultural area. For the regions of the Sahel, Sahara, and Central Africa, this character is attributed to the hare in 
Sudan and South Africa; to the jackal or squirrel in the Nigerien Sahel and among the Hausas; to the turtle in 
Cameroon; the dwarf antelope in central Africa; and the fox among the Dogon of Mali (Calame-Griaule 52–3; 
Paulme 569).

In popular imagination, to avoid a world in which the cunning of the weak inevitably wins over strength, the 
jackal is often punished. Tuareg tales of this type give the hare the role played by the jackal (as in Sudanese tales), 
but the meaning and function remain the same as elsewhere (Calame-Griaule 52–3).

Le Roman du Chacal, a collection of tales collected in Kabylia by Brahim Zellal, was published in 1999. It 
constitutes a cycle reminiscent of that of Roman de Renart, of which Zellal takes up the title, emphasising the 
analogies between the characters of Jackal and Renart. Indeed, the method of using animal metaphors to describe 
society, found in authors from Aesop to La Fontaine via the Persian ibn El-Mouqafa, is analysed by Yacine Tassadit 
from an anthropological point of view. She emphasizes that the jackal cycle belongs to Kabyle culture and reflects 
the state of this society.

According to the author, the animals, and the jackal in particular, are a representation, a projection, and re-
projection of Berber society, with its different power relations, sometimes presented openly, sometimes less so. 
Nonetheless, they are shown to be necessary for a well-functioning society (Tassadit 49–56). 

The jackal and the hedgehog are among the most important figurations that still appear in the Ayt Khabbash’s 
oral tales (Camps-Fabrer and Peyron 3445–51). This group (that is part of the Ayt Atta confederation) occupies 
the southeastern fringe of Morocco. They were historically nomads who practiced trans-Saharan trade. Today, 
they are mostly settled and based in a Saharan enclave. The Ayt Khabbash are socioculturally interesting because 
this pastoral group has historically had such flexibility that it has adapted to the most difficult of circumstances, 
both political and environmental. This is beneficial because the southeast is currently suffering from drought and 
desertification. 

The lack of vegetation to absorb groundwater means that devastating flash floods occur when it rains 
(Karmaoui). Thus, the population lives in severe and unfavourable climatic conditions (Ayt Boughrous 20). At 
the same time, the Ayt Khabbash, like most Amazigh, are able to adapt to environmental changes. In this study, 
I consider how oral histories teach sustainable land and water management, indicating that this is first and 
foremost an issue of collective responsibility (Beraaouz et al. 6–24).

In the tales collected from the Ayt Khabbash group during my fieldwork, the two types of animals that 
emerge, the jackal and the hedgehog, appear under the names of ‘Ali and Mḥmed, respectively (in the Chleuh tales, 
the names are switched). These names are names of people. This recalls the context of Islam traditions, both Shiite 
and Sunni. We can notice, on the one hand, the contrast of Shiite traditions and, on the other hand, those of Sunni 
orthodox traditions. In Kabyle tales, the jackal is called Mḥend or M’hand.

The jackal, written uššen (plural uššanen) in the Berber dialects of the North and in Tachelhit, abbegi (plural 
ibbeggân) in Tamahaq, and dib (plural diab) in Arabic, is often characterised by unscrupulous deceit. The jackal of 
Amazigh tales is an extremely rich and complex character. He is found in various professions: hunter, shepherd, 
schoolmaster, but, above all, he is known for being a thief. He is a rather sympathetic character, whose tricks, 
pranks, and even lies provoke joy and laughter, like in this tale that I collected in Rissani (in the Tafilalet region) 
during a fieldwork expedition in 2009:
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Once upon a time, there was a shepherd who wanted to start displacing his goats again. He put the goats on the donkey 
and said: “Go, get to the distant region”. Along the way, the donkey found a jackal who begged him: “Take me with you 
because I stubbed my toe”. The donkey replied: “Alright, mount up”. Slowly, the jackal ate the goats (on the back of the 
donkey). One of the goats said, in a low voice, to the donkey: “You see he is eating all the goats”. Then, the donkey, who 
had not heard, said to the jackal: “What did the goat say?” The jackal replied: “That you must lower your ears (to go 
faster); hurry, because the region is far away”. Then the donkey said: “But what fell (to the ground)?” The jackal replied: 
“Blood has fallen from the big toe of my foot”. Meanwhile, he had eaten all the goats, except one. The jackal said to the 
donkey: “Your ears are too soft!” He got down and left. The goat then said to the donkey: “All the goats are dead. Lead 
me to the jackal!” 
The jackal’s name was Ali, and his wife Tuda. When they arrived at the jackal’s house, the donkey fell asleep on the 
doorstep, pretending to be dead. Meanwhile, the jackal had cut down the bushes in front of the house. His wife Tuda, 
on the threshold of the house, shouted to the jackal: “Ali, I dreamed of a large animal here at the entrance! How are we 
going to get him into the house?” The jackal approached, Tuda took the donkey’s tail and tied it to that of the jackal. The 
donkey got up and ran, dragging Ali. He said to Tuda: “Behold, I have left, Tuda!” His wife said to him: “Hold on to the 
bushes!” Here, the jackal was dragged without being able to cling to the bushes, risking injury as in a nightmare. When 
he got close to the only remaining goat, it got up and ran away until it reached the donkey’s house. 
The jackal, dragged to the donkey’s house, was freed after being skinned. He tossed and turned in the dust of the ground. 
Tuda saw him and said: “Is Ali the one in the red kaftan?” Ali replied: “Where do you see me wearing it, Tuda? I have 
nothing left […] That’s how life is.”. Tuda shouted to the wild animals: “Help! Let’s get together so we can prepare a 
burnous for Ali!” Other animals came and each gave their hair, and she wove a burnous for the jackal. (Boulaouane qtd 
in Di Tolla) 5

Numerous variants of the same story have been collected in Morocco. Ahmed Skounti carried out an interesting 
study and analysis of this tale, which he collected from the Ayt Merghad, because nomads and sedentary members 
of the community each have their specific version.6 The first focuses on the solidarity shown by all animals when 
the jackal’s wife calls. They each bring a hair to save a skinned fellow threatened by death. The second concentrates 
on weaving, an activity which only humans are capable of, and which allows her to make a brand-new fleece for 
the jackal. In both cases, there is obviously a projection of the human world (form of organisation, solidarity, 
activity [weaving]) onto the animal world. Even the crafted object is borrowed from the human world, in this case 
the burnous, and the sexual division of labour has been respected: the jackal’s wife weaves for the jackal just as the 
woman does for her husband (Skounti 156–8).

However, the storytellers end their tales with curses almost always addressed to the jackal, because he is the 
evillest of animals. These formulas are intended to protect them from bad influences due to the act of telling the 
tale itself: “The Jackal, God curse him! Us, may God have mercy on us! The Jackal goes into the forest; we are going 
on the road” (Basset 74).

A whole series of tales confront the tricks of the two friends, the jackal and the hedgehog, according to the 
classic pattern of a let-down between the two animals. The mythical story of the thieving jackal is known among 
the Matmata of Tunisia (in the Gabès region). Another fable is a direct allusion to the very essence of the jackal, 
to the fact that he is a thief. It is said that one day, the vulture, having seen the jackal look thin and puny, flew him 
up to the sky, where he took a piece of the moon. The vulture then dropped the jackal who landed in the middle 
of a pond (Pâques 414).

The heroes in these stories highlight a system of values and delineate the virtues that lead to social success or 
the flaws that lead to their downfall. Stories about animals often portray traditional life, and, among the qualities 
of character, deception and lying in one form or another are the essential means of defending oneself against brutal 
forces and evil. The jackal counters force and brutality through being cunning, often without scruples, seeking to 
deceive others to obtain what he wants. He is also described as vain and boastful, bragging about his exploits and 
prowess. In some tales, the jackal is presented as a cowardly and miserly character who seeks to avoid conflict and 
accumulate wealth (Trécolle and Camps 1857–9). 

The hedgehog, instead, is often presented as a wise and cautious character who seeks to avoid conflict and 
tries to find peaceful solutions to the problems he encounters. Stories featuring this character often illustrate the 
modesty and wisdom of the hedgehog, and how they protect him against the evil eye and jealousy. The thoughtful 
hedgehog is well aware of how to protect himself from dangers and bad influences. He is considered a very 
intelligent and perceptive animal that knows how to avoid traps and dangers.
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The Amazigh world is populated by an incredible wealth and diversity of birds, and each one has its own 
characteristics and particular stories. The universe of birds represents a microcosm of its own, populated by 
“those from above”, “the people of the sky” (ayt-ignwan) (Mazabraud 155). 

In Amazigh oral tradition, the stork is considered a noble animal that is linked to the cycles of the seasons 
and the arrival of spring, as various stories testify (Roux 72). The lark is instead associated with newborn babies 
or with the foetus, as in the Ntifa tales, and is metaphorically responsible for the transition between the dead 
season and the new year. He also intervenes to save the young of other endangered species. In this tale, a mother 
lark is helped by her ‘uncle stork’ to save her young offspring from the threat of the jackal (Nzah qtd in Di Tolla 
191; Roux 102–3):

Once a lark lived at the top of a tree branch with her young. One day the jackal arrived and passed by her. She trembled 
with fear seeing that the jackal was looking at her young in the nest. He said to her: “What are you doing there Kheira?” 
“Nothing, just I’m with my little ones”. After a few moments, the jackal replied, saying: “Choose! I will go up to your house 
and eat you, or you will throw one of your little ones to me”. And so she was forced to throw one of her little ones at him. 
The jackal devoured it and left. A while later, he came back and told her: “Throw me another baby bird, or I will come up 
and eat you!” The lark threw him another baby bird. After devouring it, the jackal went for a walk, until he felt starved 
and once again returned to the lark. He said to her: “Throw me one more of your little ones, or else I will come up and eat 
you”. And she threw him another one. She was left with only one baby bird and cried many tears.
A stork who was passing by saw her cry and asked her: “What is the matter with you, O Kheira, crying so much?” The 
lark told him about the wickedness of the jackal who ate her young. The stork asked the lark: “How is it that he was able 
to eat your little ones? How did he reach you if you are on such a high tree branch?” She said to him: “He passed by here 
and he said to me—Throw the little ones at me or I’ll climb up and eat you”. When I fell into the trap, I gave him these 
baby birds”. The stork said to the lark: “How greedy! What else will he find at your place to take (you only have your one 
and last baby bird left)?” She said to him: “So let’s go!” When he comes back and tells you: Throw the little ones at me or 
I will climb up and eat you, you will answer him: “Come up here to eat it. And tell him, it was Uncle Stork who said this 
to me”. Then the stork left.
The jackal returned to the lark and said to her: “Throw me another little one or I’ll go upstairs”. She said to him: “Then 
come up if you can and there won’t be just one baby bird left”. Then the jackal said to her: “Who told you these words?” 
She replied: “Uncle stork did” and now she denounces him.
So the jackal went to look for the stork until he found him. The jackal said to the stork: “What have I done to you? So that 
you denounce me with the lark by saying to him—This is what you must say to the jackal? So what do I do to you now?” 
The stork replied: “What do you want? The stork is so thin that there are only bones to eat. I can take you to a place and 
show you sheep that you will eat and be satisfied”. The jackal said to him: “Then carry me”.	
The stork got up, took the jackal in his grip, and flew him to the river. There, the jackal saw the image of a white sheep in 
the water: “Listen, Ali, I’m warning you, don’t eat me because I’m very sickly”. The jackal told the stork: “Release me”. So 
the stork released him and the jackal fell into the river (to follow the image of the sheep in the water) and died.

The stork tries to protect the lark by advising her not to hand her young to the jackal and let him eat them. When 
the jackal learns from the lark that the stork has advised her to protect herself from him, he feels betrayed and 
does not understand his fault of having eaten the lark’s young. The physical differences of the two animals—the 
jackal and the lark—are a way of symbolising the moral or social divergences of human beings. It is possible that 
this story also contains a political metaphor that evokes the betrayed alliance of two neighbouring tribes that are 
jealous of their specificities and incapable of accepting those of the other, even in the name of the common good. In 
other stories, the stork and the jackal are friends, and their relationship changes through the course of the story.7

Amazigh cultural practices and the environment
In Morocco, holy figures are often identified with the jinn (jinûn), a specific type of spirit entity within Islamic 
cosmology. One of the characteristics of the lila (night) ritual, a commemorative ceremony which brings together 
followers of the Aïssawa (a religious brotherhood in Morocco founded by Sidi Mohammed ben ‘Aisa, who died 
on an unknown date in Meknes between 1465 and 1466; Pâques and Lahlou 370–81), is the evocation of animal 
characters (lions, panthers, tigers, dogs, jackals, hyenas, camels, etc.), tutelary entities supposed to embody virtues 
attributed to the saints’ disciples. In fact, certain saints appear disguised as jackals, representing the characters of 
the thief, the disorder, the confidant of women. 
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These same conceptions are expressed for the character of the fox among the Dogon in Mali. In this regard, 
Boncourt sees an aspect of the Pale Fox, who “by the very disorders he causes, [is] a necessary agent for the 
development of life on earth” (Boncourt 31–61).

On the other hand, a vast cultural background common to all North and West Africa is well known. Relations 
between Morocco, in particular, the Sahara, and Western Sudan, whose origins date back to the most ancient 
times, have marked the popular culture of these regions to the point of leaving imprints that are still largely visible 
today. In the tales of oral tradition, numerous elements attest to this Sudanese influence.

Throughout the Maghreb and the Sahara, both among Arabic speakers and among Berber speakers, 
an expression is used to designate the rainbow: “it’s the marriage of the Jackal, tameγra bbuššen” (Pâques 416). 
According to Laoust (Mots et choses: notes de linguistique et d’ethnographie 189), by using this expression, the Berbers 
designate a set of meteorological phenomena, the formation of the clouds, and the fall of fine rain in a sunny sky. 
At the time, when these phenomena occur, it is said that a jackal is getting married somewhere, and the sky is 
celebrating in honour of this marriage. Speaking of the rogations among the Matmata in Tunisia, Pâques notes 
that the union between the jackal and the genie is linked to these rogations, during which the children sing: 
“When the sun is at its zenith, it rains without a cloud. О my aunt the rain, falls, falls, because my hair is drenched 
in olive oil; It’s the marriage of the Jackal” (Pâques 416).

The rainbow, for example, is a phenomenon characterised by the conjunction of the two elements of sun 
and water. It is also seen as a link between sky and earth. An identical association exists among the Dogon: “The 
stripes of Ogo’s body and face are associated with the colours of the агс-en-ciel, symbol of the bond uniting 
Heaven and Earth” (Griaule and Dieterlen 178; Boncourt 6).

The Dogon cosmogony is based on the myth of Ogo, who is the supreme divinity and will be transformed 
into the Pale Fox. In this system, there are traits common to the North African Jackal and the Pale Fox (Servier 
36, 106, 170, 180).

In Morocco, many ceremonies are celebrated at Achoura or Ennaïr for asifeḍ n wuššen (the Expulsion of the 
Jackal). The jackal here personifies hunger, scarcity, and misery since, through the devastation this animal can 
bring, he deprives man of the product of his herds and of his crops. By expelling a jackal to the detriment of a 
neighbour, or by destroying the image of a jackal, we imagine ourselves removing or annihilating certain evils that 
we do not want to endure for ourselves, the most feared of which, famine, can sometimes cause so many victims 
(Laoust, “Noms et cérémonies des feux de joie chez les Berbères du Haut et de l’Anti-Atlas” 307–16).

Even more significant is the fate reserved for the jackal in certain popular customs, particularly those 
concerning the fires of the ašura (the tenth—referring to the tenth day of the Islamic month of Muharram). The 
jackal represents sterility and drought, and its expulsion, in an antithetical relationship, favours agriculture. This 
is why it is placed outside the limits of the territory: the neighbouring territory is here equivalent to uncleared 
land, the bush, which is the jackal’s proper domain (Laoust, “Noms” 294).

Conclusion
In conclusion, Amazigh oral literature and cultural practices demonstrate a rich, interconnected worldview in 
which humans, animals, and the environment exist in a dynamic and meaningful relationship. The Amazigh 
perspective is characterised by a blending of the human and non-human realms, as depicted through tales, rituals, 
and traditional knowledge. This perspective does not perceive animals as mere passive entities, but as active 
participants in a shared ecological and symbolic order. These narratives and practices underline a profound respect 
for nature, wherein survival, spirituality, and production are intricately intertwined. In an era characterised by a 
growing disconnection from its natural roots, the re-examination of these traditions can offer valuable insights 
into more sustainable and reciprocal ways of coexisting with the non-human world. The Amazigh paradigm 
serves to reinforce the notion that cultural heritage is not merely a repository of the past; rather, it constitutes a 
repository of living wisdom with the capacity to serve as a direction, guiding humanity towards a future that is 
characterised by greater balance.
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Notes
1. 	 During the narration, however, anything is possible, even pronouncing names normally considered taboo. In any case, I 

often find the use of euphemisms and antiphrasis (Destaing 177–276; Marçais 425–38).
2. 	 Claudot-Hawad (3) writes: “The Tuareg represent themselves as a social body which, before the establishment of colonial 

rule at the beginning of the 19th century, was made up of four large political poles with complex links between them: the 
Ajjer in the north-east, the Ahaggar in the north-West, the Aïr in the South-east and the Tademekkat in the South-West, 
to which was added a fifth group, still at a formative stage at that time, the Azawagh, also called the Tagaraygarayt, which 
means the ‘middle,’ or the ‘intermediary’ in a political rather than a geographic sense”.

3.	 Claudot-Hawad (11) argues that: “The reconfiguration of identities in the Sahara, implemented first in the colonial and 
then the post-colonial organization of nation-states, has led to several different and sometimes contradictory perceptions, 
that oppose each other and superpose themselves on previous modes and norms, without dispelling them completely”.

4.	 Since the end of the 19th century, the legend known as “The Days of Borrowing” or “The Days of the Old Woman” has been 
popular in all the countries bordering the Mediterranean to the north. The story is about an old woman (al-Aajouza) who 
owns a flock of goats. She is happy because the harsh winter is over and goes out to graze her goats to make fun of January. 
Yennayer (January in Tamazight) is livid. He demands that Furar (February) grant him one more day to punish the woman 
and overwhelms the old woman and her flock with her gusts. Yennayer turns al-Aajouza into a stone statue and takes her 
goat with him. The Amazigh have always celebrated the first day of the Julian New Year (Yennayer) as a gesture of gratitude 
to Mother Earth (Galand-Pernet,“La Vieille” 29–94; Gast and Delheur).

5. 	 For further information on the oral narrative of the Ayt Khabbash of the Tafilalet region, see Di Tolla.
6.	 There are two groups of Ayt Merghad of the Ghéris valley of the eastern Moroccan High Atlas region, one nomadic, the 

other sedentary (Skounti 133).
7.	 A very similar story involving the jackal, the sheep, and the stork is told by Laoust, but there is no explicit 

denunciation of the lark/goat (Laoust, Contes berbères 26–7).
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Landscape histories: Origin narratives and toponyms in the rural commune of Liboré, Niger

Sandra Bornand & Lawali Dambo  

Introduction
Watching the 1970 film by Nigerien director Oumarou Ganda, Wazzou polygame (Wazzou the polygamist), we 
were struck by the tall millet growing in Liboré. It’s a stark contrast to what we observed on regular visits since 
1994.1 We recalled the popular etymology of the toponym “Liboore”. This toponym is composed of the Fulani term 
lubbo, referring to a grass called Cymbopogon schoenanthus proximus, and of the Zarma postposition ra (in). We were 
also reminded of the myth about the discovery of the region by an ox. After finding it to his liking, his owner 
settled on the land around the 18th century.
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Landscape histories: Origin narratives and toponyms in the rural commune of Liboré, Niger
In this article, we investigate how migration narratives, village founding stories, and place names shape the landscape and spatial memory of Liboré, 
a rural commune now located on the peri-urban area near Niger’s capital. Drawing on fieldwork and an interactive map, we explore how these forms 
of oral discourse reflect and produce processes of anthropisation (physical transformation of the environment) and humanisation (the assignment 
of meaning and value to places). Migration stories recount the symbolic and practical logic of settlement, while founding narratives describe how 
hostile environments—dense bush, spirits, floods, or drought—are made liveable through clearing, adaptation, and negotiation with non-human 
forces. These stories embed crisis, displacement, and resilience into collective memory. Toponyms act as micro-narratives that capture environmental 
features, historical traumas, and social structures. Some commemorate ancestors or ecological traits; others encode memories of slavery, forced 
labour, or colonial extraction. Place-naming emerges as a performative act that reconfigures relationships to land and power. By weaving together 
narrative and spatial analysis, we show how the communities of Liboré continuously reshape their territory through stories, names, and memories. 
These practices not only document transformation—they enact it, revealing how naming and narratives are central to processes of territorial claim, 
identity formation, and environmental perception. Keywords: anthropisation, human, humanisation, non-human, orality, narrative, Niger, space, 
toponyms, Zarma.
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Figure 1: Screenshot of a scene from Oumarou Ganda’s Wazzou polygame (© Marc Perret 2023)

What, then, do the stories of migration, of the foundation of villages and hamlets, and the toponyms associated 
with them, which can be considered micro-narratives (Calame), tell us about the anthropisation and humanisation 
of space? What memories do they evoke? To address these questions, we will analyse, from the two perspectives 
of linguistic anthropology and geography, the different discourses produced within these three discursive genres. 
We draw on anthropological research on naming (Leguy) and on toponyms (Basso; Webster), as well as a 
geographical approach that focuses on language (Tuan; Collignon).

In this study, we explore how migration narratives, village and hamlet founding stories, and toponyms shape 
the territorialisation of Liboré. The narratives recorded in 1996 and 1998 were gathered by Sandra Bornand during 
fieldwork conducted as part of her doctoral dissertation at the University of Lausanne, Lausanne, Switzerland 
(published in 2005 as Le discours du griot généalogiste chez les Zarma du Niger). Through this research, she aimed to gain 
a deeper understanding of a particular ancestor’s narrative as recounted by Jeliba Baaje, a jasare (Zarma historian-
griot), narrated during weddings and in face-to-face frameworks. The narratives recorded in 2023 were collected 
by Abdourahamane Hamani, who lives in Mallaley (Liboré), as Bornand was not authorised by the CNRS to travel 
outside of Niamey due to security concerns. These recordings were carried out in the context of International 
Society for the Oral Literatures of Africa (ISOLA)’s call for contributions and were aimed at producing an 
interactive map in English, intended for use by the municipality and the canton chief of Liboré. The project seeks 
to make spatialised oral knowledge accessible and usable by local authorities and the wider community. 

In the first section of the article, we introduce the geographical, climatic, and historical context of the rural 
commune of Liboré, linking it to migration and landscape transformations. In the second section, we examine 
Zarma migration narratives and village and hamlet founding stories, illustrating how environmental adaptation 
turns untamed land into meaningful space. In the third section, we analyse toponyms as micro-narratives, 
uncovering the complex relationships between humans, animals, spirits, and the environment. In the fourth 
section, we discuss how naming processes structure space and influence territorial perceptions and social 
organization. In the conclusion, we synthetise how narratives and naming practices reflect different worldviews, 
shaping memory, identity, and spatial organisation. An interactive map visualises this spatialised collective 
memory (Dambo and Bornand).
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Figure 2: Interactive map created for this article (Dambo and Bornand)

The rural commune of Liboré
Liboré is both a rural commune and a canton. In Niger, a rural commune is an administrative unit that includes 
villages, hamlets, or neighbourhoods, sometimes overlapping with a canton, depending on regional and 
environmental factors (République du Niger). Located within the Kollo department in the Tillabéri region, Liboré 
lies along the Niger River and borders Niamey to the north and the rural communes of N’Dounga and Hamdallaye 
to the south and east. It has a semi-arid Sahelian climate with an average annual temperature of 30°C. It receives 
an average of 500mm of rainfall per year and is marked by torrential and irregular rains (Bahari Ibrahim and Faran 
Maiga).

Following the 2001 decentralisation policies, Liboré was expected to join the Urban Commune of Niamey 
(CUN). However, its inhabitants resisted and chose to remain within the Kollo district, which was upgraded 
to a department (Motcho), leading to Liboré’s designation as a rural commune. This decision led to a territorial 
dispute over three villages (Ballare Guirssi Koira, Koubome, and Sekire Peulh) that are officially part of Niamey 
but claimed by Liboré.2 As of 2023, Liboré covers 110 km2 and includes twenty-four administrative villages and five 
hamlets. It is mainly inhabited by Zarma people. Leadership is divided among Zarma (20 villages, two hamlets). 
Two villages are administered by Kurtey chiefs, two villages and hamlets are administered by Fulani chiefs, and 
one hamlet is co-administered by both Zarma and Fulani chiefs. 
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Figure 3: Map of Liboré produced by the Rural Commune of Liboré (© Rural Commune of Liboré 2023)

Located near the capital along the Niger River, Liboré’s population has more than doubled in sixteen years, 
particularly in riverside villages and those bordering Niamey (272 h./km2 in 2006; 571.6 h./km2 in 2022) (Commune 
rurale de Liboré). Rapid urban expansion and unregistered land acquisition under the 1993 Rural Code have led 
to housing encroaching on agricultural land. This has intensified land degradation, exacerbating soil degradation 
and erosion on sparsely vegetated slopes. 

At the same time, environmental changes driven by human activity and climate variability have significantly 
altered the landscape (Abdoussalami et al.). Increased erosion, gully formation, pond sedimentation, crusting on 
cultivated surfaces, and sand deposition on certain infrastructures reflect the ecological imbalances affecting 
riverside localities like Liboré, which are subject to current fluvial dynamics (Bahari Ibrahim and Faran Maiga).

Figure 4: Activities on the riverbank of the Niger River at sunset in Mallaleye (© Gustave Deghilage 2009)
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The following section explores how migration stories, founding narratives, and toponyms collectively express 
how communities in Liboré inhabit, name, and remember their environment while evoking past and present 
transformations and articulating symbolic claims to territory.

Narrating the land: Migration, founding narratives, and toponyms
The migration narratives and founding stories in Liboré provide insights into how communities remember and 
narrate their relationship with the environment. These narratives reveal how humans negotiate their identity 
and survival within specific spaces, while simultaneously transforming them. In this section, we first examine 
migration narratives, which recount the movement of people and the circumstances of their arrival. We then 
turn to founding stories, which describe how settlers adapted to a challenging environment, cleared land, and 
established settlements. Finally, we explore toponymic narrative and place names as micro-narratives (Calame), 
revealing how these names encapsulate collective memory and territorial appropriation.	

In this section, we investigate how these narratives serve as tools of spatial memory, landscape transformation, 
and symbolic claims to territory. We begin by looking at migration narratives, which symbolically explain how 
the Zarma first arrived and settled in the area. These stories emphasise both divine guidance and ecological 
pragmatism in choosing the land. Founding stories, in contrast, tend to depict the land as hostile and untamed, 
requiring physical and symbolic transformation to become inhabitable.

According to jasare, Maali Beero—the ancestor of the Zarma aristocracy—and his companions left Mallé (in 
present-day Mali) following a conflict with the Tuaregs and/or Fulani, many of whom were killed by the jasare 
Jeliba Baaje (Bornand, Le discours du griot généalogiste chez les Zarma du Niger; “‘Entre ciel et terre’. De la construction 
de l’espace à la construction d’une identité collective dans deux récits d’origine des Zarma (Niger)”; Mounkaïla). 
Fearing retaliation, they fled aboard a daba (a flying granary bottom) to Sargane in the Zarmaganda. The rest 
followed on foot, guided by fresh roselle shoots (Hibiscus sabdariffa) sprouting from seeds scattered from the sky. 
After Maali Beero’s death in Sargane, they moved southwest and settled near a kokorbe (Combretum glutinosum) tree, 
naming the village Kogori after it. Historian Boubé Gado (174) links the name to: “baobab seed, fruit of the baobab 
tree [Adansonia digitata]”.

Figure 5: On the road to Bangoubanda (© Gustave Deghilage 2014)

The arrival at the riverbank and what would later become Liboré was recounted to us by various interlocutors 
(burcin, who are freeborn men, and jasare). Here is O. M.’s version, recorded in 1996:

The Kogori came from Fakara to settle here, seeking a place by the river. During the rainy season, they caught a black ox, 
their totem, and loaded it with a perforated sack of roselle seeds. They sent the animal to find a suitable spot. As it moved, 
seeds fell one by one. It grazed by the river during the day and returned to rest. When the ox did not return, the Zarma 
sent a Fulani to find it. Following the sprouted roselle, he saw the ox and informed the Zarma. Upon arrival, they found 
the animal lying down and declared that he had chosen the place for them.
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This reveals a symbiotic relationship between humans and animals. Another informant specified that the leader of 
the migration was killed on the road by the Tuaregs, and his two brothers later settled by the river.

The myth of the Zarma’s arrival in present-day Niger and of the discovery of Liboré encapsulates themes of 
migration, survival, and resilience. Central to these narratives is the role of the symbolic markers—such as the 
roselle seeds that guided the journey and the ox that “chose” the settlement site. Those elements, while seemingly 
mythical, also reflect practical considerations concerning water, vegetation, and topographical suitability for 
settlement.	

For instance, the roselle seeds are not only symbolic of life and nourishment but also serve as a marker of 
continuity, connecting the migrants’ past to their future. The ox’s role in selecting Liboré further embodies a 
symbiotic relationship between humans and animals, which resonates in subsequent narratives about the Zarma’s 
relationship with non-human agents in the landscape.

By recounting these stories, communities anchor their identity in the landscape, transforming the land from 
an uninhabited “wild” space into a humanized, meaningful territory. This resonates with Keith Basso’s idea of 
naming and storytelling as acts of world-making, where names and narratives spatialise collective memory.

While the discovery narratives portray this area as hospitable despite attacks by Tuaregs, the founding 
stories of villages and hamlets often contrast by describing the landscape as hostile and untamed. The founding 
narratives depict a land dominated by deep bush (saaji bi, black bush), wild animals, spirits (ganji, tooru), or devils 
(saytaan), presenting a world that settlers had to actively transform to make it habitable.3

These narratives detail the early settlers’ efforts to adapt and transform a challenging environment, shaped 
by physical threats, environmental extremes, and liminal boundaries. For example:

	● Hostility of the landscape:
	○ “No one dared come from Gueriguinde to farm, because it was the bush. In the past, people feared the 

spirits” (inhabitant from Fandoga, 2023).
	○ “Our ancestors were hunters. They settled in the place. At that time there were hyenas, foxes, spirits” 

(inhabitant from Gonzaré Kayna, 2023).
	○ “The father-in-law of Tafa Mace advised him to always stay in Korozey because elsewhere hyenas 

prowled. Tafa Mace replied that he feared neither human hyenas (boro kooro) nor animal hyenas (alman 
kooro)” (inhabitant from Bangoubanda, 1998).

	● Environmental challenges: The terrain posed additional challenges, such as swampy areas where 
cattle and humans struggled to navigate, or water that was either too scarce or too abundant.
	○ “A thirsty warrior had to wait for Bilfouda to be able to drink and wash” (inhabitant from Bilfouda, 2023).
	○ “When they went to cultivate in their farming village, they had to perform dry ablutions at prayer time 

for lack of water” (inhabitant from Oulmantama, 2023).
	○ “The Fulani shepherds used to shout about: ‘Ya boni [O misfortune!)’, when their cattle got stuck” 

(inhabitant from Yaboni, 2023).
	○ “Gadoh’s inhabitants came from Abda Goungou, where they owned many animals, but as the herds grew, 

they could no longer live on the island because, during the rainy season, water surrounded it entirely” 
(inhabitant from Gadoh, 2023).

In some villages, founding stories reflect a liminal understanding of the landscape, where the boundary between 
human and non-human worlds was blurred. Settlers were often depicted as negotiating with spirits or forces 
inhabiting the land. For instance:

	● “At that time, only the inhabitants of Banigoungou lived here; some say they are descendants of spirits 
(ganji). Back then, whenever the Tuaregs tried to attack them, they always managed to make the village 
disappear” (inhabitant from Tonkobangou, 1996). And, “It is said that the people of Banigoungou used 
to have a sort of talisman to prevent anyone from seeing them” (inhabitant from Bangoubanda, 1998). 
The first inhabitants of Banigoungou and their descendants are said to be “half-spirits, half-humans”, 
embodying a threshold between two realms. Their coexistence with non-human forces required 
negotiation and adaptation to make the land habitable.

	● Similarly, in Gonzaré, early hunters were seen as “masters of the bush and allies of the spirits that 
inhabit it” (Olivier de Sardan, Concepts et conceptions songhay-zarma : histoire, culture, sociétés 167, our 
translation). However, their liminal identity as mediators between humans and non-humans led to 
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social tensions. As one local recounts: “They were told: ‘a hunter cannot live among others, he must 
live in the bush’. That is how they eventually relocated here, in Gonzaré Kayna” (inhabitant from 
Gonzaré Kayna, 2023).

These stories illustrate how the transformation of space often required settlers to engage with non-human forces.
A central aspect of anthropisation in Liboré is the clearing, deforestation, and taming of wildlife to establish 

settlements. These transformations are evident in stories such as:
	● “Upon arriving here, the people of Kogori immediately began clearing the land to settle in the area” 

(inhabitant from Tonkobangou, 1996).
	● “They settled places inhabited by hyenas, foxes, and spirits, clearing the bush to make the land usable” 

(inhabitant from Gonzaré Kayna, 2023).
	● “When we arrived, the area was a dense forest with species like Mitragyna inermis (African corkwood 

tree), Acacia nilotica (gum Arabic tree), and others. It became a protected zone where tree-cutting was 
prohibited. Later, permission was granted to clear the land, and the people from Gueriguinde and 
Banigoungou repeatedly felled trees at the place they called ‘Tanda Bundu’” (inhabitant of Tanda Bundu, 
2023).

These stories highlight how physical transformation—such as the deforestation of Tanda Bundu (which signifies 
wood for hangar)—was accompanied by symbolic appropriation, as spaces became associated with cultural and 
collective meaning.

The memory of crises is a recurring theme in founding stories, highlighting the settlers’ struggles to 
transform a hostile landscape into a habitable territory. Epidemics, droughts, famines, and water—sometimes too 
little, sometimes too much—are deeply ingrained in local memory, shaping both livelihoods and environmental 
perceptions.

	● Food, famine, and displacement: In Tilbi, master fishermen (sorko), followed by Bambara settlers, 
attempted to establish a community but were forced to relocate after devastating floods, highlighting 
the dual nature of water as a resource and a threat. Similarly, an inhabitant from Fandoga (2023) 
described the “Year of the Gari” (garo jiiri), named after cassava semolina or flour (1952–1953), when 
heavy rains flooded the low-lying settlement, forcing residents to relocate: “The inhabitants of 
Fandoga, who had settled in a hole, had to climb the hill to avoid being threatened by the heavy rains”. 
Famine also prompted migration. An inhabitant from Gonzaré-the-Big (2023) recalled: “They had 
gone south. […]. When the famine ended, they came back”. 

	● Epidemics and resilience: An inhabitant of Bangoubanda recounted the displacement of the village 
because of epidemics:
God brought a great misfortune, an epidemic. People were dying one after another. It became impossible even to visit the 
sick, nor were condolences offered any longer. One day, slaves, whom God had endowed with wisdom, suggested that 
the women gather their belongings and move a bit further. A new village was constructed, identical to the first one. The 
people relocated, and God made the disease vanish. God brought an end to [the] epidemic and death”. (inhabitant from 
Bangoubanda, 2023)

These narratives of crises reflect the delicate balance settlers had to maintain in adapting to and reshaping their 
environment. The dual role of natural forces—both as essential resources and existential threats—underscores 
the complexity of inhabiting these spaces. By embedding these crises in their collective memory, communities not 
only preserve the lessons of resilience but also maintain a deep connection to the land and its history.

The founding stories of villages and hamlets in Liboré recount a dual process of transformation: anthropisation, 
defined by Jacques Lévy and Michel Lussault as “a modification of geographical environments through human 
action, studied from a physical and biological perspective”, while humanisation “presupposes a phenomenological 
perspective in which the value and meaning of the environment for human beings are considered” (Lévy and 
Lussault 86, our translation). 

In Liboré, anthropisation is evident in the land clearing and deforestation, the taming of wildlife, and the 
establishment of villages or hamlets, leading, for instance, to the complete disappearance of a forest (for example, 
the forest which gave the name Tanda Bundu disappeared). These transformations were often accompanied by 
violence and exploitation. In the precolonial era, conflicts over land and resources led to displacement and 
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enslavement. In the colonial era, villagers were forced to leave the riverside where they lived and settle on the hill 
near the military company in order to work for it, with wells quickly drying up due to high water demand and 
famine. According to a colonial report from 1945, “[…] the village of Liboré was supposedly relocated during the 
construction of the road from Niamey to Kollo around 1911/1913” (Berger, our translation).

The colonizers had asked our village to move and settle in the district of the canton chief at that time. We protested, 
arguing that we did not share the same ancestor […]. The chief immediately went to inform the French commander of 
our refusal. The commander summoned everyone and took out some matches, probably due to light a cigarette. […]. He 
told the population that if they did not move by the next day, all the huts found would be burned. This order petrified 
everyone because he was displacing people living by a watercourse to settle them next to a well. It was truly a hardship 
considering the effort required to get water”. (inhabitant from Tonkobangou, 1996)

The founding stories of Liboré reveal how the first settlers transformed a landscape perceived as hostile into a 
habitable territory, engaging in both anthropisation and humanisation. Through land clearing, taming wildlife, and 
negotiating with spirits, they reshaped ecosystems to suit human needs while simultaneously embedding cultural 
and symbolic meaning into the environment. These narratives—shaped by crises, liminality, and adaptation—
demonstrate how storytelling itself serves as an act of territorial appropriation and world-making. By recounting 
the struggles of settlement and the relocation, the people of Liboré not only document a history of transformation 
but also construct a shared memory that anchors their identity in the land, reinforcing the interconnectedness of 
humans, non-human forces, and the landscapes they inhabit.

Many toponyms describe vegetation, water sources, or animal behaviour, offering insights into how the 
environment shaped settlement patterns and resource use. Other names reflect historical memory—slavery, 
forced labour, epidemics—and continue to mark social hierarchies and power structures.

The naming of places is a powerful act of spatial appropriation. Toponyms do more than serve as geographical 
markers; they encapsulate collective memory, mark human engagement with land, and serve as sites of identity 
formation. By naming a place, communities organise and structure the environment, making it familiar, meaningful, 
and habitable. Unlike founding narratives, which describe the challenges of adapting to and transforming their 
environment, toponyms function as micro-narratives, encoding experiences and symbolic perceptions of space.

As Béatrice Collignon has demonstrated, toponyms constitute dense repositories of spatial knowledge and 
collective memory. Far from being mere geographical designations, they function as mnemonic devices through 
which histories, experiences, and social relations to the land are transmitted and reactivated. In this perspective, 
and following Carlo Severi’s reflections on the symbolic and memorial functions of proper names, toponyms can 
be understood as bundles of meaning—condensations of lived experience that operate as triggers of remembrance. 
The act of naming, therefore, exceeds its descriptive function: it is an act of territorial inscription, a way of 
materialising social relations to space. As Marion Ségaud (70 our translation) aptly notes, naming a place means 
“tracing a relationship with the territory [in a given space and time] by attributing qualities to it that allow 
everyone to identify with it”.

Through place names, communities narrate their experience of the land, embedding their interactions with 
humans, animals, and spirits in the landscape. This aligns with Basso’s concept of place-making, which highlights 
how names structure space, linking geography with memory, emotion, and identity. The study of toponyms, 
therefore, reveals a process of humanisation, where names transform unfamiliar, dangerous, or contested 
territories into spaces imbued with meaning and social significance. This process of naming reflects broader 
cultural exchanges, as certain toponyms integrate words of Fulfulde, Arabic, or Hausa origin, attesting to the 
historical interactions between different communities.

Toponyms as micro-narratives of the environment
Toponyms serve as micro-narratives of space, memory, and human experience. Many of them describe elements of 
the natural environment—vegetation, water sources, or animal behaviour—offering insight into how ecological 
features have shaped settlement patterns, resource use, and spatial organisation. These names reflect how 
communities navigated, interacted with, and interpreted their surroundings through the lens of lived experience.
Names such as Garbay-ɲa (Desert Date Palms, Balanites oegyptiana), Ko boŋ tafa (the baobab with wide foliage, 
Adansonia digitata), Kosay (Camel’s Foot, Piliostigma reticulatum), Kuubo me (Fear the Firethorn Bushes, Pyracanta 
coccinea), and Se cire (Under the African Hackberry, Celtis integrifolia) underscore the deep relationship between 
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people and local flora. Others, such as Baani gungu (island of peace, indicating also a refuge), Bangu banda (behind 
the pond), Fimbaare (a piece of land delineated by the meandering of a watercourse), and Gooru beeri (large river) 
draw from hydrological landmarks to mark zones of refuge or boundaries. Wildlife also figures prominently, 
with Jeeri jinde (antelope’s neck, where antelopes used to come to drink) and Tobay gulla (hare’s burrow), recalling 
the presence of fauna in specific areas. Further toponyms encode rural life, agricultural practices, and pastoral 
activities, reflecting the daily routines and economic foundations of cultivators and herders. Place names often 
encode gendered dimensions of rural labour, offering spatial testimony to the division of tasks between men 
and women. Toponyms such as Duubay (threshing floor) refer to communal spaces where women transformed 
harvested millet by threshing it to separate the grain from the chaff—a key stage in cereal processing. Tonko bangu 
(chili pepper pond) designates areas where women cultivated chili peppers, highlighting their role in small-scale 
farming and market gardening. In contrast, herding and animal care—typically carried out by men—is reflected 
in names like Ga do (near the livestock pen) and Ballaare Jirsi kwaara (at Jirsi house among the cow dung), which 
mark spaces associated with cattle. Galbal, derived from the Fulani word galbe (livestock brought to market), 
commonly refers in the Fulani context to an enclosure near the market, where animals are kept before being 
sold. In Liboré, however, Galbal designates an enclosure used to group livestock that are intended for sale, but 
located before the market, both spatially and functionally. It operates as a preparatory space—where livestock 
are held prior to being taken to the market—highlighting a state in the pastoral economy that precedes the 
actual transaction. This variation reflects how toponyms adapt to local practices while maintaining their broader 
semantic origins. Candi faaru (knife sharpening) is so named because of people who used to come here to sharpen 
knives before cutting the grass for their animals. Other toponyms, such as Bakin kasuwa (at the entry of the market 
or near the market) and Bukkayzey do (near the small huts), point to the economic and domestic micro-spaces 
surrounding local trade and daily life.

The mineral world or the type of soil is also reflected in naming practices. Kormoto is named after the presence 
of red sedimentary rock (variegated clay). Tilbi (to get stuck in the mud) was named after the Kurtey (Songhay-
speaking Fulani), the first occupants of the site, who got stuck in the silt (botogo) while trying to reach the site 
during the dry season.

In addition to soil and geological composition, toponyms help define and structure inhabited spaces by 
providing directional references, establishing relative positioning and describing topographical features. Sooray 
beene (upper sorey) and Sooray ganda (lower sorey) indicate the relative positioning of two villages with the same 
name. Posto boŋ (near the checkpoint) marks a historical checkpoint where motorists once paid to enter Liboré. 
Kwaara kuuku (long village) was named by colonial administrators who found the village unusually elongated, 
reflecting an external gaze imposed on local geography. 

Some toponyms reflect topographical features, offering cues about elevation, slope, or proximity to natural 
landforms. These names provide inhabitants with spatial orientation and help describe the physical landscape 
in lived terms. Toponyms such as Fando boŋ (top of the high ground) and Plateau (from French) refer to similar 
topographical features—namely, elevated landforms or flat highlands. While Fando boŋ is a local term anchored 
in indigenous spatial language, Plateau reflects a more administrative or colonial designation. Both, however, 
describe the neighbourhoods’ location on raised terrain and function as orientation markers within the landscape. 
Ganda ce (those along the riverbank) captures the positioning of a settlement close to the river. Kominak guuso do 
(near the Cominak pit) evokes industrial or extractive features that reshape topography. The name refers to a pit 
resembling human-made mines, associated with the activities of Cominak, a mining company in Niger specialising 
in uranium extraction. The toponym Kominak guuso do does not signify an actual Cominak company presence at 
the site; rather, it reflects local perceptions that this place’s features resemble the deep mining pits operated by 
Cominak elsewhere in Niger. Such metaphorical naming highlights how community toponyms are guided by 
perceived analogies and symbolic references, emphasising perception and metaphor in naming practices without 
implying any literal corporate involvement. This organisation of toponyms aligns with Basso’s (1996) view that 
naming places helps people orient themselves and structure their lived environment.

Beyond physical features and spatial orientation, toponyms also encode historical memory, social meaning, 
and symbolic associations. They serve as narrative anchors that reflect past events, spiritual beliefs, and human 
experiences that transcend the material landscape. The primary function of toponyms is not simply to mark 
space. For instance, the disappearance of the mango tree, baobabs, or antelopes did not prompt a change in names. 
Similarly, when the village of Tilbi relocated around 1904 due to flooding, it left the island that gave it its name: 
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from the Zarma, tibi, to get stuck in the mud. Even after moving away from the river to higher ground, the name 
remained unchanged.

This suggests that villages, hamlets, and neighbourhoods are named not just for spatial orientation, but rather 
to encapsulate the human experiences and histories tied to the land. These toponyms reflect the humanisation 
of space, although some toponyms also refer to dangers or supernatural beings. For example, Mallalay, which 
originates from a refrain sung by two spirits that used to drink from a pond near the Niger River, signifies a space 
once dominated by supernatural entities before being appropriated by humans. Similarly, Ya boni (O misfortune), 
was an exclamation frequently shouted by the Fulani herders when their cattle got stuck in the swampy terrain, 
serving as a spatial marker of physical danger posed by stagnant water. Waadu ka (spared from fatality) reflects the 
successful avoidance of anticipated tensions by some residents, who relocated to a safer area and named their new 
neighbourhood to mark their escape but also to remind people of the conflict they avoided.

Beyond environmental and symbolic references, some place names are shaped by individuals who left their 
mark on the land. These toponyms preserve the memory of founders and historical figures, embedding personal 
legacy into the geography. Some villages, hamlets, or neighbourhoods have taken the name of their founder. For 
instance, the village of Korozey is named after the warrior Korozay, who arrived among the first settlers in the 
region. Similarly, there is Barji kuray (Barji neighbourhood) and Jama (nickname), both named after their respective 
founders. Other examples include Tanja kwaara (at Tandja’s home), named after Tandja, a former president of 
Niger who resided in this neighbourhood, and Gado kwaara (at Gado’s place;  nickname/home), named after Gado. 
These names anchor places in collective memory, celebrating individuals whose legacies live on the land and who 
played key roles in the establishment and transformation of their communities.

While toponyms derived from founders anchor locations in collective memory, others go beyond individual 
figures to reflect the social, cultural, and religious structuring of space. These names illustrate how communities, 
in settling the land, have marked and shaped the environment, strengthening the connections between groups 
and the landscape. Some toponyms reflect territorialisation based on social lineage or leadership roles, indicating 
groups that historically held chieftaincy or had a significant presence in the village, hamlets, or neighbourhoods.

	● Sekire Zarma/Sekire Peulh and the Golle neighbourhood in Tonkobangou, for example: These names 
mark the spatial distribution of groups, particularly the Zarma and Fulani, within local chieftaincies.

	● Zarmey Windi (Zarma compound): A name explicitly associating a space with a particular group, 
reinforcing the link between social organisation and settlement patterns.

One toponym reflects social gathering spaces and communal interactions:
	● Koira Lami, from the Zarma expression kwaara laami (desire of the village): This name refers to a 

historical gathering place, where people from surrounding villages assembled, shaping the communal 
structure of the area. It was the initial settlement of Korozay, the founder of the village of Korozey, 
before he relocated to his current location on the riverbank. The name reflects its historical significance 
as a social hub.

Religious identity and environmental constraints are also inscribed in toponymy:
	● Oulmatantama: This name originates from the phrase Iri ma tama in Zarma (let’s perform dry ablutions), 

a practice (tayammum) used when water is scarce. The word tama is derived from Arabic tayammum, 
transmitted via Fulfulde (taamaade, performing ablutions with sand). This toponym highlights both 
religious practice and environmental adaptation, as it reflects the scarcity of water in the region.

While the previous toponyms anchor places in specific social, cultural, and religious identities, the following ones 
reflect power struggles, historical conflicts, and enduring social hierarchies. The structuring of the space was 
influenced not only by ‘ethnic’ groups and religious practices but also by territorial struggles and power relations 
that became embedded in collective memory. These toponyms bear the imprint of confrontation, resistance, and 
social reorganisation that defined precolonial history:

	● Dabay (slave quarter) refers to the historical social order in the precolonial period, an order that 
persisted through the colonial era and continues to exert an underlying influence today. The 
term originally designated a neighbourhood inhabited by enslaved individuals (baɲɲa) and their 
descendants, attached to a village populated by freeborn people (burcin). Over time, however, the 
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name has been replaced by a euphemism Mango do (near the mango tree) to avoid the stigma associated 
with slavery. The renaming reflects broader social dynamics, illustrating how communities navigate 
historical memory and shifts in social hierarchies. The transition from Dabay to Mango do underscores 
a process of reframing history through place names, adapting to contemporary social sensibilities. 
However, all natives of Liboré still know that the original name of the neighbourhood was Dabay, and 
its historical significance remains deeply embedded in local memory.

	● Like Dabay, the toponym Zamey do (near the blacksmiths) reflects a precolonial social hierarchy. 
Blacksmiths (sg. zam) were historically classified as enslaved individuals who became specialised 
artisans, holding an ambivalent status as both essential and marginalised. While they played a crucial 
role in society by crafting tools, weapons, etc.—mastering fire and the secret of the forge—they were 
often excluded from political power, were feared, and subjected to social stigma. The presence of 
a designated neighbourhood for blacksmiths highlights how precolonial spatial organisation was 
shaped by the notions of social group and occupation. Though official segregation has disappeared, 
the historical association persists through place names, demonstrating how toponyms preserve the 
memory of past social structures.

	● While many migration narratives and founding stories encode the memory of precolonial conflicts, 
only one toponym does it: Sorey. Oral traditions directly link it to Tuareg raids (razziya) against Zarma, 
marked by the capture of livestock and people, widespread displacement, and resistance. One oral 
narrative, recorded in 2023, recounts the events that gave the village its name:
The Tuaregs waged wars, traversing through the Zarma regions, engaging in raids and abductions. […]. According to 
elders, one of the ancestors of the people here, the grandfather of Yansambu, known as Kumbulu, was the first to settle 
in this valley and was a hunter. One day, while drawing water, he heard voices—some on camels, others on horses. […]. 
Seeing the clothes he had taken off and hung up, they realized someone was there and drove the animals towards him. 
Realizing he had been discovered, he took his bow and arrows and withdrew into the marsh. As the attackers advanced, 
he shot down two men with poisoned arrows, forcing other to flee. Before escaping, they cried out “Sooray, sooray, sooray” 
(diarrhea), giving the village its name. (inhabitant from Sorey, 2023)

The naming of Sorey thus encodes the history of resistance against precolonial warfare and enslavement, 
transforming a moment of violence into a territorial marker. Like Dabay, which reflects the legacy of slavery, 
Sorey serves as a spatialised memory of historical conflict. This toponymic narrative suggests multiple possible 
interpretations:

1.	 Historical trauma and resistance: The naming of Sorey encodes the memory of resistance against 
precolonial warfare and enslavement, transforming a moment of violence into a territorial marker.

2.	 Multiple layers of meaning: Like Dabay, which reflects the legacy of slavery, Sorey functions as a 
spatialised memory of historical conflict, encoding the long-standing struggles over territory, freedom, 
and survival. 

3.	 Linguistic ambiguity and discursive reframing: The Zarma meaning of Sooray (diarrhea) introduces 
another layer of interpretation. If this term was indeed attributed to the Tuareg attackers, it could reflect 
a discursive strategy—assigning panic and disorder to them in a way that diminishes their power and 
reframes the memory of the event. This suggests how naming—and the act of explaining names—is not 
merely a passive record of history but an active process of reinterpreting and reappropriating conflict 
through language. Together, Dabay and Sorey illustrate how toponyms serve as sites of historical 
inscription, preserving the collective memory of precolonial struggles, shifting power relations, and the 
resilience of the communities that inhabit them.

The colonial period also left its imprint on place names, often through references to forced labour, economic 
extraction, and strategic displacement. These toponyms encode the memory of constraint, subjugation, and 
resistance, and reflect the profound transformations brought about by colonialism—particularly through three 
pillars of colonial exploitation: forced labour, military conscription, and taxation.

	● Trawo, derived from French “travaux”, refers to a site where forced labourers were gathered. An 
inhabitant from Tonkobangou (1996) describes this period:
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At the time, people were told to inform the chief to bring a hundred people for forced labour. These hundred people were 
caught and brought to the site. After a month, they had to return and were replaced by a hundred new people. […]. They 
had to level the roads and build houses with no equipment—no cars, no Caterpillars. […]. They built the roads from here 
to Gaya, from here to Zinder, and from here to the present-day Burkina Faso. For everything, they carried the sand on 
their heads. The sand was put into baskets with a shovel. You loaded it while running, chased with a stick. You. Before 
arriving, most of the sand had spilled. […]. Only gravel remained, which was poured onto the road. They had to collect 
it from a hundred to two hundred meters away. Sometimes the distance was a hundred meters, sometimes a hundred 
and fifty. […]. Thousands of people worked like this. […]. Soldiers, guards, and police stood behind them, driving them 
forward, not letting them go until the work was finished. 

In 1946, forced labour was abolished and replaced by compulsory labour, by which workers were paid a paltry 
wage (Olivier de Sardan, Les sociétés songhay-zarma (Niger-Mali). Chefs, guerriers, esclaves, paysans). Note that these 
forced labour practices are a genuine trauma in the collective memory.

	● Kuppa do (near the cutting place, from the French coupe/z., near) owes its name to the wood-cutting 
word imposed by the settlers to build the reserve granaries. As Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardan (Les 
sociétés 179, our translation), wrote: “The ‘reserve granaries’ or ‘famine granaries,’ referred to by the 
peasants as Annasaara barmey, ‘the White people’s granaries,’ were designed with the laudable intention 
of mitigating famines, particularly following the catastrophe caused by the 1931 famine [25,000 deaths 
in Western Niger and numerous displacements]” (on famines in Niger, see Alpha Gado).

	● Gonzaré béri/kayna: Gonza, in Gonza-the-Big and Gonza-the-Little, refer to Gonja, a region of present-
day Ghana where, during the colonial period, many Zarma left to work during the dry season, to 
escape forced labour, conscription, or taxation.4

Like these toponyms that encode colonial exploitation, others reflect the postcolonial exploitation of the soil 
and its inhabitants, including both humans and animals. These toponyms do not merely mark specific economic 
activities; they also embody systems of power and social structures that shaped the landscape, preserving 
the collective memory of domination and exploitation that influenced these territories. For instance, the 
name Carrière (quarry) refers to the gravel extraction site, emphasising the exploitation of the land for local 
construction materials. Nigeleko do (near the Nigelec site) highlights the labour exploitation of humans by the 
Nigerien electricity company (Nigelec) in the construction of power infrastructure. Additionally, Galbal refers 
to the enclosure where cattle were kept for sale at the market and marks the exploitation of the animals. In the 
Fulani variant of Maasina, galbal denotes the area of the market designated for livestock (galbe: the animals you 
bring to the market to sell, oral communication from Christiane Seydou).

The naming of places, therefore, plays a pivotal role in reflecting not just spatial relationships but also the 
broader power dynamics that shape and sustain them.

Naming as performative practice
Naming villages, hamlets, and neighbourhoods is not just an act of organising space but also a performative act 
that exerts power over both the environment and the social fabric (Radding and Western). We hypothesise that 
toponyms function similarly to personal names and nicknames given in the Zarma region.

For the Zarma people, naming a child after a prestigious ancestor is viewed as a way to impart the ancestor’s 
qualities and attract good fortune (Bornand, “Pratique langagière, pratique parentale. L’éloge d’enfant en pays 
zarma (Niger)”). In a similar vein, naming a place after a temporary water source or event follows the same logic. 
When the name refers to a water source or a tree, it serves as both a sign of gratitude to God for its existence and 
a wish for its enduring presence. When a village is called Peace Island (Banigoungou), it is as much a celebration 
of peace as it is a recognition of a certain performative power embedded in the name.

In rare cases where toponyms refer to negative events—such as forced labour (Trawo) or cattle getting 
stuck (Yaboni)—they resemble the repellent nicknames sometimes given to newborns to ward off bad luck (e.g. 
Cambu, piece of broken jar). By naming something after an unfortunate event, continuing to use the name, and 
remembering the ominous past, it is hoped that misfortune will be averted.

The power of naming extends beyond the environment to social dynamics. The act of changing names can 
signify a shift in social hierarchies and collective memory. For instance, the renaming of Dabay (slave quarter) 
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to Mango do (near the mango tree) illustrates a performative reorganisation aimed at distancing the community 
from the historical stigma associated with slavery. This transition was not merely a geographical renaming but a 
deliberate act aimed at transforming social relationships and collective identities by eliminating a painful legacy 
and mitigating social tensions.

While the renaming of Dabay to Mango do has been widely adopted by the population to prevent social 
tensions within the commune, other renaming initiatives imposed by the authorities are sometimes contested by 
local residents and often remain unfamiliar. For example, neighbourhoods officially named Ganney and Kondjabey 
(whose meanings are unknown to locals) are not recognised by the residents of the village, who continue to use 
their original names— Kuppa do and Garbay-ɲa. This reflects a divergence between the names imposed by political 
authorities and those still favoured by the population. In another instance, the authorities changed the name 
referring to the wood (hangar wood) to the name of the patriarch (at Seyni’s place), erasing the reference to the 
wood, as the forest itself disappeared. Today, only a few trees remain.

Thus, place naming goes beyond merely organising space; it is a performative act that contributes to the 
humanisation of the environment and the construction of collective identities, seeking to influence the very fabric 
of the territory. This performative act shapes not just the environment but also the relationship between people 
and land. The negotiation between official and local names highlights the ongoing tension between authority 
and community, where naming practices serve as markers of both social memory and power. The non-use of the 
official imposed name reveals the struggle over identity, history, and control of the space.

Figure 6: Screenshot from a video showing Tanda Bundu on 30 April 2017 (VOA Afrique)

Conclusion
In this article, we examined how migration narratives, founding stories, and place names illuminate the processes 
of territorial appropriation in Liboré. Through these interconnected micro-narratives, we showed how early 
inhabitants shaped and humanised a landscape initially perceived as fertile and inviting. While migration stories 
evoke a harmonious first encounter with an abundant land, founding stories recount the challenges of settlement 
and transformation—depicting the environment as hostile, spiritually charged, or ecologically precarious. 
Toponyms articulate these lived experiences, preserving traces of adaptation, resilience, and belonging. Acts 
of naming, land clearing, and storytelling emerge not only as ways of inhabiting the land but as performative 
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practices that inscribe memory and identity into the landscape. By tracing these processes of spatial inscription, 
we showed how Liboré’s environment, historical experience, and collective consciousness are deeply intertwined.
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Notes
1.	 The names of the villages and hamlets are written as written by the municipality, except when they are being analysed, in 

which case they are italicised.
2. 	 For this study, we will adopt the perspective of Liboré.
3.	 “If angels (maleyka) are God’s (Irkoy) helpers, the ‘devils’ (seytaan) are Satan’s (Ibiliisi) helpers. In fact, the seytaan are often 

equated with spirits (ganji, holle, zinni). All names that generally apply to supernatural beings, bearers of dark forces, are 
interchangeable, whether they are pre-Islamic or Islamic. However, some of them sometimes have a more precise, specific 
meaning: the holle is particularly the spirit of possession dances; the djinn, a spirit of place; the seytaan, a ‘revenant’ or a 
malevolent being” (Olivier de Sardan, Concepts 329, our translation).

4.	 For Jean Rouch, Babatu comes from Zigi. I think this location is wrong (Bornand, Le discours). I made a recording of an epic 
told to Babatu’s descendants, and they lived in N’Dounga, on the banks of the river. The interviews confirmed this location. 
For the colonisers, a major cause of the seasonal migrations is “the reluctance of the young Zarmas from the regions—who 
consider themselves a distinct race [that is non-enslaved]—to work as laborers under the eyes of the neighbors. In the 
Gold Coast, they escape this so-called humiliation and do not hesitate to take on the humblest jobs, such as water carriers 
or sewage workers. But […] they saved face, which is very important to them” (Berger).
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Verbal art in the ecological discourse of two Amazigh/Berber documentaries 

Daniela Merolla  

Introduction
Seeking inspiration to renew the relationship between humanity and the planet, numerous voices resonate 
today with principles such as reciprocity and moderation. The ethos of “Share fairly, don’t take more than you 
need, don’t waste”, as enunciated by Shawna Knight of the of Secwepemc people (Kuin) and deeply rooted in 
oral literatures across the globe, stands in stark contrast to prevailing (post)industrial consumerism and the 
mechanistic view of nature as an inexhaustible ‘resource’ (see Barry 239–61; Descola). Various audiovisual media, 
including cinema, television, and the internet, allow creators to actively engage in discussions and critiques of the 
ongoing ecological crisis, occasionally drawing on oral genres. In this article, I delve into the intersection of the 
Amazigh verbal arts and environmental themes in two documentary films centred on mining and the relationship 
to the land. Specifically, I scrutinise Amina Weira’s 2016 documentary La colère dans le vent (Anger in the wind), 
henceforth Colère, and Nadir Bouhmouch’s documentary from 2019, Amussu xf ubrid n 96 (Movement on the Road 
96). Despite the significant critical acclaim these two documentaries have garnered, the investigation into how 
oral genres are reactivated within the discourse and imagination of Colère and Amussu has been less explored than 
their committed social and ecological approaches. In this study, by contrast, I reveal that the renewal of sung 
poetry and other oral genres has been driven by the impacts of climate change and mining pollution, positioning 
them as central features within contemporary audiovisual productions.

Studying how oral genres are reactivated in the audiovisual context entails questioning how Amazigh 
oral literature has reacted to historical long-term dynamics. Many researchers and writers in Africa, as well as 
elsewhere, have pondered the fate of oral literature in the face of social changes and the hegemony of writing and 
audiovisual media. For instance, researchers have observed that songs related to specific activities and rituals 
disappear when these activities are no longer practiced (see Foley; Garnier; Merolla, “Introduction: Orality and 
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technauriture of African literatures”). In the Amazigh/Berber domain, the writer and anthropologist Mouloud 
Mammeri suggested transcribing and translating poems to save them from extinction, even though he added 
that oral poems then enter a state of “semi-death” because writing cannot replace the vitality and materiality of 
voice and artistic performance (Poèmes kabyles anciens 10). These concerns are understandable. However, groups 
and individuals can integrate certain oral styles and genres into other modes of expression (see Kaschula and 
Mostert). In particular, in this article, I demonstrate that climate change and mining pollution has led to an 
adaptation and renewal of sung poetry in relation to audiovisual media.

Other crucial theoretical and ethical questions pertain to the position of committed documentaries within 
the global communication market. The first question concerns their “subjectivity” (Nichols 134, 138). The second 
concern relates to the perils of documenting poverty and various humanitarian crises to raise awareness and 
inspire action. Despite the “good intention” of humanitarian documentaries (Srinivasan 204), there are inherent 
contradictions associated with humanitarian documentaries (Rangan, Immediations: The Humanitarian Impulse in 
Documentary 156). At the end of this article, I will explore these theoretical issues and evaluate their relevance by 
examining the documentaries Colère and Amussu, which can be interrogated for their ‘humanitarian’ discourse, as 
they operate on multiple registers—addressing local, national, and international audiences.

Finally, it is useful to recall that the Imazighen/Berbers have a historical presence in environments where 
writing has been prevalent since ancient times, and that the interplay between oral and written languages in North 
Africa, also called Tamazgha by Amazigh activists, has persisted into modern times (Maddy-Weitzman).1 The 
colonisers imposed their languages during the colonial era, (French, Spanish, Italian, and English) and emigration 
to Europe during and after colonisation played a role in disseminating knowledge of several European languages 
in North Africa (Merolla, “Amazigh/Berber Literature and ‘Literary Space’. A contested minority situation in 
(North) African literatures”). After gaining independence, North African nation-states emphasised Arabisation 
(as the reinstatement of Arabic in the public space), imposing enduring forms of censure and repression on 
Amazigh/Berber languages. It took extensive activism and widespread demonstrations for the Amazigh/Berber 
language to finally attain recognition as a national and official language in Algeria (1995 and 2016) and Morocco 
(2001 and 2011). Arabisation, however, is still progressing due to the interplay of economic, social, and political 
factors (Chaker; Maddy-Weitzman).

Mining and pollution in La colère dans le vent and Amussu
Colère and Amussu share the context of pollution caused by mining. In the case of Colère, it occurs at the uranium 
mine in the Tuareg area of Arlit in Niger. Colère by Weira, a graduate in documentary filmmaking from the 
Université Gaston Berger in St-Louis (Senegal), has been a critical success (Desquesnes and Vidal; Ellerson; Jarvis; 
Tcheuyap) and won numerous national and international awards, including the Golden Pepite from Rêve Africain 
(African Dream), which was held in France in 2021. When asked why she chose such a topic, Weira answered: 
“with the growing awareness of Nigerien youth […] we have seen a change in mentality through militant and 
demanding approaches. As a filmmaker, it was my duty to make this film to support my people in their efforts” 
(“Amina Weira nous parle de son Film la colère dans le vent”).2 Regarding what is specific in her films, Weira says: 
“When I make my films, I make sure to talk about my culture, whatever the subject I am dealing with. [When] 
we take ‘Anger in the wind’, we see these women playing the [single-stringed] violin, [and this] is typical Tuareg 
[…]” (African Film Festival).

Amussu, which addresses the pollution caused by the silver mine at Imider in Morocco, has also gained 
national and international recognition (Benidir).3 This documentary encountered some initial obstacles to being 
screened at national festivals, as the director Bouhmouch, who holds a degree in Film Studies and International 
Conflict Resolution from the University of San Diego in the United States, refused to comply with the Moroccan 
film system to obtain permission to film. These difficulties underline the sensitive nature of the documentary, 
which expresses both eco-social and Amazigh protest (Pierre-Bouthier 67). Amussu is presented by Bouhmouch 
as a “community” documentary: “You could say that Amussu is the result of tiwiza (mutual aid in Tamazight) and 
solidarity, not money” (Bouhmouch qtd in Misk, my translation). 

The two documentaries inform the viewers that the mines are extremely productive, but the revenues 
belong to the respective mining companies: the French Areva, owned by the French state, and the Moroccan 
Managem, whose main shareholder is a holding company owned by the Moroccan royal family.4 In both cases, 
the populations are impoverished and suffer from the effects of pollution; in particular, water that used to be 
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drinkable is now polluted due to the chemical treatments employed to extract the minerals from the ground. 
In addition, the country is experiencing a drought, and there is a lack of infrastructure and hospitals (Jarvis; 
Moujane andToscane). The city and the region of Arlit, presented in Colère, also suffer from the serious effects of 
millions of tons of radioactive debris left in the open air. The two documentaries powerfully show the demands 
of the populations, which El Kahlaoui and Bogaert (186) summarise as follows: “that the wealth generated by 
mining be used for local development and that the environment be protected”. From this perspective, the two 
documentaries can be seen as responses to specific manifestations of the expanding global extractivism and its 
connection to cultural dispossession (El Guabli; Henni; Hecht).

At the same time, the two documentaries show how the populations have responded to mining expropriation 
with different strategies. In Arlit, a new town that has grown up around the mine since the 1970s, the miners, 
some of whom are Tuareg and others who come from all regions of Niger, have been blackmailed into silence to 
keep their jobs.5 The prolonged hush about the pollution was only broken with the latest democratic reforms and 
the first trade union demands. In the case of Imider, the village has maintained and renewed its social structures 
and has gone from protests that began in the 1980s to the occupation of Mount Alebban in 2011.6 Imider’s villagers 
closed the mine’s water pipes to protest against the use and pollution of their water sources by the mine. The 
occupation lasted from 2011 to 2019. The first response to the occupation of Mount Alebban was police repression, 
followed by the establishment of several mining posts for Imider’s men. One wonders whether this is a form of 
bargaining on the part of the mining company to avoid confronting the ecological security of the land and its 
inhabitants.

The two documentaries launch a passionate critique of the practices of mining companies from an ecological 
and social perspective in very different styles. Colère director Weira addresses the issue of Arlit’s pollution with 
an (auto)biographical approach, drawing from her own memory and that of other protagonists. Amussu is a choral 
and collective documentary, in the sense that Bouhmouch organised workshops on scenography, editing, and 
post-production for the village. The documentary was created following the instructions of the agraw, the village 
assembly in which everyone—men, women, and children—participated. The collaborative production of the 
documentary is highlighted in the credits: “A film collectively produced by the villagers of Imider”. 

The narrative strategies for integrating orality in Colère and Amussu are also dissimilar. Firstly, I examine the 
role of songs and narratives in Colère.

Figure 1: Dialogue between Weira and her father 
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Figure 2: The collaborative production of Amussu in the credits

La colère dans le vent: Orality as narrative frame
Colère begins and ends with a conversation between the director and her father, Mahmane Weira, in the desert 
outskirts of Arlit. The documentary’s introduction and conclusion also reference oral literature (songs and stories 
transmitted orally) and Tuareg music, both captured in a desert area. The dialogue between the father and 
daughter, as well as the reference to orality, functions as a kind of frame narrative. Weira incorporates encounters 
with the other protagonists within this framework, as each recounts the pollution in Arlit. In this central and 
quantitatively dominant part of the documentary, a number of encounters take place with elderly miners, as well 
as with women, craftsmen, and young miners, each expressing the difficulties of their lives exposed to radioactive 
pollution.  

The dialogue between father and daughter is the main thread running through the documentary: At the 
beginning, Weira asks her father what he thinks about the tailings from the open-cast mine, and at the end 
she asks him why there is such silence about the pollution in Arlit. She tells him that what she sees and hears 
“discourages and distresses” her, and that it’s time for a change. Her father, who worked as an electrician in 
the mine, explains that the miners did not initially know that the hills were mining excavation waste and that 
uranium is radioactive, the effects of which “would impact our children”. At the end of the documentary, he recalls 
the silence of state representatives and emphasises that it was only with democracy that miners gained rights, 
nodding when his daughter calls for real change.

Figure 3: Dialogue between Weira and her father about the tailings from the open-cast mine
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In the context of denouncing pollution, the presence of orality is subtle and has not been addressed by analyses 
published so far. In my examination, the significance of referencing oral tradition is prominent. As the documentary 
opens with the conversation between Weira and her father, the viewers see that they are walking in the desert 
as Weira says: “In principle, this is a Tuareg area” (00.01.03). The transition to the scene of the Tuareg camp near 
Arlit allows the director to tell the story from the point of view of the Tuaregs and clarify this sense of belonging. 
Viewers are invited to witness the dialogue between Mahmane Weira and an elderly Tuareg man, surrounded by 
the men and women of his camp. This scene is followed by music played by the women. The interview and the 
presence of Tuareg music and songs (see description below) enable the director to place the Tuareg people at the 
centre of the discourse without burdening the documentary with ethnographic explanations.

Figure 4: Mahmane Weira and El Hadj Ibrahim

To understand the full impact of such a meeting and the reference to Tuareg oral tradition, one must consider that 
Mahmane Weira’s interlocutor is a Tuareg poet who is very well known in the region. El Hadj Ibrahim, known 
as Tchibrit, is appreciated for his in-depth knowledge of local history, philosophy, and founding narratives of his 
community. The poet evokes local history, affirming the pre-existence of the Tuareg in the region when he says: 
“We are the true inhabitants of Arlit that you see”. He recounts how he himself met the first Europeans interested 
in mining and how he told them the name of the mountain, which they then distorted due to their linguistic 
ignorance (Arghli = Aghli). In this way, the poet establishes a link between the past and the present, asserting 
his ‘agency’ or ‘capacity to act’: “One day a white man arrived, saw a mountain and asked me its name. I told him 
it was called Aghli, and the white man wrote Arlit”. This modification of the name is fundamental in the poet’s 
narrative to highlight the initial dispossession and exaction suffered by his community. It is well-known that 
“mapping” and “naming” places and populations were the first steps in colonial appropriation and exclusion. The 
Tuareg narrator is aware of this as well, and through his story, he not only recalls this ethnographic appropriation 
but also simultaneously repositions himself and his community at the centre of the action.

The second and more painful dispossession is that of water because the camels drink the water that has been 
used by the mine and perish. The poet emphasises this with commentary on the lack of economic reimbursement. 
Therefore, his narrative not only serves to reposition the Tuaregs at the centre of the action but also to assert their 
right to economic reimbursement: “In that time, there were several types of wild animals; we lived peacefully with 
our animals. Since the establishment of the mine, our camels have been drinking the water it discharges; they die 
afterwards and no one reimburses us”.

The documentary then highlights the generational difference. In response to Mahmane Weira’s question, 
“What is killing the camels?”, the poet tends to respond in a general manner: “Something they eat that harms 
them”, while one of the young women speaks up to explicitly say, “It’s the acid [used to extract uranium from the 
rock that is polluting the groundwater] that kills them”. This exchange allows the documentary to emphasise the 
difference between the veiled language of the poet and the open speech of the young woman about the damage 
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caused by mining pollution. However, the poet agrees with her on the consequences; it’s the end of the (their) 
world: “Arlit no longer exists”. There is a transition to the imzad, the monochord violin played by Touareg women, 
and slowly this sound merges with the image of the city of Arlit and the main part of the documentary.

Just as the poet’s story is not anecdotal but helps to reaffirm the rightful presence of the Tuareg in the world 
of Arlit, the presence of the imzad players is not decorative, either. Their music bears witness to the creativity and 
beauty of Tuareg culture, as we also see at the end of the documentary. After the last conversation between Weira 
and her father, her silhouette emerges against the backdrop of the desert, gradually blending with images of a 
sandstorm dissipating into darkness. The sound of the singing and drumming played by the women of the Tuareg 
camp is taken up again in these final black sequences. The song takes up the classical lament style to express the 
theme of the pollution of the territory and of the miners. The text allows us to understand that women use orality 
as a vector for disseminating urgent themes, such as that of land pollution. The documentary thus highlights the 
vitality and relevance of Tuareg women’s singing, which warns women not to marry miners, but rather “the men 
of the bush”, because miners remain poor.

Oh! I cry my soul, oh my friends, 
I call you all in the name of the Almighty, 
do not accept the men of the mines (x2)

Because they are cursed, 
do not give yourselves to the men of this city, 
to the detriment of the men of the bush, 
may God help them, because it is hell that awaits us (x2)

I cannot love a man who digs holes for a month,
and comes home every night with only a plastic bag and a box of matches.

The end of the documentary, which consists only of voices and a black background, can be interpreted as a 
valorisation of the oral word and literature of the Tuareg, and especially its timely relevance, since Tuareg songs 
speak of the emotions, desires, and problems of their women creators today.

Figure 5: Screenshots from the Tuareg sequence
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Amussu: Poetry as beginning/end ‘formulas’ and narrative threads 
Amussu tells the story of the occupation of Mount Alebban by Imider’s villagers.7 Poetry, storytelling, and oral 
memory play a full role in the narrative of the documentary. Director Bouhmouch says in an interview that poetry 
is the “documentary narrator”. It indeed serves as the thread that runs through the documentary (Nait Youssef). 
The narrative strategy of integrating orality in Amussu is structured around the agricultural year, showing the 
alternation and intertwining of agricultural and militant activities. Although the documentary is not strictly 
chronological, the presence of songs and tales sets the rhythm of political action as well as of agricultural work 
throughout the year (Bouhmouch qtd in Misk). One finds elegiac and struggle poetry, work songs, proverbs, 
riddles, tales, autobiographical accounts that carry the historical memory of the places, and contemporary Amazigh 
songs. Sung poetry plays a significant role in this, and I will show that it not only contributes to recounting the 
story of the villagers’ resistance against the silver mine but also serves to open and to close the documentary, akin 
to the formulas used at the beginning and end of folktales.

At the beginning, the viewer hears the noise of a helicopter—the sound of police power mentioned later in 
one of the songs—and then sees its image on the screen. The mention of the year “2011” is directly followed by a 
long sequence showing protesters walking and chanting slogans, with the voices of men and women alternating. 
The translation of one of the slogans is: “Repression does not scare us, Death does not deter us” and “Legitimate 
rights give life to our militancy”. An intertitle then explains where the protesters are located (“Commune of 
Imider, southeastern Morocco”) and the reasons for the demonstration: “Africa’s most productive silver mine 
extracts 240 tonnes of purified silver per year using water taken from our villages’ aquifers; when our farms began 
to dry as a result, we revolted”. The impression of authenticity of the images is reinforced by the natural sounds 
of people’s voices and laughter (02:39–03:26). Tamazight (the Amazigh variant spoken in the Aït Atta area where 
Imider is located) is sung and spoken in the documentary, and multiple images show, right from the outset, 
Amazigh symbols and flags on the house walls and in the demonstrations. “The Amazigh flag is omnipresent and 
the credits in Amazigh: the non-violent struggle of this village is also that of a culture” (Barlet). The significance 
of Amazigh symbols and the flag is not explained, but it is readily understood by the local people and other 
Moroccans. Consequently, the context of pollution is elucidated for the international public, while the assertion 
of Amazigh identity is not. Under this aspect, one can agree with Chambers and Higbee (15) that Amussu employs 
several registers to simultaneously address local and global audiences so as to articulate “a sophisticated aesthetic 
ambition”. 

Figure 6: The Amazigh flag as an identity marker

Poetry
The initial images of the occupation of Mount Alebban are interspersed with the opening credits and the intertitles 
explaining the cause of the protest, namely the drought caused by the silver mine. The intertitles directly 
link the protests to the social function of the poet and of oral poetry: “Some of us are Imdiazen [Imdyazen], 
Indigenous rebel-poets who document the struggle through song” (01:59). This information is displayed on a 
black background, in three languages: English, French, and Tifinagh, thus addressing the international public 
and establishing the identity positioning of the documentary right from the beginning.8 Moreover, the use of the 



TYDSKRIF VIR LETTERKUNDE • 62(3) • 2025
ISSN: 0041-476X     E-SSN: 2309-9070

60

first-person plural (“we”, “our”) conveys the communal effort of the documentary, also underscored in the credits 
as seen above. The written information goes on to explain that the villagers of Imider have formed the “Movement 
on the Road 96” association and that the occupation continues in 2017. As the protesters march, a panoramic view 
of the high mountains begins to pan across the screen. At the same time, the sound of a drum is heard, and the 
voice of the poet, Yassin Madri, pronounces the first syllable of the poem. The title Amussu appears on the screen, 
in Tifinagh, in large letters, and in smaller Latin letters (00:03:21). The poet, still off-screen, sings the first stanzas 
of his poem. Such a transition to singing occurs as the poet begins with a classic expression of trust in God. He 
then recalls the condition of disobedience through a reference to prison and finally confirms the role of oral poetry 
indicated in the generic text: that of a form of documentation and testimony.

Rbbi ami cix lucil ad itnbaḍ awa, ad itnbaḍ awa 
Waxa tllid a lḥabs ussan ad zrin awa, ad zrin awa
Rix ad nsawal anayx ma jran awa, majran awa

I entrusted my affair to the Divine, only to him 
Despite prison, time passes 
I want to tell what I saw.9

Figure 7: Multilingualism of Amussu’s credits

The poet’s voice is heard several times in the documentary, but it is not the only one, confirming the collective 
nature of the spoken word in the film. The viewers listen to oral poetry, whether through female izlan (sung 
poetry), which either recite traditional verses (as in the first example below), innovate by explicitly referring to 
occupation and pollution, or through slogans sung in various scenes of protests and occupation.

Female voice: “Oh mother, Mother, I am too far away from you, yet the land remains far. I neither ascended nor descended; 
I came to heal the void but left with another” (00:15:25)

Female voice: “Oh Mother, I am in prison, guards surrounding me, and the door is locked! Oh, I am locked inside! I cannot 
see the light! My only hope is [the] divine! O Mother, tell them I have set up camp on top of Alebban”. (35:28)

Female voice: “We came to the movement for justice, and found a helicopter threatening us”. (01:01:41)

Female voices: “And the Caid, threatening mothers with a gun, see what a man of the law looks like! I thought Mount 
Alebban was infertile until I came to build a shed on it. The valve is heavier now with the locks we put on it. Now the 
enemy can say what it wants!” (01:01:50)

Male voices: “Salute and welcome back! To the prisoners for our cause. Oh history, take note! Oh Mustapha, take a rest! 
We will continue the fight! Oh, history take note! Oh Hamid, take a rest!” (01:28:46)
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Figure 8: A moment of the village demonstration in Amussu

As said earlier, the songs also bring the documentary to a close, during which a long take opens the transition 
to the mountains in winter, with the date “2008”. The images show the Imider protest camp on Mount Alebban, 
with only a few people outside. The women’s voices can be heard singing and, in one of the buildings, the viewers 
see a group of women around a lkanun (brazier) singing, clapping, and crying out youyous [ululations] (01:33:26). 

The verses are composed in the literary tradition, adapted to the specific situation of the occupation. The 
scene ends with a cut to black (01:36:49), as the final credits begin to roll.

Oh Alebban, the Divine will give us a key! […] 
Oh Divine One […] 
Unite me with Alebban, where the children of benevolence stand, 
Relieve me with a sunrise, for you did not create us to give up. 

May you rise like the moon, 
Glorious among the stars; 
Oh misery! Has God made you my companion? 
But the Divine is capable of all, 
Misery cannot be everlasting, 
Our sun will surely rise one day.

I walked the road and overlooked [looked over] our village, 
the place of my dearest ones. 
Tears came down my face. 
We climbed this mountain to see the work that awaits when a loved one is stolen. 

According to Salime Zakia (1045–6), these poems, sung by women poets such as Aicha and Fadma, challenge 
mining’s commodification of nature by presenting the environment as animate and powerful: they describe the 
earth, trees, and crops as living beings capable of striking back when wronged. The verses give voice to the poets’ 
love for, and unity with, the Divine, the village, Mount Alebban, and the natural elements of their environment.
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Figure 9: Singing on the Mount Alebban in winter

Tales
Alternating between work and protest, the documentary also shows the poetic interpretation of a tale that 
resonates with the daily activity of taking care of chickens (43:49): “One day the rooster said to the farmer, shake 
the sack and drop a few corn seeds […]”. In a later sequence, the didactic function is emphasised in a story about 
the end of the world being linked to pollution, using a folktale to talk about the present. As some women card 
wool, one of them tells the story, and a young girl asks for explanations about the meaning of certain parts. While 
watching how the story is repeated for the little girl, the viewers themselves perceive the practice not only as 
entertaining but also as a way of passing on elements of knowledge. 

Storyteller: The wise man explains: “This is the state of the end of time”. 
Young girl: “When is the end of time?” 
Storyteller: “It is now” […] The wise man concludes: “There is no more aman (water), there will be no more aman as long 
as there is no aman (peace)” [Repetition to make sure the young girl has understood].

Figure 10: Telling folktales on Mount Alebban

Imider’s Tafsut festival
Amussu shows the convergence of the verbal and visual arts in both struggle and leisure. Individual and collective 
moments of entertainment are depicted, notably at the Imider’s Tafsut festival (spring festival) held on Mount 
Alebban, with theatrical sketches, poetry recitations, and games for adults and children (sporting activities, riddle 
exchanges, etc.). In the evening, the festival screens documentaries on the fight against pollution and climate 
change around the world. At the start of the sequence, one of the organisers explains the role of the “creative” 
approach during the occupation and the struggle against mining-related pollution: “Tafsut is the continuation of 
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our struggle. This edition’s slogan is ‘Sport, Art, Entertainment’, the other facet of peaceful resistance […]. We 
also need to develop a creative approach to resist this economic octopus” (46:46).

The Spanish and English voices of the documentaries—on the centrality of water to life and on the pollution 
caused by gas extraction in Peru and West Africa respectively (54:57)—underscore a global perspective and 
emphasise international connections. In Amussu, one of the organisers names the group responsible for the 
evening screenings and conveys their overarching concept. Specifically, the documentary emphasises the group’s 
conviction that cinema can serve as a communal platform for generating, spreading, and exchanging content 
related to social and ecological rights: “Cinema is for everyone and must stop being elitist; it’s a tool that must be 
available to everyone” (56:20).

The director states that he did not intend to arouse feelings of pity through Amussu, but to highlight “the 
hope, dignity and resilience of the village” (Bouhmouch qtd in Misk, my translation). Orality plays a major role in 
this choice—showing how izlan, tales, riddles, and slogans are performed in everyday life, for both educational and 
entertainment purposes—to support action, to remember and document events, and to express grief about those 
who were imprisoned. This was a conscious choice not only on the part of the director, but also of the village, 
which decided what to include in the documentary as an agraw (assembly): “It’s more a film about victory and 
hope than defeat and misery” (Bouhmouch qtd in Misk, my translation).

Figure 11: Theatre on Mount Alebban

Conversations
Orality also serves as a means to elucidate the historical and social backdrop surrounding the occupation of 
Mount Alebban. Conversations among the villagers offer insight into the extent of pollution and injustice faced 
by the village, shedding light on its resolute pursuit of justice. Instances of this are evident in the interactions 
between women in the initial segment (8:58); in the recordings during the agraw featuring women’s voices (38:46 
and 01:13:19); and in the dialogue between the director, the poet, and an elderly man reflecting on memories 
of colonisation and the ongoing struggles against mining pollution (57:29). The conversations featured in the 
documentary, which were discussed and agreed upon by the agraw before filming, serve to illustrate/display the 
insights on mining pollution as products of the villagers’ reflections (Shafik 205).
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Figure 12: Screenshots from the sequence on Mount Alebban and in the village: women speaking about the mine, the agraw; the village assembly on Mount Alebban; women 
speaking at the assembly; interview in the village. 

‘Modern’ song
Bouhmouch includes contemporary song in his documentary by using “Lalla Mimouna” (by the Saghru Band) in 
the scene where a van is restarted. Then, as the credits roll after the women’s songs in the final scene, the same 
van is seen driving along the long roads of the Imider region, and the motif of “Lalla Mimouna” is heard again 
(01:36:49). Looking at the images—the van driving through vast mountainous and arid spaces first to arrive then 
to depart—the modern song seems to be tied to the figure and role of the film director: 

On the long road, 
We walk together; 
We climb the hill easily; 
Unconcerned about hunger and thirst; 
Because our souls are filled; 
Unconcerned about hunger and thirst; 
Lalla Mimouna, Lalla Mimouna (01.24.09).

Figure 13: Two screenshots from the final sequence: repairing the van and the van driving through vast spaces.

Verbal arts in documentary
To return to the first question posed at the outset concerning the fate of oral literature in the face of social change 
and the hegemony of writing and audiovisual media, the two documentaries help us to counterbalance the idea 
of the disappearance of orality, showing that the groups producing the verbal arts can integrate them into other 
modes of expression. As shown above, in Colère, the reference to oral genres and music functions as a frame 
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narrative and enables the director to give a central place to the Tuareg population. In the case of Amussu, the 
chanting poet introduces and closes the praise and memory of the occupation of Mount Alebban, akin to folktale 
formulas and other oral genres that are performed during the documentary, not only classical forms such as the 
recounting of tales, but also new (or renewed) genres. The linguistic choice, the use of Tamazight, is not isolated 
but integrated by other indicators such as the Amazigh flags and many symbols of the Amazigh existence painted 
on the walls.

What is interesting about the two documentaries is that oral tradition is not reduced to a mere decorative 
aspect, nor is it folklorised, with songs and tales commodified and devoid of social depth.10 On the contrary, oral 
songs and tales are alive in their communities and contribute to the discourse of the documentaries. In both 
situations, choral narratives emerge through the dialogues between the protagonists, describing pollution both 
as known in personal and social terms, and as a physical experience felt through their own bodies, marked by 
illnesses and police violence, while also impacting their environment with the disappearance of trees, animals, 
and drinkable water. 

‘Humanitarian’ documentaries and ‘insurgent’ cinema 
The second issue mentioned at the outset is the criticism that touches upon the subjective character of the 
“humanitarian” documentary. Following Nichols (85, 107), scientific and expository documentaries are perceived 
as committed to objectivity and relying on the presentation of factual information. The question remains as to 
whether the presumed objectivity of this “information” imparts a particular (dominant) perspective (Trinh 5, 
40, 54). On the other hand, participatory and performative documentaries place a strong emphasis on engaging 
with subjects and their viewpoints, as well as those of the filmmaker. This approach may entail “excessive faith 
in witnesses” and a “diminished emphasis on objectivity” (Nichols 134, 138). At the same time, the use of the first-
person voice—whether singular or plural—is seen by Alisa Lebow (1, 5) as debunking the objectivity/subjectivity 
debate. 

In the case of Colère and Amussu, these two documentaries resolutely opt for the subjective approach, but in a 
choral and collective form, nurtured in Colère by the filmmaker’s personal and family memories. Under this aspect, 
these documentaries switch to intersubjectivity, from the side of the local population, which serves to reveal the 
“objective” ecological, economic, and political violence exerted by the mining companies on the territory and 
its inhabitants. The explicit subjective position contributes to highlighting the opposition between the mining 
company’s interests and  the local population’s violaged rights. Asked whether she had tried to contact mining 
company officials, Weira replied: 

As far as mining companies are concerned, the answer is ‘no’: I would have been provided the usual justifications. In 
reality, it was a deliberate choice on my part. In this film, my aim was to give a voice to the local population […]. In fact, 
every time debates are held on this issue, every time reports are published, their opinions lie on the sidelines. (Niang 310, 
my translation)

In the case of Amussu, the subjective approach belongs to a “revolutionary” strategy adopted by Bouhmouch and a 
group of other filmmakers. As explained by Jamal Bahmad (135), Bouhmouch and other friends of the 20 February 
Movement created “Guerrilla Cinema” during the so-called Arab Spring (see Guerilla Cinema).11 The collective 
emerged as a response to the changing sociopolitical climate and sought to document and share perspectives 
beyond the confines of state-controlled cinema, structure, and censure. Guerilla Cinema endorsed refusing to 
apply for permits and state funding, while supporting self-made films, self-production, and free distribution 
online. As aptly put by Bahmad (136), subjectivity allows the filmmakers to bear witness to history, and at the 
same time, it shows the impossibility of objectivity: “Bouhmouch and other emerging filmmakers across the region 
have sought to capture the subjective nature of the revolution from the point of view of its ordinary makers”. 

An additional concern relates to the ethical aspects of “giving voice” to marginalised people, which 
characterises humanitarian documentaries (Rangan, “Immaterial Child Labor: Media Advocacy, Autoethnography, 
and the Case of Born into Brothels” 159). Although the filmmakers (may) have “good intentions” (Srinivasan), the 
inherent contradictions associated with humanitarian documentaries are raised by the “paradox of participation” 
in storytelling (Fernandes 31; Kurasawa 2–5; Crosta, Niang, and Tcheuyap). The participation of the “voices” 
of the marginalised, dominated by economic and political powers and rendered unseen and unheard by both 
national and global media, supply purpose and legitimacy to engaged documentaries. However, the paradox holds 
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that these documentaries do not succeed in changing the situations they reveal; rather, they succeed in increasing 
the filmmakers’ social capital. In addition, the role and rights of subjects/witnesses in documentaries that discuss 
poverty and exploitation are not taken into consideration (Winston). Pooja Rangan (Immediations 1) argues that 
the “humanitarian ethic—giving the camera to the other—invents the very disenfranchised humanity that it 
claims to redeem”. An example is offered in the analysis of a documentary by Zana Briski and Ross Kauffman 
featuring Indian children living in brothels (because they are prostituted or because their mothers/parents are 
prostituted) who are given a camera to photograph themselves. The whole endeavour, according to Rangan 
(Immediations 145–6), diverts attention from “the extent to which Briski’s project advocates auto-ethnography, or 
a process of self-othering through photography”. In other words, one should reflect on whether and how the voice 
heard in humanitarian documentaries is negotiated and recreated to be understood in the terms of the filmmakers 
and their international (economically and ideologically dominant) audiences. Such critical reflections are usually 
addressed to Euro-American productions but also extend to international NGO’s “humanitarian” documentaries 
and their directors. 

Although these ethical questions may be addressed to the two documentaries, the central message conveyed 
by Colère and Amussu, i.e. respect for ecological and social rights, is directed primarily to the documentary 
protagonists and to the local people. In this respect, although both documentaries have multiple registers—as 
they address local, national, and international audiences—their discourse is not merely ‘domesticated’ for a global 
audience (Bouhmouch qtd in Chambers 40). In the case of Colère, the director addresses her questions on social 
disillusion and the need for change chiefly to her father, living in Arlit, and then to the Niger government. As to 
Amussu, although Bouhmouch does not “belong” as family origin to Imider, it seems to me ungenerous to view 
the voices of Imider people in the film as just a form of legitimisation, which finally leads to increasing the social 
capital of the filmmaker. More than “giving voice” to Imider’s people, Bouhmouch provides his knowledge and 
technical know-how to create a space of audiovisual memory of the occupation of Mount Alebban. Amussu, in 
this sense, does not presume to change the situation, but to document it. The somewhat “staged” conversations 
follow the idea of a “collective script”.12 Moreover, Bouhmouch’s position is particularly supportive as far as the 
Amazigh component in the language and cultural mosaic of Morocco is concerned: “With a director/mediator 
who originates himself from an Arabic and not Amazigh-speaking family, the project still situates itself within 
the ongoing national controversy on how to assess and represent the country’s ‘indigenous’ culture and identity” 
(Shafik 207).

Finally, Amussu, as I have shown, can be considered an “insurgent” documentary opposing the Moroccan 
state film network and ideology in its practice and discourse. This kind of documentary cannot change the 
unequal power relationship within the field, nor can it probably convince the mining company to develop a 
more responsible attitude toward land, people, and animals. However, Bouhmouch and the Guerrilla Cinema 
are engaged in changing filmmaking in Morocco, and, simply by making their films, they have already, at least 
partially, succeeded. 

Conclusion
In this article, I have demonstrated how, through different narrative strategies, the two ecological documentaries 
Colère and Amussu integrate the performance of oral genres. Song and music play a central role, but the documentaries 
also showcase the richness and variety of the performance of verbal arts in everyday life. Moreover, they both 
highlight the counter-discourse function of orality. In Colère, personal memory and oral history reposition the 
Tuaregs at the centre of the history of Arlit, while women’s song is valued as an ever-relevant vehicle for expressing 
the desires and problems of its creators today. In Amussu, the spoken word belongs in the expressive strategy 
of “insurgent documentary”, communicating the events from the point of view of the inhabitants of Imider to 
support action, to remember and document events, to express mourning for those who have been imprisoned, for 
the pedagogical teaching of storytelling, and for entertainment. To sum up, orality contributes to structuring the 
ecological documentaries examined in this article, and the intersection of different media, notably the continuity 
of oral and audiovisual, is presented in Colère and Amussu as a vigorous and current activity of everyday life.
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Notes
1.	 While “Berber” is still common in European languages, the term “Amazigh” has gained ground due to a shift in perspective. 

“Amazigh” (free man) is a local term representing the speakers’ perspective and is the officially recognised designation in 
these countries.

2. 	 The theme of the pollution of Tuareg territory due to uranium mining is also present in other creative forms, namely in the 
collection of poems Vent Rouge (Red Wind) by the poet Hawad (see Azergui).

3.	 Imider is an Amazigh commune around 300 km south-east of Marrakech. It is part of the Aït Atta confederation at the foot 
of the High Atlas mountain range between Tinghir and Boumane-Dadès.

4.	 Two companies, Cominak and Somair, exploited the mining sites. Cominak and Somair were subsidiaries of Areva, of 
which the French state was the main shareholder, while the Nigerien government owned 36.6% (Jarvis; Claudot-Hawad). 
SNI (Societe Nationale d’Investissement) changed its name to Al Mada (Green; “La holding royale SNI change de nom et 
devient Al Mada”).

5.	 Arlit lies 240 km north of Agadez in the desert plains of the Aïr Massif, a traditional nomadic area for the Tuaregs of the Aïr 
(Kel Tamasheq/Kel Aïr). The town of Arlit was founded after the discovery of the uranium deposit and the inauguration 
of the plant in 1971. Jarvis (127) writes that “until 2021 […] one in three lightbulbs in France was powered by uranium 
extracted from Arlit. Niger is both the third largest exporter of uranium and the poorest country in the world” (italics in 
original). Tuaregs and Bouzous make up 25% of the workforce (Bernus and Lhote; see Hecht).

6.	 Mount Alebban is located about 50 km north of the mountainous system of Jbel Saghro, the focal point of the anti-colonial 
resistance of the Aït Atta confederation. In 1933, it served as the battleground for a decisive confrontation, resulting in the 
French army defeating the Ait Atta.

7.	 The inhabitants explain that this measure was taken to oppose the death of the oasis trees and the pollution of the aquifer 
due to the mercury and cyanide employed to extract silver. The documentary shows that, after the closure of the valve, the 
drought has decreased, but the pollution has not. 

8.	 Subtitles are in French and English in the version analysed.
9.	 Literally: “I entrusted my fate to the Divine”; “I would like to talk and see what happened”. With thanks to El Houssaine 

Lazhar for his comments and help with the translations here and in the other sections on Amussu.
10.	 See different approaches to folklorisation, such as in Valdimar Tr. Hafstein.
11.	 For the criticism on Amazigh websites about the denomination “Arab Spring”, see Daniela Merolla and Abdelbasset 

Dahraoui. 
12.	 This strategy can raise questions about the relationship between individual voices and the collective pressure (see Barlet; 

Salime).
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An ecocritical reading of Okot p’Bitek’s “Chameleon and Elephant” 

Rose Opondo & Tobias Odongo  

Introduction
Humans have always expressed their connection to the natural world in diverse, creative ways, orally and 
orthographically. African rituals and oral traditions often highlight a dialogic connection between humans, 
animals, and the natural environment, a subject that is now attracting theoretical framing. Njogu Kimani notes 
that “[o]rality has been an important method of self-understanding, creating relationships and establishing 
equilibrium between body, soul and the environment” (124). African oral literatures are works of art that 
draw from mythologies of survival in which humans negotiate living with the cosmos, flora, and fauna. They 
can be references for belief systems, philosophies, and ideologies of communities with regard to communal and 
environmental relationships. In this context, African creative oral cultures have therefore expressed and reflected 
an intricate intertwinement of human life with its natural environment and an ensuing interdependency that 
shows connections between lives on the planet. Brunvand notes that “[f]olklore is the traditional, unofficial, non-
institutional part of culture. It encompasses knowledge, understanding, values, attitudes, assumptions, feelings 
and beliefs transmitted in the traditional forms by word of mouth or by customary examples” (qtd in Sone 3). 
Content about the benevolence and wrath of the earth and the natural elements, anthropomorphism of animals, 
and interdependency of humans and nature abounds in myths, legends, etiological tales, songs, proverbs, and 
riddles, just to mention a few genres of creative oral traditions. As such, African oral traditions have largely 
been ecological in nature. According to Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm, ecocriticism as a critical stance in 
the understanding and explanation of ecologically oriented literary works is presented as an emerging literary 
critical perspective that takes on “an earth-centred approach in literary studies”. It focusses the cross-fertilisation 
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An ecocritical reading of Okot p’Bitek’s “Chameleon and Elephant”
In this article, we undertake an eco-critical analysis of an Acholi traditional oral folktale rewritten by Okot p’Bitek in his oral literature text Hare and 
Hornbill as an allegorical narrative with the title “Chameleon and Elephant”. We do this to examine the Acoli community’s perceptions of the natural 
environment and its sustenance of life. Through close reading and content analysis within the paradigm of ecological considerations, in this article 
we show how interconnected and symbiotic human, animal, and plant worlds are, and how destroying a segment leads to the destruction of all 
three. The story we analyse presents the sober topic of nature’s wrath at its abuse through the structural and psychological dictates of the creative 
oral narrative. We place oral literature at the centre of exploring the needed mind shifts in environmental conservation. We conclude by arguing 
that the narrative’s central argument is that conservation demands intelligence and humility rather than force and arrogance, parallel to traditional 
African approaches to co-existence with the environment and in direct opposition to modern supremacist exploitation and degradation of the same 
environment. Keywords: ecocriticism, environment, conservation, nature, oral literature.
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