
Language, politics and the Halpulaar'en of Mauritania

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Scionti, Theresa Louise

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 26/05/2023 09:19:36

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/289744

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/289744


INFORMATION TO USERS 

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI films 

the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and 

dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type of 

computer printer. 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the 

copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations 

and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper 

alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete manuscript 

and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized 

copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 

sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and continuing 

fiom left to right in equal sections with small overiaps. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 

xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6' x 9" black and white 

photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations appearing 

in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order. 

ProQuest Informatkm and Leaming 
300 North Zeeb Road. Ann Arbor. Ml 48106-1346 USA 

800-521-0600 





LANGUAGE, POLITICS AND THE HALPULAAR'EN 

OF MAURITANIA 

by 

Theresa Louise Scionti 

Copyright © Theresa Louise Scionti 2001 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF LANGUAGE, READING AND CULTURE 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PfflLOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

2 0 0  1  



UMI Number 3031409 

Copyright 2001 by 

Scionti, Theresa Louise 

All rights reserved. 

(g> 

UMI 
UMI Microform 3031409 

Copyright 2002 by Bell & Howell Information and Learning Company. 

All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against 
unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code. 

Bell & Howell Information and Leaming Company 
300 North Zeeb Road 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 



2 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA ® 

GRADUATE COLLEGE 

As meobers of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have 

read the dissertation prepared by Theresa Scionti 

entitled LANGUAGE, POLITICS AND THE HALPULAAR'EN 

OF MAURITANIA 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 

requirement &ix^e Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

RichArd Ruiz 

( l - l f ' C l  

L. McCarty (/ 

Date 

/ (  -  i f - a  I  

resa L. McCarty0 Date 

I I  - l i - O /  

Luis MoIL \ Date 

Date 

Date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon 

the candidate's submission of the final copy of the dissertation to the 
Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my 

direction and recommend Chat It be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 
requlrej&eM. ^ 

j V /  L  ^  H - I o - O !  

Dissertation Director Richard Ruiz Date 



J 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 
provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be 
granted by the copyright holder. 

SIGNED:/ 



4 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

This is dedicated with love and gratitude to my Gido for his endless guidance, support 
and inspiration. Without him, and all of his relatives and friends who helped along the 
way, this research would never have been completed. Special thanks to the people of 
Boghe, Nouakchott, Kahaydi, Sarandogo, and Sabbo-Allah, Mauritania, Dakar, Thiarroy, 
Mbour and Rufisque, Senegal, Bamako and Pays Dogon, Mali and Niamey and Maradi, 
Niger. Special thanks to Jmgo, and all the countless other Halpiilaar 'en whose names 
deserve to be mentioned. 

This is also dedicated vwth love and gratitude to my United States support network, for all 
of the guidance, support and inspiration. Without them, this research would never have 
been completed. Special thanks to Jenny Leavenworth, Arlene Siegel, Shanti Deffa, 
Brigitte Jordan, Carrie Jasberg, Emily Mabry, Melissa Peterson, Suzanne Smith, Antonio 
Castro, Nona. Mom, Dad, Mary, Denny, Zach, Ryan, Spencer, Austin, Nina, John, Jacob. 
Megan. Julia, Steve, Paul, Marty, Joe, Mike, Nancy Harper, Drs. Ana-Luisa Resales and 
Pepe Hurtado, Capoeira Malandragem, Elaine Tygiel and UAPresents. Mariane Ritter 
and The Extended University, Fran Cohen and Wolf Trap, Dr. Fabian Alfle and the 
University of Arizona Italian students. Dr. Rudi Gaudio, Dr. Teresa Picarazzi, Dr. Drexel 
Woodson, Dr. Faulin Djite, Fr. Albert, Fr. Dominic, Dr. Richard Ruiz, Dr. Teresa 
McCarty, Dr. Luis Moll, Dr. Tad Park. Dr. Norma Gonzalez, Maria Fierro, Yvonne 
Gonzalez and countless others. 

God 



5 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF FIGURES 9 
LIST OF TABLES 11 
LIST OF ACRONYMS 13 
ORTHOGRAPHIC NOTES 16 
ABSTRACT 17 

I INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 19 
A. Statement of the Problem 20 
B. Significance of Topic 21 
C. Objectives of Dissertation 22 
D. Major Issues 23 

1. Are French and Arabic hegemonic in Mauritania? 23 
2. What counterhegemonic processes arose in response? 23 
3. What are Pulaar perspectives on the roles of Pulaar, Arabic and French? .. 26 

E. Research Questions 27 
1. What is the historical development of language planning and policy in the 

Senegal River Valley in Mauritania? 27 
2. What are the current demographics of the sociolinguistic context of the Pulaar 

in Boghe? 28 
3. What are the current language attitudes of the Pulaar-speakers from Boghe? . 

28 
F. Political Limitations 29 
G. Note on Translations 31 
H. Overview 31 

H SITUATING THE LANGUAGE AND THE CULTURAL GEOGRAPHY OF 
T^^HALPULAAR'EN 37 

A. Linguistic Characteristics 37 
1. Sound System 39 

a. Vowels 39 
b. Consonants 40 

2. Syntax and Morphology 42 
B. Cultural Geography 46 
C. Strategies for Language Planning 51 

1. Status Planning 51 
2. Corpus Planning 52 

D. Preliminary Conclusions 54 



6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS - Continued 

in AN HISTORICAL LOOK AT THE POLITICS OF LANGUAGE OF THE 
HALPULAARTN 57 

A. Colonialism: the Disruption of the Traditional Order 60 
B. Resistance to Colonialism and the Emergence of Neocolonialism 71 
C. Language Planning and Education in Neocolonial West Africa 75 
D. Nationalism and Language Policy in Mauritania 77 
E. "Nationhoods" as Viewed by Different Groups in Mauritania 83 
F. Mauritania: the Link Between the Arab World and Black Africa 86 
G. The National Democratic Movement (MfVD) 88 

IV LITERATURE REVIEW 95 
A. Key Concepts and Theoretical Links 95 

1. Nation Formation 96 
2. Conscientizaqao 98 
3. Hegemony 100 
4. Liberation 104 

B. Gramsci and the Politics of Language and Education in Mauritania 106 

V METHODOLOGICAL NOTES ON THE ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER 118 
A. The Role of the Researcher 119 

1. The Political Context 119 
2. The Socio-cultural Context 122 

B. The Role of the Principal Key Informant 129 
C. Preparation for the Field 129 
D. Reception in the Field 133 

VI METHODOLOGICAL NOTES FOR MICRO-LEVEL ANALYSIS 136 
A. Preparing the Research Instruments 136 

1. Defining the Key Concepts 137 
a. Household 137 
b. Household Head 138 
c. Household Member 139 
d. Koranic School 140 
e. Historical Structure of the Government Schools 143 

2. Sampling Procedures 152 
a. Why Boghe 152 
b. Why these Households 154 
c. Why these Key Informants 157 



7 

TABLE OF CONTENTS - Continued 

3. The Household Questionnaire 159 
a. Household Identifiers 159 
b. Household Member Identifiers 160 
c. Demographics 161 
d. Language and Literacy 163 

i. Languages Spoken 164 
ii. Pulaar Literacy 164 
iii. Arabic Literacy 166 

e. Schooling 166 
i. Informal Schooling 167 
ii. Koranic Schooling 167 
iii. Government Schooling 168 

B. Testing the Instruments 170 
C. Interviewing the Households 170 

1. Revisions in Mauritania 171 
2. Duplicated Interviews 171 

D. Data Entry 172 
E. Data Analysis 172 
F. Open-Ended Interviews with Key Informants 174 

1. Language Use 174 
2. Language Attitudes 175 
3. Other Related Topics 176 

G. Participant Observation 177 

VII DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 178 
A. Analysis of the Sample 178 
B. Analysis of Results of the Household Questionnaires 178 

1. Household Identifiers 178 
2. Heads of Household 180 
3. Household Composition 181 
4. Demographics 185 

a. Ethnicity 186 
b. Functional Status 187 
c. Occupation 189 

5. Language and Literacy 191 
a. Languages Spoken 191 
b. Pulaar Literacy 193 
c. Arabic Literacy 197 



g 

TABLE OF CONTENTS - Continued 

6. Schooling 198 
a. Koranic Schooling 198 
b. Government Schooling 201 

C. Summary 207 

VIII CONCLUSIONS 211 
A. Major Issues and Research Questions 212 

1. How did French and Arabic become hegemonic in Mauritania? 212 
2. What counterhegemonic processes arose in response? 213 
3. Pulaar Perspectives on the Role of Pulaar, Arabic and French 215 

a. Pulaar 216 
b. Arabic 222 
c. French 223 

4. History of Language Policy in the Senegal River Valley in Mauritania 224 
5. Current Demographics of the Sociolinguistic Context of the Halpulaar'en in 

Boghe 231 
a. Ethnicity 231 
b. Spoken Language Abilities 232 
c. Pulaar Literacy 233 
d. Arabic Literacy 234 
e. Koranic Schooling 234 
f. Government Schooling 235 

6. Current Language Attitudes of the Pulaar-speakers from Boghe 237 
B. Relevance to Other Minority Language Groups in Post-colonial Contexts ... 239 
C. Significance 243 
D. Implications 244 
E. Concluding Challenges 247 

GLOSSARY 248 
APPENDIX: Household Questionnaires 261 
REFERENCES 271 



9 

LIST OF nCURES 

FIGURE 1 Map of Mauritania and Surrounding Countries 10 



10 

FIGURE I Map of Mauritania and Surrounding Countries 

n Mauritania I 
Hi ——(ntamttian«( boundary i 
^ ' R«giOA bounotfy ^ 

it NftUonftl captui !• 
9 Rtglon eapiUI h 

• • . R«iiroAd • 
% RMd I 
9 0 , W , 100 KOeiMtm I U i '•' 1̂ ' :j I 

A D A R  CN<|Wli 
INCHIRI-

uifiair 
i/ 

MUjl 

Suliu 

Bl» SaSII3(A00110110-82 



11 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 2.1 Positions ofTongue for Pulaar Vowel Sounds 39 

Table 2.2 Synthesis of Distinctive Features of Pulaar Consonants 41 

Table 2.3 Noun Class iVIarkers 44 

Table 2.4 Consonant Alternation 45 

Table 2.5 Examples of Consonant Alternation 45 

Table 6.1 The French System of Education 148 

Table 6.2 Glossary for The French System of Education 148 

Table 6.3 Basic Elements of the Pulaar Caste System 155 

Table 7.1 Description of Sample Housebold& 180 

Table 7.2 Description of Heads of Household 181 

Table 7.3 Types of Relationships to the Household Head 182 

Table 7.4 Ethnicity 186 

Table 7.5 Ratio of Producers per Household Size 188 

Table 7.6 Job Descriptions by Gender 190 

Table 7.7 Percentages per Age Group of the Number of Languages Spoken . 192 

Table 7.8 Percentages with Reported Language Proficiencies 193 

Table 7.9 Percentages of Reported Levels of Arabic Literacy by Gender ... 198 

Graph 7.10 Duration of Koranic Schooling in Years 199 

Table 7.10 Duration of Koranic Schooling in Years by Gender 199 



12 

LIST OF TABLES - Continued 

Table 7.11 Percentages of Highest Levels Achieved in Koranic School by Gender. 
200 

Table 7.12 Percentages of School-Age Groups by Gender 202 

Table 7.13 Percentages of Highest Level Achieved in Government Schooling by 
Gender for Primary School-Age Children (7-13 years) 203 

Table 7.14 Percentages of Highest Level Achieved in Government Schooling by 
Gender for College or Middle School-Age Children (14-18 years) . 204 

Table 7.15 Percentages of Highest Level Achieved in Government Schooling by 
Gender for Lycee or High School-Age Children (19-23 years) 205 

Table 7.16 Percentages of Highest Level Achieved in Government Schooling by 
Gender for Adults' First Four Years at the University (24-27 years).. 

206 

Table 7.17 Percentages of Highest Level Achieved in Government Schooling by 
Gender for Adults Beyond the Fourth Year at the University (28 and 
up) 207 



13 

LIST OF ACRONYMS 

AOF {Afrique Occidenlale Franqaise) 
(French) French West Africa; title for the region of West Africa under French 
control during colonial times. Also called La Federation de I 'Afrique Occidentale 
Franqaise (AOF) or the Federation of French West Afnca 

ARPRIM (I 'Association pour la Renaissance du Pidaar en Maiiritanie) 
(French) Association for the Renaissance of Pulaar in RIM, or Bamtare Pulaar. in 
Pulaar. 

CE-[, CE-2 {Coiirs Elemenlaires) 
(French) The two "elementary courses" in elementary school in the French system 
also called CE-\ and CE-2. These are the third and fourth courses taken in 
elementary school, and follow the Cours Preparatoires. 

GV/-1, CM-1 (Cours Movens) 
(French) The two "medium-level courses" in elementary school in the French 
system also called GV/-1 and CM-2. These are the fifth and sixth courses taken in 
elementary school, and follow the Cours Elementaires. 

CP-1. CP-2 (Cours Preparatoires) 
(French) The first two "preparatory courses" in elementary school in the French 
system, also called CP-\ and CP-2. 

CS (Cours Specialises) 
(French) A certificate of Specialized Studies taken after having completed the 
Troisieme Cycle in the French University system. 

DEUG (Diplome des Etudes Universitaires Generates) 
(French) First academic degree attainable during the Premier Cycle in die French 
University system. 

ENFVA (L 'Ecole Nationale de Formation et de Vulgarisation Agricole) 
(French) The National School for Training in Agricultural Extension Work in 
RIM. 

EN A (Ecole National d'Administration) 
(French) National school for preparing administrators in Mauritania. 



14 

LIST OF ACRONYMS-Conrinucd 

ENES {Ecole Nationald'EnseignemeniSuperieur) 
(French) National school for preparing teachers in Mauritania; this type of school 
is also called a normal school, or an ecole not-male in French. 

ENI {Ecole Normale des Instituteurs) 
(French) National school for preparing elementary school teachers in Mauritania. 

FLAM {Forces de Liberation Africaines de Mauritanie) 
(French) The African Liberation Forces of Mauritania; a Black nationalist political 
group in opposition to the regime in Mauritania. 

FRWIDEM {Front de Resistance pour I'Unite, L 'Independance et la Democracie en 
Mauritanie) 
(French) The Resistance Front for Unity, Independence and Democracy in 
Mauritania; a Black political group in opposition to the regime in Mauritania. 

IFAN {L Institut Fondamentale d'Afrique Noire) 
(French) The Fundamental Institute of Black Africa, in Dakar, Senegal, now 
known as L 'Institut Cheikh Anta Diop, named after the famous Senegalese 
author/intellectual. A literacy center which produces materials mainly for adults 
in the local languages. 

LLN {L 'Institut des Langues Nationales) 
(French) The Institute for the National Languages of Mauritania, formerly funded 
by die Mauritanian regime. Also called, L 'Institut Fondamentale des Langues 
Nationales {ILN) of Nouakchott, or The Instimte for National Languages of 
Nouakchott. A literacy center which was intended to develop materials in the 
Mauritanian national languages, Pulaar, Wolof, Som'nke and Hassaniya. 

MIFER^IA (Mine de Fer de Mauritanie) 
(French) The nationalized iron mine located in Mauritania. 

jVIND {Moicvement Nationale et Democratique) 
(French) The National Democratic Movement; a clandestine, multiethnic political 
movement in opposition to the government regime in Mauritania. 

MRDN-Ande Diff {Moicvement de Rassemblement pour une Democracie Nouvelle) 
(French) A Senegalese political party with similar aims as the MND. 



15 

LIST OF ACRONYMS - Continued 

NE (Nationalisies Etroites) 
(French) A term used by non-Black separatists to categorize all Black nationalist, 
separatist groups, such as FL4.Mand FRUIDEM, in opposition to the government 
regime in Mauritania. A literal translation would be the "narrow nationalists," 
referring to their "narrow" focus as separatists. The "narrow" focused Arab 
separatists are called chativim or chauvinists. 

PRDS {Parti Republicain pour la Democraticie et le Socialisme) 
(French) The Republican Party for Democracy and Socialism; the current political 
party in power, headed by Maouiya ould Taya. 

RIM {Republiqm Islamiqiie de Mcmritanie) 
(French) Islamic Republic of Mauritania. 

SNIM (Societe' Nationale Industriale et Miniere) 
(French) National Industrial and Mining Society; a national government agency in 
Mauritania. 

SONADER (Societe' Mationale d'Agriailture, et Developpement Rurale) 
(French) National Rural Agricultural Development Society; a national government 
agency in Mauritania. 

SONELEC {Societe' Nationale d'Eau et Electricite ) 
(French) National Water and Electricity Society; a national government agency in 
Mauritania. 

UFD/EN {Union des Forces Democratiqiies/Ere Nouvelle) 
(French) The Union of the Democratic Forces/The New Era. The name for the 
iVCVD when they first came out of clandestinity. 

UFP (Union des Forces Patriotiques) 
(French) The Union of Patriotic Forces. In February of2001 the UFD/EN, chose a 
new name in order to avoid it being confused with the other political party also 
named the UFD, headed by Moktar ould Daddah. 

UOMS {Union des Originaires de la Mauritanie dii Slid) 
(French) Union of the Originators of Southern Mauritania. 



ORTHOGRAPHIC NOTES 

16 

Appearing in this text will be words in languages odier than English. These 

words will appear in italics, and will be defined in the Glossary. The orthography for the 

Pulaar language includes the letters 6, cf and Kto depict the imploded sounds. See 

Chapter Two for a more complete description of the unique characteristics of the Pulaar 

language. 
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This dissertation is an historical look at the politics of language of the Pulaar in 

Mauritania, West Africa. An overview of the linguistic characteristics of Pulaar and the 

cultural geography of the Pulaar is provided. Historically, the Pulaar have had to face 

racist attacks of violence upon themselves, their property and their language, in the 

context of French colonialism and the subsequent Moor-led regimes, including French-

only and then Arabic-only language policies, and the alienating linguistic ideologies that 

accompany them. The Pulaar language only recently is in the written form, and grass

roots language development efforts began with underground rural literacy campaigns, led 

by the clandestine political group, the MND. Over time, these and other Pulaar language 

development efforts have faced fierce opposition from the regime. There was also the 

sabotage strategy of the regime attempting to coopt the grass-roots movement, under-fund 

it, and then dismantle it, declaring it a failure. Nevertheless, Pulaar continues to have 

primary functional value in the domestic realm of Halpiilaar'en and in the Pulaar 

community. This can be seen as an everyday form of resistance, given the difficult 

circumstances. The strategies the Pulaar use to survive and thrive in this context may 

provide insight for other ethnolinguistic minority groups in post-colonial contexts. 

The dissertation offers a detailed explanaucn of the methodological process for 

the micro-level research in the Pulaar town of Boghe, Mauritama. This process includes 

household interviews, informal key informant interviews, participant observation and data 
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analysis. Key concepts are defined, variables are e.xplained, and a basic description of 

Koranic schooling and the French system of education is provided. Information about the 

demographics and the language, literacy and education levels of the 238 people from the 

ten households interviewed is presented in the form of a descriptive analysis. Their 

reported levels of oral proficiency in Pulaar, Arabic and French provide insight into their 

language attitudes. An analysis of the highest level they achieved in school, compared by 

school-age groups and gender, offers insight into their access to schooling over time. A 

multilingual glossary, a list of acronyms and the household questionnaires are included 

for the readers' convenience. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 

An analysis of linguistic ideologies can help to explain how the concept and the 

boundaries of "nations" are "imagined "(Anderson 1983) by various groups, as well as 

which languages and identities will or will not be valorized. Historical evidence shows 

that the linguistic ideologies that become hegemonic end up defining the discursive 

framework for the nation-state (Joseph and Nugent 1994:20). In the face of this, 

however, certain ethnolinguistic groups manage to effectuate strategies to survive and 

thrive. Understanding these processes as well as their impact on indigenous societies is 

crucial for reestablishing the value and promoting the development of cultural identities 

and languages of previously colonized regions around the world. 

The French strategically used language policy as well as texts in the colonial 

education system to alienate the West African students and reinforce France's relative 

position of power. A closer look at the term "'francophone''' reveals some strategically 

veiled assumptions, about the extent of the actual usage of French in the region. Along 

the same lines, the Moor-led government regime uses the official language Arabic to 

wield power over the other ethnolinguistic groups in Mauritania. The fact that Arabic is 

the acrolect for the national religion, Islam, is used to strengthen their position. I will 

discuss how a minority ethnolinguistic group has addressed the formidable tasks of 

survimg over time in hostile environments with respect to language, ideology and 

material concerns. This will include deconstructing the toxic linguistic ideologies. 



sustaining native-language communities and rebuilding economic strength in order to 

institute educational reform. 

A. Statement of the Problem 

In the context of globalization, more and more languages are placed in intimate 

contact and competition with former colonial languages. In effect, this endangers 

languages and language groups with lesser economic and political resources. Many 

languages are disappearing at an alarming rate. Many heated conflicts are related to the 

politics of language and culture. In fact, ethnolinguistic diversity is often seen as a threat 

to peaceful and successful nation-building. Language policy-makers at all levels, from 

government leaders to school admim'strators to teachers to parents, face difficult decisions 

and challenges in implementing them. These decisions are consciously and/or 

unconsciously based on various language orientations, such as language-as-right, 

language-as-resource, language-as-problem (Ruiz, 1984) and language-as-tool as well as 

diverse linguistic ideologies. 

The historical, geographic and political context of the Halpidaar'en in die Senegal 

River Valley will be delineated, referring to the constraints of having Arabic as the 

current official language, and French as the former colonial language. Another limitation 

is that Pulaar is only recently being developed in its written form. The maintenance of 

the Pulaar language among the Pulaar speakers can be fostered through strategic action 

based on careful status planning and corpus planning. This reflects my personal/political 

stance about the purpose of literacy development as a means to improve local 
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participation, empowerment and development. 

The politics of literacy in the multilingual region of West Africa ideally is 

addressed in terms of the history of pre-colonial kingdoms, French colonialism, and post-

independence nation-states in the region. An exhaustive overview is obviously beyond 

the scope of this dissertation. Instead, this will be an attempt to investigate these 

challenges by seeking out the perspectives of Africans, in order to better understand these 

issues from an emic point of view. 

B. Significance of Topic 

The richly complex case of multilingual, multiethnic "francophone'' West Africa 

can help elucidate the issues regarding the politics of language in colonial and 

neocolonial contexts. The analysis of linguistic ideologies inherent in hegemonic 

processes can make cenain "commonsensical" notions about language, identity and 

nationhood transparent. In addition, it has the power to expose whose interests these 

ideologies intend to serve, and clear the way for the creation of new ideologies, more 

conducive to sustainable development for all, rather than just for the elites. 

The relatively understudied case of Mauritania is instructive because of its um'que 

position where populations of Subsaharan Africa (Blacks) and the Maghreb (Arabs) are 

joined together in one country. Further, at the heart of the violent conflict in the Senegal 

River Valley in 1989, were issues related to language policy and nation-formation. This 

violent conflict between the Mauritanian government, led primarily by the Moors, against 

the Blacks, primarily the Pulaar, is known as Les Evenements, or the Events (Africa 
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Watch 1994). This is yet another sobering reminder of the volatility of the issues of 

language and nation-formation. A major step toward resolving this conflict includes an 

analysis of the historical processes that led to the current situation. It also requires a 

deconstruction of the dominant ideologies that have prevailed so far. focusing on the 

forms of resistance pursued by different groups in both colonial and neocolonial contexts. 

This dissertation will attempt to e.Kpand and deepen the realm of discourse about 

linguistic ideologies by shedding more light on historical and contemporary evidence 

from "francophone' West Africa, which has often been under-represented in the social 

sciences. The analysis can be applied to other Pulaar societies in Mauritania, like 

Kahaydi and Rosso, and other Pulaar areas in the Middle Valley of the Senegal River 

Basin, or the Fuuta Tooro. (See Figure I). This will lead us closer to understanding other 

ethnolinguistically diverse African nations, and other emerging nations and democracies 

comprised of ethnolinguistically diverse populations with similar challenges. 

C. Objectives of Dissertation 

The focus of this research will be upon the history of the politics of language in 

Mauritania, especially as it relates to one of the three minority ethno linguistic groups, the 

Pulaar. The historical context will include the pre-colonial history of the region, the 

history of the French colom'al occupation, as well as the neocolonialism after 

Mauritania's "independence." It will also include an analysis of the intertwining 

linguistic, religious, political, cultural and economic factors, arising partly from 

Mauritania's unique positioning within/between the Maghreb and Subsaharan Africa. I 
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will also discuss the historical role(s) of language(s), and language policy development, 

including language-in-education policies, in the changing political context of Mauritania. 

The grass roots efforts to contribute and respond to language policy will be recorded, as 

well as what key players in Mauritania are working towards for the future. 

D. Major Issues 

1. Are French and Arabic hegemonic in Mauritania? 

In the light of the history of the politics of language in Mauritania, certain major 

issues must be fiirther investigated, in order to better understand the current situation. 

Primarily, one must problematize the hegemony of French and Arabic, and deconstruct 

die historical processes which enabled them to become official languages in Mauritania. 

Understanding how these discourses and language ideologies are transmitted, when, 

under what circumstances, by whom, and to what effect, all will add to our ability to undo 

their pernicious, enduring effects. 

The results from the micro-level investigation provide us with self-reports from 

the people of Boghe about the degree to which they speak French and Arabic, and how 

well they read and write Arabic. Although a language may have an army, and have all of 

the official flmctions, it may not indeed have sway in all realms, such as the private, 

domestic and affective realms. 

2. What counterhegemonic processes arose in response? 

In the face of a hegemonic discourse which privileges the language and culture of 

a group to which one does not belong, it is important to understand how one creates a 



counterhegetnonic discourse to bolster one's own language, culture and identity. This 

requires better documentation and understanding of the counterhegemonic processes that 

arise in response. The Pulaar in Mauritania had to face these issues under the French as 

well as under the Arabs. One example of a counterhegemonic response would be the 

coalition of Moors and Black Mauritanians in ousting the vestiges of the French colonial 

power after Mauritania's "independence" from France in I960. One remnant was the 

continued presence of French as an official language. Another instance would be the 

i\{ND's support of a literacy campaign for all national languages, opposing the imposition 

of the Arabic-only Language Policy. 

Investigating the extent that counterhegemonic discourses exist in Pulaar 

communities, and how they are created and reinforced, will add fiarther to this discussion. 

For example, one wonders whether raising one's children with a strong connection with 

their ethnolinguistic roots and cultural identity is tantamount to introducing them to a 

counterhegemonic discourse. This raises the utility of using one's heritage language as a 

means to raise one's consciousness of a counterhegemonic discourse. 

Raising children with a solid respect for the sacred nature of their heritage 

language in cementing their connection with their ancestors and their ethnolinguistic 

cultural identity, does not prohibit the coexistence of another linguistic orientation, 

language-as-a tool, toward the learning of other languages. One can understand that 

learning other languages is useful for other purposes, such as communicating with other 

ethnolinguistic groups, or gaining access to information that is not yet available in their 
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heritage language, without nullifying the sacred nature of their connection with their 

heritage language. The two language orientations can coexist without one overriding the 

other, when there is a grounded understanding of the importance of maintaining one's 

heritage language especially in the most intimate settings such as the domestic realm and 

among loved ones. 

The extreme nature of the discrimination against the Black ethnolinguistic groups 

strengthens the necessity of these counterhegemonic discourses. In fact, the 

discrimination may indeed foment the resolve to keep one's guard up in protecting the 

language under siege in domains which outsiders cannot control, such as the domestic 

realm. Unwittingly, the discrimination may ultimately have the counterproductive effect 

of facilitating the maintenance and survival of Pulaar at least in the domestic realm. 

The continued presence of intergenerational mother tongue transfer among Pulaar-

speakers. in the face of extreme discrimination over time, is testament to the relative 

success of their strategies and their indomitable strength. This may be a result of the 

strategic combination of linguistic ideologies which the Pulaar elders teach to the children 

dirough stories and proverbs. From a young age, the Pulaar are taught with pride the 

history of their ancestors, to respect, listen and support their elders, and all members of 

their extended family, to respect and practice their traditions which are closely tied to 

unique, spiritual and cultural wisdom, and to value and use their language with their 

loved ones as a sign of their connection to all of the previously mentioned values that they 

hold sacred. 



Through stories and proverbs, children are taught about the types of resistance 

they will encounter, and are given strategies for ensuring the maintenance of their 

cherished value system. Further, they are taught to go out into the world, learning other 

languages, interacting with other cultures, in order to better serve and protect their 

cherished home environment, where their cherished values are preserved in practice. In 

the process, they never lose sight of those previously mentioned values and ideals. 

Because this counterhegemonic discourse is inttoduced at a young age, it protects the 

child's ethnolinguistic identity in the face of extreme odds. There are instances where 

students who have been educated in extremely unfavorable environments, with respect to 

the validation of their ethnolinguistic identity, yet they still manage to develop and exert a 

counterhegemonic response. 

3. What are Pulaar perspectives on the roles of Pulaar, .\rabic and French? 

The attitudes of the Halpulaar'en toward their native language. Pulaar, toward 

Mauritania's official language, Arabic, and toward the former colonial language, French, 

will all be investigated. These attitudes are best understood when discussed within an 

historical context. On another level, domestic language policy decisions reflect these 

attitudes, and thus can be observed in practice. For example, one can find out what 

percentage of the Halpiilaar 'en speak, read and/or write these languages. 

Opinions about die role the school and/or the state should play in validating one or 

all of their national languages will be gathered from various key informants. The 

particularities of the language-in-educatioa policy can be debated with parents and 
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students, in terms of which language(s) should be available for use as the medium of 

instruction of cenain subjects and/or all subjects, which should be available to be taught 

as a subject, and/or which should even be included in formal schooling in the first place. 

However, when sufficient written materials in Pulaar are made available, and the political 

situation is made more favorable, these language planning issues will then be prioritized. 

It remains to be seen whether the role of Pulaar will expand into different realms. 

Nevertheless, the central role of Pulaar in the private sphere may be facilitating the 

maintenance of Pulaar while the written materials are being developed and until the 

political scene becomes more favorable to the increased use of Pulaar in the public 

sphere. The strategies used by the Halpulaar'en may provide ideas for other 

ethnolinguistic groups undergoing similar struggles. 

E. Research Questions 

I. What is the historical development of language planning and policy in the 

Senegal River Valley in Mauritania? 

The first step in the research process is to take an historical look at the politics of 

language in Mauritania, including government policies as well as local initiatives of 

resistance. In order to be able to comprehend the Pulaar-speakers" language attitudes 

today, we must look back to how their ancestors understood language and constructed 

education, and how that evolved over the years. In the Senegal River Valley, some 

important stages must be acknowledged. First, we must look at what the region was like 

in terms of the role of language and the nature of education before and then after the 
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Islamic Conquest. Then, we can see how these transformed during French Colonialism. 

Next we can see how language and education changed when the French were compelled 

to change from direct rule to indirect rule, and transferred the political power to the 

Moors in Mauritania. The resistance movements against the Arabic-only language 

policies, as well as the violent "Events" perpetrated against the Black ethnolinguistic 

groups as a result will also be discussed. Finally, the current debate on language plarming 

for the near future will be collected and analyzed. 

2. What are the current demographics of the sociolinguistic conte.vt of the 

Pulaar in Boghe? 

In order to understand the particular context of the town of Boghe, in the Middle 

Valley of the Senegal River Basin, on the Mauritanian side, certain relevant demographic 

information will need to be collected. Information about domains of language use in the 

Pulaar community, schools and select households in Boghe will provide the basis for 

situating the analyses of its sociolinguistic context, including their attitudes about 

language and education. The analysis of the micro-level investigation in Boghe will 

provide a detailed description of the current demographics of the sociolinguistic context. 

3. What are the current language attitudes of the Puiaar-speakers from 

Boghe? 

In order to better understand the perspectives of the Pulaar about language and 

education, we must look at it from many different angles. Primarily, we must understand 

their attitudes about their own language, in general, its role in their society and its 
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suitability for science and technology. Next, we must look at their attitudes about 

Mauritania's current official language and the language of prayer. Arabic. Another one to 

discuss is the former colonial language, French. Finally, Wolof, the Ungiia franca of 

neighboring Senegal, will be considered. Wolof, like Pulaar, is one of Mauritania's Black 

ethnolinguistic groups' languages, as well. The types of coping strategies used by the 

Pulaar to deal with the challenges to their ethnolinguistic language, identity and culture 

will also be investigated. Finally, perspectives on which language policies, including 

language-in-education policies are preferred by the Pulaar in Mauritania will be explored. 

F. Political Limitations 

The relatively recent violent Events, which the current regime in Mauritania 

perpetrated primarily against the Halpiilaar'en, was partially based on the struggle of 

linguistic minorities for their rights. Therefore, it was not prudent for me to conduct the 

language attitudes portion of my household questionnaire. As a result, my information 

about the language attitudes of the Halpiilaar'en relies more heavily on my key informant 

interviews and my participant observation. 

Further, because of the uncertainty of the future political climate, it is best that the 

names of my key informants remain confidenual. Therefore, I will use pseudonyms 

throughout the dissertation. Informed consent to participate in the research was achieved 

through informal discussions. Because Boghe is a small town, where everyone knows 

everyone, my main key informant, GiCfo knew all the household heads and key 

informants involved in this study. Therefore, the trust level was high. 



I was able to gather certain information, such as the household members' reported 

proficiencies in different languages from the household interviews. These statistics 

otTered additional details in describing the sociolinguistic context in Boghe. When a 

lower than expected percentage of the survey respondents claimed to speak, read or write 

French or Arabic proficiently, one sees the power of diverse linguistic ideologies, which 

fly in the face of this reality. For example, if Mauritania is supposedly "francophone" 

and if Arabic is supposedly spoken by all Mauritanians, one would assume that a higher 

percentage of the respondents would report proficiency in French and Arabic. 

Further, the statistics about the highest level of school attained by each household 

member may give one a sense of the access different age groups have had and have to 

education, in the context of different language-in-education policies. Adults over 40 were 

primarily taught in French in the government schools, while the younger ones were taught 

in bilingual Arabic/French schools, and later in Arabic-only schools. While the 

household questionnaires were not able to address the research questions directly, they are 

able to provide relevant information which helps to describe the sociolinguistic context of 

Boghe. 

The conclusions about the research questions are derived firom my key informant 

interviews and my participant observations, supplemented with descriptive information 

from my household survey data. The information I gathered on the every day forms of 

resistance of the Halpulaar 'en coupled with the organized resistance movements come 

together to create a counterhegemonic stance. This stance behaves as an ideological 
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barrier, protecting the Halpitlaar'en from the denigrating and alienating effects of die 

French and Arabic linguistic ideologies. From a young age, Pulaar children learn about 

the value of their culture and traditions through stories and practice. One example is their 

maintaining Pulaar as the primary language in die domestic realm and within the Pulaar 

community, despite the fact that it is not the official language. These every day forms of 

resistance prevent French and Arabic from being hegemonic in all spheres of life, for the 

Halpulaar 'en. 

G. Note on Translations 

All references and quotes from the articles written in French were translated by 

the author of this dissertation. I referred to Gido, as well as my French/English 

dictionary. Translation from Pulaar to English in the interviews were performed 

primarily by Gido, who accompanied me throughout my research in West Africa. I also 

referred to my Pulaar/English dictionary. Gido and Jimgo helped me with the translation 

of the words from Arabic to English, as well. The majority of the words and concepts in 

the glossary were commonly used in my presence, and are in my sphere of 

comprehension. The translation of the words from Portuguese, German, Wolof, 

Bamanankan and Soninke came from my studies and my travels. 

H. Overview 

The structure of this dissertation is fairly straightforward. By convention, I begin 

with a brief abstract of the main points about my case study of the survival of the Pulaar 

language in Mauritania. After the acknowledgments, one will find the table of contents 



and a list of the tables, charts and maps in order to guide the reader towards sections of 

particular interest. A list of the acronyms used in the text, along with their translations, 

will follow for easy reference throughout the study. A brief set of orthographic notes will 

be included in order to explain some of the unique letters in some of the Pulaar words 

which will appear in the text. 

The first three chapters should prepare the reader for placing the topic of the 

survival of the Pulaar language in Mauritania in context. This first chapter covered the 

statement of die problem, the significance of the topic and the objectives of the 

dissertation. The major issues and research questions for this dissertation were described 

above. A brief note on the manner in which 1 performed die translations is included, as 

well. The second chapter will give the reader a look at die ethnographic situation of the 

Halpulaar 'en. It will also provide a brief overview of the main characteristics of the 

Pulaar language. Third, this chapter will discuss the geographic locations of the 

Halpulaar 'en, as well as the particular region of the Senegal River Basin, which will be 

the focus of this case study in Boghe. 

The third chapter will focus on the historical context of the politics of language of 

the Halpulaar 'en in West Africa. This will briefly cover how colonialism disrupted the 

traditional order of the pre-colonial African kingdoms. It will mention the Africans' 

resistance to colonialism, as well as the emergence of neocolonialism after independence. 

The debate about language planning and policy in neocolom'al West Africa will be 

discussed, as well as how it slowly began to transform the educational system. The ways 



that issues of nationalism intertwined with language policy issues in Mauritania will be 

explained, as well as how different groups viewed nationhood differently. The 

geographical positioning and racial composition of Mauritania will be analyzed, in terms 

of their contribution to the sometimes conflicting alliances with Subsaharan Africa and 

the Arab world. The formation of the multiethnic coalition, the kfND will be introduced 

as an organized effort to confront some of these issues. 

The fourth chapter includes information which relates more directly with the 

major issues and research questions delineated in chapter one. It will be a review of the 

relevant literature, with respect to dealing with the major challenges of nation-formation 

and deconstructing linguistic ideologies, created by colonialism. tCey concepts such as 

nation formation, conscientizaqao, hegemony and liberation will be discussed and 

theoretical links will be made. An emphasis is placed on Gramsci's analyses of the State 

and his theories about creating a counterhegemonic force as they relate to education in 

Mauritania. 

The fifth and sixth chapters focus on the methodological aspects of the micro-

level research. The fifth chapter situates the author/researcher and the main key 

informant, providing some background information which gives the reader a sense of the 

quality of the research that took place. The sixth chapter will provide a detailed 

description of the methodology used to perform the micro-level research in Boghe. It 

begins with a discussion of how I prepared the research instruments, such as the 

household questionnaire. Key concepts are defined, answering questions about the 
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characteristics of a household, a household head and a household member in this study. 

Further, the reader will find a description of Koranic schooling, as well as the historical 

structure of government schooling in Mauritania. Sampling procediu^es will be discussed, 

including why Boghe was selected, which households were chosen and which key 

informants were interviewed. 

All aspects of the household questionnaire are described in the sixth chapter. The 

variables discussed fall under the categories of household identifiers, household member 

identifiers demographics, language and literacy, and schooling. Topics such as which 

languages are spoken, and information about literacy in Pulaar and Arabic will be covered 

under the language and literacy category. Under the category of schooling will be 

informal schooling, Koranic schooling and government schooling. 

Also in the si.xth chapter will be a description of the different phases of the 

research process. These phases include testing the instruments, interviewing the 

households, questionnaire revisions and duplicated interviews in Mauritania. Later, the 

data entry and data analysis process is covered. Topics such as language use, language 

attitudes and other related topics used in the open-ended interviews with the key 

informants will also be discussed. Finally, the chapter will conclude by mentioning the 

role of participant observation in this study. 

The seventh chapter will be a discussion of the findings firom the micro-level 

investigation in Boghe. After a brief analysis of the sample, the results firom the analysis 

of the household questionnaires will be presented. Descriptive statistics like firequencies 
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in percentages will be provided for all of the major variables listed in the sixth chapter. 

An analysis of the household identifiers offers an illustration of the sample of households 

at a glance. The collection of information about the heads of household adds anodier 

dimension to that picture. The household composition will be discussed in terms of its 

complexity and diversity. Statistics about the demographics of the sample, in terms of 

ethnicity, functional status of the members and occupation are also included. A summary 

of the results appears at the end of this chapter. 

The eighth chapter will readdress the major issues and research questions in the 

light of the discussions of the previous chapters. It will cover the relevance of this 

dissertation in relation to other minority language groups in post-colonial contexts. It will 

also cover die significance and the implications of this research. It will also raise some 

concluding challenges. 

The ensuing glossary includes brief definitions of the italicized foreign words and 

phrases used in the dissertation. The reader will then find a select list of bibliographical 

references. The templates for the household questionnaires used in the field are attached 

as an appendix so that die reader may peruse them if so desired. 

Because of the ambitious nature of the scope of this dissertation, many of the 

chapters will seem to only scratch the surface of the issues raised. This dissertation 

intends to point researchers toward the various types of research and work that is waiting 

to be done in the arena of language and education in West Africa. By touching on the 

complexity as well as the wisdom inherent in this context, I hope to inspire others to 



collaborate with Africans in further investigating any one or number of the issues raised 

in this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER H 

SITUATING THE LANGUAGE AND THE CULTURAL GEOGRAPHY OF THE 

HALPULAAR'EN 

A. Linguistic Characteristics 

Pulaar is categorized as a "dialect" of Fula, a major African language both in its 

geographical distribution and number of speakers, last noted at 25 million (Niang 

I997:ix). Pulaar is also said to belong to the Atlantic language group (Sylla 1982). as 

well as being described as being one of the many Afro-Semitic languages (Fishman June 

17, 1998). Though Pulaar is sometimes listed as a dialect, since it has vitality, historicity, 

autonomy and a standard dictionary, I will refer to it as a language, in accordance with 

Fishman's scalable criteria (Fishman June 7,1998). This is simpler than trying to divest 

the derogatory connotations from the word dialect, which often seems to be the given 

nomenclature for a language without an army and a navy. At the African Language 

Conference held in Michigan in 1979, Fula was not only ranked "High" according to the 

priority criteria utilized, such as number of speakers and political, cultural and social 

importance, it was also included in the "Highest Priority" group of languages (Niang 

1997:Lx). Many names have been used to describe the Halpulaar 'en, or Pulaar speakers, 

including Pulaar, Halpulaar, Fulani, Fulde, Fw^/We-speakers. Fimtanke, Toiicouleur, 

Fula, Pullo, Peul and Peulh. In general, I will refer to Pulaar speakers as Halpulaar 'en, 

or "the Pulaar' and the language simply as Pulaar. 
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Since tiie geograploic spread of the Halpulaar'en is quite vast, including currently 

named national territories of Mauritania, Senegal, Mali, Niger', Gambia. Burkina Faso, 

Ghinea, Ghinea Bissau. Chad. Nigeria and even Egypt and Sudan, die variations of Pulaar 

are vast. The number of versions of Fula is yet to be ascertained, since a systematic study 

has yet to be accomplished (Niang 1997:x). Regional standardization of Pulaar has been 

proposed by Abdul Aziz Diop in his article, "Language planning across political 

boundaries: A case study of Pulaar" (A. Diop 1993) to facilitate the increased use of 

Pulaar as an inter-.African lingiia franca in the future. 

Because reliable census data in West Africa is sparse, much less for specific 

information on ethnolinguistic populations, the exact number of Halpulaar 'en is not 

available at this time. Historically, the Halpulaar'en were nomadic pastoralists and 

traders, whose lifestyle facilitated ethnolinguistic boundary maintenance. Pulaar was and 

still often is the regional lingiia franca used in the areas where people interact with 

nomadic Halpulaar 'en, for all activities related to livestock, including its trade. With the 

phenomenon of sedentarization, some Halpulaar 'en turned to agriculture as a livelihood 

strategy. Eventually, urbanization led to increased interaction with other ethnolinguistic 

groups in contexts not necessarily related to livestock. Nevertheless, there are still 

neighborhoods, villages and even regions where the Halpulaar 'en are still in the majority. 

A particular nomadic group of Halpulaar 'en in Niger call themselves the Bororo or the 
Wodaabe. For a brief ethnographic look at these Halpulaar 'en, see Dupire 1962. 



1. Sound System 

The sound system of Pulaar will be discussed as thoroughly as possible, according 

to the perspective of Yero Sylla's book. Grammaire Moderne dii Pulaar (Svlla 1982). 

Funding for the book was obtained from L Institiu Fondamentale d'Afriqite Noire de 

L 'Universite de Dakar (University of Dakar's Fundamental Institute for Black Africa) 

and L 'Insiitut des Langiies Rationales de Nouakchott (The Institute for National 

Languages of Nouakchott). Dakar is the capital of Senegal, and Nouakchott is the capital 

of Mauritania, Senegal's neighbor to the north. (See Figure I). 

a. Vowels 

Vowels in Pulaar are not nasal sounds, and are voiced sounds. See Table 2.1 for a 

diagram of the positions of the vowels, with respect to the position of the tongue. 

Table 2.1 Positions of Tongue for Pulaar Vowel Sounds 

Front (Central) Back 

High i u 

(Medium) e 0 

Low a 

Prolonging the vowel sound changes the meaning of the word. This fact doubles the 

number of vowels in Pulaar. For example, the short vowels are i, e, a, o, and u, and the 

prolonged vowels are ii, ee, aa, oo, and uu. Using words to illustrate: 
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hirde to be jealous 
hiirde to stay late at night 
sekde to be angry 
seekde to tear something apart 
wakde to flow 
waakde to stay the night 
sodde to cut 
soodde to buy 
hiirde to prevent from breastfeeding 
huurde to cover 

b. Consonants 

Consonants, on the other hand, are nasal as well as non-nasal, and voiced as well 

as voiceless. The plosive consonant sounds are p, b, t, d, c, j, g and ?. See the following 

list of examples. 

paaka knife 
baadiri big door 
(eppere tail 
deftagol repetition/schooling 
cellal ngal health 
jaambaaro brave 
gorko man 
ga?i bulls 

Pulaar has the unique feature of using ingressive, instead of egressive air flow to produce 

"implosive" consonant sounds such as 5, cf, K. The following examples illustrate. 

dalejum black thing 
demngal tongue 
YiiYam blood 
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The nasals are m, n, Y, n, and ?]. The friccatives are f, s and h. The r is the only flap 

sound. The 1 is a lateral liquid approximant. Y and w are glides, and thus are considered 

semi-vowels and semi-consonants. See die following word examples of these sounds and 

Table 2.2 for a brief synthesis. 

mawmdi big 
nagge cow 
Yitere eye 
fiaam to eat 
falo field 
sappo ten 
hoore head 
rawaandu dog 
lam dam salt 
yimde people 
worbe men 

Table 2.2 Synthesis of Distinctive Features of Pulaar Consonants 

Bilabial Labiodental Alveolar Palatal Velar Glottal 

-V •rV -V +v -V +v -V +v -V +v -V +v 

Nasal m n ti f] 

Plosive P b t d c j k g 9 

Implosive b Cf 

Friccatives f s h 

Flap r 

Lateral I 

Glide y w 
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Prolonged consonants sounds are written as mm, nn, bb, pp, dd, tt, jj, cc, gg, kk, 

yy, 11, bb, cfcf, YY, nn, and f]f), and the sound is held longer with more energy. Some 

examples are listed below: 

lammude to be bitter 
Junngo hand 
debbo woman 
teppere tail 
mboddi snake 
butto fat 
majjii lost 
lacciri cous cous 
nagge cow 
lekki tree 
mdla sing 
licfdi fish (plural) 
moYYo good (man) 
jamgo tomorrow 

Prenasal plosive consonants where the production of the sound is accompanied by 

the opening of the nasal cavity are as folios: mb, nd, nj, ng. Some examples are as 

follows: 

mbabba donkey 
ndiyam dam the water 
njuumri ndi honey 
maayo ngo the river 

2. Syntax and Morphology 

Pulaar is an SVO language (Niang I997:xviii), with the order Subject-Verb-

Object, similar to English. However, unlike English, agreement patterns are marked with 
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respect to the class of the referent. These change in the singular and the plural (See Table 

2.3). 



Table 2.3 Noun Class Markers 

Singular 

Class General Description of Referent 

0 human referents and loan words 

ba animals 

(fam liquids, abstract nouns, mass nouns 

Cfum borrowed words without a suffix (a neuter class) 

ka various t>-pes of objects, abstract nouns 

kal liquids in relatively small quantities 

ki body parts, plants, grass 

ko body parts, plants, grass, abstract nouns 

tide objects with certain shapes 

ndi uncountables, male animals and birds, augmentatives 

ndii cylindrical and circular objects 

ngal body parts, birds, trees and plants and their parts, augmentatives 

nge cattle, celestial nouns, abstract nouns 

ngel singular diminutives 

ngo various objects, animals, abstract nouns 

ngol long thin entities, animals, nouns of action 

ngii insects, worms, fish, animals, collective and abstract nouns 

Plural 

6e human plurals 

dk animals, objects 

di animals, objects 

kon/koh plural diminutives 



Certain consonants in their initial position in a word undergo alternation, 

change from the singular to the plural, to the plural diminutive. Some examples 

listed in Table 2.4 (Niang 1997: xxi). 

Table 2.4 Consonant Alternation 

Singular f s h r w w y y y 

Plural P c k d b g g j j 

Plural Diminutive P c k nd mb ng ng nj nj 

Some examples of these consonant alternations will be shown in Table 2.5. 

Table 2.5 Examples of Consonant Alternation 

Singular Plural Plural Diminutive Gloss Diminutive Gloss 

fadb pade paCfon shoes little shoes 

sekko cekke cekkon reeds little reeds 

haayre kaaYe kaaYon stones little stones 

ra^lde donate nda^lon backsides little backsides 

wudere gude ngudon sarongs little sarongs 

wowru bodi mbodon mortars little mortars 

yertere gerte ngerton peanuts tiny peanuts 

yeeso jeese ajeeson faces little faces 

This brief presentation of some of the unique characteristics of the Pulaar language gives 

the reader a sense of the beauty of its intricate complexity. 
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They 

will be 
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B. Cultural Geography 

Pulaar is used in the Fmta Tooro, or in the Senegal River Valley, on either side of 

the Senegal River. Three distinct, sedentary, Black ethnolinguistic groups, the Wolof. the 

Halpulaar'en and the Soninke lived, and many still live, in their distinct regions on either 

side of the Senegal River, depending on the agricultural season. They used the natural 

ebb and flow of the river to irrigate their crops, and they lived independently in their 

particular regions. 

In the 1880s, the majority of West Africa was colonized by the French, who 

named the region Afriqiie Occidentale Franqaise, {AOF) or French West .•\frica. The 

administrative center of this region was located in Dakar, which is now the capital city of 

Senegal. The impact of colonialism had a multilayered impact on indigenous languages 

in Africa and beyond. The geographic combinations of previously distinct ethnolinguistic 

groups, and/or divisions of previously united ethnolinguistic groups into randomly 

delineated nation-states upset the previous equilibrium. It forced previously autonomous 

ethnolinguistic groups to interact and "share" resources with the colonizers and with new 

nation-siblings. When there was no longer "plenty" of space and resources, largely 

because of colom'al exploitation, civil strife increased. 

In I960, because of the fear that the power of the resistance movement in Algeria 

would spread to all of the French territories, the French decided to "give" independence 

back to its colonial territories, while maintaining certain strategic economic and political 

ties. The colonial authorities "arbitrarily" divided the Senegal River Valley into two 
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distinct nations; south of the Senegal River is Senegal and north of the Senegal River is 

Mauritania. This divided the Black ethnolinguistic groups' territories which included 

land on both sides of the Senegal River. 

Then, although the majority of the people who were trained to run the colonial 

administration were from the Black ethnolinguistic groups, the French chose to give the 

Moors the political power to govern the multiethnic, multilingual territory now known as 

Mauritania. The strategy "divide and conquer" is an old technique used by the colonizers. 

Certainly, the French realized that in order to keep their post-colonial ties with 

Mauritania, it would not behoove them to facilitate the emergence of a multiethnic 

government. 

This multiethnic nation was comprised of the nomadic Moors and their former 

slaves, the Black Harratines in the North, and the three sedentary. Black ethnolinguistic 

groups, the Pulaar, the Wolof and the Som'nke in the Senegal River Valley. Each of these 

ethnolinguistic groups spoke their own languages. The Moors and the Harratines spoke 

Arabic. For political reasons, the Moors did not allow the census data to be released to 

the public about the exact number of Blacks there are in Mauritania, much less how many 

Pulaar speakers there are. For a detailed analysis of the recent human rights violations 

perpetrated by the Moors against the Black Mauritam'ans, under the guise of arabizing 

Mauritania, with the funds of Saddam Hussein, see A Campaign of Terror: Human Rights 

Violations in Mauritam'a. (Africa Watch 1994). Regardless, it is clear that there are more 

Blacks than Moors in Mauritania, especially when you consider the Harratines as Blacks. 



The Halpulaar 'en in Boghe, a small peri-urban town in the Senegal River Valley 

in Mauritania are a polyglossic community, with Pulaar as the largely undisputed 

language of the domestic realm. Pulaar is used for the "L" functions, according to 

Charles Ferguson's terminology, and Arabic and French are used for the "H" functions, 

such as interaction with govemment institutions like the public education system. Since 

neighboring ethnolinguistic groups in Mauritam'a along the Senegal River are Soninke 

and Wolof, not to mention the Arabic speakers from the North, most children become 

verbally proficient in those languages, as well. Being proficient in all the above national 

languages becomes quite useful when running a local business, and interacting in the 

local marketplace. The linguistic culture of Boghe accepts that most people who interact 

outside the home will be multilingual in three or more languages. 

Though the Mauritanian Constitution recognizes the four above-mentioned 

national languages, after independence from the French, the official language of the 

Islamic Republic of Mauritania was changed to Arabic. Then, Arabic became dominant 

in all of the higher functions of the State, including formal education. The Moors tried to 

use the force of Islam to impose Arabic on all Black Mauritanians. 

Despite the fact that the Pulaar were the principal proponents of Islam in 

Subsaharan Africa, ahnost all Halpulaar'en are Muslim, and they believe that the Koran 

came to the Prophet Mohammed in Arabic, they do not culturally identify themselves as 

Arabs. Although the Halpulaar 'en used Arabic as the acrolect when they were spreading 

Islam during the Islamic Conquest of Subsaharan Africa, they pray in Arabic, and begin 



studying the Koran in Arabic in Koranic schools as early as age four, the majority of the 

Halpulaar 'en resented and resisted the imposition of Arabic as the official language of 

Mauritania. Most Pulaar do not see a contradiction in expressing their religiosity by 

praying in Arabic, while at the same time maintaining their cultural identity as 

Halpulaar 'en. 

Although the Pulaar have incorporated Arabic phrases from the Koran into their 

language and the most sacred parts of their culture, that does not mean that they will not 

fight for the right to maintain dieir ethnolinguistic identity and language. Indeed, the 

sincretism between Islam and traditional African forms of spiritual healing is evident in 

the seamless incorporation of phrases from the Koran in Arabic into the traditional 

blessings and incantations of the Pulaar marabouts. Halpulaar 'en have long incorporated 

Islam as a centrally important aspect of their cultural identity. Unfortunately, religious 

unity does not prevent certain government regimes from perpetrating violence on their 

fellow Muslims of another race or ethnolinguistic group. Therefore, the Pulaar have a 

strong presence in the resistance against the imposition of the Arabic language and 

culture at the expense of the other ethnolinguistic groups' languages and cultures of the 

region. 

A major component of this resistance during the 1970s, was a Mauritanian leftist 

political party, le Moicvement Nationale et Democratique (iVIND), or the National 

Democratic Movement. This underground movement supported literacy campaigns in all 

of the Mauritanian national languages. Volunteers in each language taught literacy in 



their native languages to the farmers in the rural areas (Konte 1999). At the time, 

advocates for literacy in African languages were trying to prove that African languages 

were perfectly capable of being used for teaching math and science (C. Diop 1967:1974). 

In the 1980s L 'Institut des Langiies Nationales {ILN) of Nouakchott, or The Institute for 

National Languages of Nouakchott, was created by the Mauritanian regime, as a response 

to the strength of this grass-roots movement promoting the development of the national 

languages. 

However, some Pulaar analysts believe that the regime had a hidden agenda in 

creating the ILM. It is argued that the regime intended on coopting the momentum of the 

movement, and sabotaging it by providing it with insufficient resources to achieve its 

goals. In fact, since then, little has been accomplished at the /I/V with respect to the 

movement's goals to initiate experimental schools taught in the national languages and 

expand from that to integrate national languages like Pulaar into the school system. It is 

said that the Mauritanian regime has created an empty institution, in order to undermine 

the strength of this grass-roots movement. 

Fishman warns about the dangers of allowing an external source to take control of 

a movement's efforts, especially when it is in that source's interest to maintain the status 

quo. With a strong, autonomous base at the grass roots level with local control, efforts 

tend to be more sustainable. According to Fishman's GIDS (Graded Intergenerational 

Disruption Scale), the Pulaar community in Boghe in the Senegal River Valley would be 

considered at Stage Six, which is what Fishman seemed to stress as the most crucial stage 
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for Reversing Language Shift (RLS) (Fishman 1991:92). 

C. Strategies for Language Planning 

1. Status Planning 

Some strategies for fostering efforts in promoting the maintenance of the Pulaar 

language will be delineated below. I recommend supporting adult literacy, especially of 

women. This can be done while incorporating an awareness of a woman's vital role as 

an advocate of intergenerational mother tongue transmission with their children and 

grandchildren. Part of the solution includes expanding the use of Pulaar in services 

which address local needs and concerns. Non-governmental agencies, NGOs, that are 

advocates of Pulaar literacy can be identified and supported. 

This leads to the role of concerned Pulaar speakers in the Mauritanian elite or in 

the diaspora. Networking opportunities between Pulaar speakers abroad and advocates of 

Pulaar literacy could be encouraged. Incentives, like scholarships for students who focus 

on preserving Pulaar language and culture, could be created. Supporting the already 

existing autonomous African Language Institutes would be another worthwhile goal. A 

group could be created to try to lobby the appropriate govenunent agencies to encourage a 

more decentralized approach to language policy. This may include efforts to increase the 

flmctional use of Pulaar in Pulaar speaking regions. 

One necessary aspect in the process of seeking to protect, maintain and expand the 

status of Pulaar is to acknowledge the vitality of Pulaar as a living language. The fact that 

Pulaar is one of the Halpulaar'eri's sacred connections to their ancestors, the value of 



maintaining the language, and thus the knowledge and the connection with ancestors, and 

ancestral knowledge is amplified. A sustainable act would be to support Pulaar literacy 

fostering opportunities in already existing community activities. Perhaps the effort could 

also include creating more opportunities in the community for Halpulaar 'en to interact in 

the Pulaar language. Efforts to coordinate a network of parties interested in promoting 

these goals would ideally be beneficial. 

2. Corpus Planning 

By increasing the amount of written materials in Pulaar, one augments the 

functional value of Pulaar, and provides more incentive for promoting literacy in Pulaar. 

While curriculum development in Pulaar is important, Pulaar literacy opportunities need 

to venture beyond the classroom. Efforts to uranslate the latest developments in areas 

such as health, agriculture, livestock and business-related subjects also ought to be 

supported. Publishing Pulaar language materials is important for providing opportunities 

for people to use their Pulaar literacy skills in as many contexts as possible. 

An annual Pulaar Language Development Institute could provide a collaborative 

forum for those working on corpus planning in Pulaar. It could also teach skills and 

provide opportunities to create culturally-based literature in Pulaar. The development of 

multimedia materials in Pulaar, including the works of local singers and poets is fertile 

ground to be explored. Pulaar cultural centers for youth, with access to musical 

instruments, recording studio equipment, video cameras and editing capacities for the 

creation of videos in Pulaar could be proposed. There, people committed to the 



preservation of the Pulaar language and culture could be trained in the use of this 

equipment. It w^ould be more sustainable to have a permanent local staff to run these 

youth centers. The incorporation of money-making activities may offer further incentive 

for people to engage in these activities. 

Corpus planners may want to include the transcription of traditional knowledge as 

one of their priorities. However, this would need to be carried out in accordance with 

Pulaar elders from the community, in a way that would best ensure the protection of their 

cultural knowledge and their way of life. Although efforts to systematically transcribe the 

genealogies that local griois recite and sing for different families seem extremely 

important for the preservation of the Pulaar culture, one should be aware of how that may 

affect the function of the griot in Pulaar society. One would hope that having a written 

version of a family genealogy would never substitute for the cultural experience of having 

a grioi recite it by heart. A similar analysis applies to the efforts to transcribe the 

knowledge of physical and spiritual healing through the herbs and prayers of the 

marabouts. 

Public speakers or performers who use language, such as singers, poets, 

comedians and even philosophers also become the focus of potential transcription efforts. 

Fortunately, the late Pulaar poet, Guelaye Ali Fall appeared on the radio, so there is a 

recording of his prolific works. Pulaar musicians like Baaba Maal, Mansour Seek, Ali 

Farka Toure and Ousmane Hamady Diop have successfiiUy brought songs sung in Pulaar 

to the world. Every summer since the 1970s, there is a week of cultural events organized 
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by the Pulaar youth groups in all of the major Pulaar towns in the Middle Valley of the 

Senegal River Basin. These efforts must be supported, in order to encourage the 

development of the next generation of Pulaar singers and musicians who perform in 

Pulaar. The intergenerational transfer of cultural knowledge happens through the 

performing arts, as well. 

Some issues involving translation and transcription are political. While the Koran 

has been translated Into Pulaar and French, it is not officially used in Koranic schooling. 

It could be debated as to whether it would be beneficial to use Pulaar in Koranic schools, 

instead of only using .'Arabic. Often, the development of indigenous languages is 

perceived as threatening to the goal of fostering a sense of national and/or religious unity. 

The promotion of an indigenous language may also be construed as an aggressive, 

separatist attack upon the status quo, or upon other minority language groups. This must 

be kept in mind when devising strategies for corpus and status planning for a language 

that is not backed with die official status from the current regime. 

D. Preliminary Conclusions 

Any type of language planning is inflised with the perspectives and values of the 

planners. Further, any ideas for change can be seen as threatem'ng, especially when they 

are imposed by an outsider instead of being collectively constructed. Therefore, it is best 

when language planning initiatives arise organically, and the objectives are based on the 

community's needs and priorities. It is important for language planners not to take for 

granted that literacy in Pulaar is the priority for the majority of the Halpulaar 'en. In fact. 
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some may prefer to support the oral uses of the Pulaar language and culture in the 

community, until more written materials in Pulaar are available. 

Others may prefer seeing a focus on financial, career and economic development 

for the Halpulaar 'en. Ethnolinguistic groups that manage to survive tend to have a 

certain degree of autonomy and economic self-sufficiency. Therefore, promoting 

economic development of Pulaar speakers can potentially help the Pulaar speaking 

community. This helps as long as they remember the importance of preserving their 

culture, and are committed to sending resources to protect and support the communities 

where Pulaar remains dominant. 

The Halpulaar 'en may not be concerned about the reality that Pulaar coexists 

with languages of wider communication. Polyglossia is accepted as a necessary and 

valuable part of life, tadeed, the vast majority of West Afncans grow up in polyglossic 

communities. While multilingualism is a necessity in West Africa, that does not 

necessarily endanger the primacy of the mother tongue in the domestic realm. In the same 

way, the fact that Halpulaar'en pray in Arabic does not preclude their commitment to the 

maintenance of their own language, culture and identity. 

In the meantime, those who are committed to developing, transcribing and 

translating more written materials continue to work toward tiiose goals. At the same 

time, others advocate for creating the political will for increasing the functional uses of 

Pulaar. In the domestic realm, Halpulaar 'en continue living and raising their children 

according to Pulaar traditions, using Pulaar on a daily basis. One carmot underestimate 
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the importance of nurturing a strong sense of pride in one's ethnolinguistic identity, in the 

face of an onslaught of pernicious, alienating discourse over time. The maintenance of 

the Pulaar language and culture happens in many different spheres and on many levels, 

and all forms can and need to be supported in the face of political and economic 

constraints. 
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CHAPTER ni 

AN HISTORICAL LOOK AT THE POLITICS OF LANGUAGE OF THE 

HALPULAAR'EN 

The coherency and stability of traditional West African societies are major 

features of the region before the arrival of the Europeans. From as early as the si.\th 

century, the Pulaar, the Wolof and the Soninke have coexisted in their distinct regions in 

the Senegal River Valley. The Pulaar settled in the Middle Valley, historically known as 

the Fiiiita Tooro, the Soninke picked the upper region, historically known as the 

Guidimaka, and the Wolof chose the lower part, historically known as the Waalo. Each 

ethnolinguistic group had and has its own distinct language, culture and caste system, and 

intermarriage between ethnolinguistic groups was extremely uncommon. 

All three shared the same sedentary livelihood system of a combination of 

agriculture and small-scale livestock-raising, making use of the plentitude of arable land 

on both sides of the river. The rain-fed agricultural system, based on the natural flooding 

capacity of the river, led to families living on different sides of the river at different times 

of the year (Park 1993). Both sides of the river were home. Siblings may have been 

bom on different sides of the river. One could swim across the river to the other side. 

Crossing the Senegal River was not crossmg a boundary dividing people. The fact that 

historically, the Senegal River was not seen as a boundary dividing people is important 

for the upcoming analyses of the colonial and neocolom'al disruption. 
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A fourth ethnolinguistic group in the area is the Moors who were exclusively 

nomadic herders. They claimed the Saharan desert as the agroecological zone most 

suitable for transhumance, or their livelihood system of herding camels. Although 

virtually all Moors in Mauritanina speak Hassaniya, which is a Mauritanian version of 

Arabic, and share the same livelihood system, they are not a monolithic group. Each asle 

or, tribe, has its own geographical home base. Some examples include the Adrar, the 

Tijikant, the Asaba, the Trarza, and the Brakna. A umque case is that of the Harratines. 

or the Black former slaves of the Moors, who are still culturally and linguistically tied to 

the Moors. .As the result of the Moors' slave raids, these Blacks lost their original 

ethnolinguistic affiliation, and became completely arabized, with Hassaniya as their 

mother tongue. In some ways, the case of the Harratines is similar to the case of the 

African Americans in the United States before the Civil War. 

Within each ethnolinguistic group, there is a caste system, which further defines 

the hierarchical status of its groups' members within the group. Castes in West Africa are 

series of ranked, endogamous occupational groups (Irvine 1989:253). For example, in 

the Pulaar, there were the haaleyde who were considered nobles, or toorodde, and had 

the highest status. Many nobles were also marabouts, who were known for their spiritual 

knowledge and their knowledge of traditional forms of healing through medicinal plants 

and blessings. Following in rank were the griots, who were the family historians, and 

sang the genealogies for the noble families on special occasions. The lower castes 

included the forgerons, or the steel workers and the bucherons. or the cord makers among 
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others. Hierarchy was/is an explicitly acknowledged value. Patronage and values 

through personalistic networks are still important to this day (Irvine 1989:260). This 

complex system of social stratification, though later undermined by government policies, 

has retained considerable importance in rural and even urban contexts (Irvine 1989:259-

260). 

The cultural and geographical boundaries between the ethnolinguistic groups were 

clearly defined and maintained for centuries. Each ethnolinguistic group had and has its 

own history, caste systems, myths, customs, songs, dances, crafts, stories, languages and 

cultural identities. In addition, each ethnolinguistic group and tribe had its own leader and 

its own form of government and Judicial system. For example, the leader of the Fiaita 

Tooro. called the Almaami, had strong political and economic ties with his homologites, 

or African leaders from different ethnolinguistic groups at the same level, in the other two 

regions of the Senegal River Valley. The effect of desertification made livestock raising 

in the northern part of Mauritania precarious, leading some of the Moors soudi toward the 

sedentary Black regions. Commercial interchange was common between the different 

ethnolinguistic groups, with the nomadic Moors selling their livestock, salt and dates in 

exchange for the agricultural products of the sedentary Blacks. 

Before the spread of Islam in West Afiica in the twelfth century, children in many 

West Afirican societies were educated through the non-literate methods of oral tradition, 

master-apprenticeships, observation, rituals and initiation ceremonies. Gender, class and 

caste specific roles were produced and transmitted intergenerationally with respect to 
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culture, ethnicity and geographic region. With the spread of Islam in West Africa came 

religious education in Arabic, in the form of Koranic schools, primarily for the boys. 

Starting at the age of four, boys would learn the Koran by rote, studying under a local 

marabout, achieving varied degrees of literacy in Arabic. Later, girls gained more access 

to Koranic schools, as well. The Halpulaar'en played a central role in promoting the 

spread of Islam in West Africa, even more so than the Moors and the Arabs diemselves. 

despite the fact that the prayers and teachings are performed in Arabic. 

A. Colonialism: the Disruption of the Traditional Order 

Upon the arrival of the French in 1880s, the pre-coloniai structure was violently 

disrupted, and the authority of the leaders of the ethnolinguistic groups, such as the 

Almaami, was "replaced" by the King of France. The previous land tenure system was 

destroyed, as well, where suddenly, the land supposedly belonged to the French. Those 

who cooperated with the French were given more land. The main goal of the French was 

to systematically exploit and/or appropriate the natural resources of Africa, including 

mineral resources such as gold and phosphate from Mauritania and Senegal, and 

diamonds and iron ore from Mauritania 

In 1884, in order to regulate the escalating imperial conflict in die world, Berlin 

created formal European empires throughout the continent of Africa (Schraeder 

1995:539). The "francophone" territory included what are now 25 independent countries, 

including those in West Africa: Benin, Burkina Faso, Ivory Coast, Guinea, Mali, 

Mauritania, Niger, Senegal and Togo (Schraeder 1995:539). According to this French 
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version of the Monroe Doctrine, '^francophone'"' Africa was seen as a "natural French 

preserve," literally translated as "their exclusive hunting ground" (Scliraeder 1995:540). 

This presumptuous attitude shows ignorance of the historical evidence of the 

relatively stable, precolonial empires of Bem'n, Ghana, Mali and Songhai among others in 

West Africa, wdth sophisticated political organization built on successfully integrated 

peoples of diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Djite 1990:94). In reference to the 

findings of European sails at the end of the Middle Ages, Frobenius wrote, "On their 

arrival in the Bay of Ghinea and their landing at Vaida, the captains were surprised to find 

well arranged streets, lined with double rows of trees for several miles. For many days 

they traveled through a countryside covered with magnificent fields, inhabited by people 

wearing dazzling clothes woven by themselves. Further south, in the kingdom of the 

Congo, they found teeming crowds clad in silk and velvet, large states well administered 

even in the smallest detail, powerful sovereigns and affluent industries, obviously 

civilized down to the marrow."(Frobenius 1942; Breton in Cesaire 1971:20-23) 

Even the term 'francophone Afnca" or "French-speaking Afinca" is a misnomer, 

considering the fact that more than 90 percent of Africans do not speak the former 

colom'al, official language (Djite 1989:100-101; Djite 1990:93-95; Djite 1993:258; Ka 

1993:276-277). Some countries with official "status" have no "corpus" of people who 

speak French competently (Djite I993b:258). This deceptive concept names a country as 

universally 'francophone''' while strategically ignoring the highly elitist nature of access 

to French, not to mention the diversity of linguistic situations in 'francophone''' countries 



62 

(Djite I993b:257). Even the French concede that no country today is really francophone 

except for France and Monaco (Djite 1990:93). The imposition of the French language in 

government administration, education and business was understood even as early as 1787 

as the "cement" of the French colonial empire (Djite I993b:257). 

The Senegal River Valley was the first place colonized by the French in Black 

Afnca (Ka 1993:277), under direct French rule for almost 300 years until independence in 

1960 (Djite 1990:94). In 1895, Saint-Louis, which is now located in Senegal, became die 

administrative capital of the French colonial empire in West Afnca, named la Federation 

de rAfrique Occidentale Franc^aise {AOF) or the Federation of French West Africa (Ka 

1993:277). 

However, die French had already instituted the first primary schools for the sons 

of village chiefs, L 'Ecole des Filsde Chef, in Saint Louis by 1816 (Ka 1993:277). The 

purpose of this school was twofold. One was to coopt the next generation of village 

chiefs through Western education, through colom'al linguistic ideologies inherent in die 

curriculum. The second was to create an elite group of alienated West Africans through 

the French educational system with the skills to fill the local administrative posts of the 

colonial system. These government workers are still referred to as the 'Jeme cadre,'' 

literally translated as the "Voung" (sic) cadre. The linguistic ideology explained that only 

through the French language, and allying with the French colonial administration, can one 

become educated, and get a valued/legitimate job. 
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French was the only authorized language used in public adminisuration, in the 

courts and in business, besides in schools, for the entire colonial period from 1830 to 

1960 (Ka 1993:278). This external monolingualism, or exoglossy was inappropriately 

imposed in a traditionally multilingual country (Ka 1993:278). Like in most of former 

French colonies, the knowledge of French is the dividing line between the urban, 

educated, westernized elite and the masses (Ka 1993:279). Not permitting people to use 

their own language in the public sphere ensures that they will remain at the bottom of the 

socioeconomic hierarchy. A foreign language in school will never replace African 

languages as a vehicle for African culture and ideas. National languages also play an 

undeniably crucial role in the development process (Ka 1993:281; Djite 1990:91). An 

extension of this alienation process was in the content of the "history" texts. The French 

taught children in French about "Nos ancetres, les Gaulois..^ as if the African children's 

ancestors were the Gauls. This process dismissed the rich history of Africans' own 

empires, not to mention the sacred nature of most Africans' relationships with their 

ancestors. 

The principal goals of the French colonial education system were to "civilize" the 

indigenous and convince them of the benefits of colomzation. According to the French 

colonizer, this "civilizing mission" could only be achieved through the use of the French 

language, since it was an "incomparable instrument of civilization." Obviously these 

colonial authorities were unaware of or unwilling to recognize the evidence that the 

ancient Egyptians, who transmitted their civilization to Black Africa in addition to the 
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Greeks and thus to the West, were Black (C. Diop 1967; C. Diop 1974; Manchuelle 

1995:345-346). The French construed African languages as limited since they were 

supposedly only spoken dialects. Evidence to the contrary includes the literature in the 

Afncan languages such as Wolof and Pulaar which already existed, written in Arabic 

characters, not to mention the vast amount of literature in Arabic. The French continued 

with the fallacious notion that African languages, including Arabic, were incapable of 

expressing the ideas of "civilization." 

Based on this false logic, the French built their colonial language-in-education 

policy, which introduced French from the first year of primary school, with the enforced 

exclusion of all other languages. Rather than teaching French as a foreign language, it 

was taught as if it were the mother tongue, with the same methods and manuals used in 

France. These schools provided a total institutional experience in a new social and 

linguistic environment for the recruited sons of the indigenous elite from various ethnic 

groups from all over West Africa. French became the sole means of communication 

between students of different ethnolinguistic groups. Students usually boarded, and were 

carefully supervised by the French school director who lived with his family in a 

European style house on the school grounds. Clothes and food were provided to the 

students, and contact with their families was limited (Kelly 1986:172). Schooling was 

intended to be a process of alienating the fiiture traditional elites from their native 

language and culture. 
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"Schools," referring to Western-style French colonial schools, were unavailable to 

most Africans during the interwar years. The assimilationist policy was elitist; school 

was reserved only for the urban elite. The Annual AOF publication of Government 

Statistics show that only four in every 1,000 school-age children had access to school, 

with some regional variation. For example, 9.5 out of every 1,000 school-age children 

had access to school in Senegal and Dakar, the administrative center of the AOF, whereas 

only .95 of every 1,000 school-age children had access to school in Niger. By 1938. 

enrollment had more than doubled: 56,852 children attended school at all levels. Of 

these, 717 were in nine primary-superior schools, and 165 attended the teacher training 

college, Ecole William Ponty (Kelly 1986: 172). The gender bias in education persisted 

under the French, as well. By I960, the time of "independence," only ten to 25 percent of 

school-age children were going to school (Ka 1993:278). 

Extremely powerful messages delineating available subject positions are 

encountered in schools (Luykx 1996:243). Schools are key ideological sites where 

students', teachers' and institutional discourses predicate identities, jointly constructed 

largely, though not exclusively, through language (Luykx 1996:243; Rockwell 1994:173. 

199). Examples of how school texts in interwar French West Africa contributed to 

alienating African students from their societies include analyses of school texts, 

classroom assignments and students' essays from their class notebooks. Students were 

exhorted to become distinct from their unschooled peers in speech, behavior and dress 

(Kelly 1986:172). Begirming primers were filled with selections like the following. 
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entitled, "Moulai Speaks French." 

Moulai is a good student. He always speaks French, at school, in the playing 
fields, in the streets, in the shops. He is not afraid of being made fun of by his 
peers... (Kelly 1986:173) 

Thus, a "good' student speaks French exclusively. An excerpt from a 1926 text describes 

the pressure the colonial system puts upon the student who has no previous exposure to 

the sole language of instruction, French. 

My teacher is a white man. He is my master. 1 am his student. Hike him and 
obey him. I will force myself to understand the book after having learned to speak 
French well. (Kelly 1986:173) 

The school texts prepared students to accept an identity distinct from their 

uneducated peers, while reminding them that they would never be like the French, either. 

Thus, through die experience of the French school system, students became alienated 

from their culture of origin, with little to no possibility of integration in the world of the 

French elite either. While their transformation into their new identity as one who is 

"schooled" would distance them from the "unschooled," as well as their ethnic and class 

origins (LuyLx 1996:246), they would not necessarily be privileged socially or 

economically, because of the paucity of employment opportunities (Levinson 1996:218). 

The school texts reminded students that despite their education, they were still only 

Blacks and would remain so even if they came to possess the accoutrements of French 

lifestyle and culture. 
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The hidden and not so hidden curricula in colonial schools in developing nations 

provide fertile ground for analyzing how identities and ideologies are constructed. 

Meanings generated in school are closely tied to a student's developing sense of self. In 

a colonial setting, schools purposively try to create social subjects who will maintain the 

hegemony of colonial power, by trying to intervene in the students" processes of identity 

formation (Luykx 1996:242). However, language does not have a linear effect on a 

student's identity. Identities are constantly being negotiated, depending in part on what, 

ideologically, is being validated in each particular context. 

The following analyses are of school texts and students' essays from their class 

notebooks from a primary-superior school during the interwar period in French West 

Africa (Kelly 1986:171). Beginning primers were filled with selections like the following 

examples. Issues of the effects upon identity formation are alluded to in the presentation 

of the insidiously racist colonial language used in school texts. This excerpt from an 

elementary text written in the 1920s shows how comparisons between Europeans and 

Africans inevitably included value judgments. 

I am an African. I have Black skin. My teacher is French. He has white skin. 
The Black has curly hair that he shaves completely. The white has straight hair, 
blonde or Black, which he combs with a brush with care. The Black wears 
clothes. He wears full and light cotton garments. The white is better dressed. He 
wears clothing made of woolen cloth.(KelIy 1986:173) 

The sweeping generalizations about inherent differences are rm'xed in with blatantly 

derogatory statements in school curriculum, essentializing the differences between Blacks 



68 

and whites. Thus, the official view since the colonial period equates civilization, reason 

and urbanity with whiteness (Luykx 1996:214-249). 

Schools further alienated students firom their societies by teaching them about 

their own societies, as if they were cultural outsiders, referring to "the natives," "ihe 

Blacks" or simply "them." The following is an excerpt from a text used in West Afiica 

entitled, "The Family in Guinea." 

Most Black children are very pleasant. While diey are always naked, they never 
appear dirty... (Kelly 1986:174) 

Schools tried to weaken students' identification with their indigenous roots by using a 

discourse of distance such as presenting indigenous culture as superficial, stereotyped and 

anachronistic, cloaking a deeper discourse of denigration (Luykx 1996:250). Some texts, 

like the following excerpt, deliberately distinguished students from the unschooled 

peasant. 

But the native farmers do not know how to make palm oil well... they crush it 
with their feet. The oil is dirty; it is not good. Children, if later you have a palm 
oil plantation, buy a machine called an oil presser... (Kelly 1986:174) 

After attending school, most students refuse to work in agriculture, even if it is the only 

work available. The prevalence of the denigration of Africans and African culture in the 

school texts contributes to the alienation of West Africans exposed to the French colom'al 

education system. 
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In 1931, the official AOFEducation Bulletin published a text from a student from 

a French lycee (high school) in Saint-Louis, Senegal, the administrative capital of the 

AOF. 

...Since he was nominated as a peer supervisor, he was in closer contact with 
Europeans, especially philosophy students. "My contact with them led me, little 
by little, to adopt ideas which were more reasonable than my superstitions." He 
even dressed like Europeans, ate at a table, and spoke French fluently. 
(Manchueiie 1995:357) 

This is an example of how a student, with "privileged" access to the French through the 

colonial education system, learns to assimilate by dressing, behaving and speaking like a 

Frenchman. R. Williams (1977) might cite this as an example of how students effectively 

self-identify with hegemonic forms: a specific and internalized 'socialization' (Luykx 

1996:247). However, the fact that this very student grew up to be the founder of one of 

the most audacious magazines celebrating twentieth century Afncan cultures and 

traditions (Manchueiie 1995:358) confirms Giroux's (1983) contention that students are 

active agents in the formation of subjectivities, reworking the messages presented to them 

in school (Luykx 1996:244). Oppositional identities may not necessarily surface in 

institutional contexts like schools, depending on a student's relative position of power, 

and one's relative degree of freedom of expression. 

Participation in the language assimilation process in colonial West Africa was not 

volimtary. A student did not choose to learn French as a second language in order to 

better his/her economic potential in finding emplojonent in the international sphere. 
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Students were forced to speak only French, and were punished if they were caught 

speaking their mother tongue. A wooden stick, called the symbole, was used to beat a 

child who was caught speaking his/her mother tongue. The teacher would call for four 

strong students to hold the child by his/her arms and legs while the teacher beat the child 

in front of the class. 

Then, as a further punishment, the child who was beaten had to carry the symbole. 

and could only get rid of it by catching another peer breaking the rules by speaking in a 

language other than French during recess. This process was sometimes e.xtended beyond 

class time, since the children lived in school dormitories under the watchful eyes of the 

school director who also lived on the school grounds. Parents from the traditional elites 

were known to resist by hiding their children, in order to protect them from being 

kidnaped and forced to attend the French school. Similarities can be found in the colonial 

history of the United States. Historically, Native Americans from all over the Americas 

were physically punished for speaking their native language in class, as well (Luykx 

1996:252; Dick and McCarty 1997:69; Watahomigie and McCarty 1997:101; Homberger 

1997). 

In order to maintain the dependent status of West Africa, it did not behoove the 

colom'al system to develop a population of critical thinkers, equipped, for example, with 

their own technological skills to develop their own industries. Like most colonial 

educational systems, its scope did not include empowering students to effect change in 

their own environment. For example, it did not focus on preparing students to improve 
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methods for fighting disease, purifying water, conducting literacy campaigns or 

addressing other healdi, education, domestic and agricultural concerns of the majority of 

the people living primarily in agrarian settings. 

Further, politically speaking, the French did not acknowledge the fact that this 

"glorious" French "'civilization" the West Africans were studying was built by France's 

"appropriation" of the natural resources from Africa (Rodney 1981:149-201), not to 

mention the Black Afiricans' presence and courage in battle in the French Revolution. 

Nevertheless, many forms of resistance to colonialism evolved throughout colonialism. 

Cheikh Hamidou Kane's novel, The Ambiguous Adventure, highlights how certain 

Africans' attitudes began to change toward French schools (Kane 1961). Learning French 

through the French schools became a liberal strategy for learning the secrets of the white 

man's power, in order to maneuver themselves more cleverly through the colonial system, 

and protect their family who often remained rooted in pre-colonial traditions. The 

Halpulaar, Samore Toure, firom the region now known as Guinea, led a fierce popular 

revolt against the French colonial powers. This violent resistance to colonialism was 

waged primarily by the Pulaar in Ghinea. Although the French managed to squelch this 

organized resistance, popular unrest was fomenting on many levels. 

B. Resistance to Colonialism and the Emergence of Neocolonialism 

West Africans resisted French colonialism, on many levels firom the first instance. 

The Senegalese intellectuals fought for political assimilation, which would allow 

Africans some power in the heart of the colonial system, while rejecting complete cultural 
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assimilation, and trying to preserve traditional African cultures (Manchuelle 1995:335, 

337). The political party, LesJeunes Senegalais, founded in 1912, chose a president who 

only spoke Wolof. the national language of the majority of Senegalese, even though the 

rest of the members were trained in the French schools, and most were even teachers 

(Manchuelle 1995:336). Further, a Senegalese journalist appropriated the print medium 

of the official Education Bulletin of the AOF by publishing texts celebrating the 

accomplishments of former African kingdoms as well as the cultural patrimony of Africa, 

working to create a new identity for Africa (Manchuelle 1995:336-337). 

Over time, organized military resistance to the French intensified, and France 

began to lose ground. This persistent struggle against the French was fueled by the 

success of the revolutions in Haiti and Algeria. The Haitians in the 1800s and the 

Algerians in the 1950s taught an important lesson to the French colonizers that had major 

implications in the reorientation of French policies in West Africa in the 1960s. When 

Napoleon was defeated by the Haitians, France lost its position of control of the territory 

that is now known as Haiti. The Haitian regime that came out of the revolution, led by 

Toussaint L'Ouverture, was completely opposed to having any political or economic ties 

with France. Without this strategic stronghold in the Caribbean, France could no longer 

maintain its colonial interests in Louisiana, spurring what North Americans remember as 

the Louisiana Purchase. 

The height of resistance against colonialism, was marked by the revolutionary 

voice of Egypt's Gamel Abdel Nasser, calling for aa end to colonial exploitation. 
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culminating wilti the success of the Algerian revolution in defeating the French and 

achieving independence by force in 1956. These events had the potential of igniting 

and/or fueling revolutions in West Africa. Resistance movements like die iWZ). Le 

Moicvement Nationale et Democratique, or the National Democratic Movement, in 

Mauritania, and Ande Diff M/JDM in Senegal were organizing the peasants to rebel 

against French domination, and create a new democratic society/independent nation. 

Many of these organizations were advocating for a sense of nationalism that actually 

respects the cultural identities of each ethnolinguistic group involved, through a 

decentralization program, similar to the previous order of pre-colonial times. West 

African historians, such as Cheikh Anta Diop (1967) and Amadou Moktar Mbou (1982) 

argue that this movement would have eventually led to the creation of a new nation that 

would have completely broken the ties with French colonialism. 

France feared that eventually all French colonies would revolt and sever ties with 

metropolitan France, and perhaps develop ties with communist Russia. This fear taught 

France that it needed to develop a new form of domination of its colonies. These events 

led to the development of a new strategy called neocolonialism. The major components 

of this new strategy are as follows. First, The Beriin Conference that regrouped Western 

colonial leaders, divided colonial Africa into distinct countries with artificial boundaries, 

and granted immediate political independence to each entity. Second, in order to 

maintain economic domination, the French decided to put at the head of the newly 

"imagined" states, elites who were sympathized with the French linguistic ideologies. 
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Third, all economic ties would remain the same, except that most of the administration 

would be run by Africans serving the interests of France. Fourth, French would be the 

declared official language that the newly created nations would promote in rural and 

urban areas of West Africa. This is when the annual Francophonie conference was 

created, in order to maintain a paternalistic relation with their former colonies, as well as 

the hegemony of the French language. 

This shift from direct domination, to indirect rule made French exploitation less 

visible, since it was carried out by African elites. Of course, not all African elites agreed 

to this continuation of the colonial domination. But, the chosen elites were relatively 

successful at suppressing any resistance to this neocolonialism. Leaders of the 

opposition, such as Lamin Senghor, from Senegal and Sidi Mohamed ould Soumeida, 

from the \[N'D in Mauritania, were assassinated. Thus, colonial interests were being 

carefully preserved by the coopted African elites. 

The first round of presidents in West Africa, such as Leopold Senghor in Senegal 

and Moktar Ould Dadah in Mauritania, were tiie same people who had agreed to 

maintain ties with France in a referendum sent out in 1956. Thus, a new. more subtie 

brand of colonialism, or neocolom'alism was achieved in each of the newly "imagined" 

•'nations." Another important aspect of this transition from colonialism to neocolom'alism 

was the "divide and conquer" strategy of the French. By choosing to assign the military 

power to one ethnolinguistic group in an ethnolinguistically diverse geographical area, 

rather than creating a multiethnic coalition, the ones in "power" often do not have the 



same interests as the other ethnolinguistic groups in this artificially bounded 

geographical area called a "nation." A dichotomy existed between dieory and practice. 

In theory, and on the map, these artificially bounded, ethnolinguistically diverse 

geographical areas were considered "nations." But in practice, these were distinct tribes 

and ethnolinguistic groups who had coexisted autonomously, with minimal contact, and 

few if any commonalities on which to build alliances in order to create a coherent nation. 

C. Language Planning and Education in Neocolonial West .Africa 

The governments of the newly independent "nations" were immediately faced 

with the challenge of choosing a language or languages that could serve the needs of 

national unification, that could enhance the myth of historical identity, that was spoken by 

some significant segment of the population and that was acceptable to other population 

segments (Kaplan 1997:7). An enormous range of indigenous language development 

activities needed to be undertaken with extremely limited resources. (Kaplan 1997:7) 

Governments were forced to make language planning decisions, whether to stay with the 

former colonial language or to undertake a new one, under these less than ideal 

circumstances. The complexity of language planning remains salient even today to 

language planners and policy makers at all levels. It is accepted in academic discourse 

that language planning can no longer be conceived in terms of the one-language/one-

nation myth (Kaplan 1997:321). Any attempt to manage one language inevitably has 

implications for all the other proximate languages, without reference to political 

boundaries (Kaplan 1997:321), as is evident in the colonial context. The colonial 
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administration was able to implement a very broadly conceived plan for generations, as 

well as being able to offer enough rewards to the elites to keep the system running. The 

ramifications of the lingering colonial linguistic ideologies affect the course of current 

language planning efforts, as well. 

In West Afiica, the first twenty years of independence were characterized by a 

crisis in education, partly due to the conservation of structures inherited from colonialism. 

Although France "granted" independence to "its" West African countries in the early 

1960s, its educational system is still intact in many West Afncan countries. The learning 

of the French language dominated the primary school curriculum (Mansour 1980:286). 

with no transition from the local languages. French has been a linguistic boundary which 

limits access to socioeconomic mobility and political power to those with the linguistic 

powers of the elites. The French education system is designed to control competition 

through multiple exams, reducing the number of the educated in order not to endanger 

the privileged positions near the top of the pyramid (Djite 1990:90). Only 25 percent of 

initial enrollments of grade one will be allowed to pass the primary school leaving test, 

and only 15 percent are accepted to secondary school (Djite 1990:90). Since only a tiny 

minority of the elites benefit fi-om instruction in the former colonial language, having the 

lion's share of the government's resources for education being flmneled towards such a 

tiny proportion of the population is not cost-effective. The extremely low literacy rate is 

a vestige of the damages wrought by the failure of the exclusive use of French regulated 

by the language-in-education policy of the French colom'al education system. 
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This results in the fact that the students who do manage to reach higher levels of 

education are prepared for goverrunent, bureaucratic administrative positions, rather than 

being prepared to cope with the development challenges of their particular nation and/or 

region. One cannot overcome poverty and underdevelopment by widening the gap 

between the political elites who speak French and the "masses" who do not (Djite 

1990:96). Assuming that the goal now is education and literacy for the majority, 

investing in reformulating the education system so that it is viable for the majority is 

necessary for the development of the potential for the workings of a democratic nation. 

Djite (1990) and other African and Africanist scholars argue that the development of 

"French-speaking Africa" can only be achieved through literacy and access to science and 

technology, whereas France has always controlled, limited and/or blocked West Africans' 

access to education and technology. (Djite 1990:90). The price of maintaining political, 

economic and cultural ties with France and other former French colonies has as a 

corollary the lack of political and economic participation of the majority of West 

Africans. 

D. Nationalism and Language Policy in Mauritania 

The concept of nationhood as it applies to West Africa, must be understood in an 

historical context. Since colonial authorities imposed artificial boundaries without regard 

to the historical geographic regions of the distinct ethnolinguistic groups, it is more 

accurate to discuss how these diverse groups have managed to cope with piecing together 

the semblance of a unified nation. In. Mauritania, this process has been and still is fiaught 
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with conflict. When the French "granted" Mauritania independence in 1960, it turned 

over the authority of the Ideological State Apparatuses to the Moors. 

Historically, certain Moorish tribes formed a united front with some Pulaar, 

Soninke and Wolof in an effort to resist French colonialism. Under the leadership of 

Moktar ould Daddah, the first President of Mauritania, and the multiethnic support of and 

collaboration with the iV/A^D, the Blacks and the Moors united together rebelling against 

the common enemy of French Neocolonialism, in order to nationalize MIFERA^IA. Mine 

de Fer de Mauritanie, the iron mine located in Mauritania. This shows that diverse 

groups can unite in order to fight against a common enemy. However, once the common 

enemy was gone, the strategic multiethm'c alliance faded, and other divisive issues 

surfaced. The Moors in power in Mauritania increased their alliances with Arab 

Nationalists, such as Iraq's Saddam Hussein, Syria's Hafez ai Assad, and Libya's 

Muomar Khadafi, all originally inspired by Egypt's Gamel Abdel Nasser. In 1966, with 

the aid of these allies, the Moors replaced the official language of French with Arabic. 

Though the Mauritanian Constitution recognizes Pulaar, Soninke and Wolof as national 

languages, only the official language is dominant in all of the higher functions of the 

government, including formal education. 

Unfortunately, the Mauritam'an government accomplished this by imposing 

Arabic, without any public debate or interaction with the other ethnolinguistic groups of 

the "nation." Neither did the Moors in goverrunent include any corresponding 

acknowledgment or concessions to the Mauritanian citizens who were native speakers of 



the other three national languages, Pulaar, Soninke and Wolof. whose mother tongues 

were not Arabic. These three ethnolinguistic groups are the non-Moorish Black 

Mauritanians, distinguishing them from the Black Moors, or the Harratines. National 

census data on the size of the different ethnolinguistic groups is not available for related 

political reasons. 

Backed with the funding from the Arab Nationalists, the government took the 

imposition of the language policy to the extreme and tried to forcibly impose the 

arabization of all citizens of Mauritania. The Moors uied to use the force of Islam to 

impose Arabic on Black Mauritanians. Although virtually all Black Mauritanians are 

Muslim, and they believe that die Koran came to the Prophet Mohammed in Arabic, they 

don't culturally identify themselves as Arabs. Even though the Blacks pray using verses 

written in classical Arabic, and most begin studying the Koran in classical Arabic in 

Koranic schools as early as age four, the majority resented and resisted the imposition of 

Arabic as the official language of Mauritania. The Black ethnolinguistic groups were not 

willing to renounce their ethnolinguistic identity. 

Black nationalist groups began to form, in 1966, such as Les Dix-neiif, or The 

Nineteen, referring to the first nineteen Black nationalists who wrote a manifesto called 

"Le Manifeste des Dix-neiif" The goal of the Black separatist groups was to repatriate 

the Blacks with Senegal, characterizing Mauritania as having a situation similar to 

apartheid in South Africa. Other Black nationalist groups include FLAM, or Forces de 

Liberation Africaines de Maiiritanie, or the Mauritam'an African Liberation Foundation, 
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and FRUIDEM, or Front de Resistance pour I'Unite, L 'Independance et la Democracie 

en Maiiritanie, or The Resistance Front for Unity, Independence and Democracy in 

Mauritania. These Black nationalist groups were called Les Nationalistes Etroites. or The 

Narrow Nationalists, by people who were not Black nationalists. The name referred to 

their "narrow" focus as separatists. The "narrow" focused Arab separatists are called 

chaiivins or chauvinists. 

In the 1980s, L 'Institiit Fondamentale des Langues Nationales {ILN) of 

Nouakchott, or The Institute for National Languages of Nouakchott, was created by the 

regime of the Mauritanian government. This was an attempt to assuage the continued 

resistance from 1966 through the 1980s to the official language policy that ignored the 

other national languages. However, the flmding was inadequate, and progress in national 

language development was very slow. Civil War, also known as The Events, or Les 

Evenements, ensued in 1989 when the Moors began perpetrating violent atrocities against 

the Black ethnolinguistic groups. The Mauritanian military apprehended non-Moorish 

Black Mauritanians from all socioeconomic classes, tore up their passports and sent them 

across the Senegal River on boats. These non-Moorish Black Mauritanians were told that 

they were not Mauritanian; they were Senegalese. Their houses were pillaged, their lands 

were appropriated and some of the women and giris were raped (Africa Watch 1994). 

The Pulaar were more affected by The Events than the Wolof or the Soninke for 

numerous reasons. Primarily, the Pulaar are the largest Black ethnolinguistic group in 

Mauritania. They have a louder voice in advocating in favor of dieir claims, than the 
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other Black ethnolinguistic groups. Secondly, the coup d'etat attempt in 1986 against the 

still current Mauritanian regime of Maaouya ould Taya was principally led by the Pulaar. 

The regime wanted to make the Pulaar pay for this. Thirdly, the above-mentioned, radical. 

Black nationalist group, FLiM, is primarily led by Pulaar intellectuals. 

Fourthly, the Pulaar have a reputation for being very attached to their language 

and their culture. Like all the Pulaar in Africa, they develop a strong sense of 

ethnonlinguistic nationalism due to the fact that their parent ethnolinguistic group, the 

Fula. is the second or third largest in Africa. However, the Fula are in the minority in all 

the countries where they live (Nigeria. Sierra Leone, Cameroon. Mali. Mauritania. Niger. 

Senegal. Guinea, Gambia, Ghinea Bissau, Burkina Faso, etc.). Moreover, in Ghinea. 

when Sekou Toure was alive, the Fula were accused of wanting to impose their 

hegemony through force, and therefore they were persecuted. In 1989, the year of The 

Events, the Moors said that the Pulaar were like their cousins in Ghinea, referring to the 

Moor s fear of the power that the Pulaar had with Sekou Toure in Ghinea. 

Fifthly, in a secret report from the Mauritam'an Mim'ster of the Interior, from 1986. 

it is written that "in order to put an end to the Pulaar nationalism, we must change the 

demographics in the Senegal River Valley." In other words, the Mauritanian 

governmental regime wanted the Pulaar to become minorities in the Senegal River 

Valley. That is why the regime deported entire Pulaar villages to Senegal, and 

established in their place Moor or Black Moor villages. This is a diabolical way to handle 

dealing with the complexities that arise in creating a particular sense of nation, in a 



82 

country inhabited by four main ethnolinguistic groups. However, this was the regime's 

objective, and many believe he is still pursuing the same goal. The fact that the regime 

also deported Blacks who were Arab-speakers and dress like Moors, proves that the 

regime was not interested in preserving the Arab language or culture or creating a unified 

nation. They simply wanted to dominate, exclude and rid Mauritania of the Black 

Mauritanian elites. 

Iraq's Saddam Hussein was funding these militarized arabizing measures. 

However, during the Gulf War, when United States President George Bush was made 

aware of this, he withdrew all United States Aid from Mauritania. Shortly thereafter, 

because of the war expenses, Saddam Hussein was unable to continue funding 

Mauritania's arabization efforts. The Mauritanian government also realized that a sizable 

portion of their economy was dependent on the participation of the non-Moorish Black 

Maiuitanians. For example, the arable land in the Senegal River Basin that had formerly 

produced well for the non-Moorish Black Mauritanians, was lying barren, because the 

Moors who had appropriated it during The Events did not have the expertise to cultivate 

it. The Moors began to realize that they needed the expertise of the non-Moorish Black 

Mauritanians. 

Although the Mauritanian government has not acknowledged their responsibility 

for The Events, nor made adequate reparations, the political situation improved enough to 

make the leaders of the MND decide to come out from their previously clandestine status, 

and take on a new name, L 'Union des Forces Dimocratiques/Ere Nouvelle. or the 
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UFD/EN. However, even as recently as June, 2000, the Moorish-led government began 

expelling non-Moorish Blacks to Senegal again. Diplomatic intervention from Morocco 

as well as from the leader of the multi-ethnic opposition party, the UFD/EN. put a hold on 

the expulsion of Blacks. However, most remain diffident about the intentions of the 

current Mauritanian regime, despite the fact that things seem to be beginning to change 

for the better. 

E. "Nationhoods" as Viewed by Different Groups in Mauritania 

When France drew a line through the center of the three ethnolinguistic groups' 

territories, imposing that the Senegal River would be a boundary line separating two 

countries they called Mauritania and Senegal, the question remains as to how the people 

in those artificially formed countries have made sense of the concept of "nation." To 

prove that "nation building" is the process of certain modemizing elites, through the 

forms, routines, rituals and discourses of rule (Joseph and Nugent 1994:20), Senegalese 

organic intellectual, Cheikh Anta Diop (1967; 1974) interviewed peasants in the Senegal 

River Valley in 1978,18 years after the artificial boundaries were put in place. Diop 

asked one peasant woman, "What is your nationality?" She replied. "Fm from the 

Waalo." Her identity/world view was still defined according to the precolonial system. 

This example shows that the government elites' views and people's views of "nation" are 

not necessarily synchronized. Also, as Bartra (1994) mentions, the popular audience, 

whose assent "the state" is vying for, may not be paying attention (Sayer 1994:370). This 

is an attempt to begin to make sense of the complex reality of nation-formation in West 
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Africa. 

The case of Mauritania at the time of "independence" is exemplary in underlining 

die complexity of how different groups coped with this new, artificial construct of nation. 

Of course, subjects are not passive; it is important to understand how things are 

negotiated on the ground (Joseph and Nugent 1994:16). The European conceptualization 

of "nation" did not apply to West Afiica. For example, in Mauritania, the French 

assigned the political power to the Moors in 1960, when Mauritania was declared an 

"independent" "nation." On paper, Mauritania is recognized as a "nation." but, 

Mauritania would be better defined as a nation-in-formation. This calls further into 

question the definition of nationhood. The fact that equal rights for citizens, regardless of 

race, tribe or ethnolinguistic group do not exist is a grand understatement. The alliances 

that exist are not necessarily related to national boundaries, nor are they divided strictly 

upon ethnolinguistic lines. More common are ideologically defined nationalisms which 

transcend European-"imagined" geographical boundaries. 

Alliances are drawn by kin, by religion {Freres Musiilmans or Muslim 

Brotherhood), by political affiliation, by caste, by tribe, by ethnolinguistic group and by 

locally defined geographical areas, as well. During The Events in 1989, national political 

action was taken under the guise of promoting national interest, but in essence it was in 

accordance with the Moorish-led government's interests. At the time they were trying to 

arabize Mauritam'a, and wanted to expel all Blacks who they thought did not fully 

embrace the Arab culture and language. Smce the Pulaar have a strong sense of 
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ethnolinguistic cultural identity, and have historically led many of the opposition 

movements, they were targeted. Their common belief in Islam did not protect these 

Blacks, nor did their common ''nationality." Their passports were destroyed and declared 

false. Then, the Mauritanian government tried to label these expelled Blacks as 

Senegalese. These Blacks who were bom, and had lived their entire lives on soil marked 

as Mauritanian, were forcefully expelled from the land of their ancestors, and sent across 

the Senegal River without any of their possessions. The Mauritanian government 

appropriated their lands, and redistributed it amongst the Moors. 

Currently and historically, most Blacks who come from the Senegal River Valley 

have relatives on both sides of the Senegal River. Because of die style of agriculture 

traditionally used in the Senegal River Basin, the ebb and flow of the tide of the river 

would naturally irrigate the crops on both sides of the river. Both sides of the river were 

equally accessible by families. When the Moors, who had traditionally carried out their 

nomadic lifestyle in the northern part of Mauritania, realized that their oases were 

becoming scarce, they began to migrate towards the Senegal River, where the land is 

fertile. 

Historically, the Moors and the three Black ethnolinguistic groups lived 

autonomous of each other in their historically delineated areas, without having to share 

resources, or be governed by one common leader. Colom'alism abruptly changed this 

order. For a while, the Moors and the Blacks united against the French. Then, when the 

French declared Mauritania's independence, and passed on their power to the Moors, 
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more problems ensued. Perhaps it would have been wiser to have each ethnoiinguistic 

group elect a representative, so that there would be balance of power between the 

ethnoiinguistic groups in the government. 

F. Mauritania: the Link Between the Arab World and Black Africa 

The first President of Mauritania, Moktar ould Dadah, spoke of Mauritania as the 

'Tra// d'Union,''' which is the grammatical term for hyphen, between die Maghreb and 

Subsaharan Africa. Mauritania is the only country constituted ofBlacks and Moors. A 

rough translations of the following folk song in Pulaar, gives us an idea of some of the 

popular sentiment behind this uransition. 

Hayo in malamai (3X) Manritanie ko leydi mimdi, Leydi sa falde daleebe. Gi la 
ouguiya figni (3x) CFA ma diyiini. Wmti tumaranke. 
(Hey, we are lucky! (3X) Mauritania is a big country. It is a country made up of 
Moors and Blacks. Since our national money was created (upon independence). 
the French currency was replaced. It became a part of history. I wish I was a 
foreigner.) 

When I was in the Pulaar region of the Senegal River Valley on the Mauritanian side in 

1996, some Pulaar children taught me this song for national unity, which is still taught in 

schools in the Pulaar region today. This is testimony to the complexity of popular 

sentiment about "nation," in the wake of the violence perpetrated by the government 

against the Blacks in the Senegal River Valley in the early 1990s. 

Despite the political violence, some Black Mauritanians rationalize that they 

should still fight for the dream of a united nation, anyway. Mauritam'a is a country which 
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is still rich in resources, especially in the Senegal River Valley, with all of its arable land, 

and along the coast with its boatloads upon boatloads offish. Since Mauritania is 

sparsely populated, theoretically, there is plenty for everyone. The Blacks know that the 

Senegal River Valley is still their land, the land of their ancestors. Most are sentimentally 

attached to this homeland, and are not willing to be intimidated to leave by an arabizing 

government regime. 

Separatist movements on the political landscape of Mauritania include the Black 

African Nationalists, Islamic Nationalists and Arab Nationalists. Primarily, the Black 

Nationalists' goals seem impossible without a coup d'etat, since the Arab elites currently 

in power would never allow the secession of the Senegal River Valley, the only arable 

land in the countty, from their power. That would weaken Mauritania, and force the 

Moors to submit to neighboring Morocco. 

In general, most Mauritanians would rather not give up their homeland and their 

identity as Mauritanians, despite the political problems in nation-formation. As a whole, 

the Black nationalist, separatist groups are often seen as racist against the Moors, and 

dius are in the minority. Many Blacks personally know Moors who protest loudly in 

opposition to the government. Some Moors participate in the iV/JVD movement, which 

transcends ethnolinguistic boundaries. The rationalization exists diat the Moors in the 

government were under the influence of the Bath party and Saddam Hussein when they 

perpetrated The Events. Another rationalization is that the military personnel who are 

implementing the government's orders are illiterates who are trying to make a living for 
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their families. 

Many Moors, however, are allied with the Arab Nationalists. As a result of the 

Mauritanian government's affiliation with Saddam Hussein, die United States closed 

down its embassy in Mauritania, and cut off foreign aid. Long time critics of .Arab 

Nationalism have been asking what Mauritania in West Africa had in common with Iraq. 

When former United States President Bush defeated Saddam Hussein, Mauritania lost the 

extra funding that was reinforcing their arabization movement. Now that Saddam 

Hussein no longer can afford to fund the Arabization process in Mauritania, the 

Mauritanian government is looking for new allies, even from within the ranks of its own 

formerly exploited Black ethnolinguistic groups. The Mauritanian government has even 

accepted funding from Israel, which is shocking to the Arab Nationalists. Recently, the 

Harratines are begixming to organize politically among themselves, as well. There is also 

an Islamic Nationalist group, called Les Freres Miisidmans, or the Muslim Brotherhood, 

formerly led by Iran's Ayatollah BChomeni, whose alliances cross ethnolinguistic lines and 

geographical borders. This Nation of Believers is grounded in common religious beliefs. 

Going along with colonial-imagined boundaries is in some ways submitting to the 

discursive framework defined by French colom'alism. The radical separatists envision 

"nation" in terms that reach beyond geographical boundaries imposed by colonialism. 

G. The National Democratic Movement (MM>) 

K liberal strategy is to work for reform within the confines of a pre-determined 

system. Currently, there is a dominant tendency among diverse ethnolinguistic groups in 



Mauritania to support the nation-formation process within the boundaries defined by 

colonialism. A major obstacle in the creation of this nation includes developing a 

language policy that is accepted by all four ethnolinguistic groups, and envisioning 

educadon reform which would help create a literate public that could participate in the 

democratic creation of a nation. There is a strong desire to find solutions that work well 

for all ethnolinguistic groups of the nation. 

The le Mouvemeni National et Democradqiie, or the National Democratic 

Movement supported the importance of teaching mother tongue literacy to all illiterate 

citizens of Mauritania, regardless of ethnolinguistic group, in order to create a more 

democratic union/nation. The iV/A'D understands, in theory, the Moors' desire to promote 

the use of their native language, Hassaniya, instead of the former colonial language. 

French. Arabic is a well-developed language, and is perfectly capable of replacing 

French. However, the ^^ND supports the right for the Black ethnolinguistic groups to 

receive an equitable amount of resources to be able to develop and promote their own 

languages, as well. 

Rather than transethnification (Ruiz 1996) or assimilation, the h/[ND promotes 

decentralization, while retaining die administrative unit and geographical area of the 

"nation-in-formation" of Mauritania. A crucial component of die MND's platform of 

goals is the attainment of adequate government support for locally-controlled 

development of all national languages. This would attempt to increase their fimcdonal 

capacities especially in science and technology so that all commum'ty functions could be 
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carried out in the national languages. Another aspect of iV£VD's plan would be to institute 

the importance of ail Mauritanians gaining proficiency in a second national language, 

beyond their mother tongue, to foster cross-cultural communication between 

ethnolinguistic groups. In fact, during the 1970s, the ^[ND supported literacy campaigns 

in all of the Mauritanian national languages. Volunteers in each language taught literacy 

in their native languages to the farmers in the rural areas. At the time, advocates for 

literacy in African languages, such as Cheikh Anta Diop (1967; 1974) were trying to 

prove that African languages were perfectly capable of being used for teaching math and 

science. 

It appears that the governmental regime had a hidden agenda in creating L 'Institut 

des Langues Nationales, the ILN, or the Institute for National Languages in the 1980s, by 

coopting the momentum of the movement, and sabotaging it by providing it with only 

symbolic means. In fact, since then, little has been accomplished at the Institute with 

respect to the movement's goals to initiate experimental schools taught in the national 

languages and expand from that to integrate national languages like Pulaar into the school 

system due to a lack of adequate resources. It is said that the Mauritanian regime has 

created an empty institution, and the strength of the commitment to the goals has 

dissipated. This Institute, led by the steadfast efforts and commitment of certain 

Halpiilaar'en, did work on creating a Pulaar dictionary, and published elementary school 

textbooks and traditional stories in Pulaar for the experimental schools, as well as 

participating in conferences with other West African countries' National Language 
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Institutes. A series of these West Afiican National Language Conferences were dedicated 

to developing a standardized version of Pulaar. Unfortunately, in July of 1999, the 

Mauritanian government ceased all funding for the Institute, and the Institute was 

dismantled. The government decided instead to create a department for die national 

languages at the University, connected to the Department of Linguistics. Fishman (1997) 

warns about the dangers of allowing an external source take control of a movement's 

efforts, especially when it is in that source's interest to maintain the status quo. With a 

strong, autonomous base at the grass roots level with local control, efforts tend to be more 

sustainable. 

In order to become literate, one usually thinks in terms of learning to read and 

write at school. Therefore, one needs culturally relevant curriculum materials and 

teachers trained to teach the particular language(s). However, before the process of 

developing these resources can begin, the government leaders and policymakers must 

have adequate financial resources and the political will to support its implementation. 

Literacy development is a highly charged political issue, which must be viewed in 

historical context. Therefore, issues regarding the history and direction of language 

planning and policy are relevant to the discussion. 

According to French language-in-education policy, since 1539. only French was 

allowed to be spoken by students even in the African colonies. J. Spencer in Ansre argues 

that the present-day pattern of the use of indigenous languages has been significantly 

shaped by the attitude of die previous colonial authorities (Ansre 1978:287). The French 
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were against tiie use of indigenous languages, believing in the assimilation model of 

colonialism, which privileged the ability to speak the colom'al language (Ansre 

1978:287). The French refused to accord any position to the indigenous languages in 

formal education. In 1829, the Governor of Senegal dismantled the schools' use of 

Wolof, which is the lingiia franca (Mansour 1980:138) still in use today in Senegal, 

promoting the sole use of French (Ansre 1978:287-288). When Togo was mandated to 

France from Germany, the French completely barmed the use of indigenous languages in 

goverrunent schools that were previously promoted by the Germans (Ansre 1978:288). 

The church schools kept teaching some subjects in the indigenous language along with 

French until independence. Since then, despite much discussion, nothing definite or 

practical has been done to change the exclusively French language-in-education policy in 

the government schools in Togo. 

The French colonial education system was designed to educate an elite that could 

fill the administrative posts in the colonial government system. Only a tiny minority of 

the elite benefit from instruction in the former colonial language. Having the lion's share 

of the government's resources for education being funneled towards such a tiny 

proportion of the population is not cost-effective, assuming that the government's goal is 

education and literacy for the majority. Investing in reformulating the education sj'stem 

so that it is viable for the majority is necessary for the development of the potential for 

popular participation in the workings of a democratic nation. 
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In the context of the post-colonial societies of West Africa, the extremely low 

literacy rate is a vestige of the damages wrought by the failure of the exclusive use of 

French regulated by the language-in-education policy of French colonial education 

system. An African child was beaten publicly by the teacher with a wooden stick, the 

symbole, for speaking their native language at school. The child then was forced to pass 

on the symbole to the next student who they caught speaking their native language, in 

order to avoid another beating. Amazingly enough, some countries in West Africa, like 

Niger, are still using the former colonial education system, and are still in the process of 

defining a new education policy. 

The advantages of promoting literacy in a child's mother-tongue before teaching 

the second (or third, etc.) language are corroborated by research (Williams 1996 182-209) 

showing that children from "experimental schools" taught in die child's native language, 

score significantly higher on tests, and have a higher degree of success in being promoted 

to higher levels of education. Nevertheless, die political will often falters in its 

willingness to create and adequately implement diese '"experimental schools" and/or adult 

literacy projects. 

"Francophone" countries made an exception in allowing the use of indigenous 

languages in adult literacy projects, and have set up several literacy centers which 

produce materials mainly for adults in the local languages (Ansre 1978:290). A non-

University-based example is the long-established IFAN, L Inslitiit Fondamentale 

d'Ajrique Noire, or the Fundamental Institute of Black Africa, in Dakar, Senegal, now 
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known as L 'Instiiiit Cheikh Anta Diop. named after the famous Senegalese 

author/intellectual (Ansre 1978:292). Though their main stated function is contrasiive 

analysis between indigenous languages and French, the ultimate objective is to enhance 

the teaching of French (Ansre 1978:292). However, those who promote the extension of 

the use of indigenous languages beyond their use as stepping stones toward attaining a 

language of wider communication are considered unrealistic and unduly nationalistic 

(Ansre 1978:290). 

The history of the politics of language of the Halpiilaar 'en in West .Africa, with 

an emphasis on the situation in the Senegal River Valley in Mauritania, is certainly a 

complex topic. Nationalism, ethnicity, language policies and linguistic ideologies are 

salient and contested issues. Healing from the damaging ideological and material effects 

wrought by the politics of greed may take generations. Acknowledging and denouncing 

the violence and denigration inherent in these policies and ideologies is the first step in 

deconstructing them. Then, bolstered by the wisdom and pride in one's heritage, culture 

and language, and protected with a strong ideological and material defense against other 

forms of damaging policies and ideologies that still exist today, reconstruction is possible. 

It is important to note that the political situation in Mauritam'a is not the same as it was 

during The Events, and things are starting to change for the better. 
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CHAPTER IV 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

When attempting to address the major challenges of nation-formation and 

deconstructing linguistic ideologies, created by colonialism, Gramsci's analyses of the 

State and theories about creating a counterhegemonic force are extremely useful. 

Although Gramsci's (1971) writings refer to his direct experience with the opposition 

movements to fascism in industrial Italy in a relatively homogeneous ethnic environment, 

unlike the multiethnic, primarily agricultural context in Mauritania, his theoretical 

contribution is still relevant. Also briefly mentioned will be Freire's (1970) related 

theories about the liberatory potential of education, when used as a counterhegemonic 

force. Though Freire like Gramsci is an organic intellectual writing out of his particular 

experiences, in his case in Northeastern Brazil, his theories about concientizagao are still 

applicable, as well. Other major theorists add to the depth of this discussion. This 

chapter intends to help provide a theoretical framework for exploring the politics of 

language and education in Mauritania. 

A. Key Concepts and Theoretical Links 

Before exploring the issues, it is useful to define the key concepts that will be 

discussed. Primarily, I will emphasize the dynamic nature of the concepts that follow. 

For example, neither ideology, hegemony nor "the state" is monolithic, or a static, 

definitive outcome. All are problematic, negotiated, partial, processuai, and characterized 

by contention and struggle (Rosebeny 1994:360). I will demonstrate later that even 
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ethnolinguistic groups are relational and situational not homogeneous. People from the 

same family may have different views, strategies and approaches (B. Williams 1989). 

The concept of "nation" or national alliances is also quite variable, depending on an 

individual's positionality. Heath and Irvine define that cultural conceptualizations of 

language are ideological both when and because they are also politically and morally 

loaded ideas about social experience, social relationships and group membership 

(Woolard 1998:8-9). In this light, nation formation, conscientizaqao. hegemony and 

liberation will be explored. 

1. Nation Formation 

A transethnified nationism which implies loyalty to the "state" is distinct from 

nationalism which implies more of a sentimentally-based attachment to a "nation." 

Transethnification tolerates cultural diversity, where ethnicity is celebrated individually, 

symbolically and privately. However, transethm'fication does not encourage cultural 

pluralism, where ethnicity is manifest as a public, political commitment, which might 

interfere with a citizen's allegiance to the "state"(Ruiz 1996). Neither of these 

distinctions quite fits the case of Mauritania, where one can be proud to be Mauritanian. 

proud to be Muslim, proud to be firom a non-dominant ethnolinguistic group like the 

Pulaar. and also be opposed to the government and its dominant ideologies. 

Transethnification is a linguistic ideology used often in conjunction with nationism (Ruiz 

1996:1; Homberger n.d.). Ruiz differentiates transethnification from assimilation in that 

with transethnification, one does not necessarily have to lose one's ethnicity in order to be 
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useful to the state, nor must one necessarily have a sentimental attachment to the "state" 

(Ruiz 1996:1; Homberger n.d.). 

A critical look at these concepts in dynamic interaction is useful preparation for 

the deconstruction of colonial linguistic ideologies. The first of Ruiz's "Twelve Theses 

on Language Plarming in the United States" reminds us that language plaruiing is always 

an essential aspect of nation-building (Ruiz n.d.). "Nation-building" is also sometimes 

construed as the process of certain modernizing elites (Joseph and Nugent 1994:20). 

Some, on occasion, use "state" and "nation" interchangeably (Ricento and Homberger 

1996:412). Abrams (1988) argues that state formation is the process of concealing 

history and relations of subjection in a legitimating illusion (Joseph and Nugent 1994:19). 

Influenced by Durkheim (1957) as well as Mao Zedong (1966), Corrigan and Sayer 

(1985) draw attention to the totalizing dimension of state formation linked to its 

constructions of Anderson's (1983) conception of "national identity" which are embodied 

in the forms, routines, rituals and discourses of rule (Joseph and Nugent 1994:20). 

When discussing issues of language in emergent nations, it is important to take 

into consideration that diese nations-in-formation are trying to ground themselves in a 

territorial and social space that was "inherited" fi-om their colonial past (.Anderson 1983). 

The 19'*' Century colonial state and policies that its ideologies encouraged, dialectically 

engendered the grammar of the nationalisms that eventually rose to combat it. The role of 

the local colonial state is not discussed. Anderson admits that his book. Imagined 

Communities, is Eurocentric with oversimplified models for the "Third Worid," similar 
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to most European scholars, with the distorted view that everything important in the 

modem world originated in Europe (Anderson 1983:xiii). 

Corrigan and Sayer's analysis of the formation of the dominant order in England 

was a centuries long process, which included economic transformation, political 

extension and construction, and cultural revolution. This formed "the state" and 

particular kinds of social and political subjects (Roseberry in Joseph and Nugent 1994: 

355). Since most African countries gained their independence in the 1960s, it is 

understandable why they are still nations-in-formation. This not even taking into 

consideration the fact that the geographical boundaries were chosen and imposed by the 

colonizers without respect for the historically meaningful boundaries for the different 

African ethno linguistic groups. 

2. Conscientizaqao 

In order to confront the challenges of creating a strong nation in a post-colonial 

context, it is vitally important for the previously colonized people to address their own 

internalization of colonial linguistic ideologies. Because the education system is one of 

the institutional apparati of the state (Althusser in Camoy 1984), it can be instrument for 

creating a unified, conforming citizenry, organizing the linguistic and cultural knowledge 

and behavior of the youth. (Heath 1978). This is especially the case when the banking 

concept of education (Freire 1970) is used, where teachers deposit information into the 

students in order to maintain the status quo. 



On the other hand, when education is intended to be liberatory, Paulo Freire's 

foundational concept, comcientizaqao, or conscientization is fundamental. Through the 

process of conscientization, students and teachers become aware of their relative position 

of privilege, in relation to others, as well as their ability to effect change in their 

surroundings (Freire 1970). Through critical dialogue on locally-derived generative 

themes (Freire 1970), internalized colonial ideologies can be reassessed, and new 

priorities for action can be established and achieved. Thus, this problem-posing 

education becomes the practice of freedom, rather than the perpetuation of staius quo 

(Freire 1970). Then, the people are better placed to name their own world, and face the 

challenges of nation-formation wid\ an ongoing dialectic of reflection, action and 

evaluation (Freire 1970). 

In order to create a language policy that will be sustainable and will aid in the 

process of nation-formation in post-colonial nations-in-formation, it is important for the 

people, both the leaders and the constituents, to participate in the process of 

conscientization (Freire 1970). This entails identifying and unlearning colonial linguistic 

ideologies. The hegemony must also be recognized and analyzed, before a 

counterhegemonic force can be created and put into action. This must not be done in the 

form of propaganda or slogans, for reasons of expediency, because diat does not develop 

the conscientization of the people who are central in sustaining the new 

counterhegemonic force (Freire 1970). 
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3. Hegemony 

Antonio Gramsci's reflections on facing the challenge of creating a 

counterhegemonic force (Gramsci 1971) are extremely relevant to this discussion of post-

colonial nation-formation. The ideological remnants from the colonial times are layered, 

with multiple sites which are difficult to reach and to decipher, much less to transform. 

Further, the neo-colonial leanings of die current government, as well as other thinly 

veiled sectarian leanings that are propounded as nationalistic, also need to be unveiled 

and transformed, in the nation-formation process. 

Hegemony is a material and political concept, which is dynamic and indeed fragile 

(Roseberry in Nugent: 358). Hegemony is not a fim'shed, monolithic ideological 

formation, but a problematic, contested, political process of domination and struggle 

(Roseberry in Nugent: 358). Because a hegemonic force is layered and complex, with 

multiple sites of domination (Roseberry in Nugent: 357), penetrating virtually every 

institution, the people need to be prepared with the skills to critically decipher and act 

upon their world. Differences of privilege are never simply bipolar, symmetrical or static, 

nor can they be essentialized. They change over time. In our multidimensional world, the 

social, political and cultural contexts must be analyzed in more complex and processual 

terms (Roseberry in Nugent: 357). 

Hegemony itself is not to be understood as an overarching ideological consensus 

dominating a static reality (Scott in Roseberry in Nugent:357). Of course, there is lack of 

consensus in social situations of domination. The dominated know they are dominated. 
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they know by whom and how. Rather, they initiate subtle ways of living with, talking 

about, resisting, undermining, and confronting the unequal and power-laden worlds they 

live in. Corrigan and Sayer stress that the power of a state's hegemonic force lies not so 

much in the consent of the subjects, but with the state's regulative and coercive forms and 

agencies, which define and create certain kind of subjects and identities, while denying 

and ruling out others. This is achieved, not simply through the police and armies but 

through its offices and routines, its taxing and licensing, and registering procedures and 

papers. (Roseberry in Nugent:357) The choice of an official language, therefore, dictates 

the language in which these above-mentioned concrete aspects of the hegemony will be 

enacted. 

Hegemony is a complex um'ty of coercion and consent in situations of domination. 

Gramsci (1971) did not assume that the subalterns are captured or immobilized by some 

sort of ideological consensus (Roseberry 1994:358), instead they are active participants. 

Sayer and Roseberry say that an integral element of the power of the process of state 

formation is its ability to set the central terms of a common discursive framework through 

which contestation and struggle can occur (Joseph and Nugent 1994:20). The colonial 

administration defining artificial borders is a prime example. 

This brings up the importance of a very broadly conceived definition of coercion 

(Sayer 1994:375; Knight 1994:47). Coercion, in this sense, translates into the 

authoritative organization of space, time and identities; the authority to define the 

quotidian world in which one is constrained to live (Sayer 1994:375; Levi-Strauss 1977; 
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Kristeva 1977; Izard 1977). Subjects are repeatedly reminded of their subjected identities 

through rituals and media of moral regulation, not only through their manifest concrete 

oppression (Joseph and Nugent:20). The power of this form of rule is diat it enforces the 

terms on which things must be done at the most everyday of levels. The most insidious 

part of this power is the fact that people's everyday moral accommodations grounded in 

an equally everyday fear, actually legitimate the omnipotence of this order, precisely 

because of their knowing complicity. The insipid nature of this process is that those ritual 

accommodations diminish and disempower their participants and the participants know 

that (Sayer 1994:374). Unfortunately, there are consequences when one does not live this 

lie. It is not inconsequential that the last sentence by Sayer (1994) in Nugent and 

Joseph's, Evervdav Forms of State Formation (1994) is, "As Max Weber (1958) said, 

(and the Great Arch unoriginally repeated), every state is founded, in the final analysis, on 

force." (Sayer 1994:377) This definitely applies to the past and current lived reality of 

Mauritanians. 

Hegemony constructs a common material and meaningful framework for living 

through, talking about and acting upon social orders characterized by domination. This 

fiamework is in pan discursive: a common language or way of talking about social 

relationships that sets out the central terms around which and in terms of which 

contestation and struggle can occur (Roseberry 1994:360). A hegemonic process and 

common discursive firamework are state (unarticulated but necessary) projects rather than 

state achievements (Roseberry 1994:365). To the extent that a dominant order has 
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legitimate forms of procedure for complaints and acceptance, it has established a 

discursive framework. Points of contention are determined by the hegemonic process 

itself (Roseberry 1994:362). 

The need to construct a common discursive framework shows both the power and 

the fragility of a particular order of domination (Roseberry 1994:363). There is an 

immense power in the ability to define in great detail acceptable forms and images of 

social activity and individual and collective identity that regulates most of social life. 

Social classifications are enshrined in law, embedded in institutions, routinized in 

administrative procedures and symbolized as rituals of "the state" (Nugent and Alonso 

1994). Discursive processes that valorize certain forms of activities by giving them the 

official seal of approval can have enormous cultural consequences for how people 

construct their identities. The problem/ fragility of these hegemonic frameworks begins 

at the linguistic level (Roseberry 1994:364). 

Linguicism is defined as "ideologies, structures and practices which are used to 

legitimate, effectuate and reproduce an unequal division of power and resources (material 

and immaterial) between groups which are defined on the basis of language" (Skutnabb-

Kangas 1988:13; Phillipson and Skumabb-Kangas 1996:437). Note that this definition 

does not imply that every member of a relatively dominant group inflicts linguicism on 

others in the same way, or to the same degree. The term neocolonialism will be used to 

refer to camouflaged colonialism, when the political administration is in the hands of 

coopted African elites, but the economic ties with the "former" colonizers remain the 



104 

same. The French were relatively successM in creating the illusion of having given their 

"former" colonies political "independence," while actually maintaining economic 

dependency. 

4. Liberation 

Gramsci's concern about class struggle underlies most of his theories. He analyzes 

how the ruling class uses the state apparatuses including the formal education system in 

order to serve their own interests and consolidate their hegemony. He also points out that 

the same strategies used by the elites can be utilized by the proletariat in order to gain 

control of the State. Gramsci speaks about the educative role of the progressive political 

party who must teach the masses how to critique the past and their philosophers (Gramsci 

1971:242). In addition, they must learn to see themselves as a part of history and builders 

of a future society. There is agency in teaching a historical perspective, because when 

one understands that life was different in the past, then it logically can be made different 

in the future. Education is seen as a means to raise awareness of one's relative social 

position. In addition, education is a process that prepares organic intellectuals to 

represent one's social group. These intellectuals would organize their social group 

towards creating a new hegemonic presence in society, more in line with their group's 

interests. The Communist vision expressed in The Prison Notebooks was the creation of 

a new collective will towards a classless society (Gramsci 1971:132). 

Before moving further in. the analysis, it would be useful to define the concept of 

liberation according to Gramsci. In his revolutionary struggle, Gramsci and other 
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Communists believed that the ultimate end to fascism would be a dictatorship of the 

proletariat (Gramsci I971:xxxiv). This would be liberatory in the sense that ideally class 

struggle would no longer exist. However, in the establishment of such an ideal society, it 

would necessitate fighting against the old order. Gramsci believes that education should 

be used to create social conformism among the masses, so that they can attain the power 

of their own State. Thus, certain freedoms would be limited widiin the confines of the 

initial phase of the establishment of the classless society. 

Depending on how one defines liberatory, Gramsci's theories may in fact be 

defined as such. If one defines liberation in terms of freedom of expression, and freedom 

of thought. Gramsci's version of education would not be considered liberatory in that 

sense. However, if one considers the collective liberation firom class struggle as a valid 

criteria forjudging the liberatory value of education, then one could agree that Gramsci's 

theories do have some liberatory value. Gramsci argues diat education could ideally 

benefit the collective, by liberating the masses from class struggle. Historical e\'idence 

shows that such a classless society has not yet been achieved. 

Nevertheless, a Gramscian analysis can have liberatory value, in the sense that it 

encourages people to critically analyze die role of education as an apparatus of the State 

(Gramsci 1971:196). This should prevent people from taking for granted the "neutrality" 

of the messages delivered through the state school system. Further, Gramsci raises 

awareness of the state's hand in attempting to rally die people around the idea that die 

ruling class's interests are nationally universal, trying to effectuate a certain social 
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conformism (Gramsci 1971:129). 

B. Gramsci and the Politics of Language and Education in Mauritania 

Although Gramsci's work has definite relevance for education, his writings on die 

topic of education are dispersed throughout his works and are directly connected to his 

main theoretical discussions about hegemony, intellectuals, social conformism, the 

"ethical State," and the building of a collective will through an intellectual and moral 

reform. I will discuss how these contribute to our theoretical understanding of education 

in "francophone" West Africa. Gramsci tends to speak about education as a means of 

those in power to "reproduce" their ideologies, though he extends this by adding that 

groups can become educated by taking a critical look at the past and their philosophers, 

adapting those insights to their own lived e.xperiences, in order to attempt to create a 

better future. 

Within the discussion about Gramsci's main theories on education, will be woven 

my thoughts on how a "language plarming" theoretical perspective might contrast with a 

"language ideologies" theoretical perspective. Fishman's (1997) theoretical perspective 

on language planning is more concerned vnth those language ideologies that are 

instrumental for or against an intended plan, whereas a strictly language ideologies 

perspective such as Irvine (1998, 1995,1993, 1989) or Gal (1998) would include a 

discussion of tiie entire picture. A historical note about "language plaiming" and 

"language ideologies" theoretical perspectives in West Afiica is necessary to provide the 

context of this paper. During colonial times, the dominant French linguistic ideologies 
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were supported by the language planning decisions of the French, which in turn enforced 

the dominance of French. There is extensive evidence of the damages wrought by the 

French colonial linguistic ideologies and practices in West Africa (Djite 1193a, 1993b, 

1990, Ka 1993, Kelly 1986, Manchuelle 1995, Mansour 1980. Diop 1967). 

A unique case in "francophone''' West Africa is Mauritania, because it is the only 

country which joins the Maghreb with Subsaharan Africa. When France declared 

Mauritania an independent country in I960, it ''gave" the power of the State to the Moors. 

The Moors in power increased their alliances with Arab Nationalists, such as Iraq's 

Saddam Hussein. Syria's Hafez al Assad, and Libya's Muomar Khadafi. all originally 

inspired by Egypt's Gamel .A.bdel Nasser as well as Islamic Nationalists. With this 

ideology in mind, Arab intellectuals infiltrated the State, and imposed a decree in 1966 

that Arabic would be enforced as the official language throughout the country, even for 

the non-Arabic speakers. Thus, the linguistic ideologies of the Arab elites became 

dominant, and were implemented through their language planning decisions. 

On the other hand, the Black ethnolinguistic groups of the Senegal River Valley 

also had linguistic ideologies which they fought for, such as the promotion of the 

development of all national languages, under the ideological leadership of Senegalese 

historian and linguist, Cheikh Anta Diop (1967). In 1974, when the struggle was 

reaching its peak, the Mauritam'an regime started to compromise by creating L 'Institut 

des Langties Nationales, The Instimte for National Languages, and a limited number of 

experimental schools taught in the national languages. However, these gains were later 
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sabotaged by the lack of adequate government resources as well as the cooptation of some 

of the leaders of the opposition groups. The Black ethnolinguistic groups have not had 

hegemonic control of the State in order to implement the large scale effort through formal 

channels, through top-dovvn language plaiming. They have, however, participated in 

bottom-up language plarming (Homberger 1997), and have resisted the top-down 

language planning of the French and the Moors in many ways. 

The first Gramscian hypothesis to be discussed is, "Insofar as hegemony is 

founded on coercion and consensus, it is an educative relationship." Gramsci describes 

the educative and formative role of the State, whose aim is always that of adapting the 

civilization and the morality of the broadest popular masses to the elites* views and ideals 

(Gramsci 1971:242). The State apparatuses are used by the ruling elites to legitimize 

their ideologies and actions, as if they were universal. The method was to apply educative 

pressure upon each individual so as to obtain their "consent" and their collaboration, 

tuming things that were previously only accomplished through coercion into "freely 

chosen" acts and/or attitudes. Education is seen as one of those "neutral" apparatuses, 

though most scholars realize that education is never politically neutral. 

The first ftmction in organizing hegemony is to gain the spontaneous consent from 

the masses to the general hegemony imposed on social life by the dominant group. This 

consent is historically created from the desire for the prestige, and the consequent 

confidence, which the dominant group enjoys because of its relative political position of 

power (Gramsci 1971:12). The second flmction of hegemony, which supports the first, is 
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implemented by the apparatus of State coercive power which "legally'' enforces discipline 

on those groups who do not "consent" either actively or passively (Gramsci 1971:12). 

The schools with their positive educative function, and the courts with their repressive 

and negative educative function are the most important State activities in this sense 

(Gramsci 1971:259) Creating a legal order which organically regulates people's quotidian 

lifestyles is key to establishing the basis for hegemony. However, there must be a 

spontaneous assent for respecting this legal order, not merely an external imposition. It 

must be a necessity recognized by the people; they must propose it to themselves as if it 

were a free choice, not simply the result of coercion (Gramsci 1971:128). 

When the former French colonies were "granted" independence, the shift from 

direct domination, to indirect rule made French exploitation less visible, since it was 

carried out by African elites. The chosen elites in power were successful at suppressing 

any resistance to this neocolonialism. Thus the French colom'al linguistic ideologies 

remained, and the economic reward system through the opportunity' for government 

employment was still dominated by the knowledge of French. In most of the former 

French colonies, the knowledge of French is still the dividing line between the urban, 

educated, westernized elite and the masses (Ka 1993:279). Not permitting people to use 

their own language in the public sphere, such as in schools, ensures that they will remain 

at the bottom of the socioeconomic hierarchy. 

According to Gramsci, educative relationships are founded on coercion and 

consensus, just like hegemony. Every hegemonic relationship is necessarily an 



110 

educational relationship and the dialectic occurs not only within a nation, between the 

various forces of which the nation is composed, but in the international field, between 

complexes of national and continental civilizations (Gramsci 1971:350). Gramsci 

describes the function of a political party as directive (hegemonic) and organizational, or 

in other words, "educative" (Gramsci 1971:16). When one takes one's philosophy to the 

people, trying to make it a national element, by creating a band of disciples who could 

popularize it, it then becomes an educative element starting in primary schools, and 

would be educative even for the simple masses (Gramsci 1971 :l32). According to 

Gramsci, circulars, similar to political pamphlets or tracts, used by the opposition groups 

in Mauritania, are explicative, reasoned and educative because they provide a well 

stocked and easy to use archive of information, in which all past activity can be reviewed 

and analyzed critically, with respect to the historical relations of power. Gramsci claims 

that undesirable elements can be "educated," directed, purged of extraneous 

contaminations, in order to bring them in line with Marxism (Gramsci 1971:195-196). 

Gramsci's use of the word educative often seems to imply indoctrination in a specific 

ideology. 

The second hypothesis to be discussed is, "Despite die fact that hegemony is 

exerted by the ruling class, it is organized in capitalist society by a particular social 

category: the intellectuals" (Gramsci 1971:128). Although the vast majority of West 

Africans are farmers, and Africa does not have enough capital or industry to compare 

itself with a capitalist society, the colonizers' goal was to expand capitalism through 
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colonialism, the ultimate stage of capitalism (Lenin 1938). Nevertheless the function of 

the intellectuals was and is comparable. Most of the time in West Africa, military 

dictators who have claimed their position as the head of State through a coup d'etat are 

illiterate, and surround themselves with intellectuals to guide them. The ruling class, who 

is often die moneyed elites, may have earned dieir money through commerce, and could 

be illiterate, as well. Consequently, in West Africa, the ruling class relies on the 

intellectuals to rationalize the actions of their regime to the people. For e.xample, 

intellectuals develop and promote language ideologies to rationalize the benefits of 

language policies. The intelligentsia are the ones who write the slogans and speeches 

which convince the people that the State has all the citizens' best interests equally in 

mind. 

A small ruling group will try to methodically absorb into its own the entire 

political personnel all of die intellectuals from the various, originally subversive, mass 

movements (Gramsci 1971:128). Some intellectuals in West Africa, who start out in 

opposition to the regime, are opportunists, in that ruling party can coopt or "buy" their 

services and allegiance, in exchange for a political position, money and privileges (Diop 

1967). This process, which Gramsci calls transformism, is not an isolated phenomenon. 

It conforms the new forces of the coopted intellectuals to the vital interests of the ruling 

group, not simply its immediate interests, but its future ones as well (Gramsci 1971:128). 

The colonial admim'stration was able to implement a very broadly conceived plan for 

generations, as well as being able to offer enough rewards to the intellectuals to keep the 
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system running. The ramifications of the lingering colonial linguistic ideologies affect 

the course of current language planning efforts, as well. Cooptation occurred even after 

independence. In 1973, the first President of Mauritania, Moktar Ould Dadah was 

successful in stopping the campaign against his regime by integrating 80% of the 

intellectuals from the opposition. The frequency of this cooptation has made the people in 

West Africa distrustful of intellectuals. 

On the odier hand, a few organic intellectuals in West Africa maintain their 

connection with the people and reflise to be coopted. One noteworthy West African 

example is Burkina Faso's Thomas Sankara. In 1984. Sankara convinced the army to 

overthrow the old, corrupt regime, with the goal of then installing a democratic regime. 

He had the interests of the people in mind when he established a law banning the 

importation of cloth. Thus, the women who handmade the Bogota cloth suddenly had a 

big, national market. Further, the people wore traditional clothing as a sign of their 

national pride. Sankara made the salary of politicians the same as high school teachers, in 

order to discourage political corruption. Unfortunately, in the 1990s, Sankara was 

overthrown, with the financial support of the French, who did not want to see other 

former colonies follow the path of Burkina Faso. Sankara was a prime e.xample of what 

Gramsci meant by a "new" intellectual who defended the interests of the people. 

The third hypothesis to be discussed is, "Education is the process of formation of 

'social conformism'." Gramsci theorizes that the problem of assimilating the entire 

grouping to its most advanced firaction is a problem of education of the masses. Through 
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law, the State renders the ruling group "homogeneous" and tends to create a social 

confonnism which is useful to the ruling group's line of development. This goes beyond 

government activity to include the activity involved in directing civil society, in those 

zones which the law calls legally neutral, such as in morality and in custom (Gramsci 

1971:195). According to Gramsci, "legal" contexts would consist of the normal channels 

of the law and explicit policies. Outside of legal contexts, the dominant ideology is 

implemented through an ethical, moral climate, or public opinion (Gramsci 1971:195, 

242). When the dominant ideologies are internalized and applied outside of the explicitly 

controlled spheres, that is one demonstration of hegemony in action and social 

conformism being achieved. "Legally neutral" activities used in generating hegemony, 

such as education, operate without sanctions or compulsory obligations, but nevertheless 

exert a collective pressure and obtain objective results in the form of an evolution of 

customs, ways of thinking and acting, and morality (Gramsci 1971:324). These objective 

results are known as social conformism. In West Africa, however, those who have 

control of the State apparamses are the ones who are best positioned to attempt to 

effectuate social conformism. 

The French and later the Moors tried and try to use explicit and implicit coercion 

to achieve a certain social conformism and solidify or create their hegemonic position in 

Mauritania. The goal of Arab elites in Mauritam'a, to arabize all Mauritanians, including 

the Blacks, primarily through the imposition of the Arabic language was clearly an 

attempt at creating social and political conformism. The Arab elites also tried to use 
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religious rhetoric to pressure the Black ethnolinguistic groups into accepting Arabic. 

based on their common religious background in Islam. However, most Blacks were very 

aware that this common religious background did not prevent the .\rab elites from 

perpetrating atrocities against their Black Muslim brothers (Africa Watch 1994). One 

would argue that, if the Mauritanian goverrunent had e.xecuted their language policy 

decisions in a more democratic way, with the goal of gaining the consent of all 

Mauritanians, they probably could have eventually achieved their goal of having Arabic 

as the official language, with certain concrete concessions to the other national languages. 

However, since die decree in 1966, when the Mauritanian government declared Arabic 

the official language, the hegemony of Arabic has been primarily founded on coercion. 

The Black ethnolinguistic groups resisted this attempt at social conformism, by 

lobbying for the development of their languages and for increasing their functional use in 

the schools. One idea was to give all Mauritanian citizens the opportunity to acquire 

literacy in their mother tongue, and then everyone could learn a second national language. 

Instead, the government's policy disadvantaged the Black ethnolinguistic groups by 

forcing them alone to learn a second language, Arabic, in schools. Further, not only 

would they be competing with native speakers of Arabic in school but also later for 

government jobs. Ironically, if the Black ethnolinguistic groups were given the choice of 

which national language to learn as a second language, many probably would have chosen 

Arabic. This would have resulted in virtually all Mauritanians learning to speak Arabic. 

Eventually, people would probably have "spontaneously" recognized Arabic as an 
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organic lingiia franca, and a logical choice for an official language, especially in an 

Islamic Republic, where virtually everyone is Muslim, and prays daily in classical Arabic. 

However, because Arabic was imposed, many from the Black ethnolinguistic groups 

rejected it, in many ways. The challenge of creating and promoting new language 

ideologies to promote a new language policy, which takes into consideration 

ethnolinguistic diversity is a major issue for many African countries, as well as many 

other multiethnic post-colonial countries. 

The fourth hypothesis to be discussed is, "The State, as an "ethical State' or 

indeed, as an educator, assumes the function of building a new 'type' or ievel' of 

civilization: thus it constitutes an instrument of rationalization" (Gramsci 1971:247). 

According to Gramsci, the superstructural factors should not be left to themselves to 

develop spontaneously in a haphazard and sporadic way. It appears that Gramsci would 

be opposed to laissez-faire language planning, and that the ones pretending to be in power 

should actively promote favorable ideologies. 

Gramsci sees the State is an instrument of "rationalization" operating according to 

a plan; it should urge, incite, solicit and "punish," for once the conditions are created in 

which a certain way of life is "possible," then "criminal action or omission" must have a 

punitive sanction, with moral implications. The law is the repressive and negative aspect 

of the entire positive civilizing activity undertaken by the State. The "prize-giving" 

activities of individuals and groups must also be incorporated in the conception of the 

law; praiseworthy and meritorious activity is rewarded just as criminal actions are 
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punished, bringing in public opinion as a form of sanction (Gramsci 1971:247). When 

something is "'rationalized" it doesn't need to be imposed through coercion from the 

outside. The military model is profoundly mistaken and leads to the inexorable necessity 

of crushing it (Gramsci 1971:30l). The repressive nature of the government of Mauritania 

is proof that it has not succeeded in rationalizing its "Arabic-only" language policy. 

However, the Black ethnolinguistic groups have not been successful thus far, either. The 

prize-giving aspect, such as offering potential employment, is perhaps the most difficult 

part of promoting indigenous language development. 

Gramsci claims that every State is "ethical" in as much as one of its most 

important functions is to raise the great mass of the population to a particular cultural and 

moral level which corresponds to the interests of the ruling classes (Gramsci 1971:259). 

In West Africa, neither "the State" nor the "masses" nor even the "interests of the ruling 

class" are monolithic entities. However, other institutions such as Islam in West Africa, 

or ethnolinguistic group norms, may prevail over State functions, with respect to 

providing an educative, ethical overview for the people. In West Africa, certain members 

of Black ethnolinguistic groups reject the State school system, and make their living 

through agribusiness or commerce, keeping the focus of their lives within the bounds of 

their traditional lifestyles, and away from the interference of the State, as much as 

possible. Some in West Africa may even consider the term "ethical State" as a 

contradiction in terms, because States are not known for being "ethical." Ideally, 

according to Gramsci, only those that put an end to the internal divisions of the ruled, and 
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create a technically and morally unitary social organism, can create an ethical State 

(Gramsci 1971:259). 

The fifth hypothesis which seems to conclude this analysis is. "The establishment 

of a classless society and the building of a collective will must be achieved through an 

intellectual and moral reform." Economic reform is the concrete form in which every 

intellectual and moral reform presents itself (Gramsci 1971:133), including cultural and 

political reform. Gramsci speaks of a "modem Prince" who must be the proclaimer and 

organizer of an intellectual and moral reform, which includes creating the terrain for the 

development of the appropriate national-popular collective will. Thus, all would be led to 

think in the same coherent fashion about the real present world (Gramsci 1971:3 25). and 

any act would be seen as useftil or harmful, virtuous or wicked only with respect to this 

economic reform embodied in the leader (Gramsci 1971:133) But unlike religious 

groups, that leader is unable to promise its followers eternity. Building a collective will 

where those in power agree to forego their interests and privileges and share their wealth 

would probably be best accomplished by imposing the fear of death. According to Kant 

(1881), religions draw their power firom this very basis. Granted, only time will tell if 

West Africans will be able to create for themselves more egalitarian societies. 
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CHAPTER V 

METHODOLOGICAL NOTES ON THE ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER 

It is relevant to acknowledge the various ways in which my identity and position 

affected my research in Mauritania. Because of the socio-political context, Mauritanians 

and the Mauritanian regime saw me in a particular light, and behaved accordingly. 

Further, it is important to acknowledge the numerous ways in which the identity and 

position of Gido, my main Pulaar contact in Mauritam'a. opened doors for me in this 

research. His extended network of relatives and fnends with diverse political 

perspectives added immensely to the breadth of information available to me. I was 

privileged to have the opportunity to have a closer look inside the culture, in the context 

of a total immersion experience. Five years of daily interaction with and participant 

observation of people with an insiders' perspective deepened my level of understanding 

of the Pulaar culture. 

My participation in four household-level research projects in rural West .A.frica 

and two in rural Haiti added to my level of preparation for this study. Certainly, my 

commitment to the issues in the research is intensified by my personal relationships with 

the Halpulaar'en, or the Pulaar speakers. The following observations, anecdotes and 

reflections illustrate the context in which this research was performed. All of these 

factors contribute to the level of accuracy, reliability and validity of this research. 
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A. The Role of the Researcher 

1. The Political Context 

My United States citizenship provided me with a certain measure of political 

protection in Mauritania. Supposedly, if there were a political crisis, the United States 

Embassy would take action to ensure the safety of all registered United States citizens. 

At the same time, however, the Mauritanian government had armed military personnel 

aimed at the United States Embassy from all sides, as if they were ready for an ambush at 

any moment. I was told, however, that they were there to protect the Americans from 

Mauritanian extremists. 

The recent history of Mauritam'a siding with Saddam Hussein during the Gulf War 

affected the political attitude toward my United States citizenship. The Mauritanian 

government received aid from Arab e.xtremists like Saddam Hussein to "arabize" 

Mauritania. This arabization project had extremely negative effects upon the Pulaar 

conmiunity. This included the forcible removal of Blacks, primarily the Pulaar. from 

their homes and the appropriation of their land by the Mauritanian government. When 

the former Bush Administration discovered the Mauritam'an government's affiliation with 

Saddam Hussein during the Gulf War, former President Bush shut down the US AID 

office in Mauritania. Due to the course of events of the Gulf War. Saddam Hussein 

could no longer afford to send aid to Mauritania. As a result, the Mauritam'an 

government had to reposition itself politically. Since then, the same Mauritanian regime 

has even accepted aid from Israel for certain development projects including a bridge 
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built in Rosso in the Senegal River Valley. It is said that some Pulaar named their 

children Bush, in gratitude for the indirect results of his actions. 

At times, my status as an American was a cause for suspicion by the Mauritanian 

regime. Many fear diat all Americans are spies. A scandalous report was aired on 

national television in the United States, publicly denouncing die alleged continued 

presence of the slavery of Black Harratines in Mauritania. Though this report was 

organized by Black Mauritanians exiled in the United States, the Mauritanian government 

is well aware of the power of Americans' access to wide-ranging media networks that 

may influence public opinion about Mauritania. 

My habit of taking copious notes while doing research was not discreet enough for 

the political context in Mauritania. 1 was told to not even carry a pen and a notebook with 

me, because it made me look like a spy to the Mauritanian regime. I still managed to 

keep a series of small notebooks with notes about ethnographic details and new phrases 1 

was learning in Pulaar. The following reflections from my field notes describe the tenor 

of some of my experiences in Mauritania. 

••in*##*******##**#****#** 

During my first trip to West Africa, an entire month was spent traveling 

through Mauritania and Senegal meeting Gido's huge extended family, as well as 

his close friends. Wherever we went, approximately every twenty miles, we 

would get stopped at roadblocks by armed Moors in the military. They'd peer 

suspiciously into our car, asking for identification. With my head covered in a 
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traditional veil, I would look the other way, wishing they would stop staring and 

let us on our way. It must have been an odd sight for them to see me, with the 

coloring of a Moor, wearing Pulaar clothing, in a car filled with Blacks. Over the 

years, the roadblocks became fewer and farther between, which perhaps could be 

taken as a sign that the political situation was getting better. 

However, it wasn't long ago, 1991, during the Events, when Halpulaar'en 

were whisked away in the back of a van, and sent across the Senegal River, along 

with many other Blacks firom the Middle Valley. Their passports and Mauritanian 

identity cards were destroyed, and their possessions were stolen. The Pulaar town 

of Sarandogo, is practically a ghost town, because it was hit so hard by the Events. 

The Mauritanian regime is quoted for its desire to reduce the number of Pulaar in 

Mauritania. They wanted to prevent another Pulaar-led revolt like the one led by 

the legendary Pulaar, Sekou Toure in Ghinea. 

My status as a United States citizen, rather than a French citizen, tended to be in 

my favor, because of the fact that Mauritam'a was formerly a French colony. The 

Mauritam'an regime has an interesting relationship with the French. Since independence 

fi^om French colonial rule, Mauritania has taken some distinct steps toward autonomy, 

such as nationalizing their mining industry, having their own currency, the oiiguiya. and 

declaring Arabic as their official language. Nevertheless, certain aspects of French 

neocolonial relations remain. Recently, the Mauritanian government decided to reinforce 

! I 
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bilingual education with French and Arabic, rather than enforcing its previous emphasis 

on Arabic-only. At the same time, certain Mauritanian exiles in France, including former 

top officials in the Mauritanian army who are privy to top-secret information, have 

threatened to expose the human rights abuses of the current President of Mauritania. 

They wanted to try him in court in France, similar to the type of trial that Chilean exiles 

tried to impose upon Pinochet. (Radio France International) The Mauritanian regime's 

attitude toward the French is indeed multi-faceted, and I was advised to make it known 

that I am not French. 

France's continuing postcolonial presence in West Africa was clearly evident. 

The presence of behavior inspired by the attitudes, dynamics and ideology initiated during 

French colonialism was most disturbing. I will never forget the pompous look of 

disgust on the Parisian airport clerk's face as Gido was trying to get a transit visa to 

change airports in Paris in order to reach his connecting flight to the United States. 

Consequently, racist French are spoken of in derogatory terms such as being 

"compliques,''' or "frogs." 

2. The Socio-cultural Context 

My daily interactions with West Africans taught me to tone down my Parisian 

"r's," because they can be construed as a sign of European snobbiness. The last thing I 

wanted was to be associated or affiliated with the French. Nevertheless. I sensed a level 

of ambiguity in Mauritanians' attitudes toward the French and the French language. For 

example, certain French-educated people would assume the attitude of pompous 
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intellectuals and seemed to equate one's level of ability in French with one's level of 

intelligence. Unfortunately, some alienated Mauritanians have internalized aspects of the 

inferiority complex imposed upon them by the French. Mauritanians who adopt a Parisian 

accent are often seen as being alienated from their African roots. Because of the nature of 

my research. I was primarily surrounded with people who were not alienated, recognized 

the racist elements in society, and had a strong sense of pride in their African heritage and 

languages. If French was used, it was used for its utilitarian value. 

Nevertheless, the fact that I speak French was useful in many ways. It enabled me 

to communicate with the West Africans who had done their studies in French. These 

same people could help me communicate with people who could speak only their native 

language, such as Pulaar, by translating the Pulaar into French for me. I could also read 

articles, books and documents written in French, as well. Since most formally educated 

West Africans with higher academic degrees did the bulk of their studies in French, 

French is used as a lingua franca among people of different ethnolinguistic groups. It is 

also often used in their interactions with the "West." My French was less useftil in 

communicating directly with the people who live in Boghe, where most people speak 

primarily Pulaar. 

The fact that I have learned to speak some Pulaar basics has been important for 

my acceptance in the Pulaar community. In general, when the Halpulaar 'en from 

Mauritania are together, they prefer to speak Pulaar. Though my rudimentary knowledge 

of Pulaar is useful for many informal situations, such as greetings, small talk about food. 
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family and well-being, it is not good enough for me to function in interviews without an 

interpreter. Nevertheless, the Halpiilaar 'en would constantly encourage me with my 

efforts to learn Pulaar. Some would consciously speak to me only in Pulaar. cajoling me 

to hurry up and become more fluent. Some teased that they were going to take me away 

from anyone who could translate for me, and keep me with them for three months for a 

full-immersion process. They would compliment my progress with Pulaar by saying to 

each other in Pulaar, "nebbe cfe pirV This means literally, "the black-eyed pea plant is 

mature." Metaphorically, this expression means that 1 was growing as a Pulaar-speaker, 

and starting to understand more Pulaar. In sum, the Pulaar were delighted by my attempts 

to learn their language and follow their customs. 

Certain aspects of my identity, such as my ability to speak English, were much 

less relevant in West Afnca. For instance, on rare occasions when interacting with a 

group of people where everyone spoke English, people might make the effort to speak 

English to make me feel more comfortable. Even then, after everyone had showcased 

their ability to speak English, the language would inevitably revert to one which was 

more commonly used. The fact that 1 am a native English speaker generally prompted 

comments on my ability to communicate in French and/or Pulaar. When asked, I would 

teach basic English skills. 1 was fascinated when Gido's niece, who was being schooled 

in an Arabic-only environment, took notes on the pronunciation of English words using 

Arabic script. 



125 

Economically, I come from a place where my daily needs are met comfortably. I 

am accustomed to having consistent access to telephones, air conditioning, running water 

that is potable, electricity and functioning toilets. In Mauritania. 1 was exposed to a wide 

range of economic levels. Thus, when I was among those with less resources, I was 

reminded of the many things I take for granted, and my relative position of privilege. At 

the same time, I experienced more extravagance, leisure and abundance than I had ever 

encountered in the United States. The generosity 1 felt from all ends of the economic 

spectrum left a strong impression upon me. 

Although I am from the "West," I was not treated like a Western person. In the 

United States, when hosting parties for West African guests, some of them would 

comment at the end of the party, in my presence. "Now that all the Americans are gone, 

we can relax."' The fact that I am a "Western" woman, did not prevent the female Malian 

researchers from sharing with me, in an intimate conversation, their disgust with Western 

women who rail about the issue of genital mutilation. The complexity of this issue, like 

many others, cannot be understood or dealt with outside of its cultural and societal 

context. I was inside, yet outside. [ was privileged to get an inside look, and "outside" 

enough to see things from a different perspective. These Malian women inspired me to 

conscientiously pursue the opportimities that are relatively more available to me because 

of my relative position of privilege. 

Another way West Africans have made me feel accepted and welcome is by 

giving me African names. An affectionate name given to me by GfO&'s uncle was 
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"Sappoy Tatf which is Pulaar for thirteen. This is because my name in French is 

Therese, which sounds like treize or thirteen in French. The following year, he jokingly 

called me "Sappoy Nay''' Pulaar for fourteen. Generally, I was given the first name of the 

matriarch of the family. Also, anyone who had the same name as my given name would 

call me "Tokara.'^ When I was doing research in Mali, the chef dii village, or village 

chief, of a tiny Pulaar village named me Aissata, which was the name of the matriarch of 

his family. His wife told me with a smile that I should be pounding the millet with her 

and the other Pulaar women. 

The color of my skin marked me, as well. Since my father is Sicilian, with Arabic 

roots, and my mother is also Italian, my coloring might lead some to think I am a Moor. 

Thus, the Moors would expect someone of my coloring to be wearing a voile. In 

Mauritania, a voile is a colorful gauzy sheath of cloth which is wrapped around the 

woman so that only her face and her hands show. I was probably the only light-skinned 

woman in Mauritania who didn't wear a voile or dress in Western clothes. Upon seeing 

me dressed in traditional Pulaar clothing, a Moor remarked, "That is the best skin 

whitening job I have ever seen on a Pulaar woman." Sometimes Black women do use 

skin-lightening "beauty" creams. 

As a show of my solidarity to the preservation of the Pulaar culture and forms of 

dress, I refused to wear the voile, and wore traditional Pulaar dress. This was intended as 

a silent protest to the arabization measures which try to invade the distinct cultural 

expressions of the other ethnolinguistic groups that have historically populated this 
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region. I was told by a Black Mauritanian who was a member of the military during the 

tension-ridden, early 1990s, that he had to jump in to defend a woman from being beaten 

by some other military men, because she was not dressed appropriately. 

Although the voile is the typical dress for a Moorish woman, it is being promoted 

to be the national dress for all Mauritanian women. I even heard a young Pulaar woman 

say that "all Mauritanian women wear the voile." This immediately brings to mind 

Gramscian ideas about hegemony and Foucaultian ideas about the power of controlling 

people's daily behaviors at an intimate and intricate level, such as how they dress. 

...the rationality of power is characterized by tactics that are often quite explicit at 
the restricted level where they are inscribed (the local cynicism of power), tactics 
which, becoming connected to one another, attracting and propagating one 
another, but finding their base of support and their condition elsewhere, end by 
forming comprehensive systems: the logic is perfectly clear, the aims 
decipherable, and yet it is often the case that no one is there to have invented 
them, and few who can be said to have formulated them: an implicit characteristic 
of the great anonymous, almost unspoken strategies which coordinate the 
loquacious tactics whose "inventors" or decisionmakers are often without 
hypocrisy." (Foucault in Lemert 1993:519) 

The Moor-led regime's tactic of encouraging all Mauritanians to abandon their typical 

forms of dress and conform to their Moorish style of dress disguises itself as being an 

innocuous way to promote national unity. Rather, it is one part of the web of tactics of 

arabization and cultural invasion of the other ethnolinguistic groups native to Mauritania. 

Further, the Moor-led regime tries to invoke religion in order to legitimize its 

arabization tactics of imposing its cultural norms and language on the rest of the non-
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Moorish Mauritanians. Often the Moors cop a stance of superiority because their spoken 

dialect of Arabic, Hassaniya, is supposedly quite similar to the dialect that was spoken by 

the Prophet Mohammed (Peace be upon him). Of course, Saudi Arabians would beg to 

differ. However, according to that logic, then all Muslims would have to dress like Saudi 

Arabians from that era, and speak in an historically appropriate Saudi dialect, because the 

Prophet Mohammed (Peace be upon him) was bom in that part of the world. While 

virtually all Mauritanians are Muslim, and do indeed pray in Arabic and conform to styles 

of dress that are appropriate to the Muslim code of dress, this does not mean that they 

should be forced to abandon all of their culturally-specific modes of expression in all 

aspects of their daily life. Ironically, the Pulaar marabout El Hajh Umar Tall was 

principally responsible for the spread of Islam in Subsaharan Africa. Indeed, one can be a 

good Muslim, without dressing like a Moor. 

Nevertheless, it is inspiring to see the indefatigable desire for national unity 

between the Moors and the Blacks, depicted in the racially mixed political panics, such as 

the UFP, previously known as the MND. This exists even in the face of a strong critique 

of the history of gross violations of the human rights of Blacks by the Mauritanian 

government. Indeed, there can be detected resentment among non-Moors about being 

forced to learn Arabic in school and having to compete with native speakers of Arabic for 

things like grades, scholarships to study abroad, and government jobs, as well as 

resistance to speaking Hassaniya. At the same time, there are others who are completely 

balanced trilinguals, with Pulaar, Hassaniya and French. Intermarriage is another aspect 
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to this equation that softens people's alliances to one ethnolinguistic group or another. 

The question of ethnic affiliation is extremely interesting among the various mixtures of 

ethnolinguistic groups in Mauritam'a, and is worth being pursued. 

B. The Role of the Principal Key Informant 

My ability to gain entry and acceptance into the Pulaar community was largely 

thanks to my connection to Gicfo and his status in the Pulaar community. Part of his 

status is related to the family and caste into which he was bom. .A.nother important part 

of his status is based on what he has done with his relative position of privilege. His 

reputation for his work has earned him an immense network of support. 

C. Preparation for the Field 

Much preparation on many levels added to my readiness for conducting this 

research in Mauritania. Living among non-alienated Halpulaar 'en in the United States, 

infused my daily life with the Pulaar language and the whole gamut of Pulaar customs 

and world views. This indeed prepared me for living among the Pulaar during my four 

trips to Africa. The research experience I gained participating in household livelihood 

research projects in rural Mali and Niger, West Africa, and two in rural Haiti was 

extremely instrumental in preparing me for conducting my own research. 

I had the rare advantage of being able to apprentice, observe and work side by side 

with the principal in\'estigator, through virtually all of the phases of the research process. 

Further, these were larger scale livelihood studies of hundreds of households in dozens of 

villages. The research process included preparing the instnmients, training the local 
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researchers, conducting pilot studies, revising the instruments, hashing out the local 

definitions of the research constructs, choosing the sample villages, randomly selecting 

the sample households, and working with translators, often in French and an Afncan 

language. It also included learning about the customs, languages and the ways of 

communication and expression of the villagers. Living en broiisse, or in the field entails 

learning how to eat and drink safely in conditions that may not have access to electricity, 

running water, potable water or latrines. Steps must be taken to protect oneself from 

malaria and other tropical diseases. One must also be prepared to handle the heat, the 

mosquitos, limited privacy and rooms that were not hermetically sealed from the 

elements. All the while, one is reminded that one is under the close observation of the 

villagers, who were trying their best to make us feel comfortable and welcome. 

Realizing the responsibility of the fact that I may be the first .American many of 

these people had ever met, and that they are indeed formulating opinions about 

Americans, I felt the pressure of being a cultural ambassador for the United States. The 

research required patience and long hours, from sunrise to midnight. Various activities 

included conducting on-site household interviews and key informant interviews on 

different subjects. Periodically, meetings with the local interviewers were held to discuss 

the research process and the problems which arise. The SPSS templates for the data 

entry were created, and the local researchers were trained in data entry. The data entry 

was supervised and aggregated. Then, the data was analyzed, and the preliminary results 

were collectively written. The writing process included presenting and discussing the 
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preliminary results with the local researchers, and then with the villagers. Only then was 

the final draft written. 

During one of the research projects, I became inspired to pursue a doctorate and 

conduct ftirther research in the area. This development project was in rural Mali, in the 

sacred region of Pays Dogon, famous for its rare Dogon sculptures, and its hand-woven 

and hand-dyed indigo pagnes and bogola or mud-cloth. The same female Malian 

researchers who perfumed my bedroom with supposedly aphrodisiacal incense, also 

brought me a medicinal paste made from baobab to help cure me when I contracted 

amoebas. Most memorably, these women spoke to me about the complexity of the 

situation of genital mutilation of females in Mali. I had spoken to a group of young giris 

in Pays Dogon on the same subject, as well. It was during this trip that it became clear to 

me that my role would be to find the resources to facilitate them in pursuing their own 

research agendas on their own terms. In the context of the gravity of these Malian 

women's concerns, I wanted to add the weight of a doctorate to my voice and to their 

concerns. 

Certainly my own previous studies and research experience added to my 

preparation for conducting this research. In 1991,1 conducted a ten-month research 

project in Italy. This included training multilingual, local researchers in the interview 

process, hashing out research constructs, conducting a two-month pilot study, developing, 

revising and translating the questionnaires, conducting three-hour taped interviews and 

transcribing and translating their responses to the open-ended questions. In 1994, my 
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Masters thesis focused on the power o(conscieniizagdo in the rural literacy campaigns of 

Paulo Freire. In addition, I attended the American Indian Language Development 

Institute, which offered insight from other indigenous movements. My studies of the 

politics of language and education of minority language groups in the United States 

provided an interesting comparison, as well. This all helped prepare me to understand the 

struggles of the Pulaar on a political and ideological level. 

On another level of preparation, I learned as much as I could about how to fit into 

the Pulaar culture in order to avoid unnecessary cultural fmcx pas, I exposed myself to the 

Pulaar language and customs on a daily basis, even before going to Africa. 1 learned the 

basic pragmatics for polite communication in Pulaar, including greetings, basic 

commands and phrases surrounding morning, mealtime and evening activities. I learned 

to cook West African dishes and eat in the traditional manner. I was given African clothes 

and learned about culturally and religiously appropriate forms of dress. I learned about 

West African music and dances. I was exposed to Islamic traditions, such as daily prayer 

rituals, fasting for Ramadan and celebrating other Muslim religious holidays. 

Over time, I learned the basic tenets of Islam. Although I am not Muslim, I would 

often pray to God alongside them during their daily prayer rituals. I also used some of the 

most commonly used Arabic phrases diat pepper daily speech, such as insh 'allah (God 

willing), al hamdoiiUlah (thanks be to God), bismelah (in the name of God), marsh 'allah 

(God protect you from being cursed by people envious of you) asalaamu aleikam (Peace 

be with you) and allah o akhbar (God is great), to name a few. Since the Pulaar were 
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historically important proponents of the Islamicization of West Ainca, the presence of 

Islam in the Pulaar culture is notable. 

D. Reception in the Field 

I followed Gido's suggestions in terras of how to behave in a culturally-

appropriate way. Thus, I avoided accidentally offending people, out of ignorance. For 

example, in accordance with Pulaar tradition, I stayed in the home of Gido's closest 

relative, rather than choosing to stay in the most comfortable or convenient location. This 

was especially appreciated when I stayed in places where there was no running water or 

electricity and minimal privacy. I was well-acquainted with the stereotypical image of the 

Western woman, who is spoiled, materialistic, haughty, superficial, demanding, 

emotional, loud, closed-minded, disrespectful of local customs, selfish, individualistic, 

needy of privacy and Western "creature comforts," anal about cleanliness, picky about 

food and drink, and paranoid about getting sick. Though I did get sick on occasion, and 

had a difficult time with the heat, especially with the traditional forms of dress, the West 

Africans really appreciated my attempts to follow their customs. They went out of their 

way to make me feel as comfortable as possible. I managed to discreetly refiain from 

certain foods and drinks, and an extra effort was made to have bottled water available for 

me. 

I happen to be personable, and the Pulaar could sense the sincerity of my interest 

and respect for them and their culture. A common compliment Pulaar relatives and 

friends of Gido's made about me was that I had a "^laadi reeduj^ which literally 
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translates to having a "clean stomach". Metaphorically, this expression means that I am 

a good person inside, pure of heart. Another Pulaar expression that was used in 

describing me was "Ina weli YiiYam" which means literally that I have good/nice/sweet 

blood, again referring to their observations that I am a friendly person. Often, the Pulaar 

commented that 1 behaved better and "more Pulaar" than some of their own alienated 

women, who were striving toward their own ideas of a modem. Western ideal. 

Consequently, the Pulaar seemed to be competing in expressing their love and 

appreciation for me. One of Gido's aunts tie-dyed a cloth that says: F/ve TrezciL or Long 

live Treza. which is how some people pronounced my name. In die morning, there 

would be a race among the Pulaar women to see who could arrive first with the best 

home-cooked meal. At times, there were three feasts placed in front of me. 1 was also 

constantly invited to elaborate feasts in their homes. Gifts of hand-dyed fabrics, 

traditional clothing, jewelry and crafts were offered to me from virtually every fnend. 

neighbor and distant relative of Gido's that were visited. 1 feel deeply grateful and 

indebted to the generosity that was shown to me by the people I have encountered in West 

Africa. 
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Upon arriving, everyone was so happy and excited. There was the bustle 

and laughter of Gido's family's usual welcoming activities. They sat me down on 

the bamboo mats, offering me the decorated leather pillows to make me more 

comfortable, as well as silver goblets of cold baobab and hibiscus drinks, laying 

out a huge platter of grilled lamb, freshly slaughtered for the celebration. 

Overall, the above observations, anecdotes and reflections demonstrate how the 

Mauritanian regime and the Pulaar reacted to various aspects of my position as well as 

Gido's. It also shows the various ways in which my background and experience 

prepared me for conducting this research. This look "behind the scenes" intends to add 

insight to the quality of the data collection process and the reliability of the information 

presented as follows. 
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CHAPTER VI 

METHODOLOGICAL NOTES FOR MICRO-LEVEL ANALYSIS 

In order to have a more complete picture of the politics of language of the Pulaar 

in Mauritania, it was necessary to gather information at the micro-level, as well. I chose 

Boghe which is and historically has been known as a town inhabited primarily by the 

Pulaar. An investigation of the histories of individuals living in Boghe would give a 

sense of the effects of the changing political situation and language policies "on the 

ground." In order to gain insight into the research questions, pertinent concepts were 

identified and culturally-relevant variables were created. A questionnaire then was 

delineated, in order to ensure the gathering of consistent types of information from all 

persons interviewed. Households and key informants were then selected and interviewed, 

and the information was analyzed. All steps of the research process at the household 

level in Boghe will be discussed in detail. 

A. Preparing the Research Instruments 

When preparing the household questionnaire, I intended to gather as much 

information as possible about each household member's educational history and the 

factors that may have affected their educational pursuits. I wanted to look at the various 

types of education that exist in West Africa, including Koram'c schooling. The changing 

political situation affected the language-in-education policies in government schooling 

over time. Despite the fact that black African languages like Pulaar are rarely taught in 

formal schools in Mauritania, I was intrigued by its stability in intergenerational mother-
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tongue transmission. I also wanted to highlight the Halpulaar 'en's proficiency in 

various languages which are often acquired outside of formal schooling. By looking at 

the reported educational histories of the individuals, I hoped to gain a more nuanced 

perspective of the situation of the Pulaar in Mauritania. 

I. Defining Key Concepts 

Before beginning the micro-level research, it is important to have a general idea 

about the culturally-specific definitions of the major concepts underlying the research. 

These include a discussion of what constitutes a household, who is labeled the head of the 

household and who is considered a household member. Decisions about modifications of 

these definitions for the purposes of the scope of this research project, and the reasoning 

behind them will also be presented. A basic overview of the structure of the schooling 

systems in this region is also necessary in order to put the responses of the interviewed 

participants in perspective. 

a. Household 

In the context of a research study, a household is a unit of analysis. Statistics can 

be aggregated at many levels, such as by village, by ethnic group, by sex. by language 

group, by region, by country, and by continent, to name a few. In larger studies, with a 

higher number of households interviewed, the analysis at the household level can add 

even more "significant" information. Since this study includes information firom ten 

households, the statistics at the household level will be primarily descriptive. However, 

the questions asked indicate the type of information that can be investigated when the 
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number of households interviewed is greater. 

Attaining information at the household level is useful, especially with cultural 

groups like the Pulaar, where household members pool their resources and work togedier 

in maintaining the household. The dynamics of the repartition of resources and labor 

within the household adds another level of complexity to this picture, which unfortunately 

is beyond the scope of this study. While statistics may point to trends, it is always 

important to acknowledge die variation and complexity that exists at the household level, 

and within a household. Often, the smaller the unit of analysis, the more diversity 

appears. The closer one looks, the more nuanced details appear. 

b. Household Head 

The question of identifying the head of die household for this study was somewhat 

complex. There was generally a consensus on who was designated as the honorary head 

of the household. Usually, the eldest household member was considered the head of die 

household. However, if s/he was incapacitated, or had recently deceased, one of his/her 

close relatives takes over the role of being the acting household head. While the eldest 

member may be given the honorary title of household head, the resources may be 

managed by someone else. The dynamic complexity of the role of the household head is 

interesting, and is worthy of further study. In larger studies, certain information about the 

household head, such as sex, age, ethnicity, occupation, level of education might be a 

significant way to compare the levels of well-being between households. For the 

purposes of this study, the household head was primarily used as a reference point for 



139 

better understanding the complexity of the composition of the relationships among the 

household members. 

c. Household Member 

When defining who would be considered a household member in the Pulaar 

community, numerous questions come to mind. For example, does one include every 

person who lives in the family compound? Does one include every person who was bom 

in the compound? Does one include everyone who has ever lived in the compound? 

Does one include people who live in the compound, regardless of whether they are related 

by blood to the others? Does one include people who eat and/or sleep in the household 

on a regular basis? If there are several main bread-winners living in the same compound, 

would they all be considered a part of one larger household? If these breadwinners share 

resources, would that make them a part of the same household? If a person sends money 

or resources to the household, are they considered a household member, even if they no 

longer live in the compound? If several compounds share resources, does that make them 

a part of the same household, whether they are related or not? 

When conducting the interviews, I wrote down everyone whom the person I was 

interviewing mentioned as a member of the household. Most of them began with the 

eldest members, and listed their spouses and offspring. For the purposes of this study, I 

decided to define a household member as a person who either lived in the compound, ate 

or slept there on a regular basis, or sent money or resources, regularly. Therefore, the rest 

of the questions in the household interview concentrated on the people who fit these 
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criteria as household members. I chose to include the few household members who were 

recently deceased, and attempted to gather as much information about them as possible. 

When gathering statistics about household size, I differentiated between the number of 

people living in the compound, versus the number of people considered a part of the 

household because of their contributions. 

d. Koranic School 

In order to understand the responses to the questions I posed about Koranic 

schooling, it is important to have a basic overview of the nature of Koranic schooling of 

the Pulaar in Mauritania. Though the tenets of Islam are unique, the cultural diversity in 

the modes of practicing Islam is apparent, and merits acknowledgment. Certainly, the 

complexity of the numerous variations of the way Islam is practiced by Muslims around 

the globe is beyond the scope of this study. Even the styles of Koranic schooling among 

the Pulaar in Boghe are diverse. I will outline the basic structural elements of Koranic 

schooling, as well as some common forms of Koranic instruction of the Pulaar in 

Mauritania. 

Since Mauritania is officially an Islamic Republic, virtually all Mauritanians from 

all ethnolinguistic groups are Muslim. Five times a day, mosques all over Mauritam'a will 

send out the call to prayer over loud speakers, which ring out over the surrounding areas. 

At that time, Muslims will stop whatever they are doing, face east, and perform their 

prayer rituals in Arabic. Virtually every Muslim has learned at least enough to be able to 

perform the prayer rituals correctly. 
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Virtually all Muslims have learned the five basic tenets of Islam, which include 

praying, giving alms to the poor, traveling to Mecca, Saudi Arabia if at all possible, 

observing Ramadan and reciting and believing the Shihad. The Shihad is the basic 

Islamic creed that there is one God, and that the Prophet Mohammed (Peace Be Upon 

Him) is His prophet. Everyone learns their culture's interpretations of the Muslim 

recommendations about appropriate forms of dress and food and drink restrictions. They 

leam the rules about fasting during Ramadan and how to celebrate die various Muslim 

holidays, such as Maoidiid, the celebration of the birth of the Prophet Mohammed (Peace 

Be Upon Him), Tabaski, tlie celebration of the birth of Abraham, and Eid. the celebration 

at the end of Ramadan. 

The Koranic schooling of the Pulaar in Boghe takes many forms. Most children 

begin their Koranic schooling with a marabout when they are si.x years old. Some 

children are sent to live with the marabout. Other parents provide room and board for a 

marabout in their own homes. Some children leam from a relative who is a marabout. 

Still others v^all go to a Koram'c school in the neighborhood. Often, when walking 

through a neighborhood, one will see a group of children sitting on the ground with their 

slates, trying to memorize their verses. This slate is called an alliiwal. or argoise en bois. 

which is a wooden tablet, upon which one can write one's verses from the Koran with 

chalk. 

It is common for the marabout's students, called almimdo, or talibe, to beg for 

ahns in order to support their marabout. In Senegal, there is a movement to prevent the 
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abuse of street children and orphans who work as talibe for corrupt marabouis. The 

popular Senegalese singer, Youssou N'Dour, sings in Wolof about the problems of the 

abuse oi talibe in the streets of Dakar, Senegal. 

Traditionally, Pulaar parents much preferred leaving their children's schooling in 

the hands of the marabout, and would hide their children from colonizers who tried to 

round up their children to send them to the French schools. Now. most children go to 

Koranic schooling early in the morning, before going to the government schools. 

Sometimes they will study the Koran with the marabout after school, as well. In other 

words, most children attend Koranic schools as a supplement to their government 

schooling. During the summer, children often spend more time studying the Koran with 

the marabout. The number of years spent studying the Koran varies per person. 

Before, it was not customary for girls to study the Koran. They would simply 

follow the elimane, the person who led the prayers. Now, there is less of a discrepancy by 

gender, with respect to children's Koranic school attendance. Further, there seems to be a 

new wave of educated women returning to study the Koran. 

The Koran is divided into groups of verses called hijab. In order to know enough 

to perform the prayer rituals, one uses even less than one hizb. A person who has 

memorized all sixty hijab in the Koran has reached the level of hafedh. One who has 

translated the entire Koran has reached the level of tapsirou. Only a person who has 

reached the level of tapsirou is allowed to interpret the meaning of the verses in the 

Koran. A person who is allowed to interpret the meaning of the Koran is called an alfa. 
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Although the Koran has been translated into many languages, including Pulaar, 

most marabouts, regardless of ethnolinguistic group, teach the verses of the Koran in 

Arabic. When studying the Koran with a marabout, the students begin by learning the 

Arabic alphabet. A Pulaar marabout gives Pulaar words as metaphors for the Arabic 

letters, whereas a Moor marabout gives metaphors from Hassaniya. When one has 

learned the letters in the Arabic alphabet, one is at the level of hijo. The next level is 

called limto, which is when the student learns how the sounds of the Arabic letters 

combine and Join together. 

The grammar and spelling of the Arabic is not taught; it is implicitly learned in the 

process. For example, one learns the pronunciation because one has heard it and seen it. 

but not because one has learned it as a grammar rule. It is more of a memory exercise; 

literacy is not the goal. The student does not learn what the verses mean; they simply 

recite. After the student is at the level of limto, the student Ieams to recite the Fatiya, 

which is one of the first hizb that a Muslim ieams. For the first hizb, which includes five 

surats, the marabout writes on the students' slates. When a student begins the second 

hizb, the s/he is then allowed to write her/himself. At this point, the student knows how 

to read and write, but does not necessarily understand. 

e. Historical Structure of the Govemment Schools 

In order to understand the responses to the questions I posed about the 

govemment schooling, it is important to have a basic overview of the history of the 

govenmient schooling of the Pulaar in Mauritania. Though most systems of education 



144 

have certain centralized guidelines and standards, each school and each teacher will 

provide a distinct atmosphere for the students. When schools are located miles and even 

oceans away from the "center," more variation tends to exist. An historical analysis of 

the courses that were taught, and the levels of proficiencies attained by the students is 

beyond the scope of this study. Many interesting studies about which children went to 

which schools and vvhy, merit further investigation. For the purposes of diis study, I will 

outline the basic structural elements of the historical presence of the French system of 

education in Mauritania. 

Because Mauritania became independent from French colonial rule as recently as 

I960, some of the older household members in the study will have attended colonial 

schools such as L 'Ecole des Fib de Chef, or The School for the Sons of Village Chiefs or 

L 'Ecole Enfant de Troupe a Saint Lotus, Senegal. In order to have more control of the 

West Africans, the French colonial powers wanted to coopt the next generation of West 

African leaders. They also wanted to create a labor force of alienated West Africans, 

trained to run the colonial administration in their absence. Sometimes, this group of 

people is referred to as the jeitne cadre. A high percentage of Pulaar were sent to these 

schools, along with some Wolof and Moor students. Then, the best students were sent for 

further studies in France, and went on to take positions in the colonial administration in 

West Africa. In the 1960s, many of these people became the first leaders of the newly 

independent countries in West Afiica. 
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Over time, governmental schooling became more accessible to more students. 

Girls' access to schooling in West Africa lagged, and still lags though it is in the process 

of improving. Because of the political situation, with the Moors at the head of the newly 

independent country of Mauritania, by 1966, the new official language became Arabic. 

This affected the language-in-education policies, as well. The French colonial system of 

education was modified with the addition of classes in Arabic and Islamic history. 

Ironically, black children went from studying about their ancestors, the Gaulois in French, 

to eventually having all of their course work taught in Arabic. 

There were some bilingual French/Arabic schools available, but these were 

generally overcrowded. On an ideological level, governmental schooling changed from 

being a means of increasing the Francophonie, to becoming a means of arabization. In 

the meantime, children from black ethnolinguistic groups were not allowed to use their 

home languages in the school settings. This in effect created a situation where native 

speakers of Arabic had an advantage over the other Mauritanian ethnolinguistic groups, 

the Pulaar, the Wolof and the Soninke. 

Because of the political situation, where the government became violent and 

oppressive in enforcing their policies, the people responded in various forms. An 

underground, multiethnic, political movement, the iVIND, Moitvement Nationale et 

Democraiique, or The National Democratic Movement, organized rural literacy 

campaigns in all the national languages. Black nationalist groups formed as well, such as 

the NE, Natiomlistes Etroites, or The Narrow Nationalists, FLAM, Forces de Liberation 
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Africaines de Maiiritanie, The African Liberation Forces of Mauritania, and FRUIDEM, 

Front de Resistance pour I 'Unite, L 'Independance et la Democracie en Maiiritanie, or 

The Resistance Front for Unity, Independence and Democracy. 

In order to quell the fomenting dissent, the government finally conceded in 

creating the ILN, L 'Institut des Langiies Rationales, or The Institute for the National 

Languages of Mauritania in Nouakchott, the capital. It was supposed to be a literacy 

center which would develop materials in the newly declared Mauritanian national 

languages, Pulaar. Wolof and Soninke. The government also conceded in allowing the 

creation of a limited number of "experimental" classes in die national languages at the 

primary school level. 

While the resources allotted for these efforts were insufficient, the demand for the 

experimental schools was high. Because of the dedication and tireless efforts of certain 

Halpulaar'en. especially one who worked without a computer, in a office that was 

formerly a bathroom, much material in Pulaar was created. The ILN was listed as a 

source for the Pulaar-English, English-Pulaar Standard Dictionary by Mamadou Niang, 

and collaborated with other West African countries' National Language Institutes. 

Indeed, children attending the experimental schools performed exceptionally well, 

especially in the science and math portions of the standardized finishing exam for ecole 

primaire. This exam is called Entree en sixieme, and is necessary for continuing one's 

academic studies in college, or middle school These positive results occurred despite the 

fact that the students from the experimental schools had to take the exam in French, and 
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were competing with students who performed their studies solely in French. 

Unforttmately, the resources to provide experimental schools beyond the 

elementary school level were not available. Governmental policies changed, and rules 

were put into place that further restricted students' access to the experimental schools. 

As a result, the demand to attend the experimental schools exceeded the supply. Many 

intellectuals concur that the lUfs efforts were intentionally underfunded and sabotaged. 

During the summer of 1999, the Mauritanian government dismantled the ILiV. 

This reflects very poorly on Mauritania, in comparison with all of the other West .African 

countries which maintain their National Language Institutes. Instead, the Linguistics 

Department at the University of Nouakchott was amplified to include a section which will 

focus on the national languages. Key people from the ILiV with decades of experience 

lost their positions. Nonetheless, they will continue their efforts under the auspices of the 

long-standing non-governmental organization, Bamtare Piilaar. At the same time, the 

Mauritanian government decided to collaborate with the French, and reinforce the 

bilingual French/Arabic program in their national school system. Other privately run 

schools have begun to appear, including a new elementary school in Boghe, which uses 

retired teachers, founded by Gicfo and others. 

While there have been many changes throughout the years, the structure of the 

governmental school system in Mauritania since independence has remained similar to 

the French system of education. Some believe that the French system's practice of using 

leaving exams, where only a certain percentage of students are allowed to pass on to the 
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next academic level is problematic. Rather than debating the merits of the French system 

of education, a description of the various levels that exist will be provided. The ensuing 

Tables 6.1 and 6.2 can serve as a basic reference guide. 

Table 6.1 The Freach System of Education 

Ecole Primaire College Lvcee Bac 
CP-l CP-2 CE-l CE-2 cm CM-2 6 5 4 3 2 1 Terminale 

iCours Preparatoires, Cours Elementaires, Cours Moyens) 

L 'Universite Francaise 
Licence 
Maitrise 

Troisieme Cycle 
Doctoral dEtat 

Table 6.2 Glossary for The French System of Education 

Ecole Primaire 
ecole primaire 
CP-l CP-l 

CE-\, CE-l 

CM-\, CM-1 

Entree en sixieme 

Primary or elementary school. 
The first two years of "preparatory courses" in elementary school. 
Also called Cours Preparatoires., 
The third and fourth years of "elementary courses" in elementary 
school. Also called Cours Elementaires. 
The fifth and sixth years of "medium-level courses" in elementary 
school. Also called Cours Moyens. 
The finishing exam for ecole primaire, necessary for continuing 
one's academic studies in college. Literally translated as an 
entrance exam into sixieme, which is the first year of college. 
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Table 6.2 Glossary for The French System of Education - Continued 

College 
college Middle school 
sixieme The first year of college. 
cinqineme The second year of college. 
quatrieme The third year in college. 
troisieme The fourth year ui college. 
Brevet The finishing exam for college, necessary for continuing one's 

academic studies in lycee. 

Lvcee 
lycee High school. 
secondaire See lycee. Also called ecole secondaire. 
L 'Ecole des Jeunes Filles A select high school for young women, similar to a lycee, in 

Nouakchott, the capital. 
seconde The first year of lycee. 
primaire The second year of lycee. 
termimle The third and last year of lycee, immediately preceding the 

Bac. 
Bac (baccalaureai) The comprehensive Baccalaureate exam taken at the end of 

lycee, necessary for entrance into the French University 
system. Bac "A" classiqiie, focuses on literature and 
philosophy. Bac "B" iconomiqm focuses on business and 
economics. Bac "C" scientifiqiie focuses on the biological 
sciences. Bac "D" mathematique focuses on math and 
science. 

L 'Universite Francaise 
Universite Frangaise French University system. One must have passed the Bac to 

continue one's academic studies at this level. 
"First cycle" or the first academic degree level. 
First academic degree level attainable during Premier Cycle. Also 
called Diplome des Etudes Universitaires Generates. 
Degree obtained when one completes the Premier Cycle. 
National school for preparing administrators in Mauritania. Also 
called Ecole Motional d'Administration. 
National school for preparing teachers in Mauritania. Also called 
Ecole National d'Enseignement Superieiir. 
National school for preparing elementary school teachers in 
Mauritania. Also called Ecole Normale des Instituteurs. 

Premier Cycle 
DEUG 

Licence 
ENA 

ENES 

ENl 
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Table 6.2 Glossary for The French System of Education - Continued 

L 'Universite Francaise 
Deuxieme Cycle "Second cycle" or second academic degree level. 
Maitrise Masters or second academic degree level attainable when one 

completes the Deiccieme Cycle. 

Troisieme Cycle The diird highest academic degree. 
Coiirs Specialises A certificate of Specialized Studies. 

Doctorat d'Etat Higher Doctorate degree. 

Uecole primaire, or elementary school comprises six years of study: CP-1. CP-2. 

C£-l, CE-1, CM-1 and CM-1. This culminates in a leaving exam, called the Entree en 

sixieme. which is necessary for enU^ce into college or middle school. College 

comprises four years of study: sLxieme, cinqiiieme, qiiatrieme and iroisieme. This 

culminates in another leaving exam, called the Brevet, which is necessary for entrance 

into lycee or high school. Lycee comprises three years of study: seconde, primaire and 

terminate. In die 1970s, there was also a select all-girls high school, in Nouakchott, called 

L 'Ecole des Jeunes Filles. 

Lycee culminates in a leaving exam, the Bac, which is necessary for entrance into 

the French University system. In general, there are four different emphases in lycee. One 

focuses on literature and the classics, another on economics, a third on biological sciences 

and a fourth on math and physics. Consequently, there are four similar types of Bac 

exams, as well. A student may decide which Bac exam to take, regardless of which 

course of study s/he completed. If a student does not pass the Bac, s/he has two more 
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chances to redo cermimle, and retake the Bac. 

The French University system is divided into different levels or cycles. The first 

academic degree level in the French University system is called the Premier Cycle, The 

first academic degree attained during the Premier Cycle is the DEUG or Dipldme des 

Etudes Universitaires Generales. When one completes the Premier Cycle one receives 

the degree level Licence, The Deiaieme Cycle, or the second academic degree level, 

cuhninates in the attainment of the Maitrise. The third highest academic degree is called 

the Troisieme Cycle, Afterwards, one may choose to attain certificates of specialized 

studies, called Cours Specialises, or strive for the Higher Doctorate degree called the 

Doctoral d'Etat. 

Mauritania, like other former French colonies, followed the French model in 

developing some of its own schools of higher education in order to prepare people for 

jobs working for the State. In order to enter these programs, each school has its own 

entrance requirements, including taking an exam called a concours. The school which 

prepares teachers for Mauritanian elementary schools is called ENI, or Ecole Normale des 

Institiiteurs. The school for preparing teachers for college and lycee is called ENES or 

Ecole National d'Enseignement Superieur. Another school which prepares 

administrators for Mauritam'a is called EMA, or Ecole National d'Administration. 

For people who are searching for training in areas that do not depend as much 

upon one's level of academic preparation, there are other types of schooling available. 

Professional schools and trade schools, sometimes funded by NGOs, offer courses in 
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areas such as dressmaking, mechanics, carpentry, typing and data-processing. Sometimes 

local business owners, such as electricians, commercial farmers or mechanics provide 

apprenticeship programs for people in exchange for using their labor. 

2. Sampling Procedures 

Because this study is intended to be a fairly small-scale, descriptive case-study of 

ten households in one town, Bogh^ the sampling procedures did not follow rigorous 

scientific guidelines for random selection. Nevertheless, care was taken in order to 

provide the best, most representative illustration of the situation of the Pulaar in 

Mauritania. Because of my unique position, I was able to gadier a sizable amount of 

reliable data about the people from Boghe. The sampling procedures are best understood 

when the reasoning behind the decisions are made transparent. 

a. Why Boghe 

Boghe, also spelled Bogue, is a periurban town located on the northern side of the 

Senegal River. (See Figure 1) Because Boghe is located on the northern side of the 

Senegal River, it is in Mauritania, rather than in Senegal. The Middle Valley of the 

Senegal River Basin, which includes both sides of the river, is known as the Fuiita Tooro 

in Pulaar. The Fuuta Tooro has historically been inhabited by the Halpidaar 'en. and has 

been considered a Pulaar region since the 1600s. Therefore, it is an ideal location to 

study the politics of language and education of the Halpulaar 'en. 

There is no peri-urban town of equivalent size immediately across the river from 

Boghe, on the Senegalese side. Therefore, Boghe is not a main port of entry into Senegal. 
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Because the lingiia franca of Dakar, Senegal is Wolof, its presence is felt in peri-urban 

towns like Rosso, which exist on both sides of the river. Since there is less border-

crossing into Senegal from Boghe, there is less ofa Wolof language presence in Boghe. 

Proponents of the Pulaar language consider Wolof to be a '"killer" language for the Pulaar 

in Senegal, since many Pulaar families in Senegal are raising their children with Wolof as 

the mother tongue. A similar study of the Pulaar in towns like Rosso. RIM and Rosso. 

Senegal would likely raise even more questions, and would be interesting as a 

comparison to this study. 

Another fact about Boghe which makes it an interesting choice for the study of the 

politics of language and education of the Pulaar is that it is historically known as a 

stronghold for movements of resistance. Boghe was a center of resistance during colonial 

times, as well as during other oppressive regimes. Many of the leaders of the ^(ND were 

from Boghe, the ^IND has its strongest base of support in Boghe. and people from Boghe 

were most affected by the Events. Kahaydi was another important Pulaar stronghold for 

resistance to the opposition, as well. 

The most important factor that made Boghe a prime candidate for this study is the 

fact that Gido, my main connection and informant, was bom and raised there. Because 

his relatives have lived there since 1903, he and his family are well-known and well-

connected members of the Pulaar community. This fact made the rapport-building phase 

of the research run smoothly and swiftly. People in Boghe were readily available to 

participate in the study, and offer help in any way they could. 
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b. Why these Households 

While people move from place to place, for reasons such as school, work and 

marriage, families' households in rural areas tend to remain fixed. Thus, it is common 

knowledge to long-time residents of Boghe whose family lives where, and what their 

caste affiliation is. Because the information about the head of the household's caste 

position is well known by all insiders. Since it is sensitive information, the question of 

caste affiliation was not posed directly during the interviews. With the help of my key 

informants, a list of approximately 100 households in Boghe was drawn up. Through my 

connections in Boghe, ten households were selected and agreed to participate in this 

study. Thus, my study looks at approximately ten percent of these households in Boghe. 

The sample of households is proportionally divided between the two major 

residential areas of the town of Boghe. A large riverbed called the Dinthioii. which fills 

up during the rainy season, divides Boghe into two sections. These two parts of Boghe 

are called Boghedow and Bogheles or Boghe Escale. D6\v means above, les means 

beneath in Pulaar. The government headquarters and the main open-air market are 

located in Bogheles. During colonial times, the colonists did not want any Africans to live 

in Bogheles. Boghedow is larger, and has more residences. 

The Pulaar have their own caste system which can be divided into three 

categories: the Toorodde, the Sebbe and the Maccube. (See Chart 6.3.) The Toorodbe 

are the nobles or the elites who historically have had more power, status and resources, 

regardless of their actual position now. The Haalaybe is another major subgroup within 
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the Pulaar community, most of whom are Toorodde. The Se66e are people from the 

warrior caste. Under the category of the Se66e, there are many different castes. Some of 

these castes include the Subalde, or the fishermen, the Bayliide, also called the 

forgerons, or the blacksmiths, the Sakkeebe also called the cordonniers, or the 

leatherworkers, and the Laode, also called the biicherons, or the woodworkers.. The 

Maccnide were formerly the dependent servants of the Pulaar from the higher castes. The 

status of Harratines is similar to the status of the Macaide. These are not the actual 

occupations of people bom into these castes. Regardless, it is not appropriate to speak of 

caste differences in the company of people of different castes. 

Table 6.3 Basic Elements of the Pulaar Caste System 

Group Name in 
Pulaar 

Singular Form in 
Pulaar 

French Version English Version 

Toorodde Tooroodo noble noble 

Awliide Gawlo griot praise-singer 

Sedde Cecfcfo giierrier warrior 

Subalde Ciiballo pecheiir fisherman 

Bay hide Baylo forgeron blacksmith 

Sakkeede Sakke cordonnier leatherworker 

Laode Labbo bucheron woodworker 

Macciide Macciido esclave dependent servant 

An interesting exception, where a caste group's original fimction is still viable is 

the case of the griot. A griot in the Pulaar caste system is called a Gawlo. The Awlude, 
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or the griocs are family historians whose occupation is to recite and sing families' 

genealogies for them on special occasions. Si.x miles outside of Boghe, there is a griot 

village called Thienel. Amadou Ampatiba, a Pulaar historian and philosopher said that 

when a griot dies, it is as if an entire library of knowledge disappears. In the Pulaar 

culture which highly values oral tradition as a means to pass on the history of their 

culture, the grioi caste is one of the more respected castes. The traditional tlmction of the 

grids continues to be celebrated, even though written literacy is more widespread. It is 

customary to pay the griot large sums of money when s/he sings the praises of one's 

ancestors at a family celebration, such as a baptism or a marriage. Baaba Maal, a Pulaar 

from Podor, Senegal in the Senegal River Valley, is not from the griot caste, however he 

has made the griot style of praise-singing famous worldwide. This genre of music is 

called yella. 

Certainly, the members of the higher castes are the ones who have more invested 

in maintaining the caste system. For example, intermarriage between Pulaar of different 

castes is highly discouraged by the more traditional families, especially among the nobles. 

These views are not as strictly adhered to, as times change. The injustice of having one's 

marriage options limited by the circumstances of one's birth is apparent, and the younger 

generations are not subscribing to this system as much as before. Although arranged 

marriages within one's caste still happen, there are notable examples of long-lasting 

marriages between people of different cultures with different status. Because Islam 

permits polygjoiy, one generally marries at least one woman from within one's own 
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culture and caste. 

c. Why these Key Informants 

The key informants were chosen on the basis of their experience and e.xpertise on 

various subjects. My access to these people was based on the connections and contacts 

that I obtained through my principal key informant. Gido. Over the course of five years. 

I collected as much information as I could directly from Halpulaar'en, or from people 

who work hand in hand with the Halpidaar 'en, in order to supplement my understanding 

of the history of the politics of language and education of the Pulaar in Mauritania. The 

languages used for these conversations were primarily in French, interspersed with some 

Pulaar. The exceptions will be noted. I took copious notes, and asked Gido to explain if I 

did not understand. 

The time spent visiting and talking with Pulaar families who were particularly hit 

by The Events left a strong impression on me. The Pulaar village of Sarandogo looked 

like a ghost town, because it was particularly targeted by the Events. Many successflil, 

wealthy Halpidaar 'en from other towns had their thriving businesses sabotaged, and 

ended up moving to Senegal. Other Halpidaar 'en with respected positions, and years of 

loyalty working for government agencies, suddenly lost their positions and found 

themselves out of work. Conversations with these Halpidaar 'en occurred primarily 

outside of Mauritania, in Dakar. The time spent conversing with the main intellectuals 

and strategists of the opposition was invaluable. My exposure to the history of the 

complexities of the political situation in Mauritam'a, and the multi-ethnic basis of the 
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progressive politics of the opposition added greatly to my research. The interviews in 

Africa were conducted primarily in French. 

For information about the maintenance of the Pulaar language. I was able to 

interview several key people. Several interviews with key Halpulciar 'en from the ILiV. 

and from Bamtare Pulaar proved to be very informative and inspiring. The grassroots 

movement for preserving and maintaining Pulaar continues, despite die paucity of 

government support for their efforts. Another important figure in tliis arena is an 

American woman, who is the head of an NGO in Dakar, Senegal which publishes 

manuals in African languages such as Pulaar. I also interviewed several other key 

University professors from Nouakchott and Dakar. Some were experts on Pulaar 

proverbs. Most Halpulaar'en seem enamored with the beauty and complexity of their 

native language. I also had die opportunity to meet briefly with Pulaar singer. Baaba 

Maal. His song about the sacred nature of the Pulaar language, which holds the secret to 

knowledge, was banned in Mauritania during the period of the Events. 

I conducted cotmtless other interviews over die course of the five years I lived 

immersed in the Pulaar cultural environment. Each Pulaar with whom I spoke, shared 

with me their insights into the politics of language and education from their personal 

experiences in Mauritania. I was constantly taking notes, and the Halpiilaar 'en were 

generous with sharing their time and experiences with me. Undoubtedly, this stenuned 

from their sincere desire to maintain their language and culture. 
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3. The Household Questionnaire 

I developed the Household Questionnaire ahead of time, in order to assure that I 

would succeed in gathering similar information from each household member. Once I 

amassed this set of information, I would be able to draw a clearer picture of the situation 

on the ground in Boghe over time. I collected details about the constitution of each 

household as a whole. Then. I had a knowledgeable household member construct a list of 

all household members. Afterwards, this person would provide the ensuing details about 

each members' schooling and other related variables. Each variable from the household 

questionnaire will be described below. I also included open-ended questions in order to 

note down the particularities of an individual's e.xperience. Certainly this study is a basic 

overview, barely skimming the surface of some quite complex topics. However, it 

intends to set the stage for fluther study under circumstances which allow for deeper 

inquiry. 

a. Household Identifiers 

The first page of the household questionnaire contained identifying information 

for the household as a whole. Each of the ten households was given a Household Identity 

Number, or in French, their Identiti du Menage. The purpose of this was to facilitate the 

organization of the data, when comparing information from one household to another. 

The name of the head of the household was identified, according to a previously 

mentioned process. I marked down whether die household was located in Boghedow or 

Bogheles. The caste affiliation of the head of the household was encoded discreetly 
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because of the delicate nature of the question. 

Historical information about the living quarters of the household was recorded as 

well. I found out what year their family had arrived in the Middle Valley. Next. 1 asked 

when their family first built a house in Boghe, as well as what year their current house 

was constructed. In addition, I had them give me a sense about the size of their house, by 

asking them how many rooms they had in their house, not counting bathrooms or the 

inner courtyard. The dynamics of whether the household members shared resources or 

had independent hearths was also recorded. There was always room for additional 

comments which would clarify the overall picture of the household and living quarters, 

b. Household Member Identiflers 

After the list of household members was drawn up, detailed information was 

collected about each person. First, each person would have a household member identity 

number which would facilitate the organization of the information, especially during the 

data entry process. It also facilitated the interview process, since the questionnaire was 

quite lengthy. Rewriting the names of each household member on each page of the 

questionnaire would have been too time consuming. 

Next, I would determine whether I would include the people mentioned on the 

list, based on the criteria mentioned for household membership in this study. I would 

find out whether the person lived in Boghe or not. If the person did not live in Boghe, I 

would ask whether the person sent money or resources to help support the household in 

Boghe. Next, I asked the respondent to include the names of the people who ate or slept 
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regularly at the household. I also asked them to include the names of the people who 

worked for the household. I would also mark down if the person was recently deceased. 

At times, I was still able to record useful information about the educational histories of 

the recently deceased members. 

c. Demographics 

Basic demographic information was gadiered about each household member. I 

marked down the gender of each participant, since some names are used for males and 

females. At times it was difficult to gather precise information about a household 

member's age, especially if they were elderly. However, the nearest approximations were 

recorded. This information would enable me to look for patterns by grouping people by 

gender or by various age-groups. For each household member I recorded the place of 

birth and its distance in kilometers from Boghe. I also found out how many years each 

member had lived in Boghe. The complex network of relations between each household 

member and the head of the household was noted, as welL 

I marked down the reported ethnicity of each person, based on the ethnicity of 

their parents. The ethnicities included Pulaar, Moor, Wolof, Soninke. Harratine. and 

some combinations of these ethnolinguistic groups. According to several Halpulaar'en 

University professors, ethnicity is not purely a biological category. Sometimes, ethm'city 

is chosen, or one may be predisposed to a certain culture because of the way they are 

raised, where they are raised and by whom. One's attitudes about ethnicity and cultural 

identity affects ones ethnic affiliation, as well. For example, a person whose modier is 
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Moor, and father is Pulaar may choose to portray him/herself as Pulaar in a Pulaar milieu, 

and Moor in a Moor milieu, and/or vice versa. When you label yourself as Pulaar, or 

when someone labels you as Pulaar, that is assuming that a unified notion of a Pulaar 

exists. In fact, it can be quite diverse. Nevertheless, for the purposes of this study, [ 

include the ethnic label that the person gives him/herself 

In addition, I inquired about the flmctional status of each household member. I 

inquired as to whether and how often the person ate and slept at the household. I also 

found out whether the member contributed to maintaining the household in any way. 

whether it was housework, childcare or sending money. I distinguished between the 

people who were paid to help clean, cook and/or care for the animals versus the others 

who contributed simply because they were household members. A paid worker who eats 

and/or sleeps at the household is not considered a contributor or a "producer." because 

household resources are being consumed in order to pay for the worker s services. Of 

course, the recently deceased members were not included in this variable. Thus, each 

household member had a code for whether they produced, consumed and/or slept at the 

household. 

Information was also gathered about the primary occupation of each household 

member. I noted secondary occupations, as well, when relevant. I regrouped die types of 

occupation into two new sets of categories. One set distinguished between state-funded 

jobs, private enterprise, commerce, farming or fishing, paid domestic or berger, non-

remunerated work, being a student and being unemployed. Anodier set distinguished 
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between State-funded jobs, other remunerated work, non-remunerated work, and 

domestics or bergers being paid by the household. The domestics and bergers were 

placed in a separate category, because unlike the others, they did not contribute their 

salaries to the household. 

I asked for an evaluation about the extent to which one's schooling affected one's 

choice of occupation, to which they responded "none," "a little." or "a lot". However, it 

became evident that the attainment of employment, and even one's success in school 

depended upon many other factors. I also asked the respondent to rank the top four 

members of the household who were the main income providers for the household. In a 

larger study which included a more thorough analysis of the livelihood systems, these 

questions could provide fodder for investigating possible correlations between livelihood 

systems and education levels at the household level. 

d. Language and Literacy 

Because this is a study of the politics of language and education of the Pulaar in 

Mauritania, the language and literacy section of the household questionnaire was central. 

With my knowledge of the prevalence of multilingualism in Mauritania, I looked forward 

to gather the specifics about this sample in Boghe. The history of unfavorable political 

circumstances surrounding the literacy development of national languages like Pulaar 

forced it underground. In spite of the paucity of formal support for this type of literacy 

development, the vitality of the spoken languages appears to be thriving. 
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i. Languages Spoken 

First, I gathered information about the mother tongue of each household member. 

Next, I found out which other languages each person was able to speak. The respondents' 

reports about each members' language and literacy were not based on any proficiency 

tests. They simply evaluated their ability to communicate, ranging from "not at all." to "a 

little" to "fluent". 1 observed that people who responded that they spoke "a little" were 

indeed able to understand and communicate effectively in the language. I asked about 

their speaking abilities in Pulaar, Hassaniya, French, Arabic, Wolof and English. Then, I 

asked whether they spoke any other languages that I had not mentioned. The respondents 

differentiated between Hassaniya. which is the spoken Arabic dialect of the Moors, and 

classical Arabic, which was taught in school. 

ii. Pulaar Literacy 

The inquiry about the history of a household members literacy development in 

Pulaar was somewhat touchy, because literacy development in the national languages was 

closely tied to the clandestine opposition movements. Flistorically, the political situation 

in Mauritania was/is unfavorable to the literacy development in languages other than the 

dominant language, whether French or Arabic. Thus, admitting to having taken steps 

toward developing literacy in one's own language was often seen as a political statement. 

However, I sensed that the motivation for the Halpulaar 'en to learn to read and write 

Pulaar was a sign of their commitment to their identity as a non-alienated Pulaar adult, 

and not necessarily a sign of any professed political afBliation. 
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Regardless of die Halpulaaren's literacy abilities. I noted a fierce pride in their 

heritage, a strong appreciation for the wisdom and beauty hidden in their mother tongue 

and culture, and a solid desire to remain closely affiliated with their ancestors. Because 

of die centuries-old strength of the spoken language, and the paucity of written materials 

in Pulaar, Pulaar retains its vitality despite the current levels of proficiency in Pulaar 

literacy. When the circumstances are created such that Pulaar children can become a 

doctor, astronaut, computer expert or anything they dream of becoming using the Pulaar 

language, then literacy in Pulaar will likely become more of a viable option. Cheikh Anta 

Diop was a fierce proponent of this type of literacy development. In other words, if it 

can be done in Japanese, it can be done in Pulaar. It remains to be seen whether the 

Halpiilaar'en will prioridze this type of literacy development. 

The household questionnaire contained various questions about the history of a 

household member's literacy in Pulaar. First, they were asked whether diey could read 

Pulaar. The responses were '"yes," "no" or "a litde," which gave me a sense of dieir 

confidence in their ability to read Pulaar. If their response was "no," I would skip to the 

next section. Otherwise, I inquired about the circumstances of their learning, such as the 

year they learned, how old they were, who taught them, and where this generally 

transpired. I always took notes about any further comments the respondents offered about 

the topics firom the questionnaire. I then asked the same set of questions about their 

learning to write Pulaar. 
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iii. Arabic Literacy 

My questions about Arabic literacy were asked under the umbrella of Koranic 

schooling. Similar to my inquiry into Pulaar literacy, I asked whether the household 

member could read Arabic. The response was "no," '"yes" or "a little."' which again gave 

me a sense of their confidence level in their ability. I then asked the same question about 

whether the person could write Arabic. Note that knowing how to read and write Arabic 

from one's initial studies in Koranic school may not necessarily mean that one 

understands what one is reading and writing. Having the ability read, write and recite 

verses from the Koran by rote is not the same as being literate in a language that one 

speaks fluently. Note also that because of the changes in the language-in-education 

policy after Mauritanian independence, many students will have been exposed to Arabic 

literacy in their government schooling as well. The extent of this exposure depends upon 

the type of school they attended, as well as a myriad of other factors which would be 

interesting to investigate further in a future study. 

e. Schooling 

For the purposes of this study, schooling in Mauritam'a will be divided into three 

categories: informal, Koranic and government schooling. Granted, education comes in 

many forms. Children are acquiring knowledge about their heritage and the cultures and 

the languages of their surroundings from the day they are bom. A description and 

analysis of this type of education of the Pulaar merits further study. Basic questions 

about the household members' schooling are asked in order to get an overview of the 
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levels they completed as well as other descriptive information. 

i. Informal Schooling 

In the questionnaire, there is a section where respondents are invited to describe 

the type of informal schooling in which they have participated, if any. Some mentioned 

conununity-based summer school programs. iV/iVD's literacy programs in the national 

languages, kIND's political awareness and consciousness-raising reading groups and 

practical NGO-flinded programs. However, the focus of the questionnaire will primarily 

be on the Koranic and the government schooling. 

ii. Koranic Schooling 

The section in the questionnaire that focuses on Koranic schooling intends to 

gather a basic overview of each household member's experience. I first collect the age 

which each member began Koranic school. This provides the ability to compute the 

average age that children begin their Koranic schooling. Next, I asked how many hijab 

the member has learned. Each hizb has a distinct number of surat, versets, or verses from 

the Koran. Although the number of hijab learned cannot be understood as a scalar 

variable, one can make broad comparisons. For example, one can distinguish between 

those who memorized just enough to pray, to those who learned half the Koran, to those 

who have mastered the entire Koran. I also inquired about how many years each 

household member attended Koranic schooling. 

In addition, I always noted down the particularities of each individual's 

experience when it was offered. It would have been interesting to have added some more 
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questions to the questionnaire such as the ethnicity of the marabout, and whether any 

language other than Arabic was ever used in Koranic schooling. Several key informants 

provided me with their perspectives based on their years of experience, however, it is 

always nice to have quantitative information from a large population to back them up. 

Hi. Goverament Schooling 

I chose "government schooling" as a category name to subsume the various types 

of "formal" schooling under the various forms of government over time. Depending on 

the age of the household member and the prevailing political system, the government 

schooling would be different. For example, schools were different during colonialism, 

during the first years of independence, during the years where the grass-roots movement 

for the national languages was strongest, and during the years when arabization efforts 

were most prominent. 

The official language and the language-in-education policies varied accordingly, 

as well. During colonialism, the language-in-education policy was French-only. After 

independence in 1960, moves were made towards arabization. By 1966, the official 

language was declared as Arabic, and schools were bilingual with French and Arabic in 

the transition towards an Arabic-only language-in-education language policy. Because of 

an active grass-roots movement in defense of the national languages, there was a period 

from 1990-1999 when "experimental" schools in the national languages were a part of the 

government school system. When the Mauritam'an government lost its funding from Iraq 

which supported their arabization efforts, they turned back to the French, and decided to 
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reinforce their bilingual system with French and Arabic. 

The dismantling of the ILN, does not bode well for the future of governmental 

support of the experimental schools in the national languages. However, it is debatable 

about how the inclusion of a minority language in the official curriculum affects the 

minority language. This may depend upon the way the language is incorporated and the 

attitudes inherent in the learning materials, teachers, parents, community and the media. 

One can refer to Teresa Mc Carty's work about the success of the Navajo community-

based school in Rough Rock, Bernard Spolsky's work about the cases of the Navajo and 

the Maori. Much research has been done on the effectiveness of various types of 

bilingual education in the United States, as well as the incorporation of minority 

languages into schooling worldwide. Cross-cultural comparisons and dialogue are often 

instrumental in sparking debate and encouraging the development of ideas for improving 

the strategies for the maintenance of local minority languages. 

This part of the questionnaire will provide a sketch of the type of government 

schooling received by each household member. 1 first asked where each member went to 

ecole primaire and what was the highest level the member achieved at that school. I 

continued with the same set of questions about college and lycee and the university level. 

The language used as a medium of instruction tended to be consistent with the 

corresponding language-in-education policies for the member's age group. Therefore, I 

only sporadically asked for this information for confirmation purposes. I also collected 

other details such as what type of Bac was taken, and how many times it took to pass. In 
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addition, I noted details about tlie other types of schools the members attended, their 

specializations, and the levels they attained. An in-depth study of the quality of 

instruction, a curriculum analysis, the levels of proficiencies attained and how these have 

changed over time are unfortunately beyond the scope of this study. 

B. Testing the Instrumeats 

Before leaving for my fourth uip to Mauritania, to conduct the interviews of the 

households, I decided to conduct a pre-test of my newly-created household questionnaire. 

I chose to interview three Halpulaar'en who spent large portions of their childhoods 

growing up in Boghe and whose parents and/or relatives still live there. Because these 

Halpiilaar 'en had only recently moved to the United States, they were able to provide the 

details about their families in Boghe. This provided me with the opportimity to fiirther 

refine the questionnaires before [ left. 

C. Interviewing the Households 

After the households were selected, I scheduled three-hour blocks of time with the 

person who would respond to the questionnaire for the household. I arranged to have a 

Pulaar translator present, if the respondent did not speak French. Before beginning the 

interview, 1 explained to the family that their contribution would be anonymous and that 

the information would go towards my doctoral studies in the United States. If the main 

respondent did not know the details of each household member's history, I had to arrange 

to meet with other household members. Sometimes, these members lived in other towns. 
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1. Revisions in Mauritania 

Because issues of language and education are often and in Mauritania have 

historically been the focus of political controversy, I had to be careful and sometimes 

indirect with my questions and analyses. For example, although I prepared a language 

attitude portion of the questionnaire, I didn't systematically use it when I was in 

Mauritania, because of political sensitivity. It was even not recommended for me to carry 

around my notebook and pen, regardless of the subject matter, because it made me look 

like a spy. Therefore, die information I have about language attitudes is based on key 

informants and participant observation, rather than household questionnaires. 

2. Duplicated Interviews 

While in Mauritania, I was faced with the quandary of how to safeguard my 

completed questionnaires. I resorted to carrying them around with me in a folder, even 

though that supposedly that made me look like a spy. However, if I left diem somewhere, 

they could be stolen. In fact, four of my completed questionnaires did mysteriously 

disappear. Unfortunately, these included the household widi information about 58 

people, and another with notes from an interview with a key informant about his opinions 

about the problems with the education system in Mauritania. I felt terrible having to ask 

those households to dedicate more of their precious time to redo the questionnaire. 

In addition, I became even more concerned about the regime's potential response 

to the political nature of my research. Although t was somewhat shaken by the mishap I 

underwent with the police, because they were suspicious of my videotaping my nephew 
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(see previous chapter), I was reminded that I had a certain degree of protection as an 

American citizen. Mauritanians who were accused of being critical of the regime did not. 

I decided to cut the questions that might be construed as having been designed to evolce a 

critical response to the government schooling, and I made an effort to be even more 

discreet with my research in public. Lucidly, there was plenty of room inside my large, 

flowing gown, the bonbon, that is a typical form of dress in Mauritania and all over West 

Afiica. 

D. Data Entiy 

The data entry phase of the research was time-consuming, which is to be 

expected. Fortunately, because I created the questionnaire with the data entry process in 

mind, the transformation of the data from questionnaire to computer went fairly 

smoothly. 1 created die template for the questionnaire, using the statistical software. 

SPSS. Then, I proceeded in meticulously entering every detail from die questionnaires, 

including the notes in the margins. I coded the various responses to each question with 

different values. This makes it easier for the responses to be counted and compared. 

Next, I verified the accuracy of my data entry work, making sure I had not made any 

typographical errors. 

E. Data Analysis 

Because of the descriptive nature of the data, the computer facilitated in 

presenting the similarities and differences in the 238 people's responses in a more 

coherent manner. The statistical program helped by adding the frequencies of particular 
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responses for particular groupings of household members, and transforming them into 

percentages. This would provide an micro-level illustration of certain aspects of the 

lives of the Pulaar in Boghe, based directly on responses from Halpulaar 'en. The 

relatively small sample size, and the lack of pretense about having a random sample made 

it useless to perform more complex analyses, because they would not be statistically 

significant. 

In order to be able to compare household members of similar ages. I divided the 

sample into different types of age-groups. First, I divided them into ten-year groups. For 

example, the first group is from 0 to 10 years old, the second from 11 to 20 years old. and 

so on. Another way of looking at the sample is to divide them into school-age groups. I 

used criteria firom my key informants about average ages for different levels. For 

example, the first group would be the children under 7 years old. who most likely are not 

in school yet. The second group would be the primary school-age children from 7 to 13 

years old. The third group would be the middle school kids (14 to 18 years old), the 

fourth, high school (19 to 23 years old), the fifth, university (24 to 27 years old), the sixth, 

post-graduates (28 to 32 years old), the seventh, over 32 years old. These age-groupings 

will be referred to later for comparing the actual versus the "expected" education levels 

for different age groups, and by gender. 

From the data collected, I was able to create new variables and gain new 

information. For example, though I did not ask the question, ''Do females have less 

access to education than males in your household, and how does your household compare 
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to these other households?" I could calculate this after the fact, based on the historical 

information given to me about each household member. Another example of a question I 

would not ask directly is, but have the capacity to calculate is. "What percentage of your 

household members are contributing resources, rather than just consuming, and how does 

your household compare to these other households?" The combinations of variables 

seem endless. 

F. Open-Ended Interviews with Key Informants 

The key informant interviews were very useful in offering more detailed responses 

to my research questions. Unfortunately, the recordings of the interviews with my key 

informants are horribly garbled. Luckily, 1 took meticulous notes and am still in contact 

with the informants. As would be expected, I collected much more information than 

could possibly be included in a single dissertation. 1 will include below some of the types 

of questions I asked on the following topics. 

1. Language Use 

I began with a focus on the implicit language policy in the domestic realm. I 

asked and observed whether the Halpulaar spoke Pulaar at home, and with whom. This 

included relatives, fnends, neighbors and domestics. I also inquired and observed which 

other languages die Halpulaar spoke, as well as how these languages were learned or 

acquired. [ asked and observed when these other languages were spoken in the home or 

elsewhere, with whom and why. In addition, I inquired and observed how many people 

in the household did not speak Pulaar, and noted what relation these people had to the 
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Halpulaar. I further noted the number of household members who spoke only Pulaar as 

well as their relation to the Halpulaar. I asked and observed how often there were 

visitors who did not speak Pulaar, and visitors who only spoke Pulaar. 1 applied these 

same types of questions to the Halpulaar's interactions with peers from school, business 

and/or professional interactions. 

2. Language Attitudes 

I gathered Halpulaar 'en's perspectives on all the languages in their universe, 

including their own. These languages include Pulaar, French. Hassaniya, Arabic. Wolof 

and English. I had interesting debates with Halpulaar 'en about the merits of having their 

children leam to speak, read and write Pulaar. I also inquired about the choices parents 

made about what language(s) they would teach their infants, and whether they wanted 

their children to study in Pulaar, French, Arabic, and/or English. I asked who they 

thought ought to be responsible for teaching the child Pulaar, whether it be a parent, a 

teacher, a private tutor, a group summer program, the extended community, the 

govenunent, or whether it should be the child's own im'tiative. I inquired as to where 

they thought would be most appropriate for learning Pulaar and who should provide the 

resources to support it. I also questioned as to whether it should be up to the child to 

decide whether s/he wants to leam Pulaar. 

I discussed with Halpulaar 'en about their opinions on if and how they would like 

to see Pulaar present in schools. For example, I asked whether they thought Pulaar 

should be taught as a subject, and/or be used as a medium of instruction for all subjects 
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including math and science. These were primarily theoretical discussions, because 

options beyond the few e.xperimental schools at the elementary school level, and the few 

community based adult-literacy programs do not exist at this time. Nevertheless, it is 

important to listen to their perspectives on why they would or would not want to have 

their children learning Pulaar in schools at the different levels. 

The Halpiilaar'en, like most people, simply want to get ahead in life in order to 

help better support their loved ones. If learning Pulaar in schools would help them on 

that path, it would be a viable option. At this point, the intergenerational mother tongue 

transfer of Pulaar in Boghe is still a consistent phenomenon, and is not seen as contrary to 

learning and acquiring other languages in the various other settings. The primacy of 

Pulaar in the domestic realm of Pulaar homes reigns unquestioned. It is still the preferred 

language of intimacy between Halpidaar 'en. Pulaar is seen as the repository of the 

beauty and wisdom unique to their cultural heritage. It is also seen as a vital connection 

to their history and their ancestors. Since it has survived until now primarily through the 

oral tradition, I do not sense that the Halpiilaar'en in Boghe feel that their language is in 

danger. They are confident in the strength of their belief in supporting and preserving the 

sanctity of the home/domestic realm, which is in essence the protectorate of the Pulaar 

language. 

3. Other Related Topics 

I searched out key informants to challenge and/or verify every aspect I am 

presenting in this study. Every chapter is informed by my key informant interviews. The 
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topics of my key informant interviews were also influenced by the diversity of experience 

and expertise of the Halpulaar 'en with whom I was in contact. Some topics that were 

explored in various key informant interviews include the history of Mauritanian politics 

and political movements, attitudes about the Mauritanian educational system as it changes 

over time, definitions of ethnicity especially for people of mixed blood, and the history of 

the maintenance of the Pulaar language and culture. 

G. Participant Observation 

Participant observation can provide an intimate, extremely rich source of 

information when performing research in the social sciences. The quality of this 

information depends on many issues, some related to the researcher's abilities, and others 

related to the community's openness to the researcher. First, the researcher must be 

capable of acknowledging his/her relative position of privilege with respect to the 

community which is being studied. Next, the researcher must know enough about the 

community, so that s/he will be able to assimilate and participate as unobtrusively as 

possible. Having a good eye for detail, a good memory, and an ability to establish and 

maintain a good rapport with a community are all key. The extent to which the 

community is open and comfortable in the researcher's presence, as well as their 

willingness to have him/her participate are also important variables. The information I 

attained through participant observation runs through the core of this study. 
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CHAPTER VII 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The preliminary results of my research performed in Mauritania will be presented 

below. The focus will be the analysis of the responses to the household questionnaire. 

Because of the scope of this research, the analysis will be primarily descriptive, and 

intends to provide suggestions for flirther research. The detailed results from each 

variable included in the household questionnaire will be systematically presented. 

A. Analysis of the Sample 

By happy coincidence, the sample turned out to be fairly representative on many 

accounts, for various reasons. Because of my unique positioning in the Pulaar 

community, 1 am confident about the reliability of the information received from the ten 

households. Though the sample is not very large, it is proportionally representative of the 

variability in Boghe. Hence, it provides enough detail to make some preliminary 

generalizations about the situation of the Pulaar in Boghe. 

B. Analysis of Results of the Household Questionnaires 

1. Household Identifiers 

In order to protect the anonymity of the households and their members, rather than 

using the names, I will refer to the household identity numbers and household member 

identity numbers. A quick look at Table 7.1 will reveal 10 households (HH), ranging in 

size from 9 people to 59 people per household with a total sample size of 238 people. The 

household size figures in Table 7.1 include the contributing household members who live 
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out of town, as well as the 2 recently deceased household members. The number of 

rooms in each household, not counting the bathroom or the courtyard, varied from 3 

rooms to 17 rooms. Nine out of ten households ran their household by sharing resources, 

whereas one household had independent subunits with independent hearths. Of the ten 

households that were interviewed, six households are located in Boghedow. and four are 

located in Bogheles. 

The year when these households' ancestors arrived to the Middle Valley ranges 

from the 1600s to 1946, which is listed in Table 7.1. Some respondents specified the year 

the households' ancestors first built a house in Boghe which ranged from 1899 to 1965. 

The difference in years suggests diat when their ancestors first came to the Middle Valley, 

they may not have immediately built a house in Boghe. The respondents also gave 

information about the year their current houses were built, which ranged fi-om 1899 to as 

recently as 1993. This points to the fact that some of these families have built new 

houses, whereas others still live in their original homes. The households who are headed 

by Harratines tend to be the newer arrivals to Boghe. This points to the fact that Boghe 

has historically been inhabited by the Pulaar. 

The caste affiliation of the household heads (HHH) who are Puiaar is listed in 

Table 7.1. In this study, a fairly representative picture of the caste differentiation in 

Boghe is presented. Of the ten participating households, sLx household heads are 

Toorodifife, one of the Tooroodo is married to a Harratim, one is Ciiballo, one is Baylo, 

one whose mother was CeCfdo mixed with Harratim and whose father was from Burkina 
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Faso, and one is Harratine. The Pulaar caste affih'ation of the Harratines is listed as 

•'—since they are not Pulaar. Regardless of ethnicity, virtually everyone in Boghe 

speaks Pulaar, and interacts fully with the Pulaar culture. 

Table 7.1 Description of Sample Households (o=10) 

X
 X

 

HH 
Size 

Rooms 
per 
HH 

Boghedow 
or 

Bogheles 

Year 
Arrived to 

Boghe 

Ethnicity of HHH Pulaar 
Caste of 

HHH 

1 20 7 Bogheles 1850 Pulaar Tooroodo 

2 15 5 Boghedow 1946 Harratine/?u\aaT —icecfcfo 

J 46 10 Boghedow 1600 Pulaar Tooroodo 

4 13 5 Boghedow 1850 Pulaar Tooroodo 

5 29 16 Bogheles 1900 Pulaar Tooroodo 

6 59 17 Bogheles 1800 Pulaar Baylo 

7 18 8 Boghedow 1800 Pulaar Tooroodo 

8 9 4 Boghedow 1920 Harratine — 

9 18 6 Boghedow 1899 Pulaar Cuballo 

10 11 3 Bogheles 1930 Pulaar Tooroodo 

2. Heads of Household 

In four of the ten cases, the honorary head of household was not the acting head of 

household. In the first case, the honorary head of household is elderly, and she spends 

most of her day in prayer. Thus, her only son is the acting head of household. In two 

cases, the recently deceased household head was still considered the head of household. 
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even though a close relative currently acts as the head of household. In another case, the 

honorary head of household is almost completely blind, so his wife is the acting head of 

household. One woman is the head of household because she is divorced and has not 

remarried. 

Table 7.2 Description of Heads of Household (n=10) 

H Honorary HHH Acting HHH 
H 

Sex Age Why Honorary Sex Age Relation to Honorary- HHH 

1 F 80 Age M 54 Her only son 

2 F 57 — F 57 — 

3 M 71 — M 71 — 

4 M 88 Age/Blindness F 72 His wife 

5 M 69 — M 69 — 

6 M (61) Recently Deceased M 55 His brodier 

7 M 75 — M 75 — 

8 M 42 — M 42 — 

9 M (80) Recently Deceased M 41 His son 

10 M 44 — M 44 — 

3. Household Composition 

The results from the question about each household member's relationship to die 

household head give us a sense of the vast diversity and complexity of ties, kinship and 

otherwise, within the structures of the households interviewed. Many aspects of the 
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culture in Boghe are revealed, such as the extent to which the doors of the household are 

open to distant relatives and members of the community. Further, one can understand 

theoretically that polygyny is accepted according to Islam, however this list gives a 

concrete look at how the domestic realm is transformed as a result. 

The following list includes all of the types of relationships to the household heads 

that were mentioned by the respondents for the ten households. The list is divided into 

sections which center around key household members, such as the household head, the 

household head's father, the household head's first wife, second wife and third wife. The 

inclusion of students, friends and domestic workers as household members is appropriate, 

because of the regularity of their consumption of household goods such as eating and/or 

sleeping on the premises. 

Table 7.3 Types of Relationships to the Household Head 

Head of household (self) 
Head of household's son 
Head of household's son's wife 
Head of household's son's wife's brother 
Head of household's adopted son 
Head of household's daughter 
Head of household's adopted daughter 
Head of household's granddaughter 
Head of household's grandson 
Head of household's father 
Head of household's father's second wife 
Head of household's father's second wife's son/ Head of household's half brother 
Head of household's half brother's wife 
Head of household's half brother's son 
Head of household's half brothers daughter 
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Table 7.3 Types of Relatioaships to the Household Head - Continued 

Head of household's father's second wife's daughter/ Head of household's half sister 
Head of household's father's second wife's daughter/ Head of household's half sister's 

daughter 
Head of household's father's third wife 
Head of household's father's third wife's son/ Head of household's half brother 
Head of household's father's third wife's son's first wife's son/ Head of household's half 

brother's first wife's son 
Head of household's father's third wife's son's first wife's daughter/ Head of household's 

half brother's first wife's daughter 
Head of household's father's third wife's son's second wife/ Head of household's half 

brother's second wife 
Head of household's father's third wife's son's second wife's daughter/Head of 

household's half brother's second wife's daughter 
Head of household's father's third wife's daughter/ Head of household's half sister 
Head of household's father's third wife's daughter's daughter/ Head of household's half 

sister's daughter 
Head of household's father's third wife's niece 
Head of household's father's third wife's adopted daughter 
Head of household's mother 
Head of household's sister 
Head of household's brother 
Head of household's brother's wife 
Head of household's nephew 
Head of household's nephew's wife 
Head of household's niece 
Head of household's niece's daughter 
Head of household's niece's son 
Head of household's niece's son's wife 
Head of household's male cousin 
Head of household's female cousin 
Head of household's male fiiend or neighbor 
Head of household's female Mend or neighbor 
Head of household's first wife 
Head of household's first wife's son 
Head of household's first wife's son's wife 
Head of household's first wife's daughter 
Head of household's first wife's son firom before 
Head of household's first wife's daughter fi-om before 
Head of household's spouse's daughter 
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Table 7.3 Types of Relationships to the Household Head - Continued 

Head of household's first wife's granddaughter 
Head of household's first wife's grandson 
Head of household's first wife's mother 
Head of household's first wife's sister 
Head of household's first wife's brother 
Head of household's first wife's niece 
Head of household's first wife's nephew 
Head of household's first wife's female cousin 
Head of household's second wife 
Head of household's second wife's son 
Head of household's second wife's daughter 
Head of household's second wife's son from before 
Head of household's second wife's daughter from before 
Head of household's second wife's granddaughter 
Head of household's second wife's grandson 
Head of household's second wife's mother 
Head of household's second wife's sister 
Head of household's second wife's brother 
Head of household's second wife's niece 
Head of household's second wife's female cousin 
Head of household's third wife 
Head of household's third wife's son 
Head of household's diird wife's daughter 
Head of household's third wife's son from before 
Head of household's third wife's daughter firom before 
Head of household's third wife's mother 
Head of household's third wife's sister 
Head of household's third wife's brother 
Head of household's third wife's m'ece 
Head of household's third wife's female cousin 
male distant relative 
female distant relative 
male student 
female student 
unpaid domestic worker/dependent 
domestic worker 
male caretaker of the livestock of the house 
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The mapping out of each household, according to their kinship and other ties 

would be an interesting endeavor. Though I gathered die necessary details in order to do 

so, it is not the focus of this particular study. In addition, much is to be learned by 

examining the dynamics within the household. This may include the division of labor 

and responsibilities, and the repartition of resources and opportunities, such as access to 

education. These can be affected by age-old religious and/or cultural traditions, economic 

limitations, and even subjective preferences. While key informants offered me insight in 

this area, adding to what 1 have learned from participant observation, a detailed analysis is 

beyond the scope of this study. 

4. Demographics 

Statistics compiled from the details about the 238 people in this study will be 

presented below. Surprisingly enough, the sex ratio of the sample came out to be 

precisely 50% male and 50% female. The ages of the members of the sample range from 

a one year old to an 88 year old. 58 % of the sample was bom in Boghe. That number 

increases to 69 %, if you include all of die little towns within 12 kilometers of Boghe. 

Because Mauritania is an Islamic Republic, and because virtually all Mauritanians and all 

Pulaar are Muslim, everyone in the study is Muslim. Though there is some ethnic 

diversity in the sample, virtually all members of the sample speak Pulaar. The details 

about each demographic variable should provide a clearer picture of the sample. 
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a. Ethnicity 

Boghe is known for being a Pulaar-dominant town. 82.8 % of the respondents in 

this study are 100 % Pulaar. If you count the people who are half Pulaar, that figure goes 

up to 92.5 %. Only 7.5 % of the surveyed members claim no Pulaar ancestry. 92.5 % of 

the sample claims no Harratine ancestry, meaning they are either Puiaar. Wolof Soninke 

or a mixture of any of the three. 7.5 % in the survey do have at least some Harratine 

ancestry. Table 7.4 provides the number of members in the sample of each ethnic 

combination, as well as the percent of their representation in the sample. 

Table 7.4 Ethnicity (n=238) 

Ethnicity Percent Percent w/Pulaar Percent w/Harratine 

Pulaar 82.8 % 

92.5 % 

0% 

PulaarAVolof 6.7% 

92.5 % 

0% 

Pulaar/Soninke 2.1 % 92.5 % 0% 

?\i\zzrlHarratine 0.4% 

92.5 % 

7.5% ?\iUar-^o\oflHarratine 0.4 % 

92.5 % 

7.5% 

Harratine 5.9 % 0% 

7.5% 

HarratinelVifolof 0.8 % 0% 

7.5% 

Wolof 0.8 % 0% 0% 

Because ethnicity is an aspect of one's identity, one may choose to emphasize a 

certain part of one's ethnicity because it holds higher societal value. For example, a man 

with a Pulaar father and a Harratine mother, may culturally define himself as Pulaar, even 
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though he is a balanced bilingual with Pulaar and Hassaniya. I chose to present the 

reported ethnicities that were claimed by the respondents for the households. However, 

because the value of different parts of one's ethnicity may vary in different contexts, the 

"purity" of the categories is not what one would ordinarily suspect, from a Western point 

of view. In simi, ethnicity is not necessarily based on the precise nature of the blood-line 

of one's parents. 

b. Functional Status 

Household size may or may not be an indicator of a household's prosperity, 

depending on numerous factors. One factor to look at would be the number of producers 

per household, or better, the ratio of producers per household size (See Table 7.5). For 

example, if a household has 4 contributing members, or "producers," and the household 

size is 29, the ratio would be 13 %. However, if the household size is 9. with 8 

producers, then the ratio would be 8/9 or 89 %. A higher percentage means that there are 

proportionally more people producing relative to the total number of people in the 

household. 
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Table 7.5 Ratio of Producers per Household Size (n=236) 

HH HH Producers 
Size 

NO./HH % per HH 

1 20 11 55% 

2 15 8 53 % 

3 45 12 27% 

4 13 9 69% 

5 29 4 13% 

6 58 21 36% 

7 18 8 44% 

8 9 8 89% 

9 18 6 33% 

10 11 J 27% 

A drawback about the functional status variable is that it does not tell us the type 

or amount of contribution being offered per person. For e.xample, a person who runs a 

lucrative business might be able to singly support a large household. However, another 

household might have a house full of producers, who earn low wages in agriculture, or 

who are cooking, cleaning, caring for children and managing the domestic realm. This 

household might depend on gifts from relatives or friends who do not live at the 

household. Because I did not differentiate between a "producer" who sent money, versus 

a "producer" who does housework or childcare, the functional status variable is not 

equipped to show these types of variations. Despite its limitations, the flmctional status 
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variable is an interesting variable, which in a larger study might refined in order to shed 

some light on the possible correlation between household livelihood status and access to 

education. 

c. Occupation 

The information about the sample members' primary occupations helps to further 

illustrate the context in Boghe (See Table 7.6). By dividing these occupations into 

categories, and looking at the variation by gender, we can see the sample in a different 

light. For example, when 42.5 % of the females are performing non-remunerated work, 

compared to 5 % of the males, the reality of the sexual division of labor becomes 

apparent. 32 % of the males labeled their primary occupation as being a student, 

compared to 20.7 % of the females. In sum, 46 % of the males and 64.3 % of the females 

did not have remunerated jobs which contributed to the household. 
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Table 7.6 Job Descriptions by Gender 

Job Description Male (n=ll9) Female (n=l 19) Total (n=238) 

Government Job 28% 16.1 % 22.5 % 

Private Enterprise 8% 6.9 % 7.5 % 

Commerce 3% 5.7 % 4.3 % 

Farming/Fishing 12% 3.4% O
O

 

Student 32% 
46% 

20.7 % 
64.3 % 

26.7 % 
54.5 % 

Unemployed 9% 
46% 

1.1 % 
64.3 % 

5.3 % 
54.5 % 

Non-Remunerated 5% 

46% 

42.5% 

64.3 % 

22.5 % 

54.5 % 

Paid Domestic/JSer^ifr 3% 3.6 % 3.2 % 

Even with information about a members' occupation, we still do not know how 

much money the member made or contributed to the household. Further, it would be 

difficult to quantify the money-equivalence of the household maintenance work provided 

primarily by the women. Neither the functional status variable, nor the descriptive 

information about the members' occupations is intended to be an accurate measure of 

household income or resources. However, it points to the number of people in a 

household who are being supported, whether for reasons of age, unemployment, gender, 

cultural norms, and/or health. 
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5. Language and Literacy 

a. Languages Spoken 

The mother tongue of 95.3 % of the sample members is Pulaar. The otlier 4.7 % 

claimed Hassaniya and/or Wolof. 98.3 %ofthe sample speak Pulaar fluently. Because 

92.5 % of the sample members are Pulaar by blood, the others speak Pulaar by virtue of 

the fact that it is a major lingua franca in Boghe. The Middle Valley of the Senegal River 

Basin has historically been and still is a Pulaar region. 

The degree of multilingualism in West Afiica is apparent, even in a small, 

relatively remote town like Boghe. Only 14 % of the total sample speaks only one 

language (See Table 7.7). This does not vary significantly by gender. If one looks at the 

percentage of people who speak different numbers of languages for their respective age 

group, one sees that certain age groups tend to be more multilingual than others. For 

example, sample members between the ages of 11 to 40 years old have very few 

monolingual speakers. Even for the group with children under ten. the majority of them 

(53.9 %) are not monolingual, and 15.4 % are trilingual. For the teenagers, only 5.3 % are 

monolingual, and 7.9 % speak 5 languages. 
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Table 7.7 Percentages per Age Group of the Number of Languages Spoken 

No 
of 
Lg 

0-10 
yrs 

n=26 

11-20 
yrs 

n=38 

21-30 
yrs 

n=49 

31-40 
yrs 

n=37 

41-50 
yrs 

n=39 

51-60 
yrs 

n=17 

61-70 
yrs 

n=13 

71-80 
yrs 

n=17 

81-
90 
yrs 
n=l 

Total 
n=237 

I 46.2 5.3 0.0 2.8 12.8 11.8 38.5 35.3 0.0 14.4 

2 38.5 36.8 20.8 13.9 28.2 4.2 30.8 47.1 0.0 29.2 

3 15.4 31.6 37.5 22.2 25.6 11.8 15.4 17.6 0.0 25.0 

4 0.0 18.4 27.1 36.1 10.3 29.4 7.7 0.0 100 18.6 

5 0.0 7.9 12.5 19.4 12.8 5.6 7.7 0.0 0.0 9.7 

6 0.0 0.0 2.1 5.6 5.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.1 

7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 

8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 

The numbers and percentages of the sample who speak Puiaar. French. Hassaniya. 

Wolof, Arabic and English are presented according to their self-reported proficiencies 

(See Table 7.8). Despite the fact that until 1960, Mauritania was a colony of the French, 

and is considered a '^francophone''' country, only 55.7 % consider themselves fluent in 

French. In addition, even though Arabic is the official language of Mauritania, which 

means it is also the language of instruction, it is telling that only 20.9 % claim to speak it 

fluently. Hassaniya, the Mauritanian spoken dialect of Arabic is claimed to be spoken 

fluently by only 40.4 % of the sample. Only 3 % of the sample mentioned additional 

languages, other than the ones included in Table 7.8, such as Spanish, Lingala, Bambara. 

Russian, Japanese and Soninke. 
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Table 7.8 Percentages with Reported Language Proflciencies (n=238) 

Language Spoken None Not Fluent Fluent 

Pulaar 1.7% 0% 98.3 % 

French 35.7 % 8.5 % 55.7 % 

Hassaniya 43.0 % 16.6 % 40.4 % 

Wolof 70.3 % 6.4 % 23.3 % 

Arabic 71.1% 8.1% 20.9 % 

English 92.0 % 4.6 % 3.4% 

b. Pulaar Literacy 

Only 15.7% of the sample claimed to know how to read Pulaar, and 3.8 % 

claimed to tcnow how to read it "a little." The age they were when they learned varied 

from 10 to 54 years old, though 75 % of them learned before they were 28. The year they 

learned ranged from 1962 to the present. Half (47 %) of them claimed to have learned by 

themselves, while 32 % leamed with their peers in the context of their political 

involvement. Some mentioned the summer national language literacy program, run by 

volunteers from the MND. Others mentioned Bamtare Pulaar, and Groiipe Jeiine Pulaar, 

which is a Pulaar youth group. 12% of the sample leamed to read Pulaar at home, or with 

relatives, and only 9 % leamed to read Pulaar in school. 84.8 % of them leamed in 

Boghe, while the others leamed in Nouakchott or Kahaydi, RIM, or Dakar, Senegal. 

Slightly fewer people claimed to know how to write Pulaar (13 %). 
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My key informants helped to put these statistics about Pulaar literacy into context. 

The hostility of the political climate is one factor which may explain why such a small 

percentage of the sample has been exposed to literacy in Pulaar. For example, the iV/5VD's 

rural national language literacy campaign members had to work underground, because of 

political opposition to their work by die former RIM President Boussief. One of the 

sample members was imprisoned and tortured. Another was imprisoned, but he managed 

to escape. Many of the other h/IND literacy campaign workers managed to hide in the 

surrounding rural areas. However, on the day that Boussief was supposed to return to 

RIM to put the iWA/D members in prison, his airplane crashed and he died. Then, the 

!vIND rural literacy campaigners were able to come out of hiding. Nevertheless, political 

tension still surrounds the issue. 

Other factors which help explain the low level of exposure to Pulaar literacy were 

given to me by my key informants from the ILN, the iVfiVD, Bamiare Pulaar and the 

University of Nouakchott. It is important to recall that Pulaar is historically an oral 

language, and it is only recently that Pulaar is starting to become available in the written 

form. Although there is indeed a paucity of written materials in Pulaar, as well as 

resources for developing them, there are pockets of committed people who are working to 

changing that. NGOs working in indigenous development are developing, translating, 

publishing and distributing materials for their extension agents on topics such as health, 

agriculture and livestock. Other Halpulaar 'en work extensively on preparing and 

publishing written materials in Pulaar. These people and organizations who are already 
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in place need to be encouraged and supported. Other forward-thinking Halpulaar 'en 

have been taping Pulaar poets, elders and oral historians, which will need to be 

transcribed. These strategic efforts preserve the indigenous knowledge in Pulaar, so that 

they may share this wealth with future generations, other Pulaar communities and other 

interested people. 

Ideally, with materials developed and ttanslated, teachers drained, schools built, 

and political will engendered, a Pulaar child could leam how to become whomever s/he 

dreams of becoming, using the Pulaar language. Cheikh Anta Diop was a great proponent 

of the fact that any language can be used as a language of science and technology. For 

example, if Japanese can be used as a language of science and technology, why not 

Pulaar? Another useful analogy would be to try to imagine what it would be like if native 

English speakers had to do all their studies in Chinese? Certainly, because one has a 

more nuanced understanding of one's home language, one will have greater ease in 

understanding new concepts and explaining one's ideas in one's home language. 

Strategic efforts to expand the breadth of the realms where Pulaar is used as the medium 

work concurrently with continued support of the realms where Pulaar is still dominant. 

On a practical level, Halpulaar'en continue to use Pulaar in their daily lives. 

Further, many send money individually and collectively to support the above-mentioned 

strategic efforts as well as their home communities where Pulaar language and culture 

continues to be dominant. Even immigrant communities of Halpulaar 'en incorporate the 

Pulaar language and culture into their own homes, and have regular community 
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gatherings. The strength of the grass roots commitment to support and use Pulaar by the 

Pulaar conununity is key to their success in maintaining their language and culture 

despite the slow process of developing written materials in Pulaar. 

The successful case of the Pulaar provides insight into how a minority-language 

group can survive and thrive, and continue the intergenerational mother tongue transfer in 

the face of incredible odds. The extreme political opposition to the development of the 

national languages is one of many hurdles that must be faced. Further, not only has it 

never been the official language, nor is it taught in schools, it also must coexist with 

French and Arabic, languages with resources, armies and political clout. Nearby, across 

the Senegal River, Wolof, the lingua franca of Senegal, is already encroaching on Pulaar 

in Senegal. Even English is beginning to insert itself into the equation, as well. The lack 

of a standardized version of Pulaar, insufficient written materials developed and 

translated in Pulaar, and insufficient teachers trained and political will engendered for this 

process has not stopped Pulaar from thriving. 

The commitment at all levels, grass roots as well as strategic, remains strong. 

This commitment has managed to survive French colom'alism as well as e.xtreme political 

opposition under the post-colom'al government regimes. Although there was a period 

when the Mauritanian government conceded in setting up the ILN in order to tty to coopt 

the grass roots movement and sabotage it by under-funding it, so that they could then 

point to it as a failure and dismantle the ILN, the movement was not shaken. The demand 

for Pulaar literacy remains higher than the supply. The main proponents of Pulaar 



197 

language development will continue their work through NGOs such as Bamtare Pulaar. 

Pulaar, as a heritage language, continues to be a strong connection with the 

Halpiilaar 'en's ancestors and their spiritual wisdom, and a great source of pride, inner 

strength and self-esteem for the Halpiilaar'en. 

The case of the Pulaar is evidence that the grass roots commitment to a cause is an 

extremely important factor in the sustainability of a movement. During times of extreme 

political opposition, it is obvious that the government will not be providing any support. 

Therefore, grass roots movements look entirely to themselves and their own resources to 

achieve their goals. Sometimes, the stronger the opposition to a movement, the stronger 

the resolve to stand firm. If the government does start to provide some support, programs 

are created, and movement leaders sometimes are coopted. Then, a dependency on these 

outside resources can begin to overshadow the importance of the commitment to the 

original ideals. However, if the outside funds are sabotaged or insufficient to achieve the 

goals of the created programs, the whole movement may be publicized as a failure. Grass 

roots organizations must be vigilant about maintaining their commitment to their original 

ideals, regardless of outside influences. 

c. Arabic Literacy 

Half (51 %) of the respondents claim to be able to read Arabic, while 20 % claim 

to be able to read a little Arabic. 44 % of the respondents claim to be able to write 

Arabic, while 13.4 % claim to be able to write a little Arabic. These numbers vary 

somewhat by gender (See Table 7.9). The percentages for females' reported levels in 
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Arabic literacy lag considerably. Note, that this Arabic literacy information about 

reported levels of ability in reading and writing classical Arabic does not necessarily 

imply that they can understand Arabic. However, some will have studied Arabic in the 

government school system, as well. More details are provided below about the context 

for most of their first experiences with learning the Arabic language, through Koranic 

schooling. 

Table 7.9 Percentages of Reported Levels of Arabic Literacy by Gender 

Reported 
Levels 

Read Arabic Write Arabic Reported 
Levels 

Male 
n=119 

Female 
n=ll9 

Total 
n=238 

Male 
n=119 

Female 
n=ll9 

Total 
n=238 

No 12% 44% 27% 30% 52% 40% 

Yes 60% 45% 53% 50% 39% 45% 

A Little 28% 11 % 20% 20% 9% 15% 

6. Schooling 

a. Koranic Schooling 

The question about when children began Koranic schooling was useful, since 

there is not an enforced standard about age limits. The age ranged from two to 12 years 

old, though the vast majority (70 %) of the respondents began at age six. 14 % began at 

age 7, and only 2 % of the respondents had never had any formal Koranic schooling. The 

duration of Koranic schooling ranged from one year to 27 years, though the vast majority 

(78 %) studied for 6 years or less (See Graph 7.10 and Table 7.10). This varied somewhat 
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by gender (See Table 7.10). For example, more males studied longer than 6 years. 

Graph 7.10 Duration of Koranic schooling in years (n=238) 
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Table 7.10 Duration of Koranic Schooling in Years by Gender 

Number of Years Male n=119 Female n=119 Total n=238 

none 2% 3% 2.5 % 

1 year 11% 16% 14% 

2 years 7.5% 14% 10% 

3-6 years 56% 53% 54% 

over 6 years 23.5% 14% 19.5 % 
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All Koranic students learn the customs about how to follow the imam in the daily 

prayer rituals. The prayers used in the daily prayer rituals include less than 1 hizb of the 

60 hijab, or passages of verses that make up the Koran. Half (50 %) of the respondents in 

the sample learned only up to this level. 22 % learned between 2 to 5 hijab, 8 % learned 

between 6 to 10 hijab, and 20 % learned more than 10 hij'ab. Only 4 % of the respondents 

had memorized all 60 hijab of the Koran, attaining the level of tapsirou. These statistics 

vary by gender (See Table 7.11). For example, fewer female respondents have reached the 

higher levels. For example, 10 % of the female respondents learned more than 10 hij'ab 

compared to 24 % of the males. 

Table 7.11 Percentages of Highest Levels Achieved in Koranic School by Gender 

Levels Male n=119 Female n=ll9 Total n=238 

0-1 hizb 47% 55% 50% 

2-5 hijab 20% 26% 22% 

6-10 hijab 9% 9% 8% 

11-59 hijab 18% 8% 16% 

60 hijab 6% 2% 4% 

There is much variation in the respondents' descriptions of their experiences in 

Koranic school. Historically, kids might start government schooling late, because of an 

intensive focus on Koranic schooling first. An interesting case is one whose father sent 

him to learn the entire Koran before he was allowed to study in the newly formed French 
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colonial school system. Now, when children are school-age, they may go to Koranic 

school early in the morning before the government school, and again in the afternoons, as 

well. During the summer, the schedules change again. Not everyone goes to Koranic 

school for the same amount of lime per day, and for the same duration. The marabouts 

generally teach using only Arabic, and do not use the child's native language while 

teaching. 

I received reports from ray key informant, Jungo that a relative of his was beaten 

and treated with violence and humiliation by his marabout when he made mistakes in 

reciting a verse. This young relative was allegedly tied by his hands and feet to a tree 

branch. His parents took him out of that Koranic school. The novel. The Ambiguous 

Adventure, written by Senegalese author, Cheikh Hamidou Kane, describes this 

phenomenon, as well. Parents react differently to these abuses. Some of the brighter kids 

take over the teaching of the younger students. Some kids study to become marabouts. 

Most kids sit on the ground with their tablets, with their verse written in Arabic, repeating 

until they can recite it perfectly. An entire study could be done on the Koranic schooling, 

with a larger sample. 

b. Government Schooling 

An analysis of the highest level of schooling achieved by the respondents gives us 

a global overview of the sample. This information is best understood when the sample is 

analyzed by school-age groups. For example, it is not unusual for a 3 year old to report 

having no education, while it is for a 16 or a 50 year old. With the help of my key 
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informants, the school-age groups were divided up as following: under school-age (under 

6 years old), primary school-age (7-13 years old), college or middle school-age (14-18 

years old), lycee or high school-age (19-23 years old), adults during the first four years at 

the University (24 -27 years old) and adults beyond the fourth year at the University (28 

years old and older). The percentages of the above school-age groups by gender are 

shown in Table 7.12 in order to give a sense of their relative presence in the sample. 

Table 7.12 Percentages of School-Age Groups by Gender 

School-Age Groups LVIale 
n=ll9 

Female 
n=119 

Total 
n=238 

Under school-age (under 6 years) 3.4 % 5.9 % 4.6 % 

Primary school-age children (7-13 years) 9.2 % 7.6 % 8.4 % 

College or middle school-age children (14-18 years) 5.0 % 12.6% 8.8 % 

Lycee or high school-age children (19-23 years) 9.2% 10.9% 10.1 % 

Adults-lst four years at the University (24-27 years) lO.l % 6.7 % 8.4% 

Aduits-beyond 4"* year at the University (28 and up) 63.0 % 56.3 % 59.7 % 

Because none of the children under si.x in the sample were attending school, they 

will be excluded from further analysis. Though I have more detailed information, I will 

group the responses for each school-age group, according to whether they had no 

education, whether they are under the expected level for their school-age group, or 

whether they are at or above the expected level for their school-age group. This analysis 

enables us to compare the levels achieved with the levels expected for their school-age 
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group. The variations by gender will be shown, as well (See Tables 7.13, 7.14, 7.15, 

7.16, and 7.17). 

The rates of the highest level achieved for the primary school-age children, 

between the ages of 7 and 13 years old, are presented below in Table 7.13. Overall, the 

situation looks optimistic, with only 5 % of them having had no access to education. All 

of these 5 % who did not have access to the education happen to be male. These males 

who did not have access to education represent 9.1 % of all the males in this school-age 

group. 

Table 7.13 Percentages of Highest Level Achieved in Government Schooling by 
Gender for Primary School-Age Children (7-13 years) 

Highest Level Achieved Male 
n=ll9 

Female 
n=119 

Total 
n=238 

No Education 9.1 % 0% 5% 

At or above primary school levels 90.9 % 100% 95% 

The rates of the highest level achieved for college or middle school-age children, 

between the ages of 14 and 18 years old, are presented below in Table 7.14. Only 4.8 % 

of them have had no access to education. This time, however, all of these 4.8 % who did 

not have access to the education happen to be female. These females who did not have 

access to education represent 6.7 % of all the females in this school-age group. Overall, 

the situation looks less optimistic for this school-age group. 52.4 % of them are below 

die expected school level in college. 66.7 % of the males are below the expected level. 
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and 46.8 % of the females. 

It is unusual that there is a higher percentage of males from this school-age group 

who are below their e.Kpected level. However, when you refer back to Table 7.12, you 

can see that the males are under-represented at this level, compared to the females. Only 

5 % of the males are in this school-age group compared to 12.6 % of the females. 

According to my key informants, the boys are often sent away to a better college in a 

different town. This may be because of gender discrimination, the desire to protect the 

girls' virginity, and/or the necessity of these girls' labor to maintain the household. The 

higher percentage of females at or above the expected level (53.2 %) compared to the 

males (33.3 %), might also be interpreted as evidence that girls in this age group are 

smarter, and/or take their studies more seriously. 

Table 7.14 Percentages of Highest Level Achieved in Government Schooling by 
Gender for College or Middle School-Age Children (14-18 years) 

Highest Level Achieved Male Female Total 
n=119 n=119 n=238 

No Education 0% 6.7% 46.8% 4.8% 52.4% 

Below college (middle school) 66.7% 40.1% 47.6% 

At or above college (middle school) 33.3 % 53.2% 47.6 % 

The rates of the highest level achieved for the lycee or high school-age people, 

between the ages of 19 and 23 years old, are presented below in Table 7.15. Overall, the 

situation looks somewhat more optimistic for this school-age group, since all have had at 
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least some access to schooling. However, 45.8 % of them are below the expected school 

level in lycee. This time, the females are the ones who have a higher representation 

below their expected level, with 61.5 % of the females below, compared to only 27.3 % 

of the males. Only 38.5 % of the females are at or above their expected levels, compared 

to 72.7 % of the males. Further, all the males at least got beyond a primary school 

education, while 31.8 % of the females in this school-age group did not. 

Table 7.15 Percentages of Highest Level Achieved in Government Schooling by 
Gender iorLycee or High School-Age Children (19-23 years) 

Highest Level Achieved Male n=ll9 Female n=ll9 Total n=238 

No Education 0% 
1 1 %  

0% 
61.5% 

0% 
45.8 % 

Below college 0% 
1 1 %  

31.8% 
61.5% 

16.7 % 
45.8 % 

Below lycee 27.3 % 

1 1 %  

29.7 % 

61.5% 

29.1 % 

45.8 % 

At or above lycee 11J % 38.5 % 54.2 % 

The rates of the highest level achieved for the adults' first four years at die 

University, between the ages of 24 and 27 years old. are presented below in Table 7.16. 

Once again, the situation looks somewhat more optimistic for this school-age group, since 

all have had at least some access to schooling. However, 90 % of them are below the 

expected school level for their school-age group, 100 % of the females compared with 

83.4 % of the males. The only ones in this school-age group that have pursued any 

studies beyond termimle are male. Those men make up 16.6 % of the males in their 

school-age group. 25 % of the males and the females did not get beyond a primary school 



206 

education. In addition, a higher percentage of females did not maice it beyond college 

(37.5 %) compared to 25 % of the males. 

Table 7.16 Percentages of Highest Level Achieved in GovernmeDt Schooling by 
Gender for Adults' First Four Years at the University (24-27 years) 

Highest Level .Achieved Male n=119 Female n=ll9 Total n=238 

No Education 0% 

83.4% 

0% 

100 % 

0% 

90% Below college 25% 83.4% 25% 100 % 25% 90% 

Below lycee 25% 

83.4% 

37.5 % 

100 % 

30% 

90% 

Below the University level 33.4% 

83.4% 

37.5 % 

100 % 

35% 

90% 

At or above University level 16.6 % 0% 10% 

The rates of the highest level achieved for die adults over the age of 28 are 

presented below in Table 7.17. This is the most vulnerable group, in terms of access to 

education. 38.1 % of the adults had no access to schooling. The numbers are even higher 

for women, where 50 % have never been to school, compared to 27.4 % of die men. 19.7 

% of the females did not get beyond primary school, compared to 6.9 % of the males. 

The higher the level of schooling, the smaller die percentage of females present. 91.4 % 

of die sample are below the expected level for their age group. Again, the women have a 

bleaker situation, with 97 % who are below their expected level, compared to 86.3 % of 

die men. 13.7 % of die men are at or above dieir expected level, compared to only 3 % of 

the women. Nevertheless, it is important to point out that some females did manage to 

achieve even die highest levels of education. 
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Table 7.17 Percentages of Highest Level Achieved in Government Schooling by 
Gender for Adults Beyond the Fourth Year at the University (28 and 
up) 

Highest Level Achieved Male n=ll9 Female n=ll9 Total n=238 

No Education 27.4% 

86.3% 

50% 

97% 

38.3 % 

91.4% 

Below college 6.9 % 

86.3% 

19.7% 

97% 

12.9 % 

91.4% Below lych 6.9 % 86.3% 3% 97% 5% 91.4% 

Below the University level 21.9% 

86.3% 

18.1 % 

97% 

20.1 % 

91.4% 

Below expected level 23.2% 

86.3% 

6% 

97% 

15% 

91.4% 

At or above expected level 13.7% 3% 8.6 % 

C. Summary 

The descriptive analysis of the results from the interviews widi the ten households 

and 238 household members in this study in Boghe, Mauritania provides a look at what 

life is like for the Halpulaar 'en in Boghe, over time. The information spans generations, 

and provides us with first-hand accounts of details from their life histories. By compiling 

their answers, and looking at the frequencies of different groups, we are able to see 

patterns and how they change over time. 

The sample is primarily made up of Muslim Halpulaar'en, with a small 

percentage (7.5 %) of Harratine households who speak Pulaar, as well. 70 % of the 

sample was bom within 12 kilometers of Boghe. There is a representative mix of 

households from different Pulaar caste groups, and the household size varies from 9 

members to 58 members. Household size may not necessarily be a sign of prosperity. 
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This depends partly on the ratio of producers to consumers per household, and the type of 

jobs these producers have. As to be expected from a patriarchal cultures, 42.5 % of the 

women are performing the non-remunerated work maintaining the household, compared 

to only 5 % of the men. 

In general, the eldest member of the household is given the honorary title of 

household head, though a younger relative may be the acting head. This shows the high 

level of respect of elders and tradition in the Pulaar culture. The household composition 

is complex and varied, showcasing the value of communal living in the Pulaar culture. 

Pulaar is the mother tongue of 95.3 % of the sample, and 98.3 % speak it fluently. 

Pulaar is a major lingua franca in Boghe, and The Middle Valley of the Senegal River 

Basin has historically been and still is a Pulaar region. The degree of multilingualism in 

the sample is astounding. Only 14 % of the total sample is monolingual. Even the 

majority of the children under ten are not monolingual, and 15.4 % are already uilingual. 

Of the teenagers, only 5.3 % are monolingual, and 7.9 % already speak 5 languages. 

Despite the fact that until I960, Mauritania was a colony of the French, and is 

considered a ""francophone" country, only 55.7 % consider themselves fluent in French. 

In addition, even though Arabic is the official language of Mauritania, which means it is 

also the language of instruction, it is telling that only 20.9 % claim to speak it fluently. 

Hassaniya, the Mauritanian spoken dialect of Arabic is claimed to be spoken fluently by 

only 40.4 % of the sample. 
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The results about the rates of Pulaar literacy are not as positive. Only 15.7% of 

the sample claimed to know how to read Pulaar, and slightly less (13 %) claimed to know 

how to write Pulaar. The hostility of the political climate is one factor which may explain 

why such a small percentage of the sample has been exposed to literacy in Pulaar. 

Further, Pulaar is historically an oral language, and it is only recently that Pulaar 

is starting to become available in the written form. Although there is indeed a paucity of 

written materials in Pulaar, as well as resources for developing them, there are pockets of 

committed people who are working to changing that. Strategic etTons to expand the 

breadth of the realms where Pulaar is used as the medium work concurrently with 

continued support of the realms where Pulaar is still dominant. The strength of the grass 

roots commitment to support and use Pulaar by the Pulaar community is key to their 

success in maintaining their language and culture despite the slow process of developing 

written materials in Pulaar. 

The case of the Pulaar provides insight into how a minority-language group can 

survive and thrive, and continue the intergenerational mother tongue transfer in the face 

of incredible odds. Not only has it never been the official language, nor is it taught in 

schools, it also must coexist with French and Arabic, languages with resources, armies 

and political clout. Nearby, across the Senegal River, Wolof, the lingua franca of 

Senegal, is already encroaching on Pulaar in Senegal. Even English is beginning to insert 

itself into the equation, as well. The lack of a standardized version of Pulaar, insufficient 

written materials developed and translated in Pulaar, and insufficient teachers trained and 
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political will engendered for this process has not stopped Pulaar from thriving. 

Half of the respondents claim to be able to read Arabic, while 20 % claim to be 

able to read a little Axabic. 44 % of the respondents claim to be able to write Arabic, 

while 13.4 % claim to be able to write a little Arabic. The percentages for females" 

reported levels in Arabic literacy lag considerably. 

70 % of the respondents began Koranic school at age six. Only 2 % of the 

respondents had never had any formal Koranic schooling. 78 % studied for 6 years or 

less, though this varied somewhat by gender. More males studied longer dian 6 years. 

Half of the respondents in the sample learned only enough to pray, which is less than one 

htb. Only 4 % of the respondents had memorized all 60 hijab of the Koran. These 

statistics vary by gender. For example, fewer female respondents have reached the higher 

levels, compared to the males. 

The analysis of the highest level of schooling achieved by the respondents in 

government schooling is best understood when the sample is analyzed by school-age 

groups. The primary school-age children have a more optimistic situation in terms of 

access to schooling, compared to the adults over 28. The females significantly lag the 

males, in terms of access to education, and the differences are greater for the older age-

groups. However, spoken in positive terms, we see that the situation has improved over 

time, and that there is better access to education for females and males now than there 

was 25 years ago. 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSIONS 

This dissertation has provided the necessary background information to situate the 

audior, the main key informants and the politics of language of the Pulaar in Mauritania. 

It has introduced the reader to the Pulaar language and the cultural geography of 

Mauritania. In addition, it has offered a micro-level look at the educational histories of 

over 200 Halpiilaar'en in Boghe. Therefore, the reader should have a more nuanced 

appreciation of the original issues and research questions when they are discussed in this 

chapter. 

The major issues and research questions refer to previously mentioned ideas and 

facts, as well as providing additional information and analyses. A brief analysis of how 

French and Arabic became hegemonic in Mauritania will be followed by a summary of 

the counterhegemonic processes that arose in response. Then, the Pulaar perspectives on 

the roles of Pulaar, Arabic and French will be covered. 

The historical development of language planning and policy in the Senegal River 

Valley in Mauritam'a will be discussed. There will be an added section on the history of 

the language-in-education policy in the context of the various educational reforms under 

the varying regimes. Next will be a brief overview of the current demographics of the 

sociolinguistic context of the Halpiilaar 'en in Boghe. The descriptive statistics in this 

section are based on ten household interviews, including information about 238 

individuals. 
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The significance, relevance and implications of this study will be addressed. The 

case of the Pulaar may offer insight for other ethnolinguistic minority groups in 

postcolonial conte.Kts who are facing similar challenges. 

A. Major Issues and Research Questions 

1. How did French and Arabic become hegemonic in Mauritania? 

Upon referring to Chapter Three, An Historical Look at the Politics of Language 

of the Pulaar, one can see that both French and Arabic became hegemonic because 

proponents of these languages took control of the government institutions. When a 

regime decides to declare a language official, and then proceeds in having all institutions 

of the regime use this official language, the language becomes hegemonic in the public 

sphere. One senses the hegemonic force of the official language to varying degrees when 

interacting with the military, the police, the school system, the government-controlled 

forms of media and communication and other government institutions. 

Another aspect that aided French and Arabic in becoming hegemonic is the fact 

that the French, and later the Moors both actively propagated linguistic ideologies in 

favor of their cultures and languages. The French tried/try to associate their "superior 

language and culture with modernity and the "civilized" world. The Moors, on the other 

hand, tried/try to propagate their culture and the use of Arabic language in all aspects of 

life as a "superior" way of being a good Muslim. 



2. What counterhegemonic processes arose in response? 

Historically, there have always been instances of counterhegemonic resistance to 

be found in any hegemonic situation. Many of the resistance movements and political 

organizations of the opposition, led primarily by the Pulaar, are mentioned in Chapter 

Three. Historically, die major political organizations of the opposition include Les Dix-

neiif, FLAM, FRUIDEM, and the iV//VD, later known as the UFD-EN. and then the UFP. 

Further, the language of the regime in power is not hegemonic in all spheres. The 

Pulaar have been successful in maintaining their home language in the domestic sphere 

and within the Pulaar community. In fact, some may even consider the act of giving 

Pulaar the primary functional value in the domestic sphere and in the Pulaar community, 

despite the fact that it is not the official language, as an everyday form of resistance. 

Certain aspects of the Pulaar culture may have effectively protected die 

Halpulaar 'en firom alienation and fortified their connection with their language and dieir 

ancestors. From a young age, Pulaar children are given a strong sense of their cultural 

identity, and learn to define themselves in relation to their ancestors. For instance, when 1 

asked a four year-old girl from the study to tell me her name, she responded with her first 

name, followed by the full names of her father, grandfather and great-grandfather. 

Children look forward to the detailed stones and proverbs told to them by their 

grandparents and other relatives. Through these stories, the Pulaar children learn details 

about their family history and their cultural values, including a responsibility to respect 

and protect their elders, their language and their traditions. This can be seen as a strategy 
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which has aided the Pulaar in maintaining their culture and their language through 

difficult times. 

The late Pulaar poet and philosopher, Guelaye Ali Fall would appear on the radio 

with his prose poems, which are stories that a grandparent would tell a child. One 

included a kind grandfather figure, who was lamenting to his grandchild about the fact 

that some youth do not respect their elders and the Pulaar tradition anymore, and all the 

wisdom that had been passed down so carefully from generation to generation was going 

to disappear. This particular story warns children to guard against this happening in the 

future. The use of stories and proverbs are powerful ways to build a child's sense of 

cultural identity so the child is better prepared to face the challenges the world outside the 

domestic sphere may hold. For example, this may aid the child when faced with the 

potentially damaging linguistic ideologies the child might encounter outside of Pulaar 

circles. 

Gaining access to opportunities which will potentially aid one's home community 

is encouraged, even when it means leaving home, interacting with outsiders and learning 

new languages and skills. Gido was told by his well-traveled, well-respected grandfather 

that he would go further than his grandfather had gone, and would see things and learn 

things diat his grandfather could not even imagine. The Halpidaar'en are taught to strive 

to achieve, including learning other languages, in order to gain more opportunities to 

financially support and protect their home language communities. A high percentage of 

Halpulaar'en in the study are multilingual. Their additive approach to muUilingualism 
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helps them to support their home language communities where they continue to keep 

Pulaar in its primary functional position. This is even true for many Halpulacir 'en living 

in communities in the United States. 

Baaba Maal, the world renowned Pulaar singer, also participated in encouraging 

the Halpulaar 'en to cherish and protect their home language. He wrote a song in 1988 

that was banned the following year during the Events in Mauritania. This song, called 

demngalam, means My Language. The song roughly translates from Pulaar as follows: 

Alia roku nomi demngalam. Pulaar kay ko demngalam. 
Alia rokii nomi gandai Pulaar mofti gandal. 
Alia roku nomi demngalam. Ruti waati demngalam. 
Neddo daro biye inna waatami baagal, ma mi salo, hay mi yoora. 
(God gave me my language. Pulaar. that is my language. 
God gave me knowledge. Pulaar contains knowledge. 
God gave me my language. God swears to me in my language. 
People try to use me like a rubber bag that is used to get water from 
the depths of the well. But I refuse. I will never let them do that.) 

Baaba Maal 

The Halpulaar 'en are known for their strong sense of pride in their ethnolinguistic 

identity. 

3. Pulaar Perspectives on the Role of Pulaar, Arabic and French 

Because, over the course of seven years [ have participated in formal and informal 

interviews with a diverse range of Pulaar key informants, I am able to discuss the broad 

lines of their perspectives on language. Certainly, there will always be a diversity of 

opinion, depending on their particular circumstances, priorities and political views. 
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Further, these perspectives are also subject to change, especially in the context of 

globalization. 

a. Pulaar 

By definition, all Halpiilaar 'en speak Pulaar as their mother tongue. Pulaar is 

used as the primary language in the home, and is the preferred language for 

communication between Halpiilaar 'en, in general. If a person who does not speak Pulaar 

is with a group of Halpulaar'en, they may or may not feel impelled to switch to another 

language in order to include the non Pulaar-speaker into the group's conversation. 

There was more diversity of opinion among the Halpiilaar 'en about the role of 

Pulaar in schools. Many issues are related to this complex, highly politicized subject, 

especially in the face of the history of violent opposition to the national language 

development by the regime. In this context, some Halpiilaar 'en question the practicality 

of promoting Pulaar literacy, in the face of the paucity of materials available in Pulaar. 

Some may question whether Pulaar literacy is a priority, compared to the more pressing 

importance of keeping their home communities financially autonomous from the regime. 

Some even questioned the relative importance of literacy in their cultural reality-. This 

may be related to the relative newness of promoting Pulaar as a written language. The 

Pulaar society has fimctioned for centuries relying primarily on oral traditions, using 

Pulaar as a spoken language. 

However, when the postcolonial Mauritanian regime declared Arabic as the 

official language, the other ethnolinguistic groups in Mauritania were inunediately put at 
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a disadvantage. Political groups formed, speaking and acting out in opposition. One of 

these, the iVZA®, promoted an underground rural literacy campaign for Pulaar, Wolof and 

Soninke. The strength of the opposition to the regime impelled the regime to make some 

concessions to the other ethnolinguistic groups, such as creating the Institute for National 

Languages, and allowing for some ''experimental" schools to be taught in the national 

languages. 

Historically, there have been only relatively small groups of dedicated people who 

were involved in promoting Pulaar language development. At the same time, lifelong 

advocates of Pulaar language development say the demand for having access to schools 

taught in Pulaar is higher than the supply. Unfortunately, the regime never properly 

flmded the national language development efforts. 

The antagonism that the Mauritaruan regime displayed towards the non-Arabs in 

Mauritania was and is quite evident The most dramatic display of violence against the 

non-Arab Mauritanians, primarily the Halpiilaar 'en, were the Events starting in 1989, as 

described in Chapter Three. By June 1999, the regime had dismantled the Institute for 

National Languages and eradicated from their school system even the small percentage of 

"experimental" elementary schools taught in Pulaar. 

The recent memory of the Events, which had a concrete impact on a large 

percentage of Halpiilaar 'en, is another reason why many do not have much hope that this 

same regime would effectuate any type of reform which would directly benefit the 

Halpulaar 'en. Because of the obvious paucity of political will for supporting the 



218 

development of Pulaar and other Mauritanian national languages, it behooves the Pulaar 

to choose their battles carefully. Because the schools are run by the regime, non-native 

speakers of the official language Arabic must compete with native speakers. Therefore, 

many non-native speakers of Arabic, such as the Pulaar, have found other avenues for 

preparing themselves for supporting their home communities. 

In practical terms, Pulaar literacy may not be seen as a priority issue for the 

Halpulaar 'en. Because spoken Pulaar is alive and well in the Pulaar community, and 

intergenerational mother tongue transfer of Pulaar is stable, Pulaar does not seem 

endangered to the Halpulaar 'en. 

Further, we need to remember that many languages, such as Pulaar, survived for 

centuries and still survive without a dependence on the written word, relying almost 

exclusively on oral tradition. This is possible when communities are self-sufficient and 

societal roles and relationships are clearly defined. Children can learn through 

observation, participation and initiation rituals. Cultural values and practices can be 

passed down through oral tradition. Verbal agreements can be meaningful and viable. 

This way of life is still tenable for some Halpulaar'en in the rural areas. With 

globalization, however, this is changing. Nevertheless, families are still able to rely on 

the literacy skills of their children or a trusted fiiend. 

Therefore, what seems more relevant is for the Halpulaar 'en to keep their home 

communities financially autonomous from the regime which forcibly promotes 

Arabization. At this point, the Halpulaar 'en do not necessarily equate literacy in Pulaar 
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with an improved ability to financially support one's family. While they are not opposed 

to Pulaar literacy, they neither assume that prioritizing the promotion of literacy in Pulaar 

is the best way to protect their language. Instead, they prioritize supporting their home 

communities where their language continues to be used as the primary language. 

The Pulaar have been strategic in finding ways to support their home 

communities, despite a school system and government regime which does not use their 

home language. Most become multilingual in order to seek money-making opportunities 

outside of their home communities. One example may be a rural Pulaar woman's use of 

other Mauritanian national languages when selling her gourds of milk, or her hand-dyed 

fabric. Another example may be a Pulaar student's excellence in Arabic and/or French, in 

order to attain a salaried position in Mauritam'a or to gain a scholarship to study abroad. 

The Pulaar cultural tradition of pooling resources, and supporting the non-wage eamers in 

one's home community is still widely practiced. 

It is not so much a matter of whether or not the Halpulaar 'en believe that Pulaar 

is capable of being used for "higher" functions. Theoretically, West African philosopher, 

Cheikh Anta Diop said that any language is capable of being developed to be used to 

express modem, technological and scientific ideas. For example, look at French, which is 

widely accepted as a language of wider communication. The number 97 is literally 

translated as quatre-vingt-dix-sept, or four-twenty-ten-seven. Numerous examples fi-om 

each language of wider communication could lead one to the erroneous conclusion that it 

is incapable of being used for higher functions. Issues of efficiency and functionality are 
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not the only characteristics that make a language valuable. 

It is neither an issue whether Pulaar in schools would be beneficial for the Pulaar 

children. Pulaar children who studied in the "experimental" schools received high scores 

in mathematics on the standardized elementary school leaving exam. Surely, it would be 

much easier to grasp a new concept when explained to us in our native language, rather 

than in a foreign language. 

Nevertheless, many Pulaar parents are concerned that with the current national 

political situation, they think their children would have a better chance at earning a living 

by looking for options that are not dependent on one's success within the Mauritanian 

school system. Some families pool their resources in order diat one member of their 

family might be able to afford to study and hopefully work abroad. Many countries 

require a person to have passed the Bac in order to apply for a temporary student visa in 

their country. They also require a certain amount of money in the bank, which refers one 

back to the previously mentioned importance of amassing financial capital. 

Much work needs to be done in order to develop enough materials in Pulaar so 

that children could become whomever they wanted to be, such as a pilot, a doctor, an 

engineer, or an astronaut, using only Pulaar. At the current rate of language development, 

it needs to be seen as a long term goal. Many Halpulaar 'en believe it is necessary to have 

a political system which is supportive of the grass-roots efforts, in order for the Pulaar 

language development to occur on a large scale. 



Ideologically, they have to face the people who say that it's too difficult and 

expensive and time-consuming to do it right. However, it's more expensive, and a waste 

of time to continue to pour time, money and effort into an education system that is not 

succeeding in reaching all of its citizens, and is in fact leaving a large percentage of its 

population behind. A government which cares about that fact would be willing to support 

national language development. It would also incorporate the needs of all its 

edinolinguistic groups into its language policy and language-in-education policy in an 

egalitarian way. 

Pulaar is also seen as important in its role of adding to the linguistic diversity of 

this planet. Languages hold the key to the uniqueness of each of our cultures. Within the 

structure of the Pulaar language, there is embedded knowledge about the Pulaar culture. 

For example, in Pulaar, there are 21 categories of nouns, and each one has its own 

definite article. There is a distinct definite article for God, {Alla-o) which is the same one 

used for all animate beings. Also, Pulaar has various distinct words that are used to call 

different animals, which showcases their level of sophistication in this area, based on 

centuries of experience as animal herders. There is a deeper level of intimacy with a 

culture that is comprehended and expressed more fully through that cultural group's 

language. Certain proverbs and expressions simply do not translate well into other 

languages. 

Pulaar is used as a sign of ethnolinguistic identity. It is a reminder of one's 

connections with one's ancestors. It is the manifestation of the strength and tenacity of 
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the Pulaar culture and the Halpulaar 'en in the face of conquerors throughout history, 

many of whom tried to impose their culture and language and eliminate Pulaar. It is a 

symbol of pride and victory in the face of great opposition. 

b. Arabic 

The Pulaar perspectives on the role of Arabic often vary depending on the person 

and the context. For example, most Halpulaar'en are not pleased that Arabic is the only 

official language of Mauritania under the current regime. However, at the same time, 

most Halpulaar 'en do not object to the sole use of Arabic in Koranic schooling, and 

virtually all of them pray in Arabic. Because practically all Pulaar in Mauritania are 

Muslim, certain religious phrases are peppered in their daily speech. Some examples 

include Al hamdoulilah, Bismelah, Salaam Aleikam, Allah o Akbar and Marsh 'allah. 

However, this does not mean that Halpulaar 'en are not opposed to the imposition 

of Arabic as the official language in Mauritania. Most Halpulaar'en do not see a 

contradiction in being good Muslims, praying in Arabic and opposing the imposition of 

Arabization policies on non-Arab citizens like themselves. It is important to mention that 

there were some Halpulaar 'en who were members of the regime which declared Arabic 

the official language, as well as the regime which perpetrated the Events. Some were 

coopted, others tried to make a difference from within the structure. At the same time, 

there were also some Pulaar-led Black separatist political orgamzations, such as FLAM 

and FRUIDEM. There was also a cross-ethnic alliance, the MND. which later was called 

the UFD-EN, and is now the OTP. There are Halpulaar 'en on all ends of the political 
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spectrum. 

Most Halpiilaar 'en do not mind using Arabic with their Moor relatives, friends, 

comrades or business relations who do not speak Pulaar or French. Many Halpiilaar 'en 

fought alongside many Arab Moors against the French when working to nationalize the 

mine in Mauritania immediately after independence in 1960. Theoretically. Arab and 

Black Mauritanians were united in understanding that each ethnolinguistic group would 

naturally want to develop its own language, rather than using the language of the former 

colonizer, French. 

However, when the new postcolonial regime imposed Arabic as the official 

language in 1966. many Halpiilaar 'en resented and resisted it. Many from that 

generation refused to learn Arabic in the school system. In contrast, some of the younger 

generations of Halpulaar'en, even in Boghe, have being taught exclusively in Arabic at 

school. They take notes using Arabic script, and have not been exposed to French in 

school. 

c. French 

French is a constant symbolic reminder of the atrocities perpetrated upon the West 

Africans during French colom'alism. Most Halpiilaar 'en resent the French who continue 

to behave according to their colom'al linguistic ideologies, treating West Africans as if 

they were inferior and uncivilized. Some of the Halpulaar 'en elites are alienated, 

identify diemselves with the French, and project those denigrating colonial linguistic 

ideologies on people who do not speak French correctly with a Parisian accent. 
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The Halpulaar 'en who have completed their studies in the French system may use 

their French for its utilitarian value as a lingiia franca with people from other 

ethnolinguistic groups who also speak French. Some use their French in order to gain 

favor, scholarships and even employment with people who are impressed with a person's 

proficiency in French. For some Halpulaar 'en, French is their ticket to higher education 

and job opportimities in Europe and North America. 

Some Halpulaar'en may prefer having French as the language of instruction, 

rather than Arabic, because then none of the ethnolinguistic groups would have the 

advantage of having their home language as the language of instruction. Others would 

rather require all Mauritanians to become proficient in at least two of the national 

languages. This would require the Moors to gain proficiency in a second language, as 

well. The current regime has recently decided to reincorporate French back into the 

school system. This will probably most affect the role of French for younger generations 

who had less exposure to French in school. 

4. History of Language Policy in the Senegal River Valley in Mauritania 

The French colonial admim'stration imposed French on the three ethnolinguistic 

groups in the Senegal River Valley, the Pulaar, the Wolof, the Soninke. The French 

renamed the area the AOF, and opened L 'Ecole des Fils de Chef, to coopt the sons of the 

AMcan elites, training them to perform the admim'strative work and maintain the 

ideological and economic aims of the French colonial administration. 



lis 

In 1960, Mauritania was declared independent, and the French turned over their 

power to a Moor-led regime. The National Constitution, adopted in 1961, stipulated in 

Article 3, that the official languages were French and Arabic, and that the national 

language was Arabic (Cy?.D./.-Canada 1992:22). The administration and the education 

system of the time was conducted bilingually in French and Arabic, though primarily in 

French. By 1966. this regime declared Arabic the official language of Mauritania, which 

remains in effect to this day. 

The politics of language can also be discussed in terms of the different educational 

reforms that successive governments have attempted to put into effect. In 1959. the 

educational reform attempted to adapt the country's educational policy to the cultural 

aspirations and national ideologies in rehabilitating Arabic, the language of Islam, the 

religion of all Mauritanians. (C.^.£).Z-Canada 1992:17) The rhetoric used in this reform 

shows how die regime uses religion to try to promote the Arabic culture, and secular use 

of Arabic in schools. 

Because of the protests of the Black ethnolinguistic groups, the government 

proposed another education reform in 1967 which adopted a bilingual language-in-

education policy with French and Arabic. (C.i?.D./.-Canada 1992:17) The rhetoric used 

in this reform referred to dieir trying to take into consideration the "aspirations" of die 

Arabic-speakers, and the "fears" of the Black ethnolinguistic groups. 

In 1973, another education reform stated that their objectives were to continue to 

promote Arabic, and to teach the languages of the other ethnic groups of the country. The 
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ideology of cultural independence was also promoted. (C^.Z)./.-Canada 1992:17) 

However, there was no clear plan as to how that would be accomplished. 

In 1976, the activities of ARPRIM, or L 'Association pour la Renaissance du 

Pulaar en Mauritanie (previously mentioned under its Pulaar name, Bamtare Pulaar), or 

.Association for the Renaissance of Pulaar in RIM, were legally recognized. This marked 

the beginning of an epoch of new attitudes in the government authorities toward the 

necessity of permitting the cultural development of the different ethnic groups of RIM. 

ARPRIM proposed to participate actively in the study, teaching and the promotion of the 

Pulaar culture and civilization. They were promoters of literacy and research, and set the 

precedent for the creation of similar associations for the other ethnolinguistic groups in 

RIM. The Association for Soninke was legally recognized in 1978, and for Wolof in 

1980. (C./{.D./.-Canada 1992:23) 

After the military coup of 1978, a new armed regime took over the Mauritanian 

government. This regime acknowledged the existence of four national languages: Arabic, 

Pulaar, Soninke and Wolof. Arabic would remain the official and unifying language until 

the other three languages were operative at the level of Arabic. French would continue to 

be a language for international communication and used in schools until it could be 

eliminated and replaced by the national languages. (C.i?.D./.-Canada 1992:18) Once 

again, although the new military regime is acknowledging the other national languages, 

Arabic is still promoted as the "unifying" language. 
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Because the regime before the military coup did not achieve their stated 

objectives, a fourth education reform in 1979 stated that all Mauritanian citizens had 

equal rights, especially with respect to their linguistic rights. Despite this rhetoric, all 

children must begin school with a year in Arabic. The second year, the Black 

ethnolinguistic groups could decide between French or Arabic. They also purportedly 

decided to offer children an equal chance by permitting them to use their national 

languages during their studies. (C./?.D./.-Canada 1992:18) Though this includes some 

idealistic rhetoric about equality of linguistic rights, it is immediately contradicted by the 

imposition of Arabic during children's first year in school. The act of simply 

"permitting" children to use their nadonal languages during their studies does not create 

die necessary conditions which would offer the children an equal chance. 

During this 1979 reform, the new military regime claimed that this new education 

policy was oriented towards putting into a place a system which assured the cultural 

independence of Mauritania in giving a priority role to the four national languages. This 

system would be founded on the following principles: the officialization of all the 

national languages, the transcription of Pulaar, Soninke and Wolof using the Roman 

alphabet, the creating of an Institute of National Languages, and the teaching in all 

national languages, which should all ultimately be at the same level as Arabic. {C.R.D.L-

Canada 1992:18) All of this was supposed to take place in six years. In 1980, the Mim'ster 

of Education of RIM wrote to the governments of Senegal, Mali, Guinea and Niger to 

affirm his willingness to cooperate and harmom'ze the efforts to promote their common 
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languages. (C./?.D./.-Canada 1992:24) In 1981, the Minister of Education received 

permission from the Minister of Information for radio time for Pulaar. Soninke and 

Wolof. That year also marked the beginning of the transcription of those same languages 

by die ILN. 

Though the ILN was underflmded, under-resourced and understaffed, certain 

dedicated people have worked tirelessly on transcribing the languages, training personnel, 

and developing didactic materials for the limited number of "experimental" classes that 

were offered in the national languages. By 1982, 70 classes were offered, using the 

modier tongues of the children as the medium of instruction for all subjects during 

elementary school. During the third year, all children would learn a second national 

language. The non-Arabs would leam Arabic as their second language. A public 

campaign for raising awareness about the importance of the national languages was also 

undertaken, to deal with the reticence of some parents, teachers and intellectuals to this 

program. (C.i?.D./.-Canada 1992:20) 

The Regional Bureau of UNESCO {BREDA) from Dakar evaluated the efforts of 

the ILN in teaching the national languages in the schools in 1984, as well as 1988. The 

1984 evaluation affirmed that the ILN had a real desire to promote the national languages, 

and that it would not seem to be an exaggeration to say that some of the then current 

members of the RIM government were not opposed to that desire. (Ci?.Z)./.-Canada 

1992:26) The wording of this evaluation is quite telling. 
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BREDA'S 1988 evaluation of the students' achievements in these programs gave 

an honorable mention to 61% of the classes that were taught in Pulaar, Soninke and 

Wolof as the language of instruction, and 71% for the ones taught in Arabic with Pulaar, 

Soninke and Wolof taught as a second language. The evaluation also mentioned the 

insufficiencies and weaknesses of the project, and offered the /liV their recommendations 

to increase their chances of success. (C/?.£»./.-Canada 1992:27) Throughout all of this 

work on the national languages, the legal rhetoric always reinforces that Arabic is the 

unifying language, spoken by all Mauritanians. (C.i?.D./.-Canada 1992:25) It is relevant 

to mention that during this same period, there were a series of violence, called the Events, 

which the regime perpetrated against the Black ethnolinguistic groups, especially against 

the Halpulaar 'en. 

In 1991, Article 6 of the Constitution named Arabic, Pulaar. Soninke and Woiof 

as national languages, and Arabic as the official language. French was no longer 

mentioned as an official language. (C.i?.D./.-Canada 1992:27-28) The officialization of 

the Pulaar, Soninke and Wolof was never effectively realized. The Arabization efforts 

promoting Arabic-only in the schools continued. The few bilingual schools in 

French/Arabic were extremely overcrowded, and many Black ethnolinguistic groups were 

becoming increasingly disillusioned with the educational system. In 1999, the//iV was 

shut down, and the experimental schools were discontinued altogether. 

With hindsight, it seems clear that the main goal of the Moor-led regimes after 

independence was always to promote Arabic as the unifying language, spoken by all 
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Mauritanians. The regime was occasionally forced to give some concessions to the Black 

ethno linguistic groups, because of the strength of their grass roots movement in support 

of the national languages. However, these concessions were simply rhetorical. The 

regime's intention was to coopt the leaders and sabotage the momentum of the grass roots 

movement. After coopting some of the leaders, the regime purposefully denied the ILN a 

sufficient amount of resources, personnel and funding. Then, the regime evaluated the 

results of the ILN^s efforts, and simply shut it down, declaring its language development 

efforts a failure. 

The most recent educational reform shows a renewed interest in enhancing the 

role of French in the currently Axabic-dominant school system. The United States is 

beginning to talk about using Peace Corps volunteers in Mauritania to begin introducing 

English to various schools in the capital, Nouakchott. This may be partly in response to 

the high demand of youth desiring visas to study in the United States. 

In the meantime, the national language development continues under the auspices 

oiBamtare Pulaar, and other dedicated NGOs and individuals. The fact that Pulaar has 

never had official language status in Mauritania has kept the responsibility of maintaining 

the language always squarely on the shoulders of the Halpulaar 'en, rather than shifting h 

to the government, or to a government-run institution, like a school. Bamtare Pulaar 

existed before the regime created the ILN, and Bamtare Pulaar continues to promote 

Pulaar language development today. Its autonomy from the regime has been the key to its 

longevity. 



Concerned Halpulaar'en have recently founded their ovvn community-run school 

in Boghe. They have decided to use retired teachers, and have instated a multilingual 

language-in-education policy. Dr. Mamadou Niang published a Pulaar-English, English-

Pulaar Standard Dictionary in 1997. As the population of Halpiilaar 'en working and 

studying abroad becomes larger and more financially successful, ideally these efforts will 

multiply and Pulaar will continue to thrive. 

5. Current Demographics of the Sociolinguistic Context of the Halpulaar'en 

in Boghe 

The previous chapter. The Discussion of the Findings, provides a preliminary 

analysis of the current demographics of the sociolinguistic context of the Halpiilaar 'en in 

Boghe. The following descriptive statistics are the highlights of my micro-level research 

in Boghe, based on ten household interviews, including information about 238 

individuals. A more in-depth discussion of the sociolinguistic context in Boghe is beyond 

the scope of this dissertation. 

a. Ethnicity 

Boghe is known for being a Pulaar-dominant town. 82.8 % of the respondents in 

this study are 100 % Pulaar. If you count the people who are half Pulaar, that figure goes 

up to 92.5 %. Only 7.5 % of the surveyed members claim no Pulaar ancestry. 92.5 % of 

the sample claims no Harratine ancestry, meaning they are either Pulaar, Wolof, Soninke 

or a mixture of any of the three. 7.5 % in the survey do have at least some Harratine 

ancestry. Regardless of ethnicity, virtually everyone in Boghe speaks Pulaar. and 
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interacts fully with the Pulaar culture. 

b. Spoken Language Abilities 

The mother tongue of 95.3 % of the sample members is Pulaar. The other 4.7 % 

claimed Hassaniya and/or Wolof. 98.3 % of the sample speak Pulaar fluently. Because 

92.5 % of the sample members are Pulaar by blood, the others speak Pulaar by virtue of 

the fact that it is a major lingua franca in Boghe. The Middle Valley of the Senegal River 

Basin has historically been and still is a Pulaar region. 

The degree of multilingualism in West Africa is apparent, even in a small, 

relatively remote town like Boghe. Only 14 % of the total sample speaks only one 

language (See Table 7.7). This does not vary significantly by gender. If one looks at the 

percentage of people who speak different numbers of languages for their respective age 

group, one sees that certain age groups tend to be more multilingual than others. For 

example, sample members between the ages of 11-40 have very few monolingual 

speakers. Even for the group with children under ten, the majority of them (53.9 %) are 

not monolingual, and 15.4 % are trilingual. For the teenagers, only 5.3 % are 

monolingual, and 7.9 % speak five languages. 

The numbers and percentages of the sample who speak Pulaar. French. Hassaniya. 

Wolof, Arabic and English are presented according to their self-reported proficiencies 

(See Table 7.8). Despite the fact that until 1960, Mauritania was a colony of the French, 

and is considered a "francophone" country, only 55.7 % consider themselves fluent in 

French, hi addition^ even though Arabic is the official language of Mauritania, which 
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means it is also the language of instruction, it is telling that only 20.9 % claim to speak it 

fluently. Hassaniya, the Mauritanian spoken dialect of Arabic is claimed to be spoken 

fluently by only 40.4 % of the sample. Only 3 % of the sample mentioned additional 

languages, other than the ones included in Table 7.8, such as Spanish, Lingala. Bambara. 

Russian, Japanese and Soninke. 

c. Pulaar Literacy 

The results about the rates of Pulaar literacy are not as positive. Only 15.7% of 

the sample claimed to know how to read Pulaar, and slightly less (13 %) claimed to know 

how to write Pulaar. The hostility of the political climate is one factor which may explain 

why such a small percentage of the sample has been exposed to literacy in Pulaar. 

Further, Pulaar is historically an oral language, and it is only recently that Pulaar 

is starting to become available in the written form. Although there is indeed a paucity of 

written materials in Pulaar, as well as resources for developing them, there are pockets of 

committed people who are working to changing that. Strategic efforts to expand the 

breadth of the realms where Pulaar is used as the medium work concurrently with 

continued support of the realms where E^ilaar is still dominant. The strength of the grass 

roots commitment to support and use Pulaar by the Pulaar commiuiity is key to their 

success in maintaining their language and culture despite the slow process of developing 

written materials in Pulaar. 

The case of the Pulaar provides insight into how a minority-language group can 

survive and thrive, and continue the intergenerational mother tongue transfer in the face 
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of incredible odds. Not only has it never been the official language, nor is it taught in 

schools, it also must coexist with French and Arabic, languages with resources, armies 

and political clout. Nearby, across the Senegal River, Wolof, the lingua franca of 

Senegal, is already encroaching on Pulaar in Senegal. Even English is beginning to insert 

itself into the equation, as well. The lack of a standardized version of Pulaar. insufficient 

written materials developed and translated in Pulaar, and insufficient teachers trained and 

political will engendered for this process has not stopped Pulaar from thriving. 

d. Arabic Literacy 

Half (51 %) of the respondents claim to be able to read Arabic, while 20 % claim 

to be able to read a little Arabic. 44 % of die respondents claim to be able to write 

.Arabic, while 13.4 % claim to be able to write a little Arabic. These numbers vary 

somewhat by gender (See Table 7.9). The percentages for females' reported levels in 

Arabic literacy lag considerably. Note, that this Arabic literacy information about 

reported levels of ability in reading and writing classical Arabic does not necessarily 

imply that they can understand Arabic. However, some will have studied Arabic in the 

government school system, as well. 

e. Koranic Schooling 

Because Mauritania is an Islamic Republic, and because virtually all Mauritanians 

and all Pulaar are Muslim, everyone in the study is Muslim. The vast majority (70 %) of 

the respondents began Koranic schooling at age six. 14 % began at age 7, and only 2 % 

of the respondents had never had any formal Koranic schooling. The duration of Koranic 
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schooling ranged from one year to 27 years, though the vast majority (78 %) studied for 6 

years or less (See Graph 7.10 and Table 7.10). This varied somewhat by gender (See 

Table 7.10). For e.xample, more males studied longer than 6 years. The marabouts 

generally teach using only Arabic, and do not use the child's native language while 

teaching. 

All Koranic students learn the customs about how to follow the imam in die daily 

prayer rituals. The prayers used in the daily prayer rituals include less than I hizb of the 

60 hijab, or passages of verses diat make up the Koran. Half (50 %) of the respondents in 

the sample learned only up to this level. 22 % learned between 2 to 5 hijab, 8 % leamed 

between 6 tolO hijab, and 20 % leamed more than 10 hijab. Only 4 % of the respondents 

had memorized all 60 hijab of the Koran, attaining the level of tapsirou. These statistics 

vary by gender (See Table 7.11). For example, fewer female respondents have reached the 

higher levels. For example, 10 % of the female respondents leamed more than 10 hijab 

compared to 24 % of the males. 

f. Government Schooling 

The analysis of the highest level of schooling achieved by the respondents in 

government schooling is best understood when the sample is analyzed by school-age 

groups. Only 5 % of the primary school-age children have had no access to education. 

Similarly, only 4.8 % of the college or middle school-age children have had no access to 

education. However, 52.4 % of them are below their expected school level in college. 

with 66.7 % of the males below their expected level, and 46.8 % of the females. 
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All of the lycee or high school-age people have had at least some access to 

schooling. However, 45.8 % of them are below their expected school level, with 61.5 % 

of the females below, compared to only 27.3 % of the males. Further, all the males at 

least got beyond a primary school education, while 31.8 % of the females in this school-

age group did not. 

All of the adults between the ages of 24 and 27 years old, had at least some access 

to schooling. However, 90 % of them are below the e.xpected school level for their 

school-age group, 100 % of the females compared with 83.4 % of the males. The only 

ones in this school-age group that have pursued any studies beyond terminale are male. 

25 % of the males and the females did not get beyond a primary school education. In 

addition, a higher percentage of females did not make it beyond college (37.5 %) 

compared to 25 % of the males. 

The most vulnerable group, in terms of access to education, are the adults over the 

age of 28. 38.1 % of them had no access to schooling. The numbers are even higher for 

women, where 50 % have never been to school, compared to 27.4 % of the men. 19.7 % 

of the females did not get beyond primary school, compared to 6.9 % of the males. The 

higher die level of schooling, the smaller the percentage of females present. 91.4 % of 

the sample are below the expected level for their age group. Again, the women have a 

bleaker situation, with 97 % who are below their expected level, compared to 86.3 % of 

the men. 13.7 % of the men are at or above their expected level, compared to only 3 % of 

the women. Nevertheless, it is important to point out that some females did manage to 
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achieve even the highest levels of education. 

Overall, the females significantly lag the males, in terms of access to education, 

and the differences are greater for the older age-groups. However, spoken in positive 

terms, we see that the situation has improved over time, and that there is better access to 

education for females and males now than there was 25 years ago. 

6. Curreot Language Attitudes of the Pulaar-speakers from Boghe 

The current language attitudes of the Halpulaar 'en from Boghe are fairly well 

summarized above under the section about the Pulaar perspectives on the roles of Pulaar. 

Arabic and French. Some additional comments about their current language attitudes will 

be included in this section. Their ability to embrace multilingualism for its utilitarian 

value without losing dieir strong connection with Pulaar as their mother tongue works in 

favor of the longevity of their language. The Halpulaar 'en seem open-minded about 

using and/or adapting words from other languages, such as Wolof, French, Arabic and 

even English. This flexibility allows Pulaar to evolve and e.xpand over time in our fast-

paced, ever-changing world. 

I noticed certain differences between the younger school-age children, and the 

older ones who had completed their studies before the Arabic-emphasis in schools was 

firmly in place. The younger ones seemed to prefer using Arabic script when writing, 

rather than using l atin characters. In general, the younger generation is relatively less 

comfortable speaking French, even though they may have attended the bilingual 

French/Arabic schools. These bilingual schools were reportedly grossly over-crowded, 
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and of poor quality. Many Halpulaar 'en became disillusioned and dropped out of school, 

preferring to spend their effons on working in petty commerce or agriculture. 

Others who were attempting to pass the Bac, so that they might be a candidate for 

receiving a student visa or a scholarship to study abroad, had to achieve an exceptionally 

high level in Arabic in order to compete with the native-speakers. If migration to another 

country was a possibility for work or study, they would focus on learning whatever 

languages were relevant in order to improve their earning potential. 

As the Halpulaar 'en come into contact with more English-speakers and North 

American media, music and consumer products become more prevalent in Mauritania. 

English is becoming a more sought-after commodity. The regime's recent decision in 

expanding Mauritanian's access to the internet may also affect their attitudes about 

language in untold ways. English, unlike French, does not have the bitter taste of 

colonialism attached to it for Mauritanians. As a result, in the long run. some 

Halpiilaar'en may prefer using English as their chosen language of wider 

communication. 

Another fact that makes English palatable to the Halpulaar 'en was the North 

American position against Saddam Hussein. The Black ethnolinguistic groups appreciate 

the fact that former President George Bush Sr. shut down the USAID mission in 

Mauritania and greatly reduced aid to Mauritania when he found out about the 

Mauritanian regime's ties with Saddam Hussein. Saddam Hussein was giving money to 

the Mauritanian regime to support their Arabization efforts during the Events. When 
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Saddam Hussein was weakened financially, because of tfie Gulf War, he couid no longer 

afford to send funds to the Mauritanian regime. This forced the Mauritanian regime to 

cut back on the violence against the Black ethnolinguistic groups, and instead begin to 

view them as potential customers for the Moors businesses. 

Now, however, there is a new shift in the relationship between the Mauritanian 

regime and the United States. The Islamic Republic of Mauritania is one of the only 

countries in the Arab world which has diplomatic relations with Israel. The United States 

is beginning to talk about using Peace Corps volunteers in Mauritania to begin 

introducing English to various schools in the capital. The prospect of off-shore oil 

sources in Mauritania may inspire further United States interest, which may lead to 

further inclusion of English in the curriculum of government schooling. 

B. Relevance to Other Minority Language Groups in Post-colonial Contexts 

Each minority language group has its own unique blend of cultural, linguistic, 

socioeconomic, and political circumstances and challenges, which must be dealt with on a 

case by case basis. However, at the same time, the case of Pulaar in Mauritania may be 

instructive for making situated, contextualized comparisons of similar issues and/or 

strategies for dealing v^th them. The sharing of insights about similar struggles could be 

relevant to the other Black ethnolinguistic groups in Boghe, in other parts of the Senegal 

River Valley and in other parts of Mauritania. It may relate to the struggles of the 

Halpulaar 'en in other West Afiican countries. It can also be useful for other minority 

ethnolinguistic groups in West Africa, and in other regions in Africa formerly colonized 
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by the French. 

Perhaps some of the issues would be salient to other ethnolinguistic groups in 

other parts of the world who were also formerly colonized by the French. Some may see 

commonalities in die struggles faced by all formerly colonized peoples who have had a 

language imposed upon them through an "official language-only" language-in-education 

policy, which included damaging linguistic ideologies and severe punishments for those 

who speak their home language. They may relate to having to compete with native 

speakers of the official language for grades, scholarships, jobs and opportunities. 

Others may find connections because of the fact that Pulaar is only recently a 

written language. Some may relate to the struggles of trying to incorporate their language 

into the government's school system. Some may relate to having participated in a 

movement in opposition to die government, or in a politicized rural literacy campaign. 

Some may relate to having tried to work through the system to try to change the system. 

Some may relate to the fact that they have experienced violent and/or racist treatment 

from their government. Others may relate to the fact that their homes and ancestral lands 

were violently stolen from them, as well. 

Different minority language groups may have different amounts of resources at 

their disposal. They may not be dealing with a racist military regime. They may not have 

intergenerational mother tongue transmission happenmg in their homes. They may not 

have extended family nearby to provide aid in raising the kids. They may have more 

exposure to the official language, through the media and the surrounding community. 
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They may not have a strong command of their mother tongue. 

It is usefiil to denote why and how certain groups seem to manage to succeed in 

maintaining their language, in the face of many obstacles. It leads one to question 

whether the very act of a parent teaching his/her child his/her mother tongue is a 

counterhegemonic act, when the mother tongue is not the language that the child will use 

in school. It can be counterhegemonic in that it can provide the child with a strong sense 

of ethnolinguistic identity which can protect the child against damaging linguistic 

ideologies of the other languages the child may encounter outside of the domestic realm. 

Certainly, language is imbued with cultural values, so the child is in effect gaining access 

to an alternate world view, which may oppose that of the mainstream language group. 

It is important to understand how one can create and reinforce a strong sense of 

one's ethnolinguistic identity, when it is not being validated in school or in other arenas 

where the official language and culture tend to be hegemonic. Often, difficult 

circumstances push one to create a stronger counterhegemonic identity, and to insulate 

more tightly the domestic realm from the outside world as a safe haven for one's 

ethnolinguistic identity. This often leads a family to develop a stronger bond with each 

other within that safe haven for their language and culture. This may in fact contribute to 

the preservation of Pulaar language and culture. 

However, this "insulation" firom outside forces is never complete, and is always 

changing, especially with the globalization of the economy and the media. Neighbors 

from different ethnolinguistic groups, and marriages with non-Pulaar speakers, while still 
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relatively unusual in Boghe, bring other languages into the domestic realm wliich would 

otherwise have not entered. The effects of these "intrusions" are varied. However, if 

there is a friendly atmosphere, the household members might be more receptive to 

engaging with the outsider in the other's language, or vice versa. 

It can be debated whether maintaining a fighter's distance firom people from other 

ethnolinguistic groups helps to preserve one's language. For instance, certain "outsiders" 

with a similar political commitment might be willing to help facilitate the preservation of 

one's language. The Pulaar have historically used connections with each other, as well as 

using their knowledge of outsiders' languages as a means to achieve the resources to 

preserve their own native language and culture. 

Perhaps there is something particular about the Pulaar culture that strengthens 

their commitment to passing on their language. The cultural values of learning about your 

place in connection with your lineage and cultural heritage, respecting your elders, 

seeking their blessings, protecting them, and the importance of passing this on to future 

generations are all central to the Pulaar culture. The mother tongue is seen as a means for 

communicating with their elders, as well as an inroad to the spiritual knowledge of their 

elders and ancestors. Therefore, there is pride and a sense of protection from the in-group 

affiliation that comes with the acquisition of the mother tongue. 

Another aspect about the Pulaar culture that strengthens their commitment to 

passing on their language is the fact that their language and culture has historically been 

passed down through oral tradition. This sanctifies the importance of passing down their 
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spoken language. Because the written ttanscription of Pulaar is so recent, it has not yet 

eclipsed the sense of urgency that is connected with preserving the culture and language 

through the oral tradition. If a story, a proverb or a blessing is written down, one may not 

feel impelled to repeat it to the children until they learn it well enough to repeat it to the 

next generation. The importance of passing down Pulaar literacy skills has not yet 

developed the same level of sanctified acceptance as the spoken form. 

The fact that Pulaar is the primary functional language in the domestic realm and 

in the Pulaar community implicitly teaches children the value of their language. In 

Boghe, where virtually everyone in town speaks Pulaar, the effect is intensified. .A. child 

leams about when, where, how and why to use the mother tongue and other languages by 

observing the actions of his/her role models. Raising children in an environment where 

they are immersed in their home language, and understand the importance of passing it 

down, certainly aids the Halpidaar'en in maintaim'ng their language. 

The case of the Pulaar is most relevant as a relatively promising e.xample to other 

language minority groups who are also facing obstacles in maintaining their home 

languages. While each language group must confront its own unique combination of 

obstacles and circumstances, it can be useful to consider the way one language minority 

group seems to be handling theirs. 

C. Significance 

This dissertation intends to help shed light on the challenges of a minority 

ethnolinguistic groups in a post-colonial context, and how it has managed to survive over 
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time, [t hopes to raise awareness about the atrocities that the French and the Moors have 

perpetrated against the peoples of the Senegal River Valley, in particular the 

Halpulaar 'en, over time. It also hopes to identify and deconstruct some of the damaging 

linguistic ideologies of the French colonial system, as well as the current Arabizing 

regime in Mauritania. The main issue this dissertation helps to resolve is the lack of 

documentation of the history of the struggles and the triumphs of the Halpulaar 'en in 

Mauritania. This also provides a reference guide for a methodological process that could 

be used for doing similar research. 

This dissertation attempts to expose and unmask the damaging linguistic 

ideologies that become hegemonic through their diffusion throughout governmental 

institutions, such as the educational system. It intends to affirm and acknowledge the 

successful strategies of the Halpulaar 'en in sustaining their language and ethnolinguistic 

identity in the face of great opposition. The ensemble of their everyday forms of 

resistance in creating an ethnolinguistic identity that is strong enough to protect them 

from the damaging linguistic ideologies outside of the institution of the Pulaar household 

can indeed be seen as a counterhegemonic force. 

D. Implications 

Based on an analysis of the particular experiences of the Halpulaar 'en in 

Mauritania, certain lessons have come to the foreground. Readers of this dissertation 

who are advocates of minority language development may wish to consider some the 

following recommendations, which may have implications in other contexts. 
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If it seems that the parents are not supportive of schools using the home language, 

it is important for language plaimers to listen carefully and try to understand why. Every 

person has a right to set their own priorities, based on their own criteria. The same is true 

for parents and ethnolinguistic groups. 

If the parents believe that the language or the program is not ready for being 

incorporated into the school system, perhaps the emphasis should be placed on preparing 

more materials in the home language. Some parents may prefer waiting to incorporate 

the new language program until there are more materials available, or more teachers who 

are prepared to teach. Some would rather wait until the educational system recognizes 

the validity of these programs, and modifies their standardized tests to allow for these 

students achievements. Some would like to see the language policies modified first. 

Others would like to see that the government will offer salaried positions for students 

who are literate in two or more of the national languages. If a language is introduced into 

a government's school system before enough materials have been developed, and before 

there is a critical mass of grass roots support and political will, it may be desdned for 

failure. 

In the meantime, while more materials are being developed, and political will is 

raised, advocates can direct their efforts toward community-led schools, supporting 

continued use of the home language, and promoting additive multilingualism and multi-

literacy. In the context of an unsupportive political climate, commum'ty-led schools are 

an excellent way for a grass roots movement to maintain control of their objectives and 
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ideals. Sctiools are tools that can be dangerous if the teachers or the content of the 

materials are espousing damaging linguistic ideologies. Promoting a home language as a 

stepping stone towards another language may teach children to see the home language 

merely as a stepping stone, and set their sights on the second language. 

The Halpidaar'en understood the importance of creating contexts which are 

autonomous from the regime in power, where one's home language can have primary 

flmctional value. They also prioritized amassing enough economic resources and 

networks in order to support these contexts where the home language has primary 

functional value. The Halpiilaar 'en actively organized, generating enthusiasm for the 

language. They also involved people in rural literacy campaigns, which also encouraged 

increasing our awareness of our relative position of privilege, and our ability to effect 

change in our surroundings. 

The Halpulaar 'en also were successful in instilling in their children from a young 

age a strong sense of ethnolinguistic pride in their culture and language, as well the 

importance of passing it along to the next generation. The Halpidaar'en implicitly teach 

their children techniques and strategies through stories and proverbs in the home 

language. This better prepares children for dealing with damaging linguistic ideologies 

from the language group in power. They will be better able at identifying them, 

unlearning them and constructing new ones which affirm their ethnolinguistic identity. 
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E. Concluding Challenges 

This dissertation intends to show the breadth and depth of the damages of colonial 

and Arab nationalist linguistic ideologies and practices. Understandably, the damage 

from these will not fade overnight. Different groups in Mauritania have developed 

numerous strategies to counteract the negative impact of these ideologies and practices. 

These strategies have led to some major accomplishments within a limited time frame. In 

less than thirty years, Pulaar, Soninke and Wolof have been transformed into literate 

languages, for the first time in their history. Indigenous language development in the area 

of science and technology is seen as vital in the process of undoing the damage of the 

colonial linguistic ideology that declared that only through French could West Africa 

become "civilized" enough to create itself as a "modem"' "civilization." Deconstructing 

the colonial linguistic ideologies will require the commitment of individuals, families and 

societies at multiple levels simultaneously. Both language policy and educational reform 

will be crucial to the development of Mauritania in its process of nation-formation. The 

speed and the success of this process is largely dependent on the policies and practices 

that the government implements combined with the grass-roots commitment to the 

creation and the implementation of these reforms. 
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GLOSSARY 

alfa (Arabic) A person who has memorized the entire Koran, and is allowed to 
interpret the meaning of the verses in the Koran. 

Al hamdoidilah 
(Arabic) Thanks be to God. 

Allah 0 akhbar 
(Arabic) God is great. 

Almaami 
(Pulaar) The ceremonial and political leader of the Fuuta: imam or chief of the 
Fmita. 

almmido 
(Pulaar) Student. 

alliiwal 
(Pulaar) A wooden tablet or slate, upon which a Koranic student can write verses 
with chalk. .A.lso called argoise en bois. 

argoise en bois 
(French) See allicwal. 

Asalaamu aleikam 
(Arabic) Peace be with you. 

asle (Arabic) Tribe of Moors. Some examples in Mauritania include the Adrar. the 
Tijikant, the Asaba, the Trarza, and the Brakna. 

awliide 
(Pulaar) Plural of gawlo. 

Bac (baccalanreat) 
(French) The comprehensive Baccalaureate exam taken at the end of lycee, 
necessary for entrance into French University system. Bac "A." classique tbcuses 
on literature and philosophy. Bac "B" economique focuses on business and 
economics. Bac "C" scientifique focuses on the biological sciences. Bac "D" 
mathematiqiie focuses on math and science. 
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Bamtare Pulaar 
(Pulaar) Renaissance of Pulaar; a grass-roots organization for the preservation and 
promotion of the Pulaar language and culture. 

baylo 
(Pulaar) Blacksmiths in Pulaar caste system. Called forgerons in French. 

baylude 
(Pulaar) Plural of baylo. 

berger 
(French) Caretaker of the livestock. 

Bidan (Arabic) White Moor. 

Bismelah 
(Arabic) In the name of God. 

bogola 
(Bamanankan of the Bambara) The handwoven, hand-dyed mud-cloth from Mali. 

Brevet 
(French) The finishing exam for college in the French system of education. 

bucherons 
(French) The wood workers caste in the Pulaar caste system. Also called laode in 
Pulaar. 

Caisse Natiomle de Securite' Sociale 
(French) National Social Security Bank in Mauritam'a. 

ceddo 
(Pulaar) Someone from the Warrior caste. This caste includes all lower castes 
except for the Machube. And it does not include the Toorodde, who are the 
nobles. 

chef du village 
(French) Village chief. 
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cinqiiieme 
(French) The second year in college in the French system of education. 

college 
(French) Middle school in the French system of educatioa 

compllque 
(French) Complicated. Colloquially used to refer to a French person who is 
annoyingly snobby and racist. 

concoiirs 
(French) An exam taken in order to get into a national school, which will lead to a 
job working for die State. 

conscientizaqao 
(Portuguese) Conscientization; Brazilian literacy campaign leader. Paulo Freire's 
foundational concept. Through the process of conscientization, students and 
teachers become aware of their relative position of privilege, in relation to others, 
as well as their ability to effect change in their surroundings. 

Coiirs Specialises 
(French) A certificate of Specialized Studies taken after having completed the 
Troisieme Cycle in the French University system. 

cordonniers 
(French) The leatherworkers in the Pulaar caste system. Also called Sakkeede in 
Pulaar. 

ciiballo 
(Pulaar) The fishermen in the Pulaar caste system. 

dactylo 
(French) Typing; a type of professional schooling for preparing one for secretarial 
work. 

Deiccieme Cycle 
(French) "Second cycle" or second academic degree level attainable in French 
University system. The Maitrise is attained at the end of this "cycle". 
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Les Dix-neiif 
(French) A Black nationah^st political party, originally made up of 19 members. 

Doctoral d'Etat 
(French) Higher Doctorate degree after Troisieme Cycle in the French University 
system. 

L 'Ecole des Fib de Chef 
(French) The School for Village Chiefs' Sons during French colonial times in 
West Africa. 

Ecole des Jeiines Filles 
(French) A school for young women, similar to a lycee, in Nouakchott. 
Mauritania. 

ecole de metier 
(French) School for a career in the trades. 

Ecole Enfant de Troupe a Saint Loins, Senegal 
(French) A colonial school similar to L 'Ecole des Fils de Chef 

ecole primaire 
(French) Primary or elementary school in French system of education. 

ecole professionale 
(French) A non-academic, professional school. 

ElHajh 
(Arabic) An honorable title given to a Muslim man who has been to Mecca in 
Saudi Arabia. 

Eid (Arabic) The Muslim celebration at the end of Ramadan, the yearly period of 
fasting. 

elimane 
(Arabic) The person who leads the prayers. 
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Entree en sixieme 
(French) The finishing exam for ecole primaire, necessary for continuing one's 
academic studies in college. Literally translated as an entrance exam into sixieme, 
which is the first year of college in the French system of education. 

'^Les Evenements''' 
(French) "The Events"; referring to the violence and injustice that the Mauritanian 
regime perpetrated upon the Blacks in the Senegal Eliver Valley in the early 
1990s. 

Fatiyah 
(Arabic) One of the first hizb that a Muslim learns. 

forgerons 
(French) Blacksmith; a caste in the Pulaar caste system. Called baylo in Pulaar. 

francophone 
(French) French-speaker. 

la Francophonie 
(French) Aji ideology which promotes the French language and culture around the 
world through the school system. 

Freres Musiilmans 
(French) Muslim Brotherhood. 

Fula (English) Another word for the Pulaar language. Also used as an adjective. 

Fulani (English) Another name for the Halptilaar 'en. Also used as an adjective. 

Fulde (Pulaar) Another name for the//a/pw/aar'ert. Also used as an adjective. 

Fulfiilde 
(Pulaar) Another word for the Pulaar language. 

Fiaitanke 
(Pulaar) A person from the Fuuta, or the Senegal River Valley. 
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Fuuta Tooro 
(Pulaar) The Middle Valley of the Senegal River Basin, on both sides of the river. 
It has historically been inhabited by the Halpiilaar 'en, the Pulaar speakers, and 
has been considered a Pulaar region since the 1600s. 

gardien aii college 
(French) Security guard at the middle school. 

gawlo 
(Pulaar) Griot in Pulaar caste system. 

gendarme 
(French) A police officer outside the city limits. 

gesselschafi/gemeinschafi 
(German) Concepts that describe the relative advantages in using indigenous 
languages and ideas. 

griois (Pulaar) The family historians whose occupation is to sing the genealogies for 
people on special occasions. This is a distinct caste in the Pulaar caste system, 
called ga\vlo in Pulaar. Some even live in their own villages. 

greve (French) Strike. 

Guidimaka 
(Pulaar) Upper region of the Senegal River Valley in Mauritania, historically 
populated primarily by the Soninke. 

haalayde 
(Pulaar) A major subgroup within the Pulaar community. Most were considered 
nobles, or toorodde, which have the highest status in the Pulaar caste system. 

hafedh 
(Arabic) A person who has memorized all sixty hijab in the Koran has reached 
this level. 

Halpulaar 
(Pulaar) Person who speaks Pulaar. 
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Halpulaar 'en 
(Pulaar) Plural of Halpulaar. 

harratine 
(Arabic) Most have antecedents who were former slaves of the Arabs, and may 
have mixed blood (Black and Arab). 

Hassaniya 
(Arabic) The spoken Arabic of Mauritanian Moors. 

hizb (Arabic) A designated group of verses in the Koran. 

hijab (Arabic) Plural of hizb. 

hijo (Arabic) The level of the student in Koranic school, when the student has learned 
die letters in the Arabic alphabet. 

homologiies 
(French) Leaders from different ethnolinguistic groups at the same level. 

imam (Arabic) Islamic leader. 

"'Inaweli YiiYam'' 
(Pulaar) An expression which literally means that a person has good/nice/sweet 
blood. Metaphorically speaking, it refers to the good/nice/sweet or friendly nature 
of the person. 

Insh 'allah 
(Arabic) God willing. 

Jar din d'enfanis 
(French) Nursery school. 

jeme cadre 
(French) "Young" group of people, prepared to work in the government 
administration. 
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Les Jeiines Senegalais 
(French) The Young Senegalese; a political party founded in 1912, whose first 
leader spoke only Wolof. 

kala (Pulaar) The ceremonial head of a group of Halpiilaar 'en with the same family 
name. 

"laadi reedir 
(Pulaar) Metaphorically, this expression means that one is a good person inside, 
pure of heart. It literally translates to mean having a "clean stomach". 

labbo 
(Pulaar) One who belongs to the wood workers caste in the Pulaar caste system. 
Also called bitcherons in French. 

lao6e 
(Pulaar) Plural ^or labbo. 

Licence 
(French) First academic degree attained in the French University system when one 
completes the Premier Cycle. 

limto (Arabic) The level of a student in Koranic school, when the student learns how the 
sounds of the letters in the Arabic alphabet combine and join together. 

lycee (French) High school in the French system of education. Also called secondaire. 

maama 
(Pulaar) Grandparent. 

maccude 
(Pulaar) Plural of maccudo. 

maccudo 
(Pulaar) People in the Pulaar caste system whose antecedents were formerly 
dependent servants of the Pulaar from higher castes. 
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Maitrise 
(French) Masters or second academic degree level attainable in the French 
University system when one completes the Deiccieme Cycle. 

Le Manifeste du Negro-Maiiritanien Opprime 
(French) The Manifesto of the Oppressed Black Mauritanian. 

Maoiilud 
(Arabic) The Muslim celebration of the birth of the Prophet Mohammed (Peace be 
upon him). 

marabout 
(French) A holy man who is well-versed in the Koran as well as African spiritual 
traditions, similar to a Shahman or a Medicine man. They are known for their 
spiritual knowledge and their knowledge of traditional forms of healing through 
medicinal plants and blessings. 

Marsh 'allah 
(Arabic) A blessing which means: May God protect you from being cursed by 
people who are envious of you. 

menage 
(French) Household. 

"nebbe Cfepiri" 
(Pulaar) An expression which literally means the black-eyed pea plant is mature. 
Tliis can signify that a young person or outsider is starting to understand more 
Pulaar. 

ouguiya 
(Arabic) The currency in Mauritania, since independence from French colonial 
rule. 

Oumou 
(Arabic) Mother. 

pagne (French) A long cloth wrapped around as a skirt and attached at the waist. 
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Pays Dogon 
(French) Dogon Country; where the Dogon cliff-dwellers live in Mali, West 
Afnca. 

Peul (French) Anotlier name for a Halpulaar. 

Peiilh (French) Another spelling of Peul. 

Prefet (French) Town Commissioner. 

Premier Cycle 
(French) "First cycle" or the first academic degree level attainable in French 
University system. 

Pullo (Pulaar) Another name for a Halpulaar. 

quatrieme 
(French) The third year in college in the French system of education. 

Ramadan 
(Arabic) The yearly period of fasting practiced by Muslims. 

sakke 
(Pulaar) Someone from the leatherworkers caste in the Pulaar caste system. Also 
called cordonniers in French. 

sakkeede 
(Pulaar) Plural for sakke. 

sappoy nay 
(Pulaar) Fourteen. 

sappoy tati 
(Pulaar) Thirteen. 

Saraculi 
(Soninke) Another name for the Soninke people, a Black ethnolinguistic group 
from the Guidimaka in the Senegal River Valley. 
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sedde 
(Pulaar) Plural of cecfcfo. 

secondaire 
(French) Secondary school in the French system. Also called ecole secondaire or 
lycee. 

seconde 
(French) The first year in lycee in the French system of education. 

Shihad 
(Arabic) The basic Islamic creed that there is one God, and that the Prophet 
Mohammed (Peace be upon him) is His prophet. 

sixieme 
(French) The first year of college in the French system of education. 

soddadi 
(Pulaar) People who are alienated or who have "bought" the French colonial 
ideology that French is superior. 

Sokna 
(Pulaar) Woman; also used as an honorable title given to a Muslim woman who 
has been to Mecca in Saudi Arabia. 

siibalde 
(Pulaar) Plural for cuballo. 

sitrat (Arabic) A verse in the Koran. Also called verset in French. 

siirveillant d'ecole 
(French) School monitor. 

symbole 
(French) Symbol: a stick used in the French colonial schools to mark the child 
who spoke a language other than French. The child would then be beaten with 
±at stick. 
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Tabaski 
(Arabic) The Muslim celebration of the birth of Abraham. 

Takriya Pulaar 
(Pulaar) Iconic/pictographic symbols of the Pulaar language, created in the 1970s. 

talibe 
(Wolof) A Koranic student who begs for food and donations in the streets and 
neighborhoods in order to support his/her marabout, while reciting verses from 
the Koran. 

tapsirou 
(Arabic) A person who has translated the entire Koran, after all 60 hijab are 
memorized. 

terminale 
(French) The last year of lycee in the French education system, immediately 
preceding the Bac. 

Terre des Hommes 
(French) A health and human services NGO. 

Tokara 
(Pulaar) Namesake; what you call someone who has the same name as you. 

toorodde 
(Pidaar) Plural for tooroodo. 

tooroodo 
(Pulaar) The nobles in the Pulaar caste system. 

Toucouleur 
(French) Another name for Pulaar speakers, including those who fought bravely 
for the French in the French Revolution, were promised recompense, and were 
instead massacred in a camp in Thiarroy, Senegal. See related film by Senegalese 
film maker Ousmane Sembene. 

tracts (French) Pamphlets used by the opposition groups. 
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Trait d'Union 
(French) The grammatical term for hyphen; also referring to the fact that 
Mauritania links the Maghreb and Subsaharan Africa. 

treize (French) Thirteen. 

troisieme 
(French) The fourth year in college in the French system of education. 

Troisieme Cycle 
(French) The third highest academic degree at the University level in the French 
system. 

verset (French) Verse. 

voile (French) Veil; in Mauritania, it is a single, gauzy colorful cloth wrapped around a 
woman, which also covers her hair. This is a Moorish style of dress that is being 
promoted as the national style of dress for all Mauritanian women. 

Waalo 
(Pulaar) Lower region of the Senegal River Valley, historically inhabited by the 
Wolof. 

yella 
(Pulaar) The genre of music sung by griots, which laud people and their ancestors. 
The Pulaar singer, Baaba Maal, has made this genre famous worldwide. 



APPENDIX: HOUSEHOLD QUESTIONNAIRES 

HHQ Cover 
Identite du Menage: 
Name of Household Head: 
Location: 
C. of HHH: 
When ancestors established in Boghe: 
When house built; 
Number of rooms in the house: 
Subunits share resources, or have independent hearths: 
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EfflQ Demo 
ID Menage 

Name I 
D 

Sex Age Relation 
toHHH 

Member 
Status 

Where 
bom 

Distance 
to Boghe 

How 
long 
lived 

in 
Boghe 

Ethni 
city 
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HHQ Formal School 
Id Menage: 

N 
0 
m 

I 
D 

A 
g 
e 

Ecole Primaire College Ecole Secondaire University N 
0 
m 

I 
D 

A 
g 
e High 

Level 
L 
I 

L 
2 

Ou High 
Level 

L 
1 

L 
2 

0 
u 

High 
Level 

L 
I 

L 
2 

Where High 
Level 

L 
I 

Where 
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HHQ Informal School 
Id Menage: 

N 
0 
m 

I 
d 

A 
g 
e 

Koranic school Explain Other 
Informal Schooling 
(summer programs) 

N 
0 
m 

I 
d 

A 
g 
e Age 

started 
#of 

verses 
How 
long 

Read 
Arabic (y/n) 

Write 
Arabic (y/n) 

Explain Other 
Informal Schooling 
(summer programs) 
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HHQ Language 
Id Menage: 

N 
0 
m 

I 
d 

Native 
Lang 

Other 
Langs 

Spoken 

Read Pulaar Write Pulaar N 
0 
m 

I 
d 

Native 
Lang 

Other 
Langs 

Spoken y/n Age Who 
taught 

Where y/n Age Who 
taught 

Where 
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HHQ Occupation 
[D Menage 

N 
0 
m 

I 
D 

Primary 
Occupation 

Role of education 
in getting job 

(none, some, a lot) 

Secondary 
Occupation 

Role of 
education 

Rank the main 
income providers 

of the HH 
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HHQ LANGUAGE USE 
Id Menage: 
HI: What language is most often spoken at home? 

H2: What language(s) do your children speak with their elders? 

H3: What language(s) do they speak with each other? 

H4: What language(s) do diey speak with their Pulaar peers? 

H5: What language do diey speak with Pulaar neighbors that come to visit? 

H6: Do you have any domestic help? Y N Other: 

(If Yes) H6a: Do they help with childcare? Y N Other:_ 

H6b: Do they live with you? Y N Other:_ 

H6c: Do they eat with you? Y N Other: 

H6d: How many days per week do they work? 

H6e: What ethnicity are they? 

H6f: Do they understand Pulaar? Y N Other: 

H6g: Do they speak Pulaar? Y N Other: 

H6h: What other language(s) do they speak? 

H6i: What language(s) do your children speak with them? 

H7: How many days/week do you have visitors who only speak Pulaar?_ 

H8: How many days/week do you have visitors who do not speak Pulaar? 

H9: How many days/week do you visit relatives and neighbors who only speak Pulaar? _ 

HIO: How often do you visit relatives and neighbors who do not speak Pulaar? 
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APPENDIX: HOUSEHOLD QUESTIONNAIRES - Continued 

HHQ LANGUAGE ATTITUDES 
Id Menage: 
HI 1: What does the Pulaar language mean to you? What is it good for? Where in society 
does it belong? Why? 

HI2: What do you think about the Arabic language? What is it good for? Where in 
society does it belong? Why? 

HI3: What do you think about the French language? What is it good for? Where in 
society does it belong? Why? 

H14: What do you think about the Wolof language? What is it good for? Where in 
society does it belong? Why? 

HIS: What do you think about the English language? What is it good for? Where in 
society does it belong? Why? 

HI6) How important is it to you that your grandchildren learn to speak Pulaar? Why? 
Very Somewhat Indifferent Other 

HI 6a: (If yes) Where do you think they should be taught to SPEAK Pulaar? 

Home Formal School Informal School Other 

HI6b: (If formal school) Starting at what grade level? 

Jardin d'enfants Ecole Primaire College Secondaire 
CPl CP2 CEI CE2 CMI CM2 6 5 4 3 2 1 Terminal 

HI6c: For how long? years 

H16d: Who should fund/support it? family State Pulaar community all 

HIT) How important is it to you that your grandchildren leam to read Pulaar? Why? 
Very Somewhat Indifferent Other 
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HHQ LANGUAGE ATTITUDES - Continued 

HI7a: (If yes) Where do you think they should be taught to READ Pulaar? 

Home Fonnal School Informal School Other 

HI7b: (If formal school) Starting at what grade level? 

Jardin d'enfants Ecole Primaire College Secondaire 
CPICP2CEICE2CM1CM2 6 5 4 3 2 I Terminal 

HI7c: For how long? years 

H17d: Who should fund/support this? family State Pulaar community all 

HI8) How important is it to you that your grandchildren learn to write Pulaar? Why? 
Very Somewhat Indifferent Other 

HI8a: (If yes) Where do you think they should be taught to WRITE Pulaar? 

Home Formal School Informal School Other 

HI8b: (If formal school) Starting at what grade level? 

Jardin d'enfants Ecole Primaire College Secondaire 
CPl CP2 CEl CE2 CMl CM2 6 5 4^3 2 1 Terminal 

HI8c: For how long? years 

H18d: Who should fund/support this? family State Pulaar commum'ty all 

HI9: CAN Pulaar be used to teach math and science? Yes No Not yet Why/why not? 

H20: SHOULD "P" be used to teach math and science? Yes No Not yet Why/why not 
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HHQ LANGUAGE ATTITUDES - Continued 

H20a: (If yes) Starting at what grade level? 

Jardin d'enfants Ecole Primaire College Secondaire 
CPl CP2CE1 CE2CM1 CM2 6 5 4 3 2 1 Terminal 

H20b: For how long? years 

H20c: Who should ftind/support this? family State Pulaar community all 

H21: Why did you, (or did you not) (or would you or would you not) send your children 
to school (or beyond a certain grade level) in Pulaar? 

H22: Do you think all children should have the option to do their studies in their native 
language? Why or why not? 

H23: Should going to school in Pulaar be optional or mandatory for Pulaar children? 
Why? 

H24: Do you think all Mauritanian children, both blacks and Moors, should have to learn 
to speak at least 2 of the 4 Mauritanian national languages? Why or why not? 

H25: How do you feel about the current formal education system? 

H26: Do you think that the current formal education system provides your children with 
adequate preparation for the fiiture? Why or why not? 

H27: If you could change anything about the current formal education system, what 
would you do? Why? 
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