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 Conventional wisdom once assumed that the Sahara functioned in history and in 

contemporary social, cultural and political relations as a barrier, dividing the 

Mediterranean world from Africa ‘proper’, isolating the countries of the Maghrib from 

their southern and eastern neighbours, and demarcating entirely distinct areas of study for 

scholars. The concentration of northwest Africa’s major cities, political centres and 

densest populations on or near its northern, western and southern edges, and the 

establishment of frontiers dividing its states, tended to relegate the Sahara to a space of 

marginality: the desert ‘wastes’, a vast backdrop, spectacular and much romanticised, but 

itself outside of history, incapable of change and arid of ‘events’. Academic categories, 

dividing fields of research and literature between Mediterranean, Middle Eastern, 

Arab/Islamic, and African studies, often replicated the region’s political divisions and 

reproduced this vision of the relationship between North and West Africa, and of the 

Sahara between them.  

 It has more recently become commonplace to suggest that the Sahara has, in fact, 

never constituted a serious obstacle to cross-regional interaction and has rather furthered 

it. Yet despite recent interest in trans-Saharan trade and contemporary migration (now 

fuelled by security concerns over clandestine immigration and international terrorism), 

more far-reaching, conceptually innovative and empirically detailed research on 

connections between North and West Africa has not been much pursued. Though 

scholars (Lydon 2005, McDougall 2005) have noted the desirability of studies that would 

examine the connections between North and West Africa, few studies (such as Marfaing 

and Wippel 2004) have systematically pursued and enriched this agenda. Historically 

deep and enduringly vigorous aspects of life in the region which may not only connect, 

but in fact enable the constitution of, the various, complementary, and interdependent 



spaces of northwest Africa have attracted little attention. Such research as has been done 

has often privileged conceptual frameworks imposed from the outside, rather than 

studying notions of movement, connections, place and space from the bottom up. Such 

frameworks have in fact proceeded from the older notion of the Sahara as an empty 

interior, seen only from the outside— focussing, for example, on ‘trans-Saharan’ rather 

than on ‘Saharan’ trade, as a result of prior conceptual commitment rather than of 

empirical research. Work on North-West African interaction has also, for the same 

reason, implicitly endorsed the conceptual fallacy that places individual locations, origins 

and ‘cultures’ logically and often also chronologically before their contact and encounter. 

Such an approach has perpetuated isolatable notions of place, space, race, social and 

geographical interaction that can be marked on maps but that, already in colonial times, 

proved badly adapted to comprehension of the subtler realities of regional 

interdependence.  

  

 This workshop aims to rethink the history of North and West Africa both ‘from 

the bottom up’ and ‘from the inside out’, taking as its focus the Sahara as a shared 

environment of social, cultural and political interaction at the centre of a region that has 

been historically, and remains today, characterised by multiple and enduring connections 

and commonalities. Research undertaken on the ground, and with increased sensitivity to 

local archives and other sources of historical and contemporary information, now make it 

possible to take seriously local notions of identity, movement, connections and space, and 

to consider the Sahara as something more than a margin, a neutral ground in which 

already-existing cultures, peoples, societies and states meet and intersect, or as an empty 

space which they simply traverse.  

 Braudel once wrote of the Sahara as ‘the second face of the Mediterranean’: our 

intention will be to explore the ways in which it might be possible to recast Saharan 

history with the desert at the centre, as a history of densely interdependent networks not 

only crossing, but created by the desert and the relationship between its ‘islands’ and 

‘shores’. Recent work on Mediterranean history (Horden and Purcell 2000) has located 

the dynamics of ‘connectivity’ that created the sea’s distinctive unity in the symbiosis of 

a managed scarcity of resources in precarious ecological ‘niches’ with the intensity of 



interaction between them. Can a similar set of conditions (ecological precarity, 

productive specialisation and intensive resource management producing commercial 

interdependence; organised mobility of people and commodities, of ideas and practices 

producing cultural commonality), be seen at work in the Sahara? Can we see the desert, 

and the regions connected by it, as a dynamic ‘shared world’ of human history and 

change? Might this provide a framework for rethinking research agendas for North and 

West Africa, and for revitalising our view of the Sahara? 

 The organisers’ own ongoing research—Judith Scheele’s (Magdalen College, 

Oxford) on the anthropology of Saharan exchanges, James McDougall’s (SOAS, 

University of London) on the social and institutional history of French colonialism in 

North and West Africa—has suggested that this is a potentially very fruitful line of 

inquiry, but clearly, one that can only be pursued collectively. We hope that the proposed 

workshop will expand and refine our own emerging ideas, open them to critique and 

debate, and further the possibilities for collaborative work with colleagues.  

 We aim to bring together an international group of scholars across a range of 

disciplines in the humanities and social sciences; colleagues from institutions in countries 

of the region will be particularly invited. Specific topics for discussion might include 

shared Islamic traditions of thought and practice, Sufi brotherhoods, family networks, 

individual life histories, the colonial experience and its inheritances, the projects and 

conflicts of post-independence states, contemporary religious movements, student 

exchange, and long-distance migratory flows. On a more general level, we hope to 

examine implicit structural commonalities within the region that may be difficult to limit 

to one single factor, but that are expressed in such terms as similarities in the perception 

of legitimate power and knowledge, in shared musical and spiritual traditions, and mutual 

linguistic and epistemological influence. 

 Contributions will be invited from scholars whose subject matter has led them to 

open up questions about northwest African connections and mutual influences, both in 

the past and the present. We hope to include papers in the following thematic areas: 

 ecological spaces and patterns of human habitation 

 production and commercial exchange 

 social mobility and migration 



 shared, conflicting and changing systems of human and geographical 

classification 

 cultural and intellectual transmission and exchange; shared artistic, architectural, 

musical and spiritual traditions 

 language communities and communicative interaction (oral and/or written) 

 perceptions of legitimate (or illicit) power and knowledge; epistemologies, 

worldviews and thought-worlds 

 non-state legal frameworks shared throughout the region 

 political communities, state forms and state-society relations 

 Finally, in a comparative perspective, we intend that the workshop should enable 

more general reflections on the validity of regional boundaries, notions of regional 

and cross-regional unity, diversity, distinctiveness and interdependence, and on 

models that can be used to extend or transcend them. Taking the Sahara as a 

conceptual centre, and as a productive space of change as well as of exchange, also 

poses questions of periodisation and of the perception of causality and agency in the 

history and contemporary sociology of this part of the continent. In order to rethink 

some of these categories, we anticipate that the workshop will both promote the study 

of micro-level, locally distinctive cases and provide the bases for further 

interdisciplinary study of the topics addressed, in both long-term and large-scale 

perspective.  

 Participants are asked to submit their papers before the conference so that they 

can be pre-circulated. On the day, presentations should last no longer than thirty 

minutes, to leave time for discussion. We are aiming for five panels with three 

presenters and one discussant each, plus one key-note speaker to open the conference, 

but final choices will be made after receiving abstracts.      

 

 


