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Introduction

I met Mohammed soon after I began working in a hamlet of Skoura called Oulad Yacoub, a couple of kilometers west of the village Centre.  He was one of a half dozen neighbors of a blind aging story-teller named Si Abderaham, who showed up to listen on the afternoon I came to tape Si Abderaham's life story.  Mohammed worked as the accountant for Skoura’s main agricultural cooperative, and was the youngest, brightest, and most articulate of the visitors.  He also was a forceful "personality" to be reckoned with, and interrogated me in a way that was at once suspicious, challenging, curious, and welcoming.  I felt my ability to work in the hamlet depended on building rapport with him, so I offered to come back and talk to him about my research.


A few days later I found him at home, drinking tea and snacking with his father, a younger brother, and a couple of neighbors.  They lived in a traditional rammed-earth house, just behind one of the grand but crumbling qasbah-s tourists photograph from the highway.   Their weathered wooden door resembles every other, but opens to a spacious, well-appointed home with comforts rarely found in the countryside.  The group was discussing religion, with Mohammed and his father occasionally reciting portions of Quranic sura-s and hadith-s.  I was struck by the lack of formality and distance between the two men, who seemed to enjoy a mutual respect and rapport I had rarely seen between fathers and sons in the area.  When I mentioned this later, Mohammed laughed and said yes, many others had commented that they seem more like brothers than father and son.


Mohammed led me to another sitting room, where I explained my research and asked if he would be interested in telling me his life story.  He agreed.  Some weeks later, during the third long interview, he said he had become increasingly dissatisfied with his life in Skoura, which he saw as going nowhere, and was considering a move to Rabat and a new career.  He also said he had been having headaches and stomach pain, which he attributed to eating she-goat, but feared might be the ulcer for which he had been taking Tagamet on-and-off for the last seven years.  When I returned several weeks later for a final interview, I learned that he had gone to Rabat to have surgery.  He recuperated with relatives there for several months, and I did not see him again.  I think it likely that our conversations (several hours informally and eight hours on tape) contributed to his growing distress and illness.

Ancestors

I began by asking Mohammed to tell me about his family, and he began with his great-grandfather, who was known as shiekh Ali, even though he was neither a religious nor a political official.  "My great-grandfather was a rajel kabir = a big / important man," he said, using a term often applied to men who combine wealth, strength, courage, tact, and generosity into an honorable, someone-to-be-reckoned-with persona.  He also was a hajj, Mohammed noted, having made the pilgrimage to Mecca, it's said, on foot.  In the 1920s, Shiekh Ali killed a man in the inter-village feud set off by the arrival of the French-backed forces of the El Glaoui tribe, but then was killed by a relative of his victim when he boldly ventured into an enemy hamlet to visit his aunt. 


Mohammed had little to say about his grandfather, Abdullah, who quickly "grew tired" of the El Glaoui's oppressive rule and corvee labor, and "fled" to work for French colonists near Rabat.  There he took a second wife, failed to piece together a decent life, and abandoned his family in Skoura.  This left Mohammed's father poor and without a champion, but he excelled in the local Quranic school, which was the only form of education at the time.  Conditions at school were oppressive, and because his father couldn't pay his full share, the fqih = teacher singled him out for harsh treatment.  The fqih, he says, was...

   a good person, but he had a violent nature, he had a Glaoui-like nature.  [How's that?]   istia'meri schwiya = He was a little oppressive/exploitative...  He worked them hard, he used/exploited the kids.  He would take them over to work on the house he was building...  And he beat them well, he gave them the stick/whip well...  My father meziyir rasu = squeezed/confined himself in the mosque until he memorized the entire Quran. (Story 7)

At the age of 14 or 15 his father too "fled" home, against his mother's wishes.  Mohammed says:   "He saw that his mother was ayan = old/tired/weak, and he left.  He had become a fqih = Quranic teacher/imam, and figured, `I have to go and get a position, to make a little money.'"  He had no destination, but "just left with the idea of wandering around until he found a place to work."


He wandered to the zawiya = religious sanctuary of Moulay Abdel Malik, about 50 km. east of Skoura, which sits on the Dades river where the boundaries of several powerful pastoralist tribes meet.  Moulay Abdel Malik had become renowned as a man of saintly baraka = blessedness for his religious knowledge, his curing powers, his political role in settling feuds.  He also had rallied the tribes to resist the French-backed El Glaoui forces in their early incursions into the area, and legends still circulate about his miraculous escape from the infamous El Glaoui dungeon at Telouat.  Like all saints, he also was famed for his generosity to the poor and persecuted, and the zawiya still serves as a sanctuary to which people in trouble flee.  They took in his father to teach children at their Quranic school.


Mohammed's father was happy with his new life for a while, until he once accompanied Moulay Abdel Malik to visit the medrassa ben Youssif in Marrakech, one of the great religious schools in North Africa.   He yearned to stay and study there, but Moulay Abdel Malik insisted he return to the zawiya.  This sowed the seeds of discontent:  "He figured he wasn't doing anything there -- just sitting, eating, and teaching the children.  He got bored of that and left."  Mohammed later elaborated, "After a while he realized that he was being exploited."  He saw Moulay Abdel Malik spending more and more of his time in Marrakech, and those left behind to run the zawiya acted like little more than lackeys.  The shiekh's son, soon to be the zawiya's next leader, was the worst:  "He'd just collect all this stuff {= gifts from the tribespeople}, take it to Marrakech, and waste it."  Unlike his father, the son had "no generosity, no *inDibaT = self-control/restraint/organization, no  fear of God" -- the qualities that make an honorable man of religion.  The new generation of zawiya leaders "were well-off, but they wouldn't give my father this or that, and he just sat, ate, and thought.  And he didn't want to just keep sitting there like that."


Before he left, however, "they told him he had to get married," and the zawiya elders, acting as senior kinsmen, arranged his marriage to a girl from the saint’s lineage.  A few months later "he brought her back to Skoura pregnant, but she died suddenly before giving birth."  His widowed father soon found work as the fqih to a village of the Ait Bou Gamez, one of the more remote Berber-speaking tribes in the mountains.  There he took care of the modest adobe mosque, guided the villagers' religious lives, and taught their children the Quran.  A little over a year later he arranged a marriage to a woman from Skoura, and she soon give birth to Mohammed in Ait Bou Gamez.  When independence came his father came back to Skoura to run his uncle’s dry goods shop, and also teach Quranic school at their hamlet’s mosque.

Big Men and Saints

This ancestral history conveys three important features of Mohammed's world.  First, it testifies to the tenuousness of familial arrangements, the distressing flux and uncertainty that lies behind the cultural ideology of extended family stability.  Mohammed's great grandfather killed and got killed, his grandfather abandoned his family, his father had to find a foster-family, and then his father's first wife died while pregnant.  Mohammed will add to this his own mother's death when he was seven.  In fact, departures, deaths, marriages, divorces, partitionings of inheritances, and shufflings of personpower to exploit ever-shifting patterns of resources all lead to a surprising fluidity of family organization.
  Households rarely remain stable for long, and most experience chronic imbalances between their members and the economic and social roles they must fill to subsist or prosper.  The continual need to rearrange families and households gives rise to an intensely-competitive interpersonal politics, which often amplifies anxieties about the stability of familial bonds already elevated because of high mortality rates.


Second, Mohammed's brief account of his ancestors outlines the traditional honor- and religion-centered world into which he was born.  Note that he traces only the paternal line, which reflects the patrilineal organization of North African society.  And he shows admiration for two contrasting models of manhood:  the rajel kabir = Big Man -- here in the person of his bold, daring, and reckless great grandfather;  and the fqih or shiekh = religious teacher or saint -- here in the person of the generous, self-disciplined, God-fearing, Moulay Abdel Malik, the man of peace who played an heroic political role when called.  As if to highlight these qualities, he sets both in contrast to their dishonorable, scoundrel sons:  his grandfather, who abandoned his family, and Moulay Abdelmalik's son, who exploited the tribesmen his father had served, and "wasted" the wealth his father redistributed so generously.  Mohammed's sketches of these characters could hardly better depict the defining archetypes of the region's honor/modesty system:  the tribal Big Man, daring in war; the Divinely-blessed peace-making saint;  and the dishonorable sons, who indulge themselves and abandon or exploit those they should protect.


Third, these stories of ancestors introduce a more personal, psychological tension that runs prominently through Mohammed's narrative:  an oscillation of entrapment and flight.  Twice he portrays his father as finding himself deprived, exploited, and stuck in an anxious boredom of seemingly endless routines.  Missing the figures who might nurture, sustain him, and promote his interests (his father, his mother, Moulay Abdel Malik), Mohammed says he fled -- rebelliously against the advice of his seniors.  He depicts most men as acting impulsively, and presents all of the turning points in his father's life as coming suddenly upon him.  We will see him repeatedly cast episodes of his own life in similarly impulsive terms.


The qualities he emphasizes in these ancestral stories thus outline a tension between two affective or relational "orientations":  pursuit of a home that provides security, order, piety, fear of God, and self-discipline;  and impulsive flight from confinement in what he perceives to be patron-less, anxiously boring, exploitative environments.  This emotional duality also reappears in Mohammed's accounts of the critical junctures in his own life, and emerges as the animating conflict of his narrative.  The fact that he so prominently casts his father's biography in these terms suggests it forms a kind of emotional lens through which he perceives his world as well as himself.  Other narrative passages and the projective tests I gave Mohammed suggest this emotional duality has an "obsessive-compulsive" character:  it typically entails a churning, wrought-up, meziyir = squeezed kind of anxiety which underlies a tension between, as Erik Erikson phrases it, "holding on" and "letting go" styles of impulse control.  For Mohammed, this particularly concerns "holding on" to and "letting go" of anger fueled by feelings of deprivation and confinement.  Terming this tension "obsessive-compulsive" does not explain it, but it usefully describes a broad feature of his genotypic-level personality organization -- an oscillation between a sometimes-rigid, ritualized style of control and an often-impulsive flight from control -- which shapes his narrative at nearly every turn.


Mohammed describes his own life as having three fairly distinct phases.  His childhood was torn almost as soon as he can remember by his mother's death, after which he became an ideal son and Quranic student known in his hamlet as niDam -- which means ordered, organized, responsible, and well-bred.  His teen-age years were marked by high achievement in public school and delinquency outside of it, and his penchant for carousing, drinking, stealing and fighting escalated until he became jaHal -- which means wild, rabid, and ignorant (the pre-Islamic era is known as the jaHiliya).  His mature adulthood took shape in a solitary re-conversion experience, after which he so dedicated himself to piety that his friends now teasingly but admiringly call him fqih -- which in this context means religious devotee and scholar.  The following sections examine these phases, and the identities he associates with them.  As fqih, Mohammed has put his jaHal period behind him, yet he continues to experience many of the feelings he says drove him to wildness.

A "Well-Bred" Child

Mohammed says his parents were well-liked in their mountain village, and that when he was born the Ait Bou Gamez shiekh (political leader) and his wife insisted on naming him.
  When Skouri-s pass through, he adds, the shiekh's now-elderly wife still asks about him.  His earliest memory -- a simple recollection of delight at watching a yellow cat while visiting Moulay Abdel Malik's shrine with his parents (Story 16) -- also confers an aura of "auspiciousness" to his beginning.  Unlike dogs, cats are relatively rare in the area and have positive religious associations as the Prophet's favorite animal.
  Mohammed recalls asking his parents what it was and observing it in wonder, and he comments twice, "I liked that scene."   Effused with good feelings, this memory places him in a holy site and at the center of his family -- before he acquired siblings or lost his mother.  This memory brings to mind a second:


There was a mushejara = dispute between my parents.... With the noise of the words between them, I woke up and told my father, "What's this Seda'a = noise / trouble?  I'm going to nheris rasik = break your head!  Get away from my mother or I'll break your head!"  He said, "Get up!"  I was little.  I got up and a drum fell on me and knocked me back.  I was grabbing for it to hit my father.


That's an incident I recall like it's in front of me...  I was just little, but I saw them quarreling and I was going to protect my mother.  I reached for the drum and it fell on my head [laughing] and they laughed...  They stopped their words and laughed and laughed [laughing].  (Story 17)

Mohammed recounted this story with relish, because his bold and reckless act brought about such a delightful conclusion.  His attempt to attack his father in defense of his mother appears to reflect the prototypic core of the region's so-called "honor code":  to rise to the defense of one's mother against any threat and even insurmountable odds.  The strife that unfolds in the profane space of the family's sleeping room contrasts sharply with the harmonious ambiance of the shrine's sacred interior -- and these earliest memories evoke the pair of value systems and virtues many scholars have seen at the core of North African culture:  manly honor and religious  baraka = blessedness.


Mohammed indeed has a hearty sense of humor, and often casts his wildness in funny stories that show a gallant kind of impulsiveness.  He subsequently recalls an incident in which he screamed in fear of a dog, but then felt so embarrassed at his cowardice as he heard the adults running to his rescue that he bit himself and claimed the dog had done it.  (Story 22)  In his next earliest memory of his father, he recalls riding behind him on a bicycle to the village grain mill, and getting his foot caught and cut in the rear wheel -- for which he felt himself to blame:  “I felt like I did something not good -- got my foot caught in the wheel.  I felt like I had made the mistake.” (Story 20)  Next he recounted how strongly he yearned to stay beside his father and be a man among the men:


I liked to be with him a lot, and to not be apart at all.  I wanted to go with him always:  I wanted to sit with him, and if there were people visiting, I never wanted to be apart.  He'd say, "Take off," and I'd say, "No.  I have to stay.  I'm a man and I have to sit/stay with you." (Story 21)

Sometimes his father would let him play near him and his guests, and "I felt tranquil / at ease."  When his father sent him away, "kenteqeleq = I would become upset, it would make me angry.  I would go out and cry."  "He'd say, 'There are men here,' and I'd say, 'I'm a man too, I have to stay.'  Even when I was little!"


A psychoanalytic interpreter might detect a prototypic "Oedipal" sequence in these memories.  They move from picturing a "pre-Oedipal" harmony in the shrine, through its rupture and the emergence of a parricidal wish during his parents' quarrel, to a veiled "castration" image in the bicycle accident, and finally to a strong paternal identification and desire to be a man among men.  Though plausible, the "Oedipal" interpretation reaches well beyond Mohammed's words
 and entails an orthodox Freudian view of personality I do not endorse.  But early memories often encode a kind of unsystematized origin myth, and these certainly suggest the importance of the daring "manliness" ethnographers have claimed to be characteristic of Mediterranean cultures -- which also animates his accounts of his paternal ancestors.  Mohammed recalls his two earliest memories as a pair, portraying a contrast of familial blessedness and strife that turns out to represent prototypic forms of good and bad feelings for him.  Perhaps most importantly, they set out a sequence of harmony, rupture, and reparation – which scripts his life history.


When I asked if he ever feared his father, he described how his father once beat him and threatened to "smoke" him above a fire for playing a gambling game with other children:


He didn't accept card-playing, and he saw me.  I couldn't go home that night, because if I went in he would slekhni = skin / beat me.  I went to the house of a woman who'd taken care of me when my mother died...  He came for me there, but he didn't say anything.  I thought that if he's not going to say anything now, he won't.  We came back to the house.  At night they brought me dinner but I couldn't eat.  I was really frightened.


After dinner he said, "You were playing cards and gambling."  I said, "Yeah, we were."  He said, "I'm going to take you and let you have it."  He beat me.  He beat me, but what really terrified was when he grabbed me and said, 'Lay flat on your stomach,' and I did, and he called out, 'Get me a rope!"  He held my arms behind my back and said he's going to tie me and hang me from a chain and give me smoke {light a fire under him}.  He frightened me.  He frightened me good.  (Story 23)

Then, he says "some pain seized me in my stomach," and intensified until he had to have an appendectomy "just from that fear."  


That woman who’d taken care of me after my mother died came over and brought me some herbs to drink, but the pain didn't want to go away.  Finally they took me to the hospital, and I stayed 11 days from that fear.  They took out that -- the pain and that Seda'a = noise/trouble that came up, it gave me appendicitis, my appendix swelled up and they cut out my appendix. (Story 24)


It is not clear precisely what took place in this series of events, but they certainly show why Mohammed feared his father.  By using the term selkh = skin (slang for "beat," but literally referring to animals), and by describing how his father tied and threatened to hang and "smoke" him, the incident also resembles the ritual sacrifice and butchering of an animal.  All butcherings in Morocco follow sacrificial rules, but the holiest family celebration in Islam -- the A'yd al Adha -- explicitly reenacts the Abrahamic sacrifice, in which the patriarch renews the covenant with Allah by killing a ram in place of his son.  Mohammed's beating thus echoes of sacrifice in a highly ambiguous manner:  his father treats him like an animal, but in a way that may have religious, even redemptive connotations.


Mohammed concludes this story with a complaint that his father was too harsh:


He wanted bn Adam = a person to be good and honest and to stay on the straight path.  But we weren't ready to consider what he wanted yet, we still had to play and fool around.  He had the eye of a big / old man, and we were just small:  we have to play, we still have to do a lot of whatever comes to us to do.  And he says no.  And he did that to me and I went to the hospital. (Story 24)

When I asked if his father apologized, he patiently set me straight how father-son relationships work in Morocco:


No, no, he didn't say anything.  No, we can't apologize.  Like I could make a mistake with my son, but I couldn't come in and say, "Oh, excuse me."  We can't do that.  No.  We say a parent mustn't make mistakes, he mustn't lower / let fall his shakhsiya = character in front of his kids.  Even though he's the one in error, he mustn't lower his character in front of them.  (Story 24)

He speaks as if he understood this even then, and so "even though that incident happened, there wasn't distance between us.  I never tried to distance myself."


Just as we can't know precisely what happened, neither can we know what psychological effects it had on him.  It certainly is possible that this incident, and the general atmosphere of restrictive, fearful patriarchal authority, amplified his ambivalence over compliance and rebellion, and the tension between his compliant "holding on" and rebellious "letting go" styles of expression.  But only the event's narrative/mythic significance can be traced in his interview text.  As part of his life history, it helps set the stage for two pivotal events in which he triumphed over his fear:  a fight with a neighborhood bully, and defiance of an officer in an Army interrogation chamber -- which we will consider later.  It also sets the stage for subsequent accounts of neglect by his father which he blames, in the absence of a mother, for his going wild.  Stomach pain also may have become a psychosomatic idiom in which he articulates distress with his father:  since returning home as a loyal adult son, he has experienced repeated bouts of abdominal pain diagnosed as an ulcer.  This intensified during the months I interviewed him, culminating in his departure for Rabat to have surgery.

Not forgotten in sleep or death

Mohammed ends this memory by honorably rising above resentment, but it leads him to speak of the "other things in my life that, like when my mother died, that were a little difficult -- in particular, when he remarried."  His resentment stemmed from the lack of care he perceived from his step-mother and the other relatives who helped run their household, and while the incidents he cites seem somewhat trivial, it is important to keep in mind the extent to which the provision of food conveys caring in the chronically undernourished pre-Saharan world.  Mohammed says neglect has left him withdrawn and troubled by a'ouqed = complexes that have prevented him from "succeeding in life":


We were little, we were five [children], and when he was around there was no problem.  But when he wasn't here, there were problems.  You'd  come home and have to take responsibility for yourself, you'd have to make your own place to sit, and go look yourself for something to eat -- understand?  Like you'd say, "Give me something to eat," [and they'd respond:] "Not until your father comes," -- like that.  And, "Why did you do this and that?"  There was some Seda'a = noise / trouble....  That sort of thing really affected us.

[What was the effect?]


a'ouqed = complexes, it left us with complexes.  We would have been more open / extroverted.  A person could succeed in life more than he has if there had been some close caretaking....  If a person has some intelligence, and does well in his studies, he just needs... [trails off]  If he finds someone who takes care of him and, for example, says, "I've wronged you, excuse me, you need this, you need that," oh, that person will reach I don't know where.  I don't know how far he'll be able to go.  But if his situation... [breaks off], it changes his direction, and has an effect on his ideas, on his mind, and that lasts until now. (Story 25)

Searching for words and shifting to a more distanced third-person point of view, he here imagines that if his father had been able to apologize, he would have been able to go "I don't know how far."


Recalling his father's brutal treatment, then, leads him to memories of feeling neglected, and to blame this neglect for his failures.  This in turn leads him to tell of his mother's death when he was seven:


That's the thing that doesn't want to be forgotten in sleep or death.  I'll probably always keep recalling that afternoon we were coming home -- she was sick -- and my father came and carried her from here, and took her to the hospital.  I saw her like that, "where's she going?"  I was crying and I went out and followed them until they were far away and someone grabbed me and took me back and I kept crying.  They said, "She'll come back, she'll come back."  Until the day they brought her back from the hospital, Safi, she's not going to live.


They told me my mother had come back and I craved a lot to see her.  They'd told me when she came back from the hospital I'd find her on her feet and healthy.  I ran to see her and found them carrying her.  I asked, "Why's she not walking?"  They said, "No, she doesn't walk."  I followed them until they brought her into the room here.  I came in and sat next to her head.  She opened her eyes, and didn't speak.  She opened her eyes, and tears came falling.  And me, at that time, I didn't weep or anything.  But I saw her like that and Safi.  I went out, and when I went out they called me and tried to distract me, said come here, look, this and that, this and that, look here's a little bicycle.  And I didn't want those things.  I wanted my mother and Safi.


When she died, I was outside playing soccer until I heard screaming - wa, wa, wa.  I said, "What's that?"  Someone said, "Your mother's died."  I didn't accept it, I told them, no, I didn't want to say, Yes, my mother died."  I came back but they didn't let me in.  I said, "Why?  I've got to see her."  They said, Safi, and they held me and didn't let me in.  They sent me away and I went out wandering about. (Story 26)

Mohammed recalls these events angrily as well as sadly, his anger focused on those who tried to keep him away from his mother, on the doctors and hospital he felt killed her, and on the relative who tried to distract him after her death by telling him she'd come back even while he heard her being buried:


I heard them taking her out to the cemetery -- "There's no God but Allah and Mohammed is His Prophet."  I said where are they going? They said they're going out, she'll come back.  And I waited and waited for her to come back.  She'll come back today, she'll come back tomorrow.  And so the incident went, like that.  It had a big effect on me, a big effect. (Story 26)

He remembers a neighbor woman taking him in for a while, but the loss and lies together hit him hard:  "From that day, I began to feel that I needed l-a'tif = affection/compassion, that I needed someone to care for me."  By that point, Mohammed seemed surprised to be reliving these events, and concluded his account with an attempt to shake off his sadness:  "Oh, well, it's not a problem now.  That period has passed, and I succeeded."


In the months that followed, he says he put his nose to the grindstone, helped take care of his four younger siblings, and became precociously adult:


I'd get up really early in the morning and get firewood, I'd light a fire, make coffee, wake up my brothers and sisters and give them coffee.  Then I'd study the Quran.  I'd recite: ya Allah, ya Allah, ya Allah.  Then I'd have coffee and go to school.  For a long time I kept that up. (Story 27)

Mohammed's father soon remarried, but his step-mother treated him callously, and he continued to take care of his siblings.  He especially resented having to light the kitchen fire and heat water at the crack of dawn, which traditionally is the women's work.  In the ensuing years he became such a model of devotion and responsibility that he acquired the nickname niDam, which means self-disciplined and well-organized:


I'd get up early and pray and recite the Quran.  I'd to go to the mosque to read the Quran and all the rest.  I was well-bred, so well-bred that they called me here in the hamlet niDam.  You know what niDam is?  [What?]  niDam means that all matters are in order and good, that I teb'a l-treq = follow the path. (Story 63)


Mohammed's childhood memories thus sketch a life that originated in mythically special circumstances.  His great grandfather Shiekh Ali and his god-grandfather Moulay Abdel Malik establish descent lines that link him to both martial and spiritual powers, and the leaders of the Ait Bou Gamez treat his birth among them as a special event.  His earliest memory makes this tangible, harmoniously joining his family in the ambiance of a sacred scene, enlivened by his curiosity about the shrine's cat -- the favorite animal of the Prophet, whose name he bears.  Subsequent memories shatter the harmony, at first in reparable ways.  Then the beating he thinks put him under the surgeon's knife and his mother's death irreparably rupture his world.  Mohammed does not make the order of these events clear, but the order of his telling describes a kind of fall from grace which leads him squarely "onto the path" of piety and responsibility, but also leaves him with "complexes":  the lack of nurturance he believes subsequently led him astray.  These themes reappear in his re-conversion experience, which brings him, perhaps finally, home.

To Rabat

Mohammed excelled in Skoura's primary school, but since it had no junior high, his father arranged for him to stay with a relative in Rabat and go to school there.  He then tells a long, complicated tale about becoming -- at the age of 12 -- a pawn in a struggle between two groups of relatives.  The neighbor who accompanied him to Rabat dropped him off at the house of his maternal relatives, who were then to take him to his paternal aunt, but they refused and insisted he stay with them instead.  Caught off guard, he stayed, but soon felt confused, confined, and angry:


They kept me there, by force ...  I began to Ta'ier = get angry, to become a little meqalaq = nervous/worried, meziyir = up tight/upset.  I saw new people, a new style of living and all that, and I just stayed there, watching them. (Story 28)


He still does not know what motivated his hosts, but he felt they weren't acting purely out of kindness.  When he brought home better grades than his host's children, he felt them grow envious and make it difficult for him to study.  Their harassment peaked when they refused to let him use electricity at night -- forcing him to buy and study by candles -- which appears particularly symbolic since it echoes his father's new wife's refusal to light a fire for him.  Finally he got fed up, found his paternal aunt's house on his own, and moved in with her as his father had originally planned.  Her son quickly became a close friend and introduced him to the city's street life.  His schoolmates teased him about being the "country boy," but he excelled in sports as well as in the classroom, and soon they shut up.


Mohammed looks back on his two years in Rabat as a continuation of his "well-bred" period, in which he excelled in his studies, in sports, and learned the modern ways of Morocco's capitol.  But his account also shows some familiar themes:  he finds himself trapped by manipulative relatives, and feels meqalaq = anxious/worried, meziyir = uptight/upset, and Ta'ier = angered by his conditions of deprivation until he finally flees.  This constellation of confinement and wrought-up, angry anxiety resembles that he portrayed his father as experiencing at his mother's home and then at Moulay Abdelmalik's zawiya, and that he says he experienced at home after his mother's death.  Then his flight takes him to nurturance, and he prospers.

Honor and Delinquency

Problems began a couple of  years later, when Mohammed's brother graduated from primary school, and his father found a room to rent for them in Ouarzazate so they could attend school there.  Though just an hour from his home in Skoura, he found himself trapped in greater privation and less able to resist temptation.  He actually described this period as a continuation of his account of his first childhood fight, which became a landmark event of rebellion and self-assertion.


My father used to beat us a lot, like if someone came and complained about me, he would beat us good, without checking out why.  Kids would come and challenge/offend me or something, and I couldn't fight.  I couldn't tell them something [= answer their challenge]. (Story 31)

Humiliated by a neighborhood bully's taunts, he one day decided he could take no more:


There was one kid here who always picked on me.  I'd be walking along the path carrying something and he'd say, "Hey, give it to me!"  And I couldn't hit him because my father would... {pause}.  One day I decided that's it... my father can kill me or do whatever he wants, I have to fight him, so he doesn't keep harassing me like that.  So we went out in front of the qsar here, and he met me, [and said:]  "Come here, show me what you've got!" -- like that.

They fought:


We were hitting good.  I grabbed him and beat him up good;  I turned him all bloody....  He'd get up and I'd hit him and hit him and knock him down.  I beat him up good.... From then on [wiping his hands "finished"] he never again talked to [challenged] me. (Story 31)


The fight could have brought demands for payment, threats of vengeance, or violence from the beaten boy's family.  But the boy's uncle watched it all and told the senior men in Mohammed's lineage that the altercation had been his nephew's fault, and his father said nothing to him about it.  "From then on," Mohammed recalls, "I had a little spirit in me, and if someone came up and bothered me, I'd fight him....  I became courageous."  In fact, he says he "got into the spirit of fighting," and began to act as protector to younger boys:


After that I considered myself someone who could fight and win.  Some little kids might come along and say someone had done something to them, and I'd say, "Come here, come here, ghadi ntehorm bih = I'll give you protection....  "What did that kid do to you?"  And I'd beat him up.  I got into the spirit of fighting. (Story 31)

This account provides a veritable précis of the masculine honor code:  risking life and limb, he answers another's challenge and is vindicated by a council of elders;  he then embraces the character of "someone who could fight and win," and using the traditional term for "sanctuary" -- horm -- begins acting as a patron/protector to those weaker than himself.


With a sense of bemusement, then, he recalls other fights.  One occurred in a rough neighborhood of Ouarzazate while he was a student there:


Yeah, I got attacked by six once, in Ouarzazate.  I was going through a stage, and I got into fighting a lot.  One night six ganged up on me, and beat me up good.  They hit me here with sticks and rocks.  (Story 32)

 Another took place when he was older:


I had nearly grown up, and I fought with some guy at a bus station.  I hit him with a glass of tea, and he hit me with the teapot {laughing}, and we fought there in the cafe. There were three of them, and at first I was hitting him good, but then the others came in from behind.  One hit me with a chair and we kept fighting all the way to the bus...  One hit me here and hurt my jaw, and I couldn't keep fighting.  (Story 32)


Mohammed does not present these later incidents as defenses of honor or principle, but as sordid if funny events, and as signs of his reckless impulsiveness.  I asked if he angers quickly, and this lead him to describe what he sees as a wild, misanthropic period in his life:


Yeah.  I get pissed off tout de suite = quickly.  A word or two sets me off.  [For your whole life?]  No, no, not my whole life.  I've sometimes gotten a little angry, but not until after teqelaqt shwiya = I became a little upset/nervous.  [When was that?]  It must have been when I was 16 or 17.  I no longer wanted/liked bashar = people.  I got to a point where I didn't want anything to do with people, I couldn't stand people.  I became, a little, like I was jaHal = wild / rabid. (Story 32)

He was staying in a hovel of a room -- as many poor students do -- with his younger brother, cooking and cleaning for themselves (which takes hours, without modern kitchen conveniences) and scraping by on the few dirhams their father sent them each week:


My brother and I were in a house in Ouarzazate where there are lots of drunks and fights... and Safi, I began to get pissed:  I couldn't any longer stand studying.  Sometimes we wouldn't have money left, and we wouldn't have any food to eat, for a day or two -- a night or two of hunger, with nothing...  And with that burner, it all stank from the gas.  I'd get up and go to school and sit in class and still stink from the gas. {laughs}


My father, I don't know what he was intending for me.  I would have preferred to go to the dormitory for poor children...  It would have been better to go there and be with other students, than stay by ourselves... (Story 33)

The Night of Destiny

His simmering anger came to a crisis after three weeks of Ramadan fasting on the Night of Destiny, the holiest day on which Allah began handing down the Quran to the Prophet:


The Night of Destiny came and we didn't have a thing to eat.  I was fasting, and there was nothing to eat!  I was hungry and watching people cooking and getting the break-fast meal ready.  And we had nothing to eat, not even a single dried date.  I went down to the fields and searched for fallen fava beans, but I couldn't find enough.


I went back up to our room and I remember grabbing ahold of the beam and I fell.  I found myself on the ground.  I couldn't see and I felt my hands and legs hitting the ground.  I fell, I fainted and fell.  I stayed like that for a long time, I don't remember.  My eyes were open but I couldn't see, I made out just a little bit of light.  I felt like someone who had been fallen by jnoun = spirits or something.  After a little, I began to check out how my eyes were, they were burning / shaking.  I felt cold.  I went to a corner, and sat. (Story TK)

In the afternoon he set out again in search of food, this time to the mosque, but he could not bring himself to beg.  He tried to steal some bread, but got caught and punched.  Again he nearly begged for bread, but felt too humiliated.  He retreated home and spent the night in hunger, which he describes in terms that echo those he used for the pain that led to his appendectomy:  "the pain wanted to kill me.  I was grabbed by the pain."  He tried again to steal some bread and got caught by a neighbor, who then took pity on him and gave him money to buy food.  But it was too late to save his spirit:


From then it started.  I started to get touchy, hard.  The slightest thing would set me off.  I couldn't stand people any more.  Whenever I'd see people, I started saying people are no good, there's no goodness among people, there's no benevolence/compassion among people.  I began to avoid the descendants of Adam.  I'd say its no good, it only creates evil for me.  Things stayed like that -- my studies kept going along, sometimes without food, sometimes other things, through those years in Ouarzazate.  I figured myself sort of strong, and when I'd meet some a'anaSir = a tough guy I didn't like, just a word or two and I'd fight.  I made a lot of noise/trouble. (Story TK)


Alone and agonizingly hungry on the night all Muslims should be spiritually full, Mohammed could hardly narrate a more poignant portrayal of his alienation and despair.  He fears he has been possessed by a jinn spirit; but he subsequently becomes something worse:  a misanthrope who believed "people are no good."  He began to vent his anger by cruising for fights and looking for ways to escape.   "I began to tell myself I need something to make me forget all that," he says, and he started drinking, smoking, and visiting prostitutes -- "I felt like going *inheraf = bad/delinquent,"  He ends up beyond human bounds and bonds:  jaHal = rabid, like an animal, outside of Islam.  Counterpoised to the niDam = orderly/responsible child he was and the fqih = pious/devout adult he will become, his jaHal = rabid, perhaps even demon-possessed state on the Night of Destiny defines a negative identity, a counter-self.


He sees the immediate cause of his delinquency in his pursuit of manly prowess, which he now views as a mistaken notion of honor.  When I asked why he thinks he went "off the path," he answered:


I haven't found any cause, really.  People imitate each other, that's all.  One couldn't find someone who could help him make his way in life, and at that time we thought a good deal of people who smoked -- that those were the real men.  We modeled ourselves on those who spent the evening in company [of women], or those who fought and won -- those were our heroes. (Story TK)

Later he re-iterates his critique of his father, saying again that he lacked adult advice and counsel:


There was nobody.  We were all alone in Ouarzazate.  We were young, but not that young.  We were immature and we used to go out and do whatever we wanted, and met people without purpose who only wanted to smoke and drink and quarrel, Safi. (Story TK)

He now sees that he was following Satan:  "At that time I used to imitate shitan = the devil, my own devil.  I used to follow him to nowhere.  He was leading me nowhere, to Hell, leading me on that road which ends in Hell." (Story TK)


Yet he also makes it clear his deprivation began with his mother's death and then was aggravated by his father's remarriage, increasing distance, and decreasing succor.  He repeatedly portrays himself as struggling in darkness, confinement, and hunger for light, warmth, and nurture.  He recollects his pre-dawn lighting of the family hearth after his mother's death, returning home from school to be denied food, being forced to light candles at his relatives' home in Rabat, lacking food to cook and stinking from the gas stove in the dark cramped room in Ouarzazate.  Like so many of the characters in his life story, he felt he had to flee:


I started smoking.  I thought I'd forget with cigarettes, but it didn't help and I just went on to another level.  I'd find someone who was drinking and drink, until I was doing a lot of things.  What am I going to do?  I have nothing I can do.  I decided I couldn't stay in Ouarzazate.  My father said, "Stay and study."  I was looking for work.  I was dying of hunger.  He said keep studying. (Story 33)

Again he explicitly blames deprivation:  "If I had just found good living conditions, food and drink and like that, I would have reached I don't know where."  His negative identity -- the animalistic, Satan-led anti-self he became in Ouarzazate -- is as much a cultural construction as is his positive identity, his pious, God-fearing, well-bred self.  This pair represents a differentiation of contradictory identities, of contrasting "senses of self," or of opposing sub-selves.

Soldier

As a struggling 18 year old high school senior, Mohammed came home to Skoura to study for the Baccalaureate exam, which would grant him admission and financial aid to study at a university.  He was still angry and often unable to stand the company even of his family.  Then his father became ill and entered a hospital in Rabat, throwing Mohammed into a panic about his future and his role in the family should his father die:


When my father became sick, I began to carry a little bit of responsibility, that if, God forbid, that operation wasn't successful, those children who are still here need a lot of this and that, and who is going to take care of the family?  If it's Allah's will, if my father passed away, it would put the well-being / reputation of the family before the hamlet. (Story 38)

With his reputation for delinquency, he appears to have feared his own inability to head the family, and he imagined the scorn his relatives and neighbors would heap on him if he failed.  Impulsively, he enlisted and became an a'sker = soldier:


I thought:  what am I going to do?  I'll go and enlist, in order to do some kind of work.  I wasn't drafted, I just signed up.  I didn't discuss it with anybody, I didn't do anything.  I just took my own opinion, and said, what am I going to do?  I had nothing to do.  So I enlisted.  That was my only escape, so I signed up. (story 38)

He thought the army might provide the discipline he couldn't bring to his own life, and he liked the camaraderie and tough physical training at boot camp.  But Morocco's war in the former Spanish Sahara had not yet wound down, and he was sent, as a communications technician, to a base near the fighting:  "There still were difficult times in the war..." he says, "The trucks would go out and there was only death.  Whoever went out there died."


Mohammed didn't fight, but soon after he learned his father recovered he had a sudden change of heart about his decision:


One day it all got me angry and started me thinking about home.  I started to think that I've come and wasted my future.  Why did I enlist?  Now I've gotten myself stuck here in the Sahara, and I can't study....  [I decided] I've got to find a way to get out and get back to my way in life.  (Story 40)

He then recounts a long and dramatic series of efforts to get out of the army, which came to a head when he got into a fight with an officer.  He was manning the camp radio when a lieutenant ordered him to hand over a message addressed to his commander.  Mohammed refused, the lieutenant slapped him, he punched the lieutenant, and then drew his gun to hold off a contingent of military police.  The M.P.s called the commander:


Finally the captain came and said what's happening?  I told him "Sir, a message came with your name, and I was about to send it to you when this person came and said to give him your message.  I told him it wasn't in his right to request it from me."  He slapped me, and I hit him with my fist and broke his glasses, and the M.P.s came to seize me.  I said I wouldn't surrender until the captain came, and then I saluted the captain, and I gave him my weapon. (Story 42)

The captain ordered him to jail, and he obediently headed off.  Then the captain relented and transferred him to another base, but he made up his mind to get out of the army.  His new commander refused to sign the discharge paper he drew up, and jailed him when he refused to work.


When he got out of jail he went AWOL and hitchhiked to Rabat, determined to convince someone at the military headquarters to approve his discharge.  There he was threatened with jail in an infamous prison for political criminals, to which Mohammed responded with bravado:  "No problem, I'll go to jail.  It'll be better than going to the Sahara.  I'll take jail, ya Allah = let's go!"   The officer continued to threaten him and he demanded to see a Colonel K, saying, "I just want to go to the Colonel and tell him what's happening to me, and then they can take me and kill me or do whatever they want, he can even cut off my head."  He was taken to an interrogation chamber in the building's basement, "a cave with a lot of lights and equipment and stuff.  They were trying to frighten me."  He again offered to have his head cut off:


I told him there's nothing that will frighten me.  "I'm ready.  You can even kill me, because I'm going to die anyway in the Sahara.  I'm ready to die tomorrow.  If you want them to kill me here, you name it!  I'd prefer for you to kill me here than have someone else do it."  (Story 44) 

Mohammed persisted and wore them down:  "They finally got tired and the Colonel told me, 'may God calm you, get out of here!'"  I asked if he was posturing or really ready to die, and he said he was serious:  "I couldn't stand it any more.  I wasn't acting.  It was in my mind that I wouldn't go back, even if they were going to cut off my head.  I had reached that degree:  if they were going to kill me, they could kill me."  It was the lieutenant's slap he said, that made him determined to leave the army. (Story 44)  


Here again Mohammed casts himself as confined in an anxious state of continual movement that goes nowhere, and again flees.  He again views his actions as reckless and funny, but he also portrays himself as courageously determined to restore his honor after being slapped by the lieutenant for his loyalty to the captain.  And he presents the climactic confrontation as taking place in a "cave"-like torture chamber equipped with bright lights and frightening equipment.  This completes the third and most dramatic narrative cycle in which he leaves home, establishes himself as a success, finds himself trapped in deprivation, and after a symbolic crisis in a cavern-like room, flees.  The first took place at the house of his relatives in Rabat, the second in the hovel he shared with his brother, and the third here.  All echo his descriptions of earlier periods of neglect, and his defiance in the interrogation chamber may well represent a triumph over the fear he felt when his father beat and prepared to "smoke" him.


Mohammed thus narrates these episodes as variations on a set of core themes, and they trace a developmental trajectory as he moves from a confrontation with his own animality in Ouarzazate to a more honorable victory over the forces of death in Rabat.  Here again he carries out a successful rebellion against authority for the sake of honor -- as earlier he recounted rising to his mother's defense against his father, and risking figurative "death" by his father's hand to fight his neighborhood taunter.  Here he clearly draws power from offering to have his throat cut -- and the Abrahamic sacrifice, echoed in his description of the beating that caused his appendicitis, likely provides a cultural prototype for Mohammed's scripting of this scene.  He faces down Fear, and his victory serves to mark the nearly-final killing-off of his animalistic,  jaHal self.

Fqih

Having defied death, Mohammed returned to a kind of liminal existence at his family home in Skoura.  His discharge papers didn't arrive, and without them he could neither take the Baccalaureate exam nor apply for government jobs.  His father remained hostile, disapproving both of his impulsive decision to enlist, and of his equally impulsive decision to force his discharge. (Story 45)  Months stretched into two years, and he again grew restless and angry:  "I didn't do anything.  I used to wander about during the day.  At night I started smoking and feeling angry.  I wondered what I could do."  Finally he took an exam with the Agriculture Ministry and was hired as a clerk, without anyone asking for his discharge papers.  His anxiety grew as his first pay day approached, but his discharge arrived in the nick of time.


Assigned to keep records at the agricultural station in a foothills village, Mohammed lived alone and, at 22, began to reflect on his life.  His reflection led to a re-birth.  In our last interview, I asked him how he got out of his misanthropic state of mind and came "to like people again?"  He began his answer by reiterating that he'd gone off the path as a student in Ouarzazate because he lacked someone to guide him:


I mean, I feel that I lacked a lot of things, which made me hate people.  Because I lived mekerfes mezian = in a great deal of hardship, I looked at people and saw that nobody had any compassion, none whatsoever for you, and all that made me give myself over to vice/debauchery.  I lacked something, but nobody helped me to get out of that mess in spite of my age....  (Story 62)

Now, he says, he knows "I must model myself upon somebody who has good manners and all the rest, and who can help me make my way in life and give me some advice, like my murashid = counselor/mentor."  He found his murashid late one night in his solitary room:


I was sitting like this and thinking about how I came into the world:  a human being came out of my own mother's belly/womb, and he was clean.  A small embryo/fetus which fell on the ground, clean:  he didn't know anything about smoking or drinking or lying or stealing.  Why now had I sullied/tarnished myself and filled my head with all these things:  I smoke, I drink, I live without purpose, I stay up late at night, I lie, I have become this and that.  Why I didn't stay like I was born, clean?  Why!  From that time I decided Safi....  I used to be good and well-bred and now I have sullied myself with all this.  I must stop all this and become clean again.


I was living alone, and I'd sit and think about things.  I'd go through my life and my recollections and weigh up the pros and cons...  One night I was sitting above a bale of hay, meditating/musing over my life and I found it not good....  I just sat like this and became sick and tired of that life...  I regretted that life.  I'd been born clean, knowing nothing, and being innocent.  But when I became older I reached some stage where I sullied myself with all the bad characters, cigarettes, alcohol, and all the rest.  Why have I done this to myself?...


I asked myself what to do and I decided to become clean like the first time I came out of my mother's womb.  I must give up smoking, drinking. and all that stuff.  I must start praying and devote myself to religion, Safi. (Story 63)

The next day he began to pray:


That was it!  I said, "Allah, put me on the right path."  I asked Allah to put me on the right path and take care of my affairs/business, and keep me away from the bad path.  And things have worked out well.... I felt better, I was O.K., and life was better, too.  Whatever plan I made I carried it out.  If I decide, for example, to do this and that and I make a plan, and I'm sure about it, therefore I carry it out, Safi, no problem....  That's what I've done, from that time until now. (Story 63)


Again alone and isolated in a compassionless world, Mohammed meditates on the moment he was born from his mother's womb, and experiences the sort of transformation Carl Jung termed apacocastasis:  a reorganization of adult personality based on a re-conversion to childhood piety.  He is re-born figuratively of his mother --  "I decided to become clean like the first time I came out of my mother's womb" -- and literally of God, the Creator.  Here he appears to draw on a powerful cultural model and rhetoric, which Richard Antoun explicates in his account of a village imam's sermon on rham.
  The sermon employs derivatives of the R * H * M root to rhetorically integrate a vision of the life course:  the Muslim begins life with a cutting of the umbilical relation to the rahim = womb, but is sustained through its earthly course by maternal compassion/benevolence and by a broader silat ar-raham = network of uterine kin, and then at death returns to Allah, al Rahaman = the Merciful, ar-rahim = the Compassionate.


After further describing how, in the mountain village, he sometimes read the Quran and cried over the wrongs he had done, I asked him which passages had so moved him.  Images of "betrayal, orphanhood, and poverty." he said,  "All these exist in the sura Al-Duha = The Daylight."  I asked him to tell me about the sura, and he recited it:

In the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful

By the light of day, and by the dark of night, your Lord has not forsaken you, nor does He abhor you.

The life to come holds a richer prize for you than this present life.

You shall be gratified with what your Lord will give you.

Did He not find you an orphan and give you shelter?

Did He not find you in error and guide you?

Did He not find you poor and enrich you?

Therefore do not wrong the orphan, nor chide away the beggar.  But proclaim the goodness of your Lord.  (Story 66)

He then explained:


Here God, the Great, the Merciful calls out to the Prophet and instructs him, because the Prophet had been through that state -- orphanage and poverty.  He calls upon the daylight:  by the light of day and by the dark of night, your Lord has not forsaken you, nor does he abhor you….  The life to come, is better than this ephemeral one which will end.  You live 60, 80, 90, 100 years and then you die.  But up there, in God's home, the orphan who has lost his parents finds compassion, commiseration, clemency and kindness. (Story TK)

When I asked about other Quranic suras which have special meaning for him, he recited a verse from al-infitar = The Cataclysm:

Oh man!

What evil has enticed you from your gracious Lord who created you,

gave you an upright form, and proportioned you?

In whatever shape He willed He could have moulded you.

He explains:


He speaks to everyone:  "O man!  What evil has enticed you?  What evil has enticed you from your gracious Lord who created you, gave you an upright form, and proportioned you?"…  This means:  He has created human being out of a drop of purified water.  He made out of that drop a man and a woman, they met and He created the fetus in the mother's belly, [and] the parts were formed gradually, one month, two months, three months….


How then could you give up God who created you and follow shitan = the devil?  This is all blasphemy.  Human being is on a dark path, following the shitan = devil, that's all s/he's doing.  Why don't I go back to God, the Merciful, who made me out of nothing. (Story TK)


Mohammed portrays himself as thrown off the ordained course of his life by his mother's death and his father's neglect, and says he feels a deep "lack" -- of compassion, guidance, and succor -- which enrages him, turns him against humanity, and in his final view renders him vulnerable to Satan's temptations.  In the Quran he comes to comprehend his "lack" as an echo of the Prophet's orphanhood and poverty, and he finds in God a home with "compassion, commiseration, clemency and kindness."  Meditating on his birth and death -- "I thought how I came out of my mother's belly young and clean, therefore I thought about death." -- Mohammed finds God as the creator to Whose compassion and mercy he ultimately will return.  Again alone in darkness, he finds Light -- the Daybreak -- which Quranic commentators say represents the coming into this dark world of the Truth.  He returned to the path of piety, his friends and relatives noticing his immediate and dramatic change:


They noticed a big difference.  They realized I had changed to the extreme.  They called me fqih, fqih -- most of the guys, the young ones called me fqih.  Everybody at work or outside people noticed it, my friends in the hamlet, everybody, even up in Rabat. (Story TK)

He also returned to the study of Quranic recitation, the high art of the Muslim world, which requires long training in a system of named tones, cadences, and rhythms as complex and nuanced as those found in Western classical music.
  He has developed a local reputation for his beautiful, strong, and precisely-controlled voice.


Mohammed now defines the righteous path as one of purity, light, and cleanliness in contrast to that of dirt, darkness, and pollution:  "When we went to Ouarzazate, it was like black pages -- you know what Saouda'a = blackness/obscurity is?...  I consider that period as some page I've scrawled with dirt, all scrawled with dirt."  This imagery establishes a solid link to the practices of Islamic piety, which organize daily life into five daily cycles of increasing pollution and ritual restorations of purity preparatory to prayer.  The very physiological processes of life steadily increase one's pollution, rendering one increasingly vulnerable to unwholesome emotions and influences, and especially to the whisperings of Satan and the mischief of the jnoun.  Worry and anger may, as some hadith-s = sayings of the Prophet state, come from Satan, but they always can be treated with purification and prayer -- and Mohammed says he now follows the recommendations of the hadith when he feels upset rather than turning to vices:


If I get angry, if I'm upset, I go and perform my ablutions.  Then I sit and read the Quran until I feel better.  Then, everything is O.K.  Why does hadith advise us to read the Quran, to perform one's ablutions and pray?  If people perform their ablutions and pray they won't do something else....  If one is distracted and does something, he will do it blindly.  But if you perform your ablutions and read the Quran you won't have time to be upset...  So if you get angry you read the Quran and sit by yourself until that moment of anger passes away. (Story TK)


If Mohammed now manages the cluster of emotions that comprise his delinquent, misanthropic, sullied sub-self by ritual purification and Quranic recitation, he representationally distances himself from them by locating them both in his personal past and in the distant future, at the end of history.  He explains another hadith about the signs of approaching Sara’a = apocalypse:


[When you hear] people boast and brag that they've built 17- or 18-story buildings...;  when you see women all naked or dressed with transparent linen so you can see their bodies, and you see them fooling around and gossiping in the street in order to steal away people's hearts, and you see above their head their hair like the hump of a camel --  these are all signs of Sara'a. (Story TK)

The term Sara'a means "shock," "to fall" (as in epilepsy), "madness," and "rabid" -- the same sort of terms he uses to describe himself in his jaHal = wild / rabid days.


With this configuration of religious concepts and images -- the Prophet as impoverished orphan, Allah as the Merciful and Compassionate creator, cycles of pollution and purity, and the divine Light of daybreak -- Mohammed defines his primary and "official" identity and takes the Prophet, his namesake, as his model.  From an opposed set of representations -- abandonment to the temptations of devils, dirt, darkness, and wildness/animality -- he symbolizes the complex of deprivation, anger, and impulsiveness that led him off the pious path and into an inhuman anti-identity.  He resolutely condemns the second, but his humorous presentation of his delinquent actions and impulsive decisions betrays a good measure of warmth and admiration for the character he was -- the sort of admiration he conveys for his great grandfather, the Big Man who recklessly wandered into his enemy's village, and the sort of warmth he feels for himself as a little boy, trying to attack his father in his mother's defense.


Psychologically as well as culturally his pursuits of honor and piety led him on diverging developmental paths, the first toward a personality consolidated around an impulsive, "letting-go" style of expression, and the second toward a personality organized by a restrained, "holding-on" style of self-control.  These appear in his narrative as contrasting sub-selves or identities.  Mohammed now feels he mindlessly sought a sullied form of heroism, and his  fqih identity rests on defining the impulsive, indulgent, rebellious side of his character in terms of a negative  jaHal identity that helps him dis-integrate it.  These terms and story lines help "hold on" with techniques of purification, emulation, and worship before his feelings of neglect, anger, and flight can assemble into a coherent, active self.  Other portions of his narrative, however, show that he has hardly banished these from his experience.

Husband, Father, and still Son

Mohammed studied for the Baccalaureate exam as he worked in the mountains and passed it as a "free" candidate, which gave him the right to enroll at a university.  He wanted to pursue Islamic studies, at which he excelled, and registered at the new university in Agadir.  But because the universities were overcrowded, the Ministry stopped providing scholarships to those already employed, and Mohammed could not afford to pay his own way.  So he returned to his post, disappointed but committed to making a good life in the countryside.  A transfer to Skoura was approved, and he returned to live in his father's house and work as the accountant for a new agricultural cooperative.  Then 24 with a steady job, a home, an intense piety, and other marks of maturity, he needed to marry -- and two years later he did.  But his long, meandering account of his marriage entails all of the familiar themes of indecisiveness and impulsiveness, entrapment and escape, submission and rebellion against his father's wishes that appear in so many other contexts.  Everything about his life had changed, yet in psychologically important ways, had stayed the same.


When I was working in the mountains I wanted to marry Zoubida.  She was my cousin's daughter, and we lived in the same house when I was studying in Rabat.  I got to know her charactere {Fr.} = personality and she got to know my charactere.  We agreed to get married.  When I quit school and went into the army, she stayed in school in Rabat.  When I came back for a visit, she asked me if we were still getting married.  I didn't know what to say to her.  I was in the army, in the desert, and with all the transfers and not being settled, I couldn't tell her if we were still going to get married.  I didn't know what I was going to do.... (Story 49)

By the time he was back in Skoura, he says, another problem developed:


My father lives in the bled = countryside, and he's made sacrifices for me, and he wants me to be in the bled near him.  So how can I get married and run away from him and go to Rabat?  I'm not like that.  I wouldn't be at ease/feel comfortable if I went away from him….


I said to myself that my father did everything for me when I was young, he educated me and helped me, he had a hard time and all that, so I can't go away from him….  If I run away, I wouldn't be worthy of his name.  I have to please him and to be near him, and even if there are problems…  So I told her I can't tell you if we're going to get married or not. (Story 49)


Finally he asked her to leave Rabat and live with him in Skoura, but she refused.  She then had a good job with an insurance company, and suggested he move there.  He declined, citing two reasons:  the duty he felt to his father, and his fear that he might fail in Rabat, or again find himself distracted by the temptations of urban life.  Construing marriage to Zoubida as a flight from responsibility that might open the door to impulsive "problems," he decided "to marry here in the bled = countryside."  But now he views his decision not to marry her as an impulsive mistake, which occurred because "I didn't think about things carefully."


When the news reached them that I’d made up my mind to marry here in the bled, they were angry and made a great fuss.  They said I was no good because I didn't marry her....  She got married, and she's O.K., she's become really well-off...  I just didn't know what to do, so I got married.....  Indeed, if I had married her, if Allah wanted, we would have been better off, much better than this life I live now. (Story 49)


Mohammed's search for a local marriage quickly grew complicated, created strife with his father, and threw him into endless vascillations and so “swelled my brain” that he finally agreed to let his father contact a local family who had a daughter named Abouch:


I never knew their house was even on the map.  Because of all that Seda'a = noise/trouble, the men of my family came and said you must do this and that.  I told them, ya Allah = go ahead sir, you do whatever you want....  They went to see the girl and when they came back they told me she was good and her parents were all right.  I said, God bless us....  So one day I went to see her...  She greeted me like this, salem, salem = Hello, Hello, and retraced her steps.  I came back and said, raH, do it, there's no problem.  That was that.  We settled the matters with them, made all the arrangements, and agreed on a wedding date. (Story TK)


To escape the Seda'a = noise/trouble, he washed his hands of the decision, explaining "I wanted to do something easy, which would take me five days."  But four children later he doesn't hesitate to voice his regrets.  "I had a very traditional marriage," he lamented, "like Baba Abderaham, like poor Abderaham."  Baba Abderaham was the poor, blind storyteller at whose house I first met him.  A widower in middle age, he had married a poor, partly-hobbled, black-skinned woman regarded as more a curse than a fitting wife.  Mohammed continues:


It's difficult, very difficult, very difficult.  If somebody wants to get married, he should marry something he knows.  He should know her character.  As soon as she moves, he should know what she wants, even if you only move the eyelashes like this, you must be able to tell.  For example, if Zoubida only moved her eyes, I knew what was in her brain.  If she looked at things a certain way, I knew what she was saying.  On the other hand, this one [= his wife] is far away from you, and you're far away from her:  you don't know her character and she doesn't know your character. (Story TK)

He still thinks of Zoubida:  "Sometimes when I'd pray she would appear to me."  Even after his wife gave birth to a son, he says,


What came back to my brain was Zoubida...  I wanted to go to Rabat and change my way of life.  But I said to myself, it's not her fault.  I was the one who searched for her.  She didn't come to me and ask me to marry her.  Therefore if I turn her out, I'll be the criminal, because I'm the one who messed up with her life.  She's not the one to blame for all this.  So, what am I going to do?


After a while I made a decision to stay with her.  After all, we're only here in this life for a short period, so there’s no point in making problems.  Everything will pass and then we'll die, so there's no point in making problems and troubles.  And so we stayed together, and now, raH, I have three children and my wife is pregnant.  There is no place for me to go now. (Story TK)


Mohammed's account of his marriage thus shows the familiar cycles of entrapment, rebellion, and flight that appear throughout his narrative. At an earlier time in his life he fled in pursuit of what he now sees as the devil's whisperings, but Mohammed the fqih puts himself into God's hands, turning to the framework of cosmological time ("We are only here in this life for a short period, and therefore there is no point in making problems.") and to practices of purification and Quranic recitation to dis-integrate the entrapment-rebellion-flight constellation before it can coalesce into a persona.  He chooses to weave his character into a seamless whole, centered in the home he has found in Allah, in the home he has found in loyalty to his father and family, and in the practices of worship that restore his purity and link him to his mother.  This identity consolidates an affective/relational constellation which forms the core of a "true self," embodying caring and compassion rather than deprivation, attachment rather than entrapment, loyalty rather than rebellion, and self-control rather than impulsiveness.


Still, the seams continually fray:  his discontents (that he resembles "poor Baba Abderaham"), his longing for intimacy of the sort he felt with Zoubida, and his dream of leading a larger, more heroic life still leave him feeling a "lack" and evoke impulses to flee.  The whole character Mohammed would achieve turns out also to be but a sub-self permanently in dialogue with another:  the domination of fqih over jaHal proves to be more a Manichaen struggle than a vanquishing of darkness by Daylight.

A Dream Renewed

I interviewed Mohammed for the last time six weeks after he told me about his marriage.  He had spent three weeks on vacation with his brother who had moved to Rabat, and began by telling me he was again thinking of moving there:


Maybe, I said to myself, one would find a little cleaner / better living there, among the civilized, and the kids would grow up in civilized surroundings.  It could help them to do whatever they eventually want to do, and there are a lot more things there in the city than here in the country, where things are quite limited. (Story TK)

He could learn computer programming, he said, or work in his brother's clothing business.  "He told me to come there and we'd help each other," Mohammed said, "and I’ve started considering it....  But I haven't talked to anybody.  All this is only brewing up here {pointing to his head}."  Surprised by this news, I asked him how he saw his life in Skoura after returning from Rabat, and his answers covered familiar themes:


Well {pause} what can I tell you?  When I returned from Rabat, it was very hard here.  It was like being here by force.  I couldn't wait to go back to Rabat....  I became different and I came back with new ideas.


Their life has become more organized, their children have become well bred....  But we have stayed over here doing nothing.  What are we doing in Skoura?  Nothing.  In the morning we go to our jobs, and then back to the house and so on and so forth everyday.  If I stay this way, like my father -- he came back 25 years ago and stayed the same way in Skoura until now.  He didn't change his situation, he just stayed the way he was before --  I thought if I stay like this I'll be the same person, and stay in the same situation. (Story 60)

Suddenly he feels trapped, "by force," and the imagery by which he defines himself reverses.  He can't stand "doing nothing," just following in his father's footsteps, and life in Rabat looks "more organized," his relatives' children "well bred."  Before his recent trip, he says, "I was thinking good things of the bled = countryside.  Can you see the contradiction?"  I assured him with a chuckle that I had my own contradictions, and he continued:


I liked the countryside very much.  I thought… one can lead a good life here.  But when I went to Rabat, I changed my mind and asked myself what was best for me to do:  to stay here and maybe start raising some livestock, or to go and study computer programming. (Story TK)

Now, he says:


I see my future here as an obscure one:  it's ghemid = dim/foggy, unknown, you can't foresee/anticipate anything.  I can't look forward to anything because it's impossible to fulfill/achieve anything here in Skoura....  Moreover, I have children, and the most important thing for me is the kids.  I must help them to make their way in life.  They can't do anything here.  They only go to school and come back home, they can't do anything.  They keep walking round and round in the street and outside…  I can't see any future for them now.


Actually, he has an even grander dream, which he first sketches as an ambition for his father.  When I asked if his father has been happy living out his life in the village, Mohammed says they see things differently:


Indeed so, according to him.  He’s content with his job.  But according to me it's not that simple.  We've discussed the matter many times and I've told him that he needs to change his job instead of doing the same thing all the time.  At your age, raH, you should get out of the shop, and move to another field which concerns religion.  You should direct a large Quranic school and become a counselor, one of the senior counselors.  But he doesn't think about this;  he likes going to his shop and talking with everyone.  (Story TK)

A few minutes later, in response to no particular question, Mohammed voices this dream as his own.  "My head is telling me to devote myself to the Quran":


I want to get out of here and go to Rabat and contact people who study the Quran and give myself over to the art of reciting the Quran, and to study the hadith = exemplars from the Prophet's life, Safi.  I've not talked to anybody about this, it's only my head.  But this is the goal I want to fulfill.


I've met some of those people who are in radio broadcasts and teach how you should read the Quran and the art of reciting.   Like the one who reads the Quran during Ramadan, I met him before he was on that program.  They've sent him to several Islamic countries:  he went to Pakistan, to India and Afghanistan....  I think about the same thing.  That's what I think about. (Story 61)


So now as Mohammed sees his life following his father's, he feels stuck "by force," in Skoura, doing "nothing" -- "In the morning we go to the Centre, from the Centre to the house and so on and so forth everyday" -- his children just "walk round and round in the street and outside," and all face obscure, cloudy futures.  The anxious state of directionless, trapped movement and sense of deprivation returns and inverts the order of his life:  the simple pious life of the countryside now looks dirty, dis-organized, and imprisoning.  His yearning for a bolder, grander, more heroic life returns and beckons him:  to recite at great mosques, on the radio, perhaps in distant Muslim lands.  Mohammed indeed has a beautiful voice and a local reputation as a powerful and skilled reciter.  To step onto national and international stages would bring him as close as he could come to the Prophet's mission.

Personality and Identity

Mohammed can experience his life in Skoura as one of order, control, cleanliness, nurturance, piety, and brotherly comradeship with his father.  As fqih he is recognized as deeply devout, a beautiful reciter of the Quran, a professional, a father of sons, and a maturing pillar of the community.  But in the blink of an eye this experience can reverse and his life turn into one of boredom, confinement, frustration, obscurity, and endless repetition of meaningless patterns.  He follows his father's now-little footsteps, purifies away the anger his father's authority repeatedly evokes, and tolerates a traditional marriage as Zoubida's image still haunts him.  His life then feels dirty and disordered;  it angers him and makes him want to flee, and he regularly turns to God, to purification, and to prayer to restore himself as a loyal son, father, teacher, and Muslim.


Order, confinement, flight;  loyalty, oppression, rebellion -- these cycles give his narrative its emotional rhythm.  They suggest, as I noted earlier, that an "obsessive-compulsive" tension between "holding on" and "letting go" styles of emotional expression comprises a central feature of his genotypic personality organization.  His oscillation between these contrasting styles gives distinctive shape to two interpersonal tensions that appear equally central.  One entails a powerful ambivalence in his relationships with male authorities:  he quite consciously seeks a powerful "model" to emulate and follow, someone who will both guide his maturation and accept him as a man among men.  But he also quickly perceives, resents, and rebels against confining or "despotic" authority.  The other tension concerns a more maternal form of nurturance and interdependence that resembles the amae or "indulged dependence" that Doi (19TK) believes to be central to Japanese culture.  He feels the loss of his mother as having left a hole in his life, and he repeatedly feels an acute "lack" of sustenance and compassion -- which he repeatedly blames for his failure to achieve his potential in life.  He looks to strong men (his father, the "heroes" who led him into delinquency, the Prophet) to fill this "lack," and finds the compassionate guidance he seeks most reliably provided by his extended family and in the "home" God provides to orphans.  Loyalty thus appeals to him not just as a kind of defensive identification with the aggressor, but as a form of attachment to sources of nurturance.  Rebellion and flight similarly do not just represent reactions to restricting, demanding authorities, but even more importantly, they appear as responses to feelings of deprivation and neglect.  Indeed, it appears to be feelings of deprivation and abandonment which shift his experience of authorities from empowering to constrictive, and which fuel his rage at the world.


In character as the young man his friends and relatives call fqih, Mohammed appears to have achieved a culturally-approved alignment of identificatory loyalties to paternal and religious authorities, and embedded these within the region's rhetoric of masculine honor on the one hand, and within the highly-ritualized self-care practices prescribed by Islam, on the other.  He leavens the synthesis with a quick and hearty sense of humor which yields a symbolic framework that enables him to marshal and publicly project a good deal of personal power.  He comes across not as timid and constricted, but as a man who uses his loyalties and practices to harness a formidable well-spring of potentially-dangerous aggression, which once given free reign turned him jaHal = wild/rabid.  But as fqih his ready humor, flashing smile, and deep sonorous voice counterpoise and soften his confrontative, hostile "side," and sublate these into a not-inconsiderable measure of charisma.  It takes vigilant hard work, however, to transform his feelings of deprivation, to pacify his quickly-evoked anger, and to sustain his loyalties in the face of wishes to rebel and flee.  And he suffers from wrought-up, churning, hostile anxieties which often show in muscular and facial tensions, and which find release in dramatic gestures and laughter.  His struggle to contain this hostile anxiety may well have contributed to his intensifying abdominal pain, and to his second surgery.

Biography and Identity

Let us look more closely at the self-representational system Mohammed employs to narrate his biography, and at the discourse which configures these prominent genotypic tensions into an ideal alignment.  Specifically, let us focus on the symbolic organization of his personality -- his use of cultural symbols to differentiate the affects that mingle and merge at the genotypic level into a contrasting pair of selves:  an ideal niDam or fqih self he labors to fashion and maintain, and a jaHal anti-self he works to keep in his immature past.


In its most rudimentary outline, Mohammed's life-story is a familiar, even stereotypic one:  a good boy deprived of his mother and then left unsupervised in adolescence starts running with the wrong crowd and goes bad, but after a stint in the army finds the religion of his youth, straightens himself out, and comes back to the fold.  This account reduces his life to a perhaps universally-intelligible dimension, but it is an outsider's distillation which excludes precisely the events and meanings he feels give it structure:  the betrayals he suffered along with his mother's death, his raging hunger on the Night of Destiny, the delinquencies he committed in hatred of humankind, his defiance of an officer and facing-down of Death in the military's interrogation chamber, his rebirth in the mountains, and his persistence on the straight path in the face of recurring discontents.  Mohammed's recounting of these incidents indeed outlines a universal plot structure -- that of an heroic quest -- but it also employs story schemas that give it a distinctively Muslim, Middle Eastern, and North African character.


Numerous attempts have been made to identify a general structure of hero narratives, most by analyzing European, Mediterranean and Near Eastern materials.  Rank
 and Campbell
 sought to identify "hero" patterns in terms of underlying psychological processes, Rank focusing on the heroic struggles in the first half of life, culminating in marriage and career, and Campbell focusing primarily on the process of individuation that Jung
 believed unfolds in the second half of life.  Both are intriguing because they offer plausible explanations of seemingly bizarre and paradoxical features found in many epics, but they have not proven especially suitable to accounting for the overall structure of single tales or of the genre.  By contrast, Raglan
 and Propp
 sought to delineate characteristic sequences of episodes or functions (Propp's term), and while these do not account for "the moral of the story," they have proven useful for identifying the genre and analyzing the structure of individual narratives.
  These two schemes differ in that Raglan analyzed epics and legends that dealt with the hero's fate until and in some cases after his death, while Propp focused on folktales that usually end with the hero's marriage and return home or assumption of power.  The first 13 of Raglan's 22 incidents, and 11 of the major functions in Propp's scheme of 31 appear in Diagram 3-1.

DIAGRAM 3-1 HERE


Neither Raglan nor Propp hold that a hero narrative must include all of these points, or that it must be limited to them.  Addition and repetition of episodes and sub-plots provides much of their richness, and the omission of a few constitutes a legitimate means of creative variation rather than a departure from the genre.  Differences in the collections these investigators studied probably account for some of the divergence of the elements they list, especially the first five or six on Raglan's list, which are summarily covered by Propp's "initial situation."  Both incorporate the threat to the hero, his departure, his finding of a protector/empowerer figure (Raglan's foster-parents;  Propp's donor), his struggle, victory, marriage, and ascent to formal power.  Raglan appears to view the hero as seizing power (though "magical" powers are given in many of the legends he analyzes, which include the Biblical Joseph and Moses), while Propp appears to view power as bestowed and then demonstrated and confirmed in battle.  Propp's lack ---> departure ---> donor (testing/attack) ---> magical agent ---> struggle sequence brings his schema closer to the psychological stages of the hero's development into manhood -- which is definitive of the genre.


The major episodes of Mohammed's biography parallel those identified by Propp, though with greater development of his struggle with inner as well as external forces.  His life begins in plenitude:  his description of his birth and his earliest memory both convey an aura of completeness, bounty, and specialness.  His ensuing early childhood memories place him in a more troubled world where his well-intentioned but less-than-competent attempts to act as a man among men leave him with injuries and humiliations.  Yet these memories convey a sense of admirable innocence rather than gravity or harm:   he tells them as funny stories, retrospectively enjoying his immature efforts to be adult, and he ends most on positive notes with relationships restored.  Gravity descends with his mother's death, which introduces the "lack" and "deprivation" -- of succor and compassion -- that he ultimately feels subverted his attempts to realize his potential.  In the aftermath of her loss, however, he shoulders adult responsibility for his siblings and becomes serious about his religious studies, acquiring the Donor figure (in the person of the Prophet) who later will empower him.


He then tells of a series of departures, struggles, and small victories (over his nemesis in Skoura,  over the relatives who entrap him in Rabat), and then of the departure that leads to his jaHal = wild/ignorant period in Ouarzazate.  His return home proves premature when his father falls ill, and he departs again, this time to become a'sker = a soldier.  Beyond the borders of civilized society he again struggles with hostile forces, winning his freedom by offering to die at his inquisitor's hand.  His victory returns him home, but to a liminal state in which he finds himself again tormented by boredom and what he figuratively terms shiatan = demons/devils.  Then in a kind of solitary mountain refuge, he undergoes a rebirth, names and conquers the forces that repeatedly led him astray, and returns home to marry, begin a family, and await his ascension to family patriarch.


This plot structure annuls the lack -- God takes in the orphan and provides him a home, as then does his father -- and constructs him as an heroic character:  as fqih in contrast to an alternative sort of hero, the soldier, and in opposition to the anti-heroes or "Satans" he followed into delinquency.  The first contrast reflects the prototypic ideals of honorable manhood in rural Moroccan, North African, and Middle Eastern societies:  the fighter and the man of religion-- the  rajel kabir (Big Man) or a'sker (soldier) vs. the fqih or religious shiekh.  These ideals merge in the person of the Prophet, but in many regions -- including rural Morocco -- they stand in a complementary opposition as belligerent and peacemaker.  This contrast was literally woven into southern Morocco's tribal geography, with zawiya-s of important saintly lineages located on the borders of frequently-hostile tribal groups, and with tombs of important saints providing peaceful sanctuaries for weekly markets.  The contrast of fighter and holy man also is woven into the hagiographies of Morocco's most prominent saints, many of whom prove their baraka = Divine power in mystical combat with strong men and despots.  And it is deeply woven into everyday life, where the realpolitik principles of familial interests often clash with religious principles, and fqih-s and imam-s are frequently called into households to loosen the interpersonal knots that aspiring big-men have tied.


Mohammed's life-narrative can thus be seen as documenting a struggle for contrasting ideals of honorable manhood:  one belligerent, intimidating, and associated with his individual prowess and repute;  the other restrained, pacific, devoutly religious and associated with the community of believers.  This contrast weaves through his narrative (his "big man" great grandfather vs. his father's saintly foster-father;  the child in the zawiya vs. the child who attacked his father;  the "well-bred" child vs. the kid who "got to like fighting";  the fqih vs. the a'sker), appearing both in the feelings and relationship he attributes to himself, and in the character types he brings on stage with him. These personas appear as "sub-selves" that have crystallized from the linkage of distinctive cultural prototypes with contrasting sides of the core ambivalences animating his genotypic personality.  The fqih uses religious principles and practices to "hold on" to anger and sustain familial loyalties, while the tough guy/soldier projects a belligerent  "attitude" that serves as a hair-trigger for "letting go" aggression and egoistic assertion.  We can say either that Mohammed has internalized a pair of cultural "personas" or social "selves," or that he has differentiated his personality or self along the lines of this cultural contrast.


Mohammed's fqih self-representation thus derives crucial features of its meaning from its contrast to a'sker, which sets out an alternative construction of honorable manhood.  But it acquires even more salient features of meaning from its opposition to his jaHal self-representation, which defines a veritable anti-self.  Mohammed presents his descent into delinquency as arising from the confluence of two processes:  (1)  a desire to cultivate a sense of manhood based on physical prowess, daring, and rebellion -- fully consonant with his and his culture's heroic rajel kabir = Big Man persona;  (2)  an increasingly distressing feeling of deprivation which, reaching its crescendo of hunger on the Night of Destiny, triggers a misanthropic rage.  Here a different cluster of genotypic affects coalesces to form a "sub-self":  feelings of deprivation and confinement, unleavened by loyalty to a nurturing authority,  trigger a generalized hatred of humanity which takes shape as a rebellious search for indulgences and destructive trouble-making.  These form an out-of-control, dishonorable sub-self, which at least in retrospect he represents primarily in religious terms:  Mohammed says he was led "off the straight path" into "ignorance" or "wildness" by "devils," and that he "sullied/dirtied" his once-pure, innocent self.  These representations construe his tough-guy, hatred-of-humanity persona as an abomination, as a crossing of the boundary out of the community of believers and into animality and pollution.  His use of these anti-self representations after his re-birth reflects his attempt to prevent the feelings of deprivation, anger, entrapment, and rebellion -- which he clearly continues to feel -- from again coalescing and demanding their due.


The heroic plot structure thus constructs Mohammed's identity as a configuration of three self-representations, each of which organizes a "sub-self" or "voice":  fqih names the ideal he seeks to live as his true and authentic self, as "Mohammed," named for the Prophet;  a'sker names an alternative, now past and rejected self, which faced down death for honor;  and jaHal names a rejected dishonorable anti-self.  Each of these discourses defines an identity, but his identity consists the configuration of the three.  This is because (1) a'sker and jaHal are essential to defining fqih, and (2) a'sker and jaHal embody affective states which are his but which Mohammed as fqih strives and often claims not to experience.  His identity thus organizes his phenotypic personality as a tripartite differentiation by which the fluid affective tensions comprising his genotypic personality are crystallized as distinctive outlooks on life and social persons.


As fqih Mohammed stands close to Allah, created by Him, nurtured by his compassion, and sheltered in His divine home.  In the earthly world he, like the Prophet whose name he bears, cleaves to the treq mustaqaym = straight/pious path, maintaining his purity, beautifully reciting His message, and spreading His beneficence.  This is the ideal he wills to be his "true self," and the act of willing sets it against a "false self," the sullied, misanthropic, clamoring after the "devils" sinner he terms jaHal.  That is, fqih vs. jaHal legislates a moral imperative and weaves it through the entirety of his character -- endowing the affective tensions which continually come over him with ontological, ethical, and soteriological meanings.


Erik Erikson often spoke of identity as a configuration of sub-self like "elements," perhaps most explicitly in his biography of Martin Luther, who he described as shifting between being "son," "rebel," and "father."
  More recently, Hermans and Kempen have drawn on Bakhtin's theory of the "polyphonic" novel to develop a model of self as a dialogical play of voices.
  So it is with Mohammed:  his narrative proceeds as a dialogue among and about these three sub-selves.  They achieve integration not only by virtue of the hero-narrative story line which places them in a temporal order and touts the fqih's triumph over jaHal and a'sker, but also in the structure of dialogue.  In addition, the system of self-representation he sets out in the interviews shows a third  integrative structure, which employs "key symbols" in a manner analogous to that by which tonal music uses the notes of a scale.

Chambers and Homes

Mohammed describes many of the most important moments and turning points of his life as having occurred in chambers with distinctive qualities of light.  These form a thread of motifs or type-scenes which runs through his narrative and links disparate events of pivotal import, many of which entail non-ordinary forces or at least "religious" significance.  The terms motif (a recurring phrase, figure, or image) and type scene (a prototypic event, like "departures for sea" in Homer and "meetings at wells" in the Old Testament) come from studies of oral epic and ancient scripture,
 in which they serve as important structural features.  They help sustain a sense of continuity for audiences, but more importantly they provide the performer or reciter with mnemonic and organizational devices.  Like a jazz musician, the performer can master general story-lines, type scenes, and motifs, and gain the freedom to improvise the specifics of setting, action, and dialogue as s/he performs on any particular occasion.  In Mohammed's narrative, chamber images also appear to serve as what Suzanne Langer terms "life symbols" -- images which "present the basic facts of human existence, the forces of generation and achievement and death";
  and what Sherry Ortner terms "key" symbols, which combine and intensify ultimate meanings.
  Most of them entail a struggle with or for light in a kind of ambient darkness, and form a sequence that marks out the steps of loss, descent, and rebirth that his life-history portrays him as traversing.


As background, however, I must offer an aesthetic observation:  the pre-Saharan rhythm of daylight gives the area's traditional yellowish-beige-ish-reddish rammed earth buildings a distinctive range of interior atmospheres.  Bathed in streaming or filtered sunlight, they can take on a warm yellow-goldish hue that easily evokes a sense of plenitude and repose.  But darkened by dusk or nightfall, they can take on a mysterious, frightening quality that is only enhanced by the flickering light of a charcoal brazier or buta-gas lamp that dances shadows into abyss-like corners and corridors.  These effects result not from the light alone, of course, but from comforting meals and siesta retreats from the mid-day desert sun, from beliefs about the jnoun's residence under thresholds and their emergence at sunset, from folktales told only after dark about ogres and afrit-s and ghouls, and from purifications performed and prayers recited at mid-day, dusk, bed-time, and sunrise.  These rhythms and tones echo those of ancient Arabia and add to the poetic power of the Quran.  Their power may be intensified by Islam's prominent use of light imagery -- a divine luminosity -- to represent the Prophet and His message, which Sufi and folk Islam especially emphasize.
 They thus comprise a facet of the culture's aesthetic and symbolic lexicon, which can be drawn upon by individuals to articulate more idiosyncratic personal meanings.


Mohammed's earliest memory of curiously studying a yellow cat in the zawiya encodes a quality of fascination with specialness in an ambiance of plenitude.  It preserves, I suggested, an archetypal image of well-being:  his curiosity in an enchanted world, anchored or nested in familial harmony.  His second memory of his parents' nighttime quarrel rudely breaks the spell, though his impulsively heroic action restores the harmony.  His visits to his dying mother appear to have taken place in a chamber-like setting, and he strongly associates the period of deprivation after her death with his practice of rising alone in the chill before dawn and lighting a fire in the hearth for his siblings.  His memory of the terrible beating, tying, and threat of being "smoked" at his father's hands represents a real and serious injury, especially as Mohammed believes it caused his appendicitis and surgery.  His troubled stay with the "wrong" relatives in Rabat reached its climax when they deprived him of electric light to study, and he found himself up late in his room alone, hunched over books by candlelight.  This appears as a kind of prelude to the hunger and possession-like "fall" he suffered on the Night of Destiny, which turned him against humanity and eventually into a soldier on the edge of the war.  Narratively, this incident marks his descent into an underworld, where his travels take him to a land of "nothing but death" in the Sahara, and eventually bring him face-to-face with sacrificial death in the Army's dark but flood-lit interrogation chamber.  There he stares down Death, survives, and finally takes control of his life, beginning his return journey toward home.  Home, however, is not a physical place but a spiritual one, and he initially remains something of an outsider in his father's dwelling.  Finally, in the darkness of his solitary mountain retreat, he like the Prophet is reborn and given a "home" with Allah -- a home he characterizes as bathed in the beneficent light of "daybreak."


These chamber images organize his life-history and identity like notes forming a scale, the zawiya = saint's tomb of his earliest memory and the home in Allah of his reconversion standing in a kind of "octave" relation that defines its key.  They form the "tonic" anchor points in relation to which he experiences all of the others as degrees of "departure from" and "return toward."  The encounters with pain, rage, and death that animate his jaHal and a'sker selves (the beating that caused his appendicitis;  his hunger-induced fainting on the Night of Destiny;  his offer to be killed in the army interrogation chamber) sound as the tones of greatest "departure from" the octave end points.  Extended playing of these tones brings about something akin to key change, into a "key of honor," in which the resolution to be reached as a tribal "Big Man" is never achieved, as his feelings of neglect enrage him and lead him into delinquency rather than valor and distinction.  But as he narrates his life, Mohammed uses this key to voice contrapuntal tones and themes, to sketch the ground which frames and foregrounds the figure, which we might entitle "variations on the theme of niDam and fqih."  The sacred space of the mosque, designed to represent God's dwelling on earth with a domed interior lit by Divinely ambient light, organizes the rhythms of his daily and weekly life into a melody of such departures and returns, as does the purification ritual by which he prepares for prayer and recitation.  Perhaps like the place-and-action images Bakhtin termed "chronotopes," they serve as paradigm-defining exemplars which establish a sacred space-time-causality system, and give him a home near its center.

Culture, Personality, and Self

What does Mohammed's life-narrative teach us about cultural shaping of personality or self?  Perhaps most importantly, it shows that this question is better posed about three levels of organization:  (1) genotypic personality, described as a set of recurring affective and relational tensions;  (2) three "sub-selves," each appearing as a configuration of genotypic affects, integrated as culturally-constructed orientations (honor via piety, honor via masculine prowess, and delinquent dishonor), and (3) an identity which configures the three sub-selves as an ideal self (niDam / fqih), an alternative, past self (a'sker), and a rejected anti-self (jaHal).  His personality encompasses all three of these levels, each of which appears subject to different kinds of cultural influence.


It is impossible to determine the extent to which Mohammed's culture (be it that of the Middle East, of the circum-Mediterranean, of pre-Saharan North Africa, or of Skoura) has shaped his genotypic-level personality.  It is certainly plausible that the paradigm of distant, demanding, fearful paternal authority -- which he so well describes -- has fashioned his ambivalent rebelliousness and search for authorities to follow and emulate.  And it is likely his mother's death deprived him of the intense maternal inter-dependence many observers believe to be characteristic of North African men.  But an adult's life-narrative can never establish the causes of his or her development, and it is plausible that these affective-relational tensions are at least as rooted in his temperament as in his familial experiences.


It is at the second level that he appears to have deeply "internalized" his culture.  And "his" culture appears to be circum-Mediterranean, perhaps with pre-Saharan colorings, for the three sub-selves closely follow the contours of the region's most prominently-defined masculine orientations.  This observation has an especially important consequence:  while the constitution of these three orientations fundamentally makes him a member of his culture, it does not integrate him smoothly into it.  Rather, it puts him disturbingly in question:  it poses the question of what person to truly become, which an identity must then answer.  Mohammed feels he answered this question once and for all when he turned to the Prohet as his guide and found a "home in Allah," but his narrative suggests that he must re-answer it continually with vigilence and will.


What, then, of the cultural shaping of identity?  With regard to which of the three orientations he has elaborated into his ideal or authentic self-representation, it would appear that forces within his culture -- rather than "culture" -- have influenced him to become fqih rather than a'sker or jaHal.  Other men become tough guys, Big Men, or soldiers, and enact piety only for its social expedience.  Still others, including some of his neighbors, have become delinquent, and even meskhot = accursed and disowned sons.  And many men fashion identities of very different sub-self components.  This is a simple point, but one often lost in recent discussions of the "cultural construction of self," which emphasize shared meanings and psychological characteristics at the expense of the great range of individual variation to be found within every society.


At the same time, Mohammed's identity is thoroughly culturally constructed, in that his culture provides him with the symbolic lexicon and integrative templates by which he defines and organizes the three sub-self orientations.  He is fqih rather than "priest" or "preacher" or "monk" because he is North Africa rather than Italian, American or Japanese.
  It is the specific character of his fqih-ness -- elaborated in terms of the Islamic cosmology, in his *inDibaT = self-control/restraint, in his teqoua = fear of Allah, in his purificatory practices, in his Quranic recitations, in the imagery of the sura Daylight, in its opposition to a'sker and jaHal, and in the scale of chambered darkness and light -- that makes him appear most alien to a Western interviewer, and most distinctively a pre-Saharan Moroccan Muslim.


Theoretically, then, culture has not constituted Mohammed's "self," but provided the materials from which he has fashioned an identity which integrates three sub-selves.  A world of difference separates these two views of the culture-self relationship.  Other than the discourse of identity which fashions an overall integration, we will scour Mohammed's life-narrative in vain for an overarching "sense of self," "concept of person," or "self."  At the same time, we do not find only the hundreds of linguistically-constructed speaker "positions" taken in up in the course of our conversations.  A kind of overarching identity does appear, consisting of the dialogue among sub-self voices -- the jaHal with the a'sker and with the fqih, the heroic biography which resolves the dialogue in favor of the fqih, and of the musical scale-like set of chamber images by which he orchestrates his self-representation.
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