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Introduction

Mauritania, straddling the threshold where the sands of the Sahara meet the waves of
the Atlantic, is a country of extraordinary contrasts and diverse legacies. Officially
known as the Islamic Republic of Mauritania, this West African nation is
geographically, historically, and culturally positioned at the intersection of Arab and
African worlds. Its vast landscapes, stretching from arid deserts to fertile riverbanks,
have shaped not only the way its people live but also the very essence of their
identities and traditions. Despite being seldom in the global spotlight, Mauritania’s
culture is both deeply rooted and remarkably vibrant, woven from countless threads of
narrative, faith, and resilience.

The unique tapestry of Mauritanian society is the outcome of centuries of migration,
settlement, and adaptation. The people of Mauritania are united by a shared national
identity yet distinguished by significant ethnic, linguistic, and cultural diversity.
Moors—comprising the Bidhan and Haratin—form the majority, bringing with them a
rich heritage of oral poetry, honor codes, and hospitality traditions. Alongside them
thrive several sub-Saharan ethnic groups, such as the Pulaar, Soninke, Wolof, and
Bambara, each contributing distinct languages, customs, and social structures to the
national mosaic.

Central to life in Mauritania is Islam, which is not only the state religion but an
inseparable part of daily existence and moral framework. Islamic rituals and values
infuse Mauritanian society, influencing everything from family ceremonies to
community water-sharing. Sufism, with its deeply spiritual brotherhoods, further
enriches religious practices and provides strong networks of mutual aid and guidance
across generations and regions.

Yet, to understand the culture of Mauritania, one must also appreciate its everyday
customs—the traditions of hospitality that dictate tea be shared in three rounds, the
significance of flowing blue "derra’a" robes in the desert, and the respect paid to oral
tradition through poetry and storytelling. These practices speak not only to the
resourcefulness required by the harsh climate but also to a profound sense of social
solidarity and dignity.

Mauritania’s culture continues to evolve amid the challenges of climate change,
globalization, and the slow transformation of historical social hierarchies. Mobile
phones, the internet, and modern education coexist with nhomadic camel caravans,
Quranic schools, and time-honored rituals. The efforts to preserve this multifaceted
heritage are visible in the revival of traditional arts, educational reforms, and the
ongoing dialogue between generations.
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This book offers an accessible, comprehensive guide to the culture of Mauritania,
aimed especially at those new to the subject. Through its chapters, readers will
explore the astonishing diversity, resilience, and creativity that characterize
Mauritanian society. By journeying through its landscapes, histories, and customs, we
hope to foster not only deeper understanding but also a sense of admiration for a
nation whose cultural riches are as vast as its deserts.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Geography of
Mauritania

To truly grasp the essence of Mauritanian culture, one must first cast their gaze upon
its sprawling and formidable landscape. This West African nation, officially known as
the Islamic Republic of Mauritania, is a country of immense scale, ranking as the
eleventh-largest on the African continent. Its geography is a master sculptor, having
chiseled the very lifestyles, traditions, and resilience of its people. Imagine a canvas
dominated by vast, arid plains, occasionally punctuated by dramatic ridges and
towering cliff-like outcroppings. This is Mauritania, a land where the Sahara Desert
commands approximately 90% of its territory.

Mauritania’s borders are a testament to its strategic location at the crossroads of
diverse regions. To its west, the boundless expanse of the North Atlantic Ocean
stretches out, offering a crucial lifeline and a contrasting ecosystem. To the north and
northwest, it shares a border with Western Sahara, while Algeria lies to its northeast.
Mali defines its eastern and southeastern boundaries, and the Senegal River to the
southwest forms a natural frontier with Senegal. This positioning places Mauritania
firmly within both the Sahel and the Maghreb, geographical and cultural zones that
blend distinct Arab and African influences.

The country's topography is generally flat, with coastal plains that rarely exceed 45
meters in elevation. However, as one ventures inland, these plains gradually rise to
altitudes of 182 to 228 meters, forming part of a grand plateau system and a series of
ridges. A striking feature of central Mauritania is a series of scarps that longitudinally
bisect these plains, facing southwest. These scarps also delineate sandstone plateaus,
the most prominent being the Adrar Plateau, which majestically ascends to an
elevation of 500 meters. At the base of some of these dramatic formations, one can
discover spring-fed oases, precious pockets of life in the arid expanse.

Dotting these plateaus are isolated peaks, often brimming with mineral wealth. The
smaller peaks are known as guelbs, while their larger counterparts are called kedias.
The most imposing of these is Kediet €j Jill, located near the city of Zouirat, which
proudly stands as Mauritania's highest peak at 915 meters (3,000 feet) above sea
level. Another remarkable geological marvel is the concentric Guelb er Richat, often
referred to as the "Eye of the Sahara," a prominent circular feature in the north-central
region near Ouadane.

The dominant force shaping Mauritania's climate is its aridity, primarily a consequence
of the persistent northeastern trade winds. These winds blow constantly in the
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northern regions and for most of the year across the rest of the country. Their drying
effect is further amplified by the harmattan, a hot, dry, and often dust-laden wind that
sweeps in from the northeast or east. The harmattan can frequently cause blinding
sandstorms, transforming the landscape into a swirling spectacle of ochre.

While most of the country experiences a hot desert climate, there are nuanced
variations. Along the narrow coastal strip, the heat is somewhat tempered by oceanic
trade winds, offering a slightly milder environment. However, even here, temperatures
can soar to 45°C when the wind shifts inland. Further inland, in the full desert, winter
daytime temperatures hover around 22-23°C in January, but the summer months of
July and August can see highs reaching 40-42°C. In the extreme northeast,
temperatures can even climb to a scorching 50°C in summer.

Rainfall in Mauritania is a precious and often elusive commodity. The majority of
precipitation occurs during a brief rainy season, known as the hivernage, which
typically spans from July to September. However, the average annual rainfall varies
dramatically across the country, ranging from a meager less than 100 millimeters in
the northern two-thirds to a more substantial 500 to 600 millimeters in the far south.
Some areas can go a year, or even several years, without any measurable rain,
making water a constant and critical concern.

Despite the general aridity, Mauritania can be broadly divided into four distinct
ecological zones: the Saharan Zone, the Sahelian Zone, the Senegal River Valley, and
the Coastal Zone. While these zones exhibit marked differences, their boundaries are
not always sharply defined. Sand, varying in color and composition, blankets
approximately 40% of the country's surface, manifesting as dunes in all zones except
the Senegal River Valley. These dunes can range from relatively fixed formations to
vast, shifting expanses, constantly sculpted by the relentless winds.

The Saharan Zone, as its name suggests, is characterized by extreme desert
conditions. Here, daily temperature variations can be quite significant, although
annual changes are less pronounced. In December and January, temperatures can
swing from an early morning low of 0°C to a midday high of 38°C. During the peak
summer months of May, June, and July, the mercury can rise from 16°C in the morning
to over 49°C by afternoon. It is a harsh environment that demands incredible
resilience from anything that calls it home.

South of the Saharan Zone lies the Sahelian Zone, a transitional belt extending to
within about 30 kilometers of the Senegal River. This area forms an east-west band,
stretching from Boutilimit through ‘Ayo0n el ‘Atro(is to Néma, encompassing the
Aoukar basin. The Sahel is predominantly characterized by steppes and savanna
grasslands, supporting herds of cattle, sheep, and goats that move across the zone in
search of pasture. The hivernage arrives earlier here, often lasting from June until
October. While temperature extremes are less severe than in the Saharan Zone, daily
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variations still range from 16 to 21°C. In the northern Sahel, scrub grasses and spiny
acacia trees dot the dunes, with denser vegetation appearing further south where
rainfall is more abundant.

The Senegal River Valley, forming a significant portion of Mauritania's southwestern
border with Senegal, is a vital lifeline in this arid land. The Senegal River itself is an
impressive waterway, extending approximately 1,086 kilometers (675 miles) in length,
with much of its course delineating the boundary between Mauritania and Senegal. Its
drainage basin covers a vast area of 270,000 square kilometers. The river's
headwaters, the Semefé (Bakoye) and Bafing rivers, originate in Guinea and converge
in Mali to form the Senegal River. It is then joined by the Falémé River near Bakel,
Senegal.

For some 830 kilometers of its course, the Senegal River acts as the natural boundary
between Mauritania and Senegal. This river valley offers a stark contrast to the
surrounding desert, providing a fertile band of land that supports different agricultural
practices and a more settled way of life for various ethnic groups. The alluvial valley
between Bakel and Dagana is particularly fertile, making it the most densely
populated agricultural area along the river. During the annual flood season, typically
from early September at Bakel, the river can rise by 3.5 meters and inundate the
entire valley, enriching the soil. Crops such as millet, rice, and vegetables are sown as
the floods recede, benefiting from the replenished land. Dams, such as the Maka-
Diama Dam near the river's mouth, help control floodwaters and prevent saltwater
intrusion upstream during dry periods, further enhancing agricultural potential.

Finally, the Coastal Zone, stretching along Mauritania's Atlantic seaboard for
approximately 700 kilometers, is a unique environment where the desert meets the
ocean. This coastline, from the delta of the Senegal River northward to Cape
Nouadhibou, is characterized by alternating areas of clayey plains and sand dunes.
The strong northern trade winds offshore create a phenomenon called upwelling,
where cold, nutrient-rich bottom water is brought to the surface. These nutrients fuel a
vibrant marine ecosystem, supporting a diverse array of fish, birds, and marine
mammals. The Banc d'Arguin National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage site situated
along this coast, is a prime example of this biodiversity, serving as a crucial staging
and wintering area for millions of migratory birds from Europe, Siberia, and Greenland.
The stark contrast between the hot, barren land and the cool, fertile sea makes this
coastal strip a truly remarkable part of Mauritania's geography.

Beyond its striking landscapes, Mauritania is also a country with significant natural
resources, though much remains untapped. It boasts substantial reserves of iron ore,
making it the second-largest exporter of this mineral in Africa. Gold and copper are
also mined, with notable gold mines like Tasiast and Guelb Moghrein contributing
significantly to the economy. Other mineral resources include gypsum, phosphates,
and salt. The country also possesses oil and natural gas resources, with fields such as
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Chinguetti, Banda, and Greater Tortue Ahmeyim holding considerable potential for
future development.

Administratively, Mauritania is divided into 15 regions, or wilayas, which are further
subdivided into 44 departments. The capital and largest city, Nouakchott, is uniquely
divided into three regions: Nouakchott-Nord, Nouakchott-Ouest, and Nouakchott-Sud,
together forming a major population center on the Atlantic coast. Other significant
regions include Adrar, Assaba, Brakna, and Hodh Ech Chargui, each contributing to the
country's diverse geographical and cultural tapestry.

The sheer scale and often unforgiving nature of Mauritania's land have undeniably
shaped the character of its people. It has fostered a deep sense of resilience,
adaptability, and resourcefulness. The vast distances and challenging terrain have
historically encouraged nomadic lifestyles for many, influencing social structures and a
strong emphasis on hospitality towards travelers. The limited fertile areas, particularly
along the Senegal River, have given rise to settled agricultural communities with their
own distinct ways of life. Understanding this profound relationship between the
Mauritanian people and their land is the first crucial step in appreciating the richness
and complexity of their culture.
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