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ABSTRACT

Meat among Mediterranean Muslim societies is rare, sacred and highly valued. 
There are complex religious and magical beliefs surrounding meat, the sacrifice 
of life that it entails, and its consumption. An analysis of the historical roots 
of meat eating and linguistic clues from Arabic dialects reveals the social and 
ritualistic representations of these peoples’ attitudes towards meat.

“How fat is that meat, as white as wool!”1, says a Marazig Bedouin of 
Nefzawa in Southern Tunisia during the feast following sheep shearing 
(Boris, 1951: 194).

All around the Mediterranean, meat is a luxury and most of the time 
only eaten on festive occasions. The Mediterranean peoples are more 
commonly consumers of vegetable and dairy products, while meat is 
accorded a special status. “There are, between butchered meat and human 
life, mysterious and frightening concordances,” says Jeanine Jouin (1957: 
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302). Although or because it is often missing, meat is surrounded by 
many beliefs, among which abound prohibitions and prescriptions mainly 
according to gender, magic and religion.

Muslims may eat many kinds of meat and in this chapter we will 
consider the beliefs, praxis and social usages attached to meat eating.

BELIEF SYSTEMS AND THE STATUS OF MEAT

By using linguistic comparison, the study of the word may clarify the status 
given to meat in Muslim countries. In Arabic, the word for meat is lahm, a 
term common to Semitic languages. It exists in Hebrew in the form of lehm, 
but with the meaning of “bread”.2 In each of these languages, the word 
designates a staple-food: among the Hebrews, who were mainly farmers, 
cereals yielded bread, while among the Arabs, who were mainly shepherds 
meat, is the most highly valued food.

The impact of religious and magic prohibitions

In these societies, where Islam dominates institutions and guides temporal 
and spiritual lives, religion totally regulates foodways and classifies meats 
as lawful hallal and unlawful haram, which determines the prohibitions 
(see Mohammed Hocine Benkheira, 2000).

To be edible, cattle and game must be killed respecting precise rules: the 
head of the animal is turned towards the direction of Mecca; slaughtering 
consists in cutting completely through the windpipe and both jugulars 
without removing the knife until the entire severing of those parts is 
completed; as the animal is struck, words are pronounced which consecrate 
it (bismillah) and it is then drained of all blood. The consecrating words 
represent slaughter always as a sacrifice, and make all meats sacred. Among 
Muslims, anybody may slaughter so long as this ritual is observed; while 
among the Jews, only the priest kohen is allowed to do so.

It should be stressed that religious prescriptions for meat are equally 
important in all three religions from the Middle East, even if they do not 
adopt exactly the same forms. Among Christians, Lent and fasting days 
exclude meat, but not fish, in principle. Among ancient Hebrews, Jews and 
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Muslims, there were and still are many similarities which, in addition, are 
observed by Middle Eastern Christians. These are mainly:

a) The rejection of blood: all animals are bled, so that they refuse any 
kind of blood-based dish, such as black pudding.

b) The prohibition of pork, which is not traditionally eaten by Middle 
Eastern Christians.

c) The prohibition of carnivorous animals, birds of prey, horses and 
ostrich in Northern Africa. However, those prohibitions are not so 
regularly observed among all Muslims, as we shall see. All other 
meats are allowed, if the precepts of slaughtering are respected. So 
they may eat livestock, poultry, fish and nearly all birds.

However, religious prohibitions can be overlooked if you are ill and 
in case of pressing need: “To save your life, you may eat anything, even 
horse; however, if you are able to choose between pork and the carcass of 
an animal not lawfully slaughtered, you must choose the latter.” This is a 
precept commonly found in Maghrebian countries (Daumas, 1869: 258).

In the case of a previously unknown animal, Islam refers to the book of 
Leviticus. The prohibited meats are nevertheless rare and vary according to 
regions, times, societies and religions (Rodinson, 1971: 1083-4). Thus, in 
the Xth century, pork and chicken were prohibited among the Sabeans of 
Harrân in Egypt, but not among the Greek Sabeans of Egypt (al-Mas’ûdî, 
1896 trad.: 222). The descendants of Sidi Abd Allah Djebbari, in the 
Moroccan Djebel, cannot eat the head of a ram for fear of becoming blind, 
while they can eat the male goat’s head (Biarnay, 1924: 50).

The case of the horse is rather complex: Persians in country areas of 
the north ate it in the 14th century (Fakhru’ddîn Râzî, in Nicholson, 1899: 
27), as have Turks for a long time. Leon the African, towards the beginning 
of the 15th century, records that the Mamelukes of Egypt, of hanefit rite,3 
generally ate horse meat; and, when they had some maimed animal, they 
brought it to the butcher, who killed it after fattening it for as long as 
necessary (Leon the African, book 8: 228). Towards the end of the 18th 
century, M. d’Ohsson claims that the Ottomans do not eat horse meat, 
whereas the Tatars do because of their way of life: they are poor, have no 
knowledge of agriculture or trade, and live only by war; the horse is their 
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sole resource. On the other hand, in the Maghreb, where it enjoys special 
status, horse has never been eaten, nor dog for that matter.

The wild boar khallouf enjoys an ambiguous status; Kabyles of Algeria 
generally refuse to eat it because it “digs up the dead”, just as they will not 
consume hyenas which eat carrion. But then the “jambon de Paris” that, in 
Tunisia, some ate with pleasure in certain circumstances, was not orthodox 
either (Gobert, 1961: 315).

There are, in addition, incompatible associations and therefore prohibitions, 
such as mixing milk with meat among the Touaregs of the Ahaggar, the Bantu 
and Nilotic Christians, and Animists of Sub-Saharan Africa (Grivetti, 1980: 
205). We know that it is a fundamental prohibition among the Jews, and it 
may have influenced these populations with whom the Jewish communities 
of the Draa, in Southern Morocco, were in constant contact.

Some particularly prestigious parts of animals, such as the head and 
liver, are in certain circumstances prohibited to Maghrebian women who 
have just given birth. (See below.) Among the Aeneze and Bedouins of the 
Middle East, women cannot eat sheep’s head, feet or liver (Burckhardt, 
1831, 1: 60; Biarnay, 1908: 395). Although there is no given explanation 
for its specific prohibition to women, in the whole area concerned in this 
study, they are forbidden grilled liver because it is the organ of feelings; 
according to ancient scholarly medicine, humours are born in the liver, 
from where they spread throughout the body. “The vital spirit, ruh, is born 
from the vapour of the liver” (Avicenne, 1956: v. 416, 418)4

Many practices take into account gender opposition, as for the Ouargli 
women of Algeria: ram and male goat testicles are a food reserved for 
those who wish to give birth to a boy (Biarnay, 1908: 342), while they are 
forbidden to eat udder (idem: 328).

The sacrifice

In addition to the major sacrifice of “aîd el-kebîr, at the end of the pilgrimage 
period, on the 10th day of dhul-hijja, and which commemorates the sacrifice 
of Abraham, there are many other sacrifices of social significance, especially 
that of the 7th day after birth, when the child is given a name. In order to 
increase its sacredness, many Maghrebians perform it besides a koubba or 



MEAT AMONG MEDITERRANEAN MUSLIMS: BELIEFS AND PRAXIS 131

zaouïa. This type of chapel was built in honour of a saint; it is a place of 
pilgrimage and pilgrims beg the saint for recovery from illness, the fulfilment 
of a wish or the begetting of a child. They can also consecrate to the saint a 
child who has arrived late in their life or after several stillbirths. The father or 
head of the family brings the animal and sacrifices it in front of the sanctuary. 
The akhdîm, who looks after the sanctuary, takes the head, feet, skin, one 
quarter of the meat and the intestines. What is left over is distributed among 
those present (Biarnay, 1908: 437).

The animals thus solemnly sacrificed are livestock, often from the 
family’s own flock or herd. They must be males, perfectly formed and 
without defect: ram, bull, buffalo or dromedary.

Beliefs and representations

Because it is rare, meat has always been highly valued, as illustrated by its 
importance in some medieval Arabian literature: the “Book of the misers” of 
the Iraqi Jâhîz portrays, in the 9th century with much humour many miserly 
hosts, and particularly those who ration out the meat on their table.

Another literary example is an Egyptian allegorical work of the beginning 
of the 15th century, rather similar to our medieval battle between “Carême” 
and “Charnage”.5 It tells of the battle between King Mutton who reigns 
over the meats and King Honey who reigns over the sweets, vegetables and 
cereals. King Mutton wins in the end (Finkel, 1932: 122-148).

Supernatural characters and properties are attributed to a product resulting 
from a sacrifice and submitted to rituals. Thus many protective and healing 
beliefs are attributed to the meat of aïd el-kebîr’s ram. At this festival every 
family must sacrifice an animal. Even if the surplus of meat should in 
principle be distributed as alms to the poor, it is more often kept either dried 
for qadîd6 or preserved in fat for khlî .7 These preserves will be used in 
situations considered serious, such as illness or weakness – or for feasts.

In addition, meat has an influence on the behaviour of man. “The person 
who refrains from eating meat for forty days, wastes away. But the person 
who for forty days only eats meat, inevitably becomes cruel”. This is an 
Algerian saying (Ben Mansour, in Daumas, 1869: 278).
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In the same vein, the emir “Abd el-Qader pronounced a rather peremptory 
classification of characters when he said to general Daumas: “khamsa ya’kulu 
khamsa” (five eat five), for which he gave the following explanation. “In the 
world, there are five peoples, who like five different animals, and from these 
they derive their habits. The Christians eat pork: they ignore the feelings of 
jealousy, and are generally fond of good food and grabbing whatever they 
can. The Turks eat horse-meat: their heart is hardened and they totally lack 
compassion. The Egyptians eat rats, and just like them, they are inclined to 
theft. Negroes eat monkeys: they have a passion for dancing. The Arabs eat 
camel: like the camel, they incline to resentment.” (Daumas 1869: 278-9)

Eating meat not only has an influence on the morality of man, but also 
on his body: in Algeria, they say that the Prophet declared a preference 
for meat above all because it improves the hearing (Daumas, 1869: 277). 
In Tangier, they claim that the Prophet said: “The man who has not eaten 
meat of my female camel or of my locust is not of my people” (Biarnay, 
1924: 49-50). For a long time, in this whole area, the flesh of the saqanqûr 
(Scincus lizard) has been considered a strong aphrodisiac. In Iraq of 9th 
century, to recover sexual power, men consumed it only during the lizard’s 
mating season, thus insuring the presence of the aphrodisiac substance 
(Jâhîz, 1988: 338). This belief is still strong in Northern Africa.

Higher value of meat at childbirth

When a woman has just given birth, she must observe many rules in 
order to recover the lost blood and ensure abundant milk (Aubaille, 1998). 
Poultry and its broth is the prescribed food for the mother of a newborn 
child in all countries around the Mediterranean, including the Yemen. “The 
child must be protected by chicken flesh”, they recommend in Egypt, 
where poorer classes consider that chicken must be eaten daily. In the oasis 
of Tabelbala, the women only eat poultry (Champault, 1969: 318).

Everywhere, poultry often acquires a propitiatory value. Hen or cock 
broth is not the same since the sex of the bird determines the future marriage 
of the child: it will be hen for a boy and cock for a girl. This belief exists from 
Northern Africa to the Middle East.8 Eggs, too, have many symbolic values: 
fertility, happiness, wealth; they protect and are propitiatory.
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On the other hand, some foods are prohibited to the mother and her 
family. In the Metidja, south of Algiers, “ In order not to lose the newborn 
baby, for forty days after the birth neither the mother of a newborn child, 
nor her husband, nor the children eat zellif (oven grilled mutton or goat’s 
head and feet)” (Desparmet, 1919: 222).

Liver, which has a very special status, provokes a number of attitudes. 
In Turkey, in order to have abundant, pleasant tasting and fragrant milk, 
the mother of a newborn child must eat mutton liver; by a reasoning of 
analogical magic, in the Aurès, the Chaouïas, favour the heart and liver of 
the doe-hare, because it is known to be prolific and suckles all its youth at 
the same time (Gaudry, 1929: 102). Similarly, in the oasis of Tabelbala, the 
young mother eats the dried and powdered liver of the she-camel, because 
it is a good nursing mother (Champault, 1969: 318).

On the other hand, in Northern Africa, especially for the men, they grill 
the offal – heart, lungs, kidneys – of the ram which has been sacrificed 
for the seventh day after birth, when the child is named. They are careful 
not to roast or grill the liver of the victim, which would mean the rapid 
death of the newborn’s father or mother. It is boiled, cut in small pieces and 
distributed to everybody, even to people outside the home, so as to promote 
tender affection for the child, since the liver is considered as the seat of 
motherly love (Jouin, 1957: 308; Rodinson, 1973: 343).

Dietetics and classification9

Among Muslims, whether breeders, nomadic or sedentary, the status of meat, 
either eaten or sacrificed, represents certain differences according to country 
and culture, as regards prohibitions, permissions and practices. However the 
scholarly knowledge of ancient medical tradition is partly present in the 
system of representations in traditional popular medicine of the Maghreb 
and the Middle East in modern times. In the classification of foods given 
by medieval doctors (such as Ibn Mâsawayh, Râzî, Avicenne), meats were 
qualified with two concepts pertaining to the organic: lathîf – thin (also the 
case of many spices) – or ghalîzh (the case of various meats and vegetables). 
In the Hippocratic system which recommended the balance between the 
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humours of the consumer, his condition and the nature of the food, meat 
which had a dry and cold nature had to be counteracted by:

- products with hot properties, such as salt, spices, condiments;
- products of fat nature (equivalent to humid), such as the fat of the 

meat itself, the fat of the sheep tail, and oil.
Hippocratic medicine practised by the Arabs and Persians classified 

meats according to the patient’s humours and applying the theory of 
opposites. “The phlegmatic, of humid constitution, whose body is used to a 
good life, has to eat various kinds of birds and poultry” (Kuhne, 1980: 314). 
The meat of the young chicken produces pure blood, but the two-year-old 
lamb, which has tasty meat, is thick food; the old male goats and old 
bulls produce black bile (Avicenne, 1956: v. 165, 171-2). “Sometimes the 
appetite increases when coldness and acidity [in the stomach] dominate; 
thus, you have to eat butter, fats and juicy fatty meats”, recommends the 
Sevillan “abd Rabbihi, in the 10th century (Kuhne, 1980: 318).

Various meats were considered thick, hard and difficult to digest; 
they were those of adult animals and of game. To make them digestible, 
they had to become tender, and so they were cooked twice: first boiled, 
often simply with onion and coriander, then “prepared”: minced with 
condiments and spices, such as in Iraq in the 12h century (al-Bagdâdî). At 
the same period, this was similarly prepared in the Spain of the Almohads 
when they cooked rabbit, goat, hare, stag, wild ass or camel. Game 
particularly was strongly seasoned with garlic (very hot and thin) and 
when served, raw garlic crushed in olive oil was poured again on the dish 
(al-Tujîbî, 1997: 138-142). That final seasoning of very hot products (raw 
garlic, olive oil) is the only example that we know of in all documented 
medieval recipes. To-day, hot pepper is abundantly used. In fact, only 
what is boiled is seen as perfectly digestible, because boiling is likened 
to a process of pre-digestion.10 The soft texture of meat and, in extreme 
cases, pureed meat, is one of the characteristics of those foods. The 
dominant spice for meat dishes was cinnamon. Today still, in the Middle 
East and Northern Africa, cinnamon, either from China or from Ceylon, 
is present in all cooked meat, because it removes “the rankness” zankhit 
al-lahm,11 that “strong meaty smell”. These foods were recommended to 
persons of hot constitutions and adults in the prime of life.
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The thin and tender meats are those of young animals (lamb, kid, 
chicken, young pigeons, veal); they are very humid and generally were not 
boiled first, but directly put in the cauldron with oil and/or spices; they 
were then minced or roasted. Chicken meat is not fat, so it was always 
prepared in Iraq with sesame oil (al-Bagdâdî) and in the Maghreb with 
olive oil (al-Tujîbî). According to al-Bagdâdî, those meats might never 
be associated with garlic or onion. They were good for young children, 
women and the elderly; Avicenne in the 11th century, recommended them 
for the summer diet (Avicenne, 1956: v. 821-7).

By virtue of their hot properties, aromatic herbs have an important part 
in the cooking of meat; they were often used for prophylactic and curative 
purposes. Condiments and spices restored the balance between meat and 
the consumer according to his constitution, his age, his condition and the 
season; and they also played a central part in the association of tastes: 
thyme, sage, rosemary, garlic, onion, parsley, mint and most of all hot 
cayenne pepper and sweet peppers which arrived from America in the 16th 
century, were of foremost importance in popular dietetics, which aimed at 
balancing the nature of the products.

Witness the following recipe of the 12th century, still present in the 
Maghreb, of chicken prepared as tâjîn. It was first boiled with hot spices, 
pepper, dry coriander, garlic, cinnamon qorfa and saffron flavoured vinegar. 
Then it was cut up and the pieces were put in the tâjîn and cooked in 
the oven with the strained juice, dry fruit, almonds, and chickpeas. Before 
serving, it was garnished with pieces of hard-boiled egg and mint. It could 
also be sprinkled with cinnamon and ginger (al-Tujîbî, 1997: No. 9-10).

PRAXIS

Meats for eating

Although meat consumption is low in those societies of rather vegetarian 
sedentary farmers or nomadic shepherds, who mainly live on dates and 
dairy products, they seem to have at their disposal a great diversity of 
domestic animals. These are listed in the numerous medieval books of 
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medicine, which all commented on diet, and actual cookery books such as 
those of Iraq, Persia, Arabic Spain, etc.

In 8th century Southern Persia, the Christian doctor Ibn Mâsawayh 
(1978-1979) listed “beef, veal, goat, one-year and two-year-old lamb, ram, 
camel, hen, chicken”  Later, Fakhru’ddîn Râzî (14th century), a Northern 
Persian living close to the peoples of Central Asia, added to that list young 
and adult pigeon, and horse, exceptional because it is never eaten elsewhere 
(Nicholson, 1899: 27).

In Southern Irâq, in Lahssa, not far from Basra in the 11th century, it is 
interesting to note that they sold in addition to donkey, ox, sheep meat, etc, 
that of dogs and cats. The head and the skin of the animals might be put next 
to them so that the buyer could know what he was buying. Concerning dogs, 
“they fatten them like sheep in the pasture; and when they are so fat that 
they cannot walk, they kill them and eat them.” (Nâsir-i- Khosrau, in Shefer, 
1881: 229). It is, to our knowledge, the only reference of it and is reminiscent 
of the Chinese custom of fattening certain species of dogs. A connection 
between China and Basra, one of the principal harbours of the Persian Gulf, 
can be speculated on: we know that at that time they had maintained maritime 
exchanges since at least the 7th century, and that there was an Arab colony 
in Southern China (Canton) between the 9th and mid 10th centuries. In the 
Maghreb and al-Andalûs, in the 13th century, one-year and two-year-old 
lamb, mutton, kid, camel, beef, and also donkey, bull, rabbit and poultry, 
goose, chicken, cock, capon, pigeons, and small fattened woodpigeons were 
eaten (al-Tujîbî, 1997: 114, 160, 156, 166, 162).

All these more or less precise listings of meats are for societies of 
farmers in fertile countries. The situation has always been quite different in 
societies of nomadic shepherds living in dry countries and deserts. For the 
Bedouins of the Middle East, “the milk of goat and camel, pressed dates in 
leather bags, locusts, rats, gazelles, and hares are common foods.12 Among 
those mentioned, the dromedary is present almost everywhere, but its meat 
has been for them, until now, a luxury just as was bread.13 The meat is 
dried and then ground into flour” (Volney, 1998: 280). In the Saharan 
Tell, the dromedary is occasionally eaten; but in the Sahara, according to 
General Daumas, its consumption is more frequent (Daumas, 1869: 257). 
In Mauritania to-day, they eat lizards and occasionally dromedary, whose 
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meat is particularly appreciated. It dries easily in the sun because of its 
natural salt content due to the saltiness of the environment, found also in 
the waters they drink and the plants they graze on.

For a long time, sedentary populations have always reared sheep, cattle 
or buffaloes in the plains and, depending on the country, goat in the 
mountains, rabbit, pigeon and, ever since the discovery of America, turkey. 
The Marazig farmers of the Nefzawa, in Southern Tunisia, eat mutton, goat, 
sometimes dromedary, but rarely dog; the animal is entirely eaten (innards, 
various glands, etc.) (Ristorcelli, 1938: 80).

The main meat source are sheep of various races, the preferred one being 
the “fat tail” or “barbarine” imported a long time ago in the Maghreb – it is 
represented on roman mosaics of Tunisia. The tail, lîya, just like the hump of 
the dromedary, sanâm,14 is everywhere a prime cut furnishing very fine fat.

Chicken dominates in Egypt where, since Antiquity, they use artificial 
incubation in ovens and intensive raising of livestock; the scholars of the 
Expedition of Egypt have described this with admiration (Rozière and 
Rouyé, 1822: t. XI, 401-427) and before them Leon the African admired it 
also (Leon the African, 1930: II, 226).

Raising pigeons was very important all over the Mediterranean. Large 
circular dovecotes where built, such as those still seen in the province of 
Leon in old Castille. In Lower Egypt, at the beginning of the 19th century, 
it was the only meat available; they were bred in large sugar-loaf shaped 
dovecotes (Ali Bey, 1993: II, 7). The importance of these birds is due to 
three functions that they perform: (i) their meat was, and still is, considered 
one of the best, as found in Morocco in the famous bastila;15 (ii) they yield, 
as they have done for ages (it is still the case in Egypt) a much appreciated 
fertilizer, the columbine; (iii) during the Middle Ages they trained carrier 
pigeons to deliver messages.

However, meat consumption greatly differed between the city and the 
countryside. In Egypt, in the 17th century, in great cities such as Alexandria 
or Cairo, people ate whatever they could find inside and outside the cities: 
moles, mice, snakes, frogs, still-born veal, cats, foxes, wolves, beavers, as 
the Armenian, Simeon of Poland, relates with disgust in 1615 (Kapoïan-
Kouymjian, 1988: 35).16
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The importance of game

Until the 19th century, game was varied and plentiful, and in some countries 
provided a large part of the meat consumed. There were no privileges that 
allowed only aristocrats to hunt such as in our western feudal states, except 
in the parks of the royal residences of Persia and Iraq.17

In southern Persia, in the 8th century, the list of game gives an idea 
of the diversity of the wild fauna: hare, wild ass, stag, francolin, crane, 
ostrich, sparrow, lark, white partridge, turtle dove, torcaz dove, duck and 
swift (ibn Mâsawayh, 1978-1979). Fakhru’ddîn Râzî (14th century) in 
Northern Persia mentions game (gûshtî ahû): hare, wild ass (gûrjer), fox, 
goat (gâwikûhi), mountain sheep, duck and goose, crane, turtle dove, wild 
pigeon, sparrow, quail, snipe, partridge, pheasant, and qatâ (a kind of 
buzzard) (Nicholson, 1899: 27). In the Maghreb and al-Andalûs, in the 
13th century, game includes ibex, gazelle, stag, hare, hedgehog, partridge, 
starling, small birds (al-Tujîbî, 1997: 114, 160, 156, 166, 162).

In the deserts, the Bedouin were accustomed to hunt gazelles, antelopes, 
ostriches, oryx, which have unfortunately practically disappeared since the 
introduction of guns. Gerbils, turtles and various kinds of dab lizards, scincus 
saqanqûr, etc., are still found. Among the Aeneze and Bedouins of the 
Middle Eastern desert, they ate a kind of black wild dog called drebûn, living 
in the Djouf (Burckhardt, 1831: 1: 222). Doughty, in 1876, mentions the 
fox (1: 372, 656) and describes how they appreciate the great lizard, thób, 
which is for them nearly like a human being (Doughty, 1949: 157). Raewuski 
related that their usual meat was locusts, gerbils, gazelles, hares, and that 
with dried locusts gerad dressed with melted butter, they made a dish called 
wafimat. This word is also used for a dish of lizard with melted butter.18

In 12th century Egypt, they used to eat field rats (fâr al -matûlid), 
found in the deserts and the lowlands after the Nile has retreated; they 
called them by the euphemism “thrush” (or “quail”, sumân) of the 
lowlands (el-Bagdâdî, 1964: 197).

During the 19th century, the list of game diminished everywhere due 
to the introduction of guns, both in the Maghreb and in the Middle East. 
Nevertheless, if wild sheep and gazelle have nearly disappeared from 
the Maghreb, hedgehog and hare are still much appreciated, along with 
partridge and lizard.
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However, game raises a problem as to the ritual purity of the meat: 
whether you can eat it if you have not ritually cut the animal’s throat. The 
Koran says: you just hunt without killing. When they hunted with falcon or 
dog, as with the Sloughi, the animal might not kill its prey and the hunter 
could ritually cut the throat. To-day, the question is solved with the use of 
fire-arms, because it is considered that the animals are ritually killed, since 
there is bloodshed, as they say in Turkey (Sauner-Leroy, 1993: 239) and 
also in the Maghreb, as we have witnessed.

Temperance or enforced frugality?

Scarcity of meat, as we have already said, was more or less a serious 
problem in the Mediterranean area until after the Second World War. The 
Arabic language implies frugality that is enforced through the word qaram, 
which means meat and hunger for fresh meat.19

Of that enforced frugality, we have many examples. In the 18th century, 
the Christian monks in Egypt ate meat only at the two great feasts of 
Christmas and Easter. Then the strictness relaxed and they were allowed 
meat once a month, and only during the 19th century were they allowed to 
eat meat once a week (Wassef, 1971: 319).

The daily diet in a poor folks’ home in Algiers in 1850 makes the same 
point:

for both communal meals, there was plain round bread, dates or leben (cur-
dled milk), kous-kous (kouskoussou) and berkoul or bûrghûl (boiled, cracked 
wheat); three times a month they added a portion of meat; oil, hot pepper and 
salt seasoned that frugal fare. That is the diet of the poor in Algeria (Angelani-
Delorme, 1852: 168).

For the egyptian fellah to-day, cooking means eating meat, or eating 
fat (zhafâr). He can only have meat, in the best of cases, once a week 
and more often every fortnight; the rest of the time, he has bread, some 
fermented cheese and vegetables. But for special occasions such as the 
feasts of marriage and circumcision, meat is compulsory; for this reason, 
people often get into debt (Wassef, 1971: 326). In Syria to-day, eating meat 
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every two or three days is considered a sign of relative abundance (Antaki, 
1973: 80).

The most valued meat is that of the “aîd el-kebîr ram or dromedary and 
it was often the only meat eaten throughout the whole year. Traditionally, 
immediately after the sacrifice, the men grill the offal and the rest of the 
meat is boiled by the women, and preserved, as we have seen above.

Among these populations of shepherds, the flock20 is their main item of 
wealth “and, excepting rich and powerful families, meat is eaten only on feast 
days or as a mark of hospitality. They keep the bulls for breeding, the cows 
for milk, butter and cheese, and the sheep for protection from the elements 
and for clothes, using the wool and the skins. They sell those animals only 
on special occasions: to marry off a girl, to buy a good horse, to acquire good 
weapons and also to honour a guest” (Daumas, 1869: 257). This remark, 
which dates from the mid 19th century still represents the current situation, 
even though radios or televisions may have replaced weapons as gifts.

Among the nomadic people of the desert, the situation is no better. In the 
Middle-East, at the beginning of the 19th century, some tribes of Aeneze 
of the Nedjd had never tasted the meat of domesticated animals and were 
exclusively living on dates and milk. But sometimes they killed a gazelle. 
They considered gerbil (gerboa) a delicacy because of its delicate taste 
(Burckhardt, 1831, 1: 60) .21

However, to welcome a guest, whether of high rank or not, was for these 
people, an occasion for eating meat:

they killed a lamb, boiled it with bûrghûl and camel milk, and served it on a 
large wooden platter, placing the meat all around the dish. A wooden bowl with 
melted fat was placed in the middle of the bûrghûl, and each piece of meat was 
soaked in this before being eaten. If a camel was killed, which happened very 
rarely, it was cut into large pieces; some of them were boiled and the fat was 
mixed with bûrghûl; the others were roasted and served over the bûrghûl. The 
whole tribe would partake of the delicious feast. Camel meat was preferred in 
winter rather than in summer because it is fattier then, and the female is pre-
ferred to the male (Burckhardt, 1831, 1: 62-3).
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The qualities of meat

Besides its purity (hallal) which pertains to the religious domain, much 
attention is paid to freshness. When it is sold at the butcher’s or in the 
market, meat comes from animals killed that morning and hung up behind 
the butcher’s block, where it is immediately cut up. In Egypt, in the 16th 
century, butchers kept their shops open until midnight, while others closed 
at sunset and then went and hawked their meat in the streets (Leon the 
African, Book 8: 226-227).

The meat must smell good, which is made clear by the rich vocabulary 
that exists to express stench: zankhit al-lahm,22 as well as ghamir, or “dirty, 
bad smelling, stinking meat and fish” (Kazimirsky, II: 502). Then “ufûnah 
indicates “putrefaction” (ibid: 302); “alaba is “evil smelling” for rotten meat 
(ibid: 336), and so on. In this context, good smell is associated with freshness: 
samrun or samarun is “the smell of fresh meat or fresh fish” (idem).

There are also many terms expressing the appetizing smells of cooked 
or cooking meat, the smells and fumes from the kitchen, and the aroma of 
cooking fat, all of which in those societies announce a good meal, because 
there will be meat.

Prime cuts

The fatty pieces have major importance in these nearly vegetarian societies. 
The fat (shaham) also gives rise to an abundant vocabulary: suhârah is a 
“piece of melted fat, or the marrow”; and sahûran refers to the seller of 
roast meat, who also sold melted fat during the Middle Ages (Kazimirski, 
1860, I: 1380). When fat floats over the broth and is visible, they call it 
ra’âs el-burma “the head of the pot”: it is a prime piece in a dish in the 
village of Takrouna, Tunisia (Marçais et Guiga, 1960, t. 3: 1619). The same 
expression, ra’âs el-qadar, existed with the same meaning a thousand years 
before and more than four thousand kilometers to the east, in Basra (Jâhîz, 
1951: 66). Among the Chleuhs of the Moroccan Sous (l-udeg) designates 
the fat which floats over the broth, from the Arabic root wadaga, waddaga 
“to season a dish with fat” (Destaing, 1920: 144); a classical Arabic term, 
closely resembling the sound of this word, wadafa, has a similar meaning: 
“to liquefy, to melt (the fat)”, and istaoûdafa “to melt fat” (Kazimirski, 
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1860 s. v.). Conversely, Armenian gave the Turkish language the word 
lakash, which means, in Ankara and Malatya, “meat without fat, poor meat, 
unfit for sale” (Dankoff, 1995: 53).

In Algeria, at el Golea, they season the traditional dishes aish bœrig 
with salted fat shaam ghaoui har ouita in Tindouf or tchicha marmouna in 
Tamanrasset (Sekelli, 1973: 14, 34, 36). Ghaoui is rancid fat (Beaussier, 1958: 
720), a greatly appreciated flavour. In the Maghreb and the Middle East, the 
fat of barbarine sheep’s tail (lîyâ) flavours and gives its character to many 
kinds of salted dishes and some sweets such as an almond cake in Syria.

Among camel (or dromedary) herding societies, the fat of the hump 
(sanâm23) is greatly appreciated and, when the hump looks fat, this is 
proof of the animal’s good health, because in time of famine it shrinks. 
El-Isfahânî (d. in Baghdad in 967) quoted a pre-Islamic anecdote that was 
shocking in his day, as it probably is to-day: to satisfy the craving of a 
pregnant woman for female camel fat, they killed the animal just for its 
hump (K. el-Aghânî, Vol. X: 28; René Basset, 1914: 132).

Marrow is considered a most delicate food, and is sucked from the bone 
with great delight. Two verbs close in form, naqâ and naqaía, mean “to 
empty a bone by sucking out the marrow” (Kazimirski, 1860, II: 1320). 
Naqî is “marrow” (Steingass, 1892: 1421) and nikz is “the little bit of 
marrow left in the bone which has been emptied” (Kazimirski, 1860, II: 
1335). In Morocco, makh refers to the brains and the marrow (Tedjini, 1929 
s. v.). Nothing is ever lost. Jâhîz related in the 10th century how in Basra 
“the bones of a sheep’s skull, jawbones and others are broken up after the 
surrounding meat has been eaten; they are then cooked in water; the fat 
which floats up is used to prepare some dishes such as “asida”, a very 
popular kind of broth (Jâhîz, 1951: 47).

The head, zellif, is a prime dish offered to those one wants to honour or 
express friendship to. Offal (liver, heart, lungs, kidneys, etc.) is grilled and 
often offered only to men, as mentioned above. Intestines, kersha, on the 
other hand, may have an opposite value: in Egypt, they are considered food 
for the poor who cannot afford meat (Wassef, 1971: 263).
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Cooking techniques

Meat is part of the “haute cuisine”, which requires meticulous attention, 
both for those living in the city and those in the country, in past times and 
at the present day. Meat was and still is cooked for a very long time, until it 
comes off the bone and reaches almost a gruel-like state. In most cases, it is 
eaten either grilled or roasted, and never raw; harîsa originally referred to a 
prestigious dish, in which the meat was practically pureed. This is probably 
the reason why the vocabulary for raw and insufficiently cooked meat has 
negative connotations: ânîs from the verb ânusa (Kazimirski, s. v.), nâ” “to 
be raw, uncooked (meat)” and nahî, “to be insufficiently cooked” (Farâ’id 
at-toulab, p. 599, 608).

In Arab societies, where people eat with their fingers, the ideal is to 
obtain food so perfectly cooked that it falls to pieces easily. Also in the 
Christian Mediterranean meat has to be cooked for a long time. In cooking 
vocabulary, many words illustrate the interest in meat: the primary meaning 
of habbâ as a verb means to love, and among the Marazig of south-Tunisia, 
it is to overcook the meat, reducing it to shreds (Boris, 1951: 268).

Jâhîz of Basra, once more gives us useful information about his fellow-
citizens: A miser recalls a word of the Prophet: “When you cook meat, add 
much water: if one of you does not find any meat left, at least he will have the 
broth” (p. 16). In fact, for most people, the broth is what makes the staple food 
pleasant: bread can be soaked in it or couscous sprinkled with it. Arabic 
has some terms to designate meat broth, maslûqa, marqa, zaûm (Bocthor, 
1882, s. v.). Since it concentrates the main flavour and goodness of its 
ingredients, it is considered to be the richest and most nourishing concoction. 
Everywhere it is the first food given to the mother after she gives birth; and 
in Egypt, al-maslûqa al-sabâhiyya, “morning broth”, is traditionally given to 
newlyweds the morning after their wedding (idem, s. v.).

The long braising and boiling of meat is mainly done by women in 
the home. On the other hand, roasting or grilling, generally done on the 
embers, is essentially a male activity. In the ancient world, it was linked to 
the cooking of the sacrifice and carried out in a temple.
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Raw meat

Foodways vary according to populations. Burkhardt, in 1830, wrote 
that some Arabs of Yemen ate raw slices of meat, which he said to 
be also the case with the Abyssinians and the Druses of Lebanon 
(Burkhardt, 1831, 1: 242). Nevertheless, raw meat is not rare meat, and it 
is much more frequent in the case of the liver. The Mauritanian nomadic 
camel shepherds disgust their highland sedentary neighbours of Southern 
Morocco, who accuse them of eating nearly raw meat;24 in fact, when 
they kill a dromedary, they immediately grill the liver with the fat of 
the hump and they eat it hardly cooked or even raw.25 The eating of raw 
liver is also found among other groups. In the Middle East, among the 
Bedouins, when a sheep or a ram is killed, those present often eat the liver 
and the kidneys raw, sprinkling them with salt.26 Raw liver is a delicacy 
in Lebanon and Jordan (Jaussen, 1948: 65).

This type of consumption can be explained in practical terms by the 
necessity of quickly eating the liver, which is more sensitive to the high 
heat of these climates, to save precious nourishment, but also to appropriate 
oneself of the power believed to be present in that part of the body. Another 
explanation may come from the scholarly medical conception that the liver is 
formed from coagulated blood, a similar conception to the popular one that 
led to a law of the hadîth that excludes the liver and spleen from the general 
prohibition on blood: “two bloods are lawful for us” [the liver and the spleen] 
(ibn Mâdja, XXIX: 31; Ahmad b. Hanbal, II: 97, in Rodinson, 1973: 346).

In Morocco, in the Gharb, raw meat of a sacrificed animal has the value 
of compensation when offered to men and women who visit the family 
of a circumcised child (Zirari, 1999: 175 n. 42). In addition, to chew 
raw meat (frisa)27 is one of the rites of some brotherhoods, such as the 
Algerian Aïssaouas, in the course of divination or healing sessions (hodra) 
(Dermenghem et al., 1951: 312). When they invocate the jnûn, everything 
is the reverse of “normality”: thus the gruel (rûîna or zammita) that they eat 
has no salt or sugar. Among the Bedouin camel shepherds, in time of famine 
and drought, they open the jugular vein of an animal to drink its blood.
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Collective purchase and sharing in Maghrebian societies

The scarcity of meat leads certain groups of farmers to buy it collectively 
and share it. It is often difficult for one family to kill an animal of the 
herd, but it becomes easier when several gather together. Such is the 
tradition among Kabyle and Berber societies of the Maghreb, where the 
village community strongly regulates the life of the group. They buy a 
communal animal and share the meat. This is called thimecherêt among 
Kabyles, such as the Beni Snous of western Algeria, who perform it 
on the second day of the Ennayer festival, or the first day of the Julian 
year (Destaing, 1905: 59),28 that is, thirteen days later than according 
to our calendar. In a book by Laoust-Chantréaux (1990:124) we find a 
photograph of a timcrett, in the village of Aït Hichem (Algeria) on the 
occasion of ritual sacrifices. Oxen are sacrificed and the pieces of meat – a 
large batch per family – are laid out on rows of fern leaves, ifilku, for each 
household to come and gather. Luzi’at is the Berber word that refers to 
the day of shared meat (“uza”).29 Laoust describes it among the Ntifa of 
Demnate, in the north-east of Marrakesh. Everyone pays his contribution 
to buy a bull or a non-gestating cow, after having chosen a damen who 
will be the responsible for the purchase. When the number of participants 
is fixed, the animal is slaughtered, skinned, gutted and shared according 
to the number of persons in each household. The butcher cuts up the 
animal leaving some meat around each bone, he also distributes the offal 
a little further away. He carefully spreads the portions on a mat and then 
shouts: “Here it is, it’s done! Prepare your stick for the draw!” Everyone 
then prepares his mark (ilan, stick or stone with a distinctive sign on 
it, called its “fate”) and gives it to the person in charge of making the 
distribution, while one of the group stands apart with his eyes closed. 
They all send home for a plate to hold their share of meat. The one “in 
charge gives all the marks to the man who stood apart: he takes them 
and mixes them, while saying “fate be propitious to you!”. Taking one 
at random he places it on the first portion and so on (Laoust, 1920: 
93, 102-4). The offal, skin and head [which cannot be shared] are then 
auctioned out by the dellal, a kind of auctioneer (Basset 1963: 31). In 
Tunisia, among the Marazig of the Nefzawa, krâma is a “communal meal 
where meat is eaten”, from karram “to slaughter a sheep or a goat (not 
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bought in the market) and to eat its meat”. During the research carried 
out in 1935-38 by Boris, meat was rare and people ate it once or twice 
a month. Moreover, they attached prohibitions to it: boys could not eat 
any: “it would be shameful for them to accept meat; if it were offered 
to them, they should put it aside to bring to their parents. This could 
happen during a journey of tribes grouped for the transhumance; before 
leaving, they collectively sacrificed an animal for a communal meal.” 
(Boris, 1951: 58, 261).

It could also happen that the community would take charge of the fate 
of an animal that dies. Among the Aït Sadden of Fès, “the family or the 
neighbours meet to fix a price for the owner, if the meat is good and if the 
animal did not die of disease. Such is the custom to help a parent who has 
lost an animal (Basset, 1963: 31).

Meat is also offered as a present of great value. In Tunisia, “you must 
never refuse, on any account, a present of fresh or preserved meat, either 
cooked or raw, because it would be to risk death. They say that this has 
often been borne out by real events” (Graf de la Salle, 1946: 117).

CONCLUSIONS

Sacred, highly sought after, and always appreciated, this is what meat 
means in the Mediterranean, for Muslims, Christians and Jews alike. This 
highly valued food has been the attention of religions, which regulate its 
consumption by strict rules regarding purity and use. Apart from religious 
prescription, the Mediterranean populations have many prohibitions and 
prescriptions that come from “notions of magic”, mainly concerning 
women and particularly the more vulnerable mothers-to-be.

Though generalization is difficult, it seems that in cities most people 
have fewer chances of eating meat or good meat, while in rural areas there 
are more opportunities to consume it.

The case of the North-African farmers, the Kabyl of Algeria and the 
Berbers of Morocco, who lived autonomously, is instructive. They practised 
a system of mutual aid, which both made evident the interdependence of 
group members and maintained a sense of community. It was not so much 
the scarcity of meat, but practical thought that led them to buy an animal 
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collectively and share it according to certain rituals. In so doing, they 
obtained fresh meat from time to time without having to face the problem 
of preserving it; at the same time, they maintained the coherence and life 
of the community. And everywhere, the consumption of meat is always 
associated with communal events: festive occasions of all kinds, whether 
religious or magico-religious, but also as a manifestation of welcome.

NOTES

1. All the translations of French quotations are by the author.
2. For example, in Bethlehem, the Hebrew name of the little town where Christians say 

Christ was born, and which means “house of bread”.
3. One of the four canonical rites of Sunnism, which in particular spread among the 

Turks.
4. See the excellent article by Maxime Rodinson, 1973, Kabid “le foie” in E. I.2

5. See the very precise description given by Pierre Larousse, in his Grand Dictionnaire 
Universel du XIXe siècle.

6. The ram furnishes the qadîd; “They cut the meat in pieces, wash it, salt it to slow 
down the fermentation, soak it in oil, then expose it to the sun to harden it like 
wood. It can then be easily carried and preserved for a long time. It is softened 
by the fire and then mixed with other food, such as kesskessou and rice. It is not 
at all unpleasant to eat”. (Daumas 1869: 251-2) It is sharmut among the Mahria 
shepherds of north-west Soudan. They do the same for beef which is often preserved 
by desiccation; it is also the Spanish cecina or the Turkish pastourma made from 
buffalo meat and which, in the Middle East, is a long preparation of lean meat, cut 
up into strips, first dried then put in salt, then salted once more with a spiced mixture 
and placed into great jars to render their juice; it is finally washed and again dried in 
the sun.

7. There are many meat preserves in oil or fat. In North Africa, the meat is dried then 
put in fat to preserve it: khlî’. The Turkish qâvourma, “âourma in Lebanon and 
Syria, is a fricassee of grilled or roasted meat which is then preserved in oil or fat 
(Barbier de Meynard, 1981, II: 478).

8. Palestine: Granqvist 1980: 88 ; Fez, Rabat: Mas 1959: 50; among the Moroccan 
Berbers: Rahmani 1938: 237; Renissio 1932: 132; Casablanca: Mathieu and 
Maneville 1952: 116; in Oujda, personal enquiry, 2000. In Dordogne, France, they 
similarly used to say, not long ago, that the mother of a newborn child had to take 
hen’s broth for three months. It was good for her milk.

9. In France, meat is classified according to colour: white for poultry, rabbit, veal, pork; 
black for game; red for beef.

10. In the Hippocratic system of the humours, digestion is explained in terms of 
cooking.
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11. According to Madeleine Farah, an American woman of Lebanese origin, 1990: 
69. The word zankhit is used for oil, clarified butter and many kinds of food 
(Kazimirski).

12. Count Wenceslas Severin Raewuski, Impressions d’Arabie (1818). Manuscript of 
the National Library in Warsaw, still undergoing editing (p. 123 of the manuscript).

13. Cf. The excellent description of the slaughtering and sharing of a dromedary among 
the Rwala Bedouins of Syria in Aloïs Musil (1928) 1978 , The manners and customs 
of the Rwala Bedouins. New York, AMS Press inc. pp. 96-97.

14. The vocabulary of the hump is rich: Arabic hawadah (petit Belot), and naûf “summit 
of the hump of the dromedary” (idem).

15. That famous dish is from medieval Spain; it was a pâté (pastilla, bastila) of pigeon. 
The Andalus Muslims when they migrated brought it to North Africa, to the cities, 
particularly Fez.

16. The author is Armenian and refers to animals of his culture, but some of them are 
not African. So the fox must be the fennec, the wolf the jackal, and for the beaver, 
which also is not African, I did not find an equivalent.

17. Those parks, of which Xenophon, at the end of the 5th century BC speaks with 
admiration, were large reserves of wild animals created by the Persian prince, Cyrus, 
at that time in Phrygia, south-west of Anatolia (Xenophon, 1951: 21), and later on 
the Abbassids of Bagdad.

18. Count Wenceslas Severin Raewuski, op. cit., p. 123 of the manuscript.
19. From which we have the meaning of the verb qarima “brûler du désir (de l’amant)” 

(Kazimirski s. v.).
20. Cf. The Latin pecunia “fortune in livestock” from pecus (herd) gave the French 

pécunier and caput “head of the herd “ gave the word “capital”.
21. Cf. el-Bagdâdî and abd el-Kader mentioned above.
22. For this lexical study see my article on classification of odours, 1999.
23. Sanem is the “hump” in classical Arabic (Kazimirski), but in Morocco, it is the 

hump’s fat (Tedjînî).
24. Narjis Alaoui, personal communication, in 2001.
25. Hayyat bint Ahmed, personal communication in 1999.
26. Burkhardt, idem.
27. The verb farasa is employed first for carnivorous animals which tear apart their prey, 

and frîsah is a cadaver (Kazimirski s. v., Beaussier: 736-737).
28. Description of this in the Rif, in Biarnay, S. (1908: 254-56)
29. Waza’a “Distribute, divide, share. To go shares in order to buy an ox or fruit, and 

share it” (Beaussier, 1053); the Classical Arabic wazm “piece of meat an eagle 
carries to its lair” (Kazimirski, 1529, II).
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