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of protection (tayessa) with local sedentary Arab groups. The more recent Arabization and
Islamization of the whole region is minimized in Becker’s depiction, which does not dif-
ferentiate enough between Islamic practices and Amazigh traditions. One particular instance
of such a lack of differentiation shocked me: weavings are said to have “soul,” which is
translated as “rūh. .” Here the author seems to offer as a Berber word one that is actually an
Arabic word right out of the Qur↩an.

The region is also heavily inhabited by a group of Haratines who constitute the near
totality (around eighty percent) of agricultural labor. Becker devotes a portion of her book to
a category of dark-skinned people (Imskhan) who are considered descendants of former slaves
from sub-Saharan regions and have adopted ways similar to those of the Ayt Atta although
they are Arabic speakers. Yet she makes no mention whatsoever of the Haratines, a group of
Saharan “free human beings” (h. rār) who speak Berber and are an important element of the
population of the Tafilalet. They are simply nonexistent in her book, a total cultural omission
leaving a regrettable hole in the social tapestry she attempts to weave.

The book relates a personal and individual experience of a young American woman meeting
with one aspect of the Amazigh world of Morocco, and it does that well. Given the scarcity
of documentation on Amazigh life in the English language, it is an important testimony. Her
central argument, however, that links the fertility power of Berber women to the maintenance
of Amazigh ethnicity, although it surely has some validity, is overemphasized. She fails to
analyze the extent of Islamic influence on dress, manners, and comportment of people living
in an area known for its mixed culture. Finally, I expected far more on art, given the book’s
title, and was disappointed by the absence of information on many aspects of the rich Amazigh
artistic production in Morocco.
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Garcia-Arenal’s Messianism is a thorough survey of the messianic figures and movements
of the region of North Africa and Muslim Spain until the 17th century. Because she de-
fines messianism broadly—including “false” prophets, renewers, Sufi puritans, and imperial
dynasts—the book is almost a history of the development of Islam in the region. As it is,
Messianism is a major contribution to the field of Islamic religion and social movements and
is very well documented.

Working chronologically, Garcia-Arenal focuses first upon the phenomenon of Berber
prophets (8th to 10th centuries) whose somewhat eclectic interpretation of Islam heralded
their eventual conversion. She then details the rise of the puritanical impulse of al-amr bi-l-
ma↪rūf wa-l-nāhy ↪an al-munkar (also recently covered by Michael Cook) and its significance
in the appearance of messianism. Next she explores the manner in which Sufism included
messianic themes. Having already included materials about the messianic nature of the early
Kharijites, the Idrisids, and the Fatimids, Garcia-Arenal follows a more dynastic approach
for the rest of the book, detailing in turn the Almoravids, the Almohads, the Marinids, the
Sa↪dids, and the end of the Spanish Muslims.

Although Garcia-Arenal bases herself squarely upon preexisting scholarship, carefully re-
viewing the pros and cons of each approach, she still manages to produce a significant amount
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of completely new material. This stems in part from the depth of her scholarship, which is
impressive, but also from her inclusion of so many different phenomena under the rubric of
messianism and renewal. Although she does quite a good job of putting most of this into
context, some elements of the treatment of Sufism—which in itself could fill volumes—are
too cursory for the reader to understand the significance of what she is saying. For example,
the treatment of the messianic thought of Muhyi al-Din ibn al-↪Arabi (pp. 139–43) is far
too abbreviated to do him justice (although, to be fair, because of the complexity of his
thought it is difficult to know how one would overcome such a problem). Other major Sufi
thinkers, such as al-Ghazali, are treated insofar as their reception in North Africa and al-
Andalus is concerned and within the context of their continuing influence upon messianism
and revivalism.

Garcia-Arenal’s treatment of context within the Spanish and North African region is very
detailed. She does not suffice merely with Muslim materials but includes a great deal of
comparative Christian and Jewish material as well as a selection of syncretistic Muslim (ei-
ther Berber or Spanish Muslim) material that sheds light upon standard Muslim beliefs or
explains the spiritual trends against which they are reacting. Beyond this, she also marshals
impressive evidence concerning the imperial messianic aspirations of the Sa↪did dynasty, in-
cluding architectural details of the 16th-century palace of al-Badi (pp. 274–82). This analysis
of imperial messianic tradition in North Africa is very welcome and could be easily expanded
to a number of Muslim dynasties (as Cornell Fleischer has also done for the Ottomans).

At the beginning of Messianism Garcia-Arenal includes a general treatment of the role of
messianism within Islam. This theoretical and definitional study, which includes a good deal
of comparative material (although oddly not the work of J. J. Collins), could be expanded. One
basic problem of the study of Muslim apocalyptic and messianic movements and tendencies
is the need for scholars to free themselves from Christian and Jewish terminology that can
obfuscate elements of Islamic belief and practice. Although it is clear that Muslim tendencies
did not develop in a vacuum, there are problems with using certain terms like “millenarian”
(p. 6) with respect to Islam (because of the term “millennium” that it conjures, which has no
Muslim equivalent). For the most part, Garcia-Arenal overcomes these definitional problems
by using Arabic terminology as much as possible. Her discussion of the differences between
the terms “messiah” and “mahdi” (pp. 4–6) are particularly useful.

Garcia-Arenal’s treatment of Maghribi messianism and reform movements is an invalu-
able addition to the still meager selection on Muslim apocalyptic and messianic beliefs and
movements. Messianism is extremely well documented and well translated into English (from
Spanish), although users in a classroom setting would probably require some background
knowledge. All in all, Messianism is a magnificent accomplishment—one that is certain to be
the basis for any further study in the field of messianic renewal in Islam.
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The study of poverty and charity in the premodern Middle East has gained momentum in
recent years. However, although the Muslim institutions of charitable works, notably the waqf,
have now been studied in some detail, the nature of medieval Muslim sources does not usually


