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Abstract: 

Mythological bond that unites the animal world, the human, and the world of the spirit is 

often emphasized in the desert novels. Ibrahim al-Koni, a Libyan desert writer who grew in 

the tradition of the Tuareg, combines pertinent ecological issues with a moving portrayal of 

traditional desert life in his works. The everyday inter-species relationship of human and 

herd animals, which is central to Tuareg culture, is the focus of the chosen work Gold Dust. 

This paper focuses on the indigenous Saharan Tuareg tribe and their conviction that the 

humans and the non-humans share a spiritual communion as well as physical 

interdependency. It also highlights how a harmonious blend of bountiful nature and 

healthy living call for reprioritization of values in modern society. Al-Koni’s fiction 

encourages an open-minded appraisal of cultural heritage to foresee a post-anthropocene 

world where co-existence of being one with nature brimming with ecological consciousness 

will be the norm. 
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The new millennium of ecological crisis has created a need for the people to free themselves 

from a materialistic society. And, ecospirituality is the result of people wanting to free 

themselves from consumerist attitude. Valerie Lincoln, an ecocritic in his essay, “Ecospirituality: 

A Pattern that Connects” defines eco-spirituality as “a manifestation of the spiritual connection 

between human beings and the environment. Ecospirituality incorporates an intuitive and 

embodied awareness of all life and engages a relational view of person to planet, inner to outer 
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land-scape, and soul to soil” (227). Ecospirituality has been critiqued for being an umbrella term 

for concepts such as deep ecology, ecofeminism and nature religions, and its proponents comes 

from a wide range of faiths including: Islam, Jainism, Orthodox Christianity and indigenous 

traditions. It is also associated with pagan religious traditions that insist on an earth-based 

spirituality by interwining intuition and bodily awareness. The aim of eco-spiritualty is to 

highlight the oneness between the human and the non-human world to render a solution to 

present ecological crisis. 

Most of the writings from Libya are a literary response to the problems and crises that is 

concerned about the need for the humanistic understanding of human‟s relationship with their 

biodiversity in an era of environmental destruction. These writings create cautions to the readers 

by emphasizing the fact that environmental degradation is the result of humanity‟s disconnection 

from the world of nature at its purest. Ibrahim Al-Koni is a Libyan desert writer, who has been 

hailed as a magical realist, Sufi fabulist and a poetic novelist. Brought up in the tradition of the 

Tuareg, his works combine pertinent ecological issues with a moving portrayal of traditional 

desert life. 

Mythological bond that unites the animal world, the human, and the world of the spirit is often 

emphasised in the desert novels. The everyday inter-species relationships between human and 

herd animals that is central to Tuareg culture, is the focus of the chosen work, Gold Dust. The 

human and the non-human are bound, or rather haunted by their symbiosis in Al-Koni‟s 

universe. The novel is remarkable for the fact that its protagonist is not a human being but the 

dappled camel that is the pride and joy of its owner Ukhayyad. In this regard, critics Jehan 

Farouk Fouad and Saeed Alwakeel in “Representation of the Desert in Silko‟s Ceremony and Al-

Koni‟s The Bleeding of the Stone” opines, “Al-Koni highlights the spiritual relationship between 

CIKITUSI JOURNAL FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH

Volume 6, Issue 3, March 2019

ISSN NO: 0975-6876

http://cikitusi.com/174



man and desert; a relationship that is characterized by dynamism and respect. He also provides a 

vivid description of the landscape that is not limited to physical space but which also extends to a 

depiction of the attitudes and rituals of desert inhabitants” (39). 

The novel opens with an epigraph taken from the Bible, that exemplifies the oneness between 

man and nature, “For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts; even one thing 

befalleth them: as the one dieth, so dieth the other; yea, they have all one breath; so that a man 

hath no preeminence above a beast: for all is vanity. All go unto one place; all of the dust, and 

turn to dust again” (qud. in Gold Dust 3). Eco critic, Timothy Morton in his Introduction in 

Ecology Without Nature, highlights that, “The idea of the environment is more or less a way of 

considering groups and collectives---humans surrounded by nature, or in continuity with other 

beings such as animals and plants. It is about being-with” (17). 

In Gold Dust the human-animal connection is presented as a possible pathway to divinity. When 

the camel finally leads the desperate man to a well, he reattaches himself by the foot to the 

camel‟s tail and trusting the camel to carry out his unspoken command to pull him out of the 

freshwater sea even as death approaches with a vision of an hour in paradise. What seems more 

interesting is that the unspoken command is depicted as successfully communicated between the 

man and the camel speaking to one another as brothers, by the way of gestures that suggests that 

the purpose of such events is to contrast a human-animal hierarchy with a cross-species intimacy 

that erodes the division between the two. Al-Koni‟s description hints at an equation between a 

pan-theistic perspective and the Sufi concept of the unity of being.  

Professor Susan Mchugh from the University of New England in her essay, “Hybrid Species and 

Literatures: Ibrahim al-Koni‟s „Composite Appartion‟” is of the opinion that: 
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Unlike so many companion animal stories, al-Koni‟s novels take a decidedly 

unsentimental view of human-animal relations. Unfolding through stark and 

inevitably violent scenes, cross-species relationships signal the endangerment of 

individuals as often as the unlikely survival of ancient cultures and species alike in 

their desert home. (289) 

As a Tuareg writer of fictions, where the human and the non-human compete for power and 

privilege, Al-Koni constitutes an important locus for the reconsideration of hybridity and 

decentering of the human subject in regard to the non-humans and the spiritual entities. Al-

Koni‟s works operate an important synthesis between the cultural space of the Abrahamic 

monotheisms and the Tuareg spiritual cosmos. A proper reading of Al-Koni must thus account 

for this mystery in all of its forms, be it in the relationship between the human beings and jinn; 

humans and animals, or all of these creatures and God. The human and the non-human are 

bound, or rather haunted by, their symbiosis in Al-Koni‟s universe. When the camel falls ill, 

Ukhayyad‟s world starts disintegrating until he is left with no alternative but to sacrifice himself 

for the sake of his prized animal, in order to reconstitute his existence. In all of these cases, Al-

Koni is driven by the aforementioned identification of oneness and interdependence between the 

human and the animal: the camel‟s sickness affects its owner‟s world, both physically and 

metaphysically, morally and ethically. This is a fictional world governed by the laws not only of 

the human but also of the human-animal bond.  

F.F. Moolla, a specialist in African literature and orature in “Desert ethics, myths of nature and 

novel form in the narratives of Ibrahim al-Koni” is of the opinion: 
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Rather than shuttling between binaries, desert symbolism reveals a world in which 

the polarities of man and nature, body and spirit, linear and cyclical time, human and 

animal, monotheism and animism, reason and magic disappear in the context of a 

sacred order. The desert as symbol, furthermore, stands in clear contrast with the 

related but starkly opposed idea of desertification. (179) 

Al-Koni‟s human-animal hybridity demarcates a space in which the traditional Western division 

between nature and culture, or indeed between the human and the non-human, is no longer 

applicable. In order to better understand the laws of Al-Koni‟s world, it is important to 

understand the nature versus culture story, whereby the modern (Western) subject finds himself 

or herself inscribed in a place outside the animal order in a world wherein nature and culture are 

firmly opposed to each other. Al-Koni‟s writings puts forth a notion of identity that enables a 

perspective, whereby the non-human animal can be identified with the human. In an animist 

cosmology, the non-humans function as the disguised humans, with the animal‟s body operating 

as a cover for an anthropomorphic person. This notion of the non-human animal as a disguised 

human is probably best illustrated by the moment in the Gold Dust where a camel is described as 

a man in disguise, “He‟s no camel, you know. He‟s a human being in camel‟s skin. . . . He is no 

camel --- he‟s a human being” (97). Al-Koni highlights the sacred mythological relation 

connecting all living creatures since the dawn of time is highlighted. 

Mind reading is impossible, as is communion with the non-human or inanimate. Ukkayyad‟s 

readiness to share the pain of his camel points out his love and concern for the animal whose 

silent language which he could interpret, “he [Mahri] is mute and unable to express his 

complaints. But he [Ukkayyad] comprehends” (36). Further, the novelist hints at how the human 

and non-human share a consciousness that strengthens their bond; and he says, “theMahri is the 
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mirror of his rider. If you want to stare into the rider and see what lies within, look to his mount, 

his thoroughbred” (15); and “Man and camel spoke to one another, by way of gesture”(50). And, 

this fact also highlights how due to domestication there are human characteristics get embedded 

in animals and vice versa.  Written in a distinctive style that combines realistic details with 

timeless aphorisms of desert country life, the novel features cross-species transformations at 

pivotal moments that figure a more literal and lasting human-animal metamorphosis. Thinking 

about his experiences in the desert with his precious piebald Mahri, Ukhayyad claims, “The 

hardships we shared transformed us from two creatures into one” (105). Ukhayyad‟s love for his 

camel is clearly the reason for his downfall, but it lofts the notion that love signals the mutual 

adaptations of man and camel as companion species. When Ukhayyad tries to save the piebald 

Mahri, the novelist creates a sense of oneness between the human and the non-human. He says: 

Ukhayyad‟s body, now also naked, fused with the viscous flesh of the Mahri. Flesh 

met flesh, blood mixed with blood. In the past they had been merely friends. Today, 

they had been joined by a much stronger tie. Those who become brothers by sharing 

blood are closer than those who share parentage. A mother might give birth to two 

boys without their ever becoming brothers. As long as their blood does not mingle, 

they can never share this deeper bond. Becoming someone‟s brother is easier said 

than done. (47) 

Ukhayyad is reduced to penury in an oasis settlement by the colonial Italians‟ who wipe out his 

tribe and at his wife‟s bequest on behalf of their starving infant son he tries to sell the camel, who 

in turn proves his uniqueness by faithfully returning each time. Enduring all these trials and 

hardships, the man and the camel are depicted as two entities with same consciousness 

wandering the desert together as companions, to “depart together, and together, and return to 
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their original state, to what they had been before birth”, and so to honour an ancient alliance 

(147). More to this point, the desires of humans are thwarted by the lust for the titular metal, 

which results in more exploitative human-camel relationships. For instance, the unremarkable 

plough-camels Ukhayyad is briefly hired to drive, the meat camel brought and later killed for his 

wedding feast, and last but not least the pair of riding camels which bounty hunters horrifically 

bind Ukhayyad by hand and foot, in order to draw and quarter him to death in the novel‟s 

conclusion. A familiar thing happens amid this gruesome denouement, which is set among the 

caves featuring the ancient images of Tassili, because he has placed his heart with the piebald, 

Ukhayyad‟s human hunters eventually smoke him out by burning, cutting, and otherwise 

torturing his beloved Mahri, but not before a waddan gives him this chance to escape and save 

himself. Initially Ukhayyad escapes the clutches of the bounty hunters because his tracks are 

masked by a huge ram in a ghostly encounter made all the more eerie by the millennia-old 

paintings of waddan hunts that he has just been pondering on the cave walls of his mountain 

refuge. To the hunters, who shoot him, the ram becomes their next meal, but to the more 

muddled Ukhayyad, who thinks of the waddan as sacrificing himself for his own benefit, the 

animal appears as a „divine messenger‟, whose death brings more questions than answers and he 

expresses his agony saying, “My God---Why did the innocent always fall at the hands of the 

most malevolent creatures? Why do such people kill every messenger that is sent to them?” 

(158). Gold Dust expresses rebuttal to the emphasis on the consumeristic attitudes of the humans, 

that results in the demise of the metaphysical world and the state of disenchantment with the 

cosmos. Ecospirituality recommends the bond between the human and the non-human world 

recommends the need for connectivity and oneness between all the entities of the cosmos for a 

sustainable development. 
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The communion between the animals and the humans in the novel is shown to be intimate in a 

way that would eventually lead to identification and reincarnation. Critic, ZaidElmarsafy from 

the University of York in “Ibrahim al-Koni‟s Hybrid Aesthetic” puts forth the opinion: 

Ibrahim Al-Koni‟s fictional universe, we find that the reader is treated to something 

like a solution to the problem of skeptical terror via the deployment of non-human 

characters. The way in which human and nonhuman animals interact in Al-Koni‟s 

fiction are markers that enable an ethics and epistemology that seeks to overcome the 

Kantian impasse: here nonhuman things-in-themselves can be known, but that 

knowledge comes at the price of the more generalized “rational” knowledge of the 

world. (196) 

Gold Dust as an ecological fable further justifies Barry Commoners‟ idea that everything in 

Nature is connected to everything else and according to the belief of the Sufi sheikhs of 

Ghademes, “everything returns to its original form in the end. The seedling grows into the broom 

tree. The broom tree blossoms. Its flowers turn to fruit. Fruit brings forth seeds which fall to the 

ground” (53).And, breaking this law of Nature that prescribes the ethical relationship between 

the human and non-human world produces not desert, but will subject the world to 

desertification. 

Spiritual insight and sense of an awakening to our essential oneness with nature will help 

humans to have a sustainable development that does not derange nature for human benefits. Gold 

Dust raises ecological and spiritual awareness about the harmony in the universe that should be 

maintained and venerated. And, Al-Koni‟s environmentalism is an appreciation of animals and 
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the natural world that highlights the inter-connectedness of human beings, the non-human world 

and the divine. 
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