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A relatively widespread belief in the sloughi world seems to be that the idea of a 
breed standard has always been totally foreign to breeders and hunters in the 
sloughi's countries of origin. 

Indeed, the first modern breed standard for the sloughi was drawn up by French 
dog fanciers. Are we supposed to believe that there was nothing before this? 

"Where there is no public knowledge, it is by test, by speed in conjunction with 
bottom, that the Arabs judge horses, in which they recognise nobility, the purity 
of blood, but conformation also reveals their qualities." This quotation from Emir 
Abdelkader indicates the three pillars of equine selection, or selection per se, as 
being purity of lineage, performance and finally conformation, meaning 
compliance with the standard. A story dating back to the 8th century also 
considers sloughi and horse in the same manner: a Syrian prince mandated his 
cousin in Ifriqiyia1 to buy horses there for him. Said cousin declined, pleading 
poverty and lack of familiarity with horses. The prince replied: "Aren't you a 
hunter, and don't you possess the best sighthounds in the country? Go, and apply 
your knowledge of the sloughi to horses." The horses selected on that basis proved 
to be the best steeds ever seen, so the story tells us. 

Closer to us here in the Maghreb, there exists a multitude of proverbs, sayings, 
poems that make up a true body of information relating to the sloughi's 
morphology. 

This body of information, forming a sort of standard although somewhat dispersed 
and never recorded in writing (which of course adds to its lack of visibility), is 
sometimes divergent from and sometimes opposed to the official modern breed 
standard as it has now been drawn up. Let's look at the two most significant points, 
which relate directly to the breed's functionality: 

1/ External occipital protuberance: this is a bony prominence located at the rear 
of the skull. Whatever the age of the sloughi being examined, any hunter, no 
matter his level of experience, will run his hands over this lump in the hope that 
it is well developed. At first glance, it seems difficult to understand how a lump at 
the base of the skull could help a sloughi be good at hunting! In fact, I know of a 
young sloughi that was almost operated on to reduce the size of this lump which 
was considered to be excessive... Young hunters have been known to express 
great hilarity when hearing about this famous lump. And what is more, the 
standard mentions an "occipital crest and protuberance barely visible".... 
First comment: Virtually all French scent hounds (Fauve de Bretagne, Ariegeois, 
Bruno du Jura, Griffon Vendéen, etc…) as well as sighthounds such as the 
Charnigue type (Ibizan Hound, Pharaoh Hound, etc…) and the Saluki, show a 
                                                            
1 The area during medieval history that comprises what is today Tunisia, Tripolitania (western Libya) and the 
Constantinois (eastern Algeria) 



developed occipital protuberance which is mentioned in their respective breed 
standards. The Basset Hound as well. The users of all those breeds, involved (as 
is only right) with drawing up the various standards, insisted on compliance with 
this empirical criterion. It is therefore difficult to consider this criterion as being 
insignificant or resulting from simple superstitions. 
Second comment: the external occipital protuberance is a factor of differentiation 
between domesticated dogs and wild dogs, in which it is very developed. Such 
attachment to this rather archaic characteristic would therefore seem to show a 
desire to conserve a certain proximity between the sloughi and its ancestors or 
wild relatives. Perhaps it correlates to the qualities that are thought to belong to 
primitive canids, such as endurance, tenacity, aggressiveness, etc.... 

2/ The tail (whiptail). Here again, there is opposition between the modern 
standard and the empirical criteria of traditional hunters. The ring at the end of 
the sloughi's tail is proverbial in the hunting cultures of Morocco and maybe even 
across the whole of the Maghreb area. They speak of khatem (ring), or sfenja 
(ring doughnut). Younger hunters, more literate with a modern education, call it 
a "zero". All three terms evoke a perfect ring, while the standard makes do with 
''an accentuated curve". Its length is measured by passing the tail between the 
hind legs and bringing it back up towards the pin bone, which it must reach. The 
standard, however, just talks of it reaching the point of hock. 

Why this ring at the end? One might suppose that it involves a system of weight 
distribution serving as a counterweight in order to balance the sloughi in its 
frequent changes of direction at high speed. This shape also indicates a certain 
tonus of the intervertebral ligaments and muscles, and hence the greater strength 
of the tail itself. Tails that are too loose can end up broken during a chase, 
although that never happens with a tail showing the famous ring. What is more, 
and this is without doubt the most important aspect, shouldn't the strength of the 
intervertebral ligaments and muscles of the tail be considered a reliable indicator 
of the strength of the ligaments and muscles of the WHOLE body? 

In other words, the anatomical detail observed, whether a ring at the end of the 
tail or an external occipital protuberance, is not of importance in itself, but serves 
above all as an indication, a sort of sample, from which certain conclusions can be 
extrapolated with regard to the individual as a whole. The animal being studied - 
in this case the sloughi - would be rather like an iceberg: without the means of 
scientific investigation, hunters would be unable to explore the part that was under 
the water. However, centuries of practical experience and observation have shown 
strong correlations between the part revealed above the water and the part hidden 
below the water. All the science of breeders around the world has consisted of 
trying to extrapolate the whole while looking at a part. Rather like guessing the 
endurance of a horse, the milk production of a cow or goat, the pulling force of a 



bull or buffalo, from a small number of external clues and signs. Piètrement2 
mentions the Egyptian priests in the times of the Pharaohs, as refusing to bless 
any bull without a tongue and palate that was black or at least spotted with black. 
Superstition? Piètrement tells us that a bull showing black spots inside the oral 
cavity will produce calves that are black or spotted with black, supposed to be 
stronger, healthier, more resistant to heat, etc... 

Then along came the 21st century and its concept of breed and standard. It's not 
the fault of colonisation, nor of its veterinarians and technicians. Quite simply the 
conditions of the time have given rise to a standard that was lacking the essential 
input from "practitioners", i.e. the hunters, who were never associated with writing 
the standard. Even better, it is easy to imagine the "native" who, defeated but 
mocking, deliberately presents the metropolitan "expert" with a "berhouche" or 
mongrel that will be used as a model or pattern for their measurements and 
scholarly descriptions... This must surely have happened more than once. 

There is indeed an empirical, traditional and rational standard in existence. Or 
rather… the empirical hunters followed the standard without knowing it, rather like 
an ordinary person following philosophy without knowing it. Making use of this 
empirical knowledge, which is truly an intangible cultural heritage in the process 
of disappearing for ever, can only enrich the sloughi and its breeders, while 
contributing towards its preservation in complete authenticity. Perhaps we will 
also find a good number of differences between the sloughi and the galgo as an 
additional argument for including this knowledge that is so under threat today. 

 

                                                            
2 Charles‐Alexandre Piétrement (1826–1906) French veterinarian, anthropologist and historian 


