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Preface 

T
HIS book, which continues my studies of Islam in Africa, is 
primarily a phenomenological study of the religious life of West 
African Muslims. My special aim has been to try to assess what 

has been the result of the impact of Islam, the way it influences African 
society, and, conversely, the way the African community moulds the 
Islam it receives. It is concerned with what is, not what ought to be; 
with the living beliefs and practices of particular peoples; not with the 
ideal of Islamic thought and practice. At the same time it embraces 
more than the actual study of Islam in West Africa since it is concerned 
with the way Africans have assimilated it, the degree to which it fulfils 
their religious aspirations, and, where these cannot find expression in 
I slam, in wh~t directions they are fulfilled. 

Though a study of this nature, concerned with the interaction of 
cultures, is necessarily based on the past, the historical background has 
not been included since the writer has completed a study of the history 
of I slam in W est Africa. A summary would only duplicate the material 

~ and prove inadequate since not all the conclusions accord with com­
monly accepted ideas of West African Islamic history and could not be 
clarified in a few lines. 

The material upon which this study is prirvarily based was collected 
du"ring a year's survey undertaken in 1952 and sponsored by the Church 
Missionary Society and the Methodist Missionary Society. In addition, 
it takes into account secondhand information based on the work of 
others. Such a tour embracing such a vast area, inhabited by so many 
and contrasting peoples, has severe limitations. I do not claim an exact­
ness of knowledge and insight into the religion of the many peoples the 
area embraces. That could only have been acquired by close study of 
one group over a similar period. But to study one community would 
have been to defeat the aim I had in view. At the same time the 
material collected was so copious that it actually proved an embarrass­
ment and the exigencies of publication have necessitated my being 
severely selective. 

There are many elements in the treasury of my experience which 
have not found expression in this book. But the form in which the 
survey was conceived, carried out, and ultimately embodied in a book 
was unsuitable for a vertical as contrasted with a horizontal survey. 
I do not think the material could have been collected without such 
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planning, but other questions arose whilst in Africa and whilst writing 
it which) given the plan and the framework, could not he pursued. At 
the ~ame time it must be pointed out that these deeper studies cannot be 
done except on a firm foundation of historical and empirical research. 
With that as a background the way is open for a more imaginative 
approach to the religious survey, that of intuitive understanding and 
deeper insight. This, however) is not the place to elaborate an approach 
to religious survey which has not been attempted. 

I wish to record my thanks to the two societies which made my tour 
possible and to the University of Glasgow for providing me with the 
opportunity to work on the material collected. I must also express an 
especial debt of gratitude to the Africans with whom I worked, for 
without their help whatever I have been able to do, however im­
perfectly, would have been impossible. The second chapter was de­
livered at the Selly Oak Colleges, Birmingham, in November [956 as 
the James Long Lectures. 

J. S. T . 

Uni'OlrJilY of GlaJgow 
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I 

Geographical and Social Setting 

I. THE LAND 

T
HE deep inAuence which geography exercises upon man is as evi­
dent in West Africa) where there are no outstanding physical 
characteristics and where climate dominates, as in a country of 

extreme contrasts like Ethiopia. Its central characteristic is the vast 
savanna bounded by desert or semi-desert steppe in the north and rain 
forests in the south. In contrast with these boundary regions it offers a 
type of environment which lends itself to migrations, culture contact, 
and the formation of new social and political groupings. It is not, there­
fore, by chance that this savanna is the main historical region of West 
Africa and its peoples the most influenced by Islam. 

The Arabs called the country south of the Sahara Bilad as-SMail, 
'Land of the Blacks', in opposition to Bilad al-Bi~an) 'L and of the 

_ Whites', that is, North Africa and the Sahara. In normal usage it is 
restricted to a wide band south of the Sahara stretch ing across Africa 
from the Atlantic in the west to the Abyssinian plateaux in the east, 
and from the Sahara in the north to the equatorial forest. East Africa, 
although also a land of blacks, was known as 'L and of the Zanj'. The 
Sudan is divided into three main regions : western Sudan, whose waters 
drain either into the coastal rivers or into the Niger; central Sudan, 
which is orientated partly towards the Niger and Benue and partly 
towards the Chad j and eastern Sudan, which belongs to the basin of the 
Nile. This study is restricted to western and central Sudan. 

West Africa is essentially a climatic region, for no physical barriers 
separate it from the Sahara in the north and equatorial regions in the 
south. Zones of climate and vegetation depend upon the intensity of 
the rain and length of the rainy season. During winter months the hot, 
dry north-easterly w ind known as the harmattan blows. This then 
recedes towards the north and its opposite, the south-west monsoon, a 
warm, humid wind coming from the ocean, appears. In coastal regions 
the rainy season begins in April and continues to mid-July, then the 
rains gradually decrease, to be followed in October by another short 
rainy season. Sudanese regions have only two seasons, a wet and a dry. 
In this climatic whole parallelism is the dominant trait. A series of 

60" 



2 GEOGRAP H ICAL AN D SOCIA L SETT I NG 

bands, differentiated by gradations of rainfall and types of vegetation, 
mark stages of transition from Sahara to humid forest. The gradualness 
of transition makes the stages difficult to define, but four main climatic 
zones are sufficiently clear. 

The south Saharan Zone has the usual features of a desert zone: rare 
localized rain and a ground temperature much hotter than that of the . 
air by day and much colder at night. The Sahilian Zone (Arabic slibi!, 
'shore', i.e. 'borderland') is distinguished from the Sahara by having a 
regular but short rainy season which provides pasture for camels and 
goats, but is insufficient for cultivation without irrigation. On the 
Mauritanian and Senegal coasts is a different climatic region known as 
the Sub-Canarian. The Sudanese Zone, which occupies the greater part 
of West Africa, is marked by two maxima and two minima of tempera­
ture, and especially by the regular alternation of a rainy and dry season. 
Bernreen the south Sudanese climate and the dense forest stretches a 
band of transition belonging to the Guinean Zone but more attenuated 
and covered with savanna. In the Guinean Zone (also called Liberio­
Dahomean) temperatures are more equal than in the Sudanese Zone 
and the humidity excessive. It has one season of rain from April to 
November with a lull in August-September. Precipitation may reach 
two metres or even three. Geographers apply the term 'Guinean' to all 
that is 'equatorial' in "Vest Africa (two seasons of rain or one long rainy 
season) and 'Sudanese' to what is 'tropical' (one rainy and onedtyseason). 

Vegetable life depends largely upon climate, and botanical zoning 
coincides approximately with climatical zoning. Variations are due to 
the nature of the soil and the relief of the country which influence 
temperature and rains and consequently vegetable life. The following 
botanical zones are distinguished. 

The south Saharan Zone is less desolate than that of the Algerian 
Sahara. It consists of vast stretches of steppe, covered here and there 
with a xerophyte vegetation. The soil is not in itself sterile, and where 
it rains the pasture enables camels and sheep to be bred. It possesses 
a few oasis regions, of which those of the west (I:faw~) and centre 
(Azawad) are poor, but those of the east (Air and Bilma) have palm 
groves and cultivation. It is essentially a 'Zone of white nomads, with 
black cultivators predominating in the oases. 

The Sahilian Zone, which forms a band of transition bernreen the 
Sahara and SUdan, isa region of grassy plains interspersed with thornbush 
and acacia where the steppe changes to savanna and bush country. The 
grass is short but provides good pasturage for the horses and humped 
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cattle of the semi-nomads, whi lst agriculture (millet and ground-nuts) 
enables a sedentary black population, numerically superior to the whi te 
or mixed pastorals, to support life. The Sub-Canarian climate zone, 
which borders the Atlantic, gives rise to a peculiar botanic zone distin­
guishable from the Sahilian of the same latitude by greater humidity. 

The Sudanese Zone provides the most characteristic scenery of West 
Africa. I ts aspect of perennial gramineous plants and trees with cadu­
cous leaves changes according to the season. In the dry season the trees 
shed their leaves and the grass becomes harsh and yellow or disappears 
altogether. Towards the end of this season, after the bush has been fired, 
leaving scorched tree-trunks sticking out of the ground, it looks ltS 
worst. But then, even before the rains begin, the trees begin toput forth 
leaves and, with the onset of the rains, grass grows with exceeding 
rapidity and the country breathes once more. 

Al though the regularity of the rains give these vast savanna lands a 
remarkable unity they are not of uniform monotony. The herbaceous 
savanna, where the rains are sufficiently prolonged and temperatures 
not too high, is characterized by exceedingly high grasses, especially in 

J1Umid depressions, though the constancy of the harmattan hinders tree 
_ development. On the other hand, in forest grassland clumps of great 

t rees stand out of the expanse of grass; in typical bush country grasses 
mingle with shrubs to form impenetrable thickets; whilst on the 
laterite plateaux are found open forests characterized by stunted and 
gnarled trees. From the human point of view the Sudanese Zone is a 
land of agriculture, where basic food crops of millet, maize, and yam, 
and export crops such as ground-nuts, cotton, tobacco, and indigo, can 
be grown. At the same time it is a land where sheep, goats, and cattle 
find abundant herbage., 

T hese different types of savanna continue up to the edge of the dense 
forest, through the more humid Guinean Zone. This is still savanna, 
but more vigorous than that of the Sudanese Zone, with high grass and 
clumps of trees which here and there form true forests. A new feature 
is the (forest galleries', bands of dense forest fringing the courses of the 
streams. Agriculture changes little in character, but manioc, yam, and 
banana tend to predominate over millet and maize as basic food crops. 
Without any noticeable t ransition this wooded savanna changes into 
the Forest Zone. T his is not continuous. It occupies the southern parts 
of F rench Guinee, Sierra Leone, L iberia, the Ivory Coast, and Ghana, I 

1 Tbe ancient south.sabaran state is distinguished in this book as Gina from Ghana, the 
former Gold Coast. 
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and has blocks in Togo, Dahomey, and south Nigeria which link with 
the equatorial forest of the Congo basin. 

In all regions situated north of 170 parallel the valleys are normally 
dry, only exceptionally filled with water for a few hours, but from the 
Gulf of Guinea up to 6° lat. N. the rivers are full all the year. In the 
savanna region between these two extremes only a few rivers have 
water the whole year round. These arc marked by a great increase in 
volume during the rainy season and in country without relief often 
cover large tracts of country. The greatest rivers, the Senegal and Niger, 
which never dry up, are very complex. They are drawn towards the 
Sahara by the general slope of the land and th us bring to arid country 
water which has fallen in rainy regions. The Senegal at first heads 
north-east, then describes a great bend to the north-west before falling 
into the sea. The Niger has the same significance for the Sudan that the 
Nile has for Egypt, and its course traverses the most diverse gradations 
of climate and vegetation. Born in Sierra Leone it Rows through forest 
country in its lower course, then through savanna and steppe, and at the 
apex of its great bend makes an incursion into the Salrara where its 
valley forms an oasis in an utterly barren land. Below Timbuktu the 
river concentrates into one stream, then turns south to fall eventually 
into the Gulf of Guinea. From the east the Niger receives the waters 
of one major tributary, the Benue, which has provided another way of 
migration. 

2 . M AN AND HIS ENVIRONMENT 

A similar para.lIel zoning is found in the distribution of types of life. 
In the Saharan and Sahilian steppes, in the mountainous zone of Futa 
] alan, and in arid parts of the steppe, the breeding of camels, sheep, 
goats, and cattle provides the chief means for collective life. Pastoralists, 
conditioned by the need for water and herbage, are forced to migrate 
during the rains but remain close to points of water during the dry 
season. Their herds are their capital upon which they encroach as little 
as possible. They enable them to practise caravan traffic; milk isa basic 
clement in their diet, and their fleeces and skins an indispensable part 
of their material life. Their dwellings reRect the need to move easily. 
The Moors and certain Tuareg have tents of wool or camel hair, the 
majority of the Tuareg have hemispherical huts of skins and mats, and 
the Fulbe beehive huts of plaited straw. 

Whilst the pastoral life is the natural life of the whites, sedentary 
agriculture is that of the blacks alld is characteristic of the vast savanna. 
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Every aspect of traditional life is bound up with agriculture, but that 
has not excluded the adoption of new culture, especially since the 
Portuguese landed on the west coast. Animal breeding is also charac­
terist ic of the northern Sudan, but since this involves transhumance they 
are cared for by Fulbe. The Negro is tied to his village with its fenced 
family compounds and nearby plantations where work is collective. 
The relationship of the Negro cultivator to the land, however, con­
trastS -with that of the Egyptian and European peasant. The Negro's 
subsistence is derived from a shifting cultivation worked by the family 
as a unit. In contrast to the peasant on irrigated lands he changes his plot 
every year. He burns the bush, scratches the soil, and after harvest 
moves on to work another plot. Consequently his roots in the land are 
light and land rights have not been individualized. His bonds are to his 
family, not a plot of earth. 

Four main types of agriculture are found according to zoning: that 
dependent upon artificial irrigation (Saharan oases, Senegal and Niger 
banks) which, even in the Sahara, is an occupation of blacks; rainy­
season agriculture with animal breeding, 'the last being dependent upon 
the penetration of Fulbe pastoralists; rainy-season agriculture without 
cattle, characteristic of the Sudanese savanna and humid steppe; and 
permanent agriculture with hoe and dibble, practised in the forest region. 

Since the culture areas correspond roughly with the ecological areas 
there is a basic relationship between material culture and environment. 
Th us leatherwork is characteristic of the nort.-hern Sudan where cattle 
are plenteous, camel-hair weaving of the Sahara, and wood-carving of 
the Guinean Z one. Similarly, architectural types can beequated with the 
botanical 'Zones. Like the dwellings of nomads those of cultivators are 
closely related to the nature of the country and type of material available, 
but they are permanent constructions. In the Sahil and northern Sudan, 
where it rains during only three or four months of the year, houses are 
constructed of earth and mud bricks; in the savanna, where good wood 
is rare, they are built of thorny wood and gramineous plants; and in the 
forest region wood) bark) and leaves are used. The most widespread 
type of house in the zone between the Sahil and forest is the cylindrical 
hut with clay walls and a conical roof of st raw supported by stays of 
wood) bamboo, or raffia. In the forest regions, owing to the heavy rains 
and type of material available, houses are rectangular, having gabled, 
double-pitched roofs made of bark and leaves. Within each zone the 
gmius loci moulds the style and individualizes the structures. 

Sudanese civilizations, being essentially agricultural, are based on 
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villages. Their siring depends on the rype of country. In rhe past the 
great valleys, being the routes of invasion currents, were not thickly 
populated. Weak tribes took refuge in less accessible parts such as 
mountains and swamps. Along the great rivers the inhabitants are 
mainly fishers. In the Sudan villages are compact rather than dispersed, 
excepr among people like rhe Fulbe dependent upon animal breeding 
and the Mossi with a strong system of public security. In the past the 
forest peoples, being gatherers and hunters, lived in scattered family 
settlements. But most Sudanese villages are compact, divided into 
family compounds by narrow winding streets; some are open, others 
enclosed by a wall or fence, others fortified with a palisade and ditch. In 
the northern Sudan the mud walls enclosed a true town with markets, 
industries, and even gardens and fields which enabled them to support 
a long siege. 

3. RELIGION AND SOCIETY 

An outline of the relationship of African religion and society is a 
necessary prelude to the subsequent study of the effect of Islam. So 
bound up are they that neither can be understood in isolation, for re­
ligion animates and regulates every aspect of li fe. 

tf Africans believe in a Supreme Being who created the whole cosmos. 
I t is regarded, though not necessarily worshipped, as creator and ultim­
ate source of all life, but in contrast to the created worlds of spirits It is 
impersonal) unknowable, and communion with It is impossible.The 
Creator is the generator of spirit force which, <\fter animating the 
various forms of creation, returns to the Creator. The world is created 
in harmony. The forms of creation, temporary receptacles of divine 
force, radiate it, and the interaction of radiations may disturb the 
harmony of the divine cosmos. The purpose of the all-embracing ritual 
of village life is to maintain or restore the harmony. T his basic con­
ception of power pervading the universe, possessed by ancestors, men, 
animals, and things, makes the world a sphere of dynamic relationship 
between forces. Religion is primarily ritual, the action of man to main­
tain power in equilibrium and preserve the harmony of this dynamic 
cosmos. 

Ritual action has a double aspect, the cult of ancestral spirits and the 
cult of the spirit forces of nature. Man never dies because life force is 
~ternal. Death is caused through disruption of the harmony of forces, 
bur rhe dead remain inregrally assoeiared wirh rheir earthly family. The 
basic cell of life is the family. The harmonizer and restorer is the head 
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of the family. He. is the p~iest of the family cults and earthly steward of 
the fami ly estates; in other words, he is the trustee to the ancestors for 
the welfare of the family and its heritage. 

Besides the spirits of ancestors men have to reckon with the spirits of 
all that is living. Hence derive beliefs and ritual surrounding fecundity 
and the cyclic resurrection of vegetation. The cycle oflabour, from the 
first clearing of the land to the final reaping, cannot be undertaken 
witho.ut contact with all the forces involved. Attunement to and con­
trol of forces involves techniques, hence the need for specialists who 
possess knowledge -and power to deal with them; hence rites and 
divinatory practices. 

T he Negro world then is a world of spirit forces: of the dead, living, 
and nature, among which the living form but a small minority. These 
forces cannot be classified into categories of good and evil) for power is 
essentially impersonal and neutral. Ifharmony is maintained all is well, 
but if broken calamity falls on individual and community. The individual 
is welded through birth and initiation into a holy community, tied to a 
sacred rhythm of ritual whose function is to maintain the equilibrium 
of spirit forces. The consequences of this view of life have been pro­
found. A complex social structure has been formed with attendant re-

- straints and disciplines, and, as a corollary, the diminution of personal 
initiative and responsibility. R$ligion and so~ty are one. Each group 
functions as a religious community. -.. 
~basic-pattern of AfriCan religious society, the foundation 
upon which complex structures were based. Ba t every possible stage of 
transition is found from simple family and agrarian animism to the 
organized polytheistic systems of south Guinean peoples. Generally 
beyond the family, with its ancestor cult, is a specialized group devoted 
to the cult of a god and its subordinates. This may consist of a group of 
families (maximal lineages or clan groups) or groups embracing local 
age- ranges. Each is a religious as well as a social association, having its 
rites intended to bind and perpetuate the conununity, and membership 
involves initiation at esoteric bush schools. I nitiation and communion 
with the spirits of the group mark the paradox of recognition of the 
individual and at the same time his depersonalization and subjection to 
the collective will of the group. H igh initiates ensure that members are 
faithful to the spirit world and guide the ritual life of the earthly group. 
Such spiritual families or secret societies or mystery cults, repositori~ 
of the myths which eA-plain man and his world, are charactedstic of 
most spheres of West African society. 

/ 
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~These basic elements form the substratum of the hereditary, local, 
and ethnic religions which govern people's understanding of life, but in 
practice religion is lineal or local, influenced by the natural environ­
ment, the people's peculiar bents and psychological patterns) the integra­
tion of outside radiations) and migrational and historical circumstances. 
In their natural form wider social organiz.:'1.tions were extensions of the 
primary cell, the extended family, in which each clan had its defined 
place in the organization in the same way as each individual had his or 
her defined place in the family unit. Superimposed political structures 
did not disturb this basic organization. 

Characteristic of Sudan societies are social hierarchization and 
developed political organization, all closely bound up with religion. 
Government is in the hands of an aristocracy sustained by an imperial 
family cult upon the observance of which the welfare of the state de­
volves. Agriculture is accorded an honoured place except where the 
ruling class retains a legacy of nomadism. Crafts such as weaving, dye­
ing, and smithery are the functions of a caste or a corporation. Slavery, 
un known to the basic structure, plays an important role, especially its 
extension in the serf system, a natural development from the basic con­
ceptions of Negro society. 

The village, with its chief assisted by a council of kin-group heads, 
forms the basic administrative unit. The chief is under a regional head 
who in turn is under a provincial governor responsible to the king. Two 
forms of royal authori ty existed which frequently coalesced. Under the 
stable climatic condirions which prevail in the Sudan the priest) as rain­
maker and controller of spirit forces, merged into the sacred king. In 
the other, kingship had a foreign origin and the founder-king, although 
an intruder) appears in the mythology of the clan as asaviour. Historical 
events led to this structure being imposed upon the foundation de­
scribed first. Conversely) historical events could eliminate the super­
structure without destroying the foundation, for these governments did 
not fully reflect African political conceptions and could be replaced or 
break up without upsetting society. 

~I 
I t will be obvious from the foregoing sketch that religions like Islam 

and Christianity, which evolved under th.e influence of Semitic and 
Greek cultures, could only substitute their view: of life for a religious 
inheritance so harmonized to the psychology and mode of life of 
~fricans under conditions of great change. Negro societies absorbed 
radiations from Mediterranean, Berber) Chadian) or Nilotic civiliza-
tions naturally, for only traits which accorded with their mentality 
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could gain acceptance. After North A fri ca had been won over to Islam 
the Negro world was first invaded by a civilization based on historical 
revelation and monotheism. African religions are not historical rc­
li~s) their beliefs and rituals arefOWlcI-ecf"upon a fimeIess mythoJogy, 
but Wit11IS1am tirneenterecl the African world. 'The way in which 
Africans dealt witn this is the subject of this Dook. 

A brief reference may be made to the invasion of another civiliza­
tion. Since the partition of Africa, dating from the eighties of the last 
centu ry, Africa has been swept into the stream of world activity. This 
sudden impact of Western civilization has created difficult problems. 
Decay and disruption threaten ethnic religions as never before. The 
degrees of this decay vary according to the strength of the forces which 
are uprooting tribal life and the forces of resistance within the social 
structure. But the indigenous religions, being primarily local and ethnic, 
appear to have no future in their organized forms, and the religious J 
future of the African lies between Christianity and Islam, on the .one 
hand, and secularism on the other. The most vital feature of the 
African's inheritance is his sense of community, and in this situation J 

Christianity and Islam are the two forces that can reintegrate sociallife l 
on a new basis. Whilst our special concern is with Islam we cannot con-

- sider it in the present situation without also taking account of the 
dynamic forces of Christianity and secularism. The African Mus­
lim's reaction to the secular civilization of the West, quite different 
from that of the pagan, w ill be thesubjectof the last chapter. Yet atthe 
same time the African's own heritage is of vital significance. We see 
village communities with a new pattern of communal life superim­
posed upon the old, one in which independence and personal responsi­
bility are strugglil'lg with the basic conception of African community 
life. But the new communal life maintains strong ties with the old. 
Traditional ideas, institu tions, and, above all, psychological attitudes, are 
preserved; and, to an extent that is difficult to realize under conditions 
of great change, the new community still draws nourishment from its 
ancient roots. Yet the new forces are revolutionary, tradition is no 
longer the prime factor governing life, and new forms of African 
civilization are being forged because the very government of life is 
being changed. 

4. THE PRI NC IP AL MUSLIM PEOPLES 

Since geographical and historical factors have led to the Saharan 
and north Sudan belts being most widely islamized, the following 



10 GEOGRAPHICAL AND SOCIAL SETT I N G 

classification of peoples who will be frequently referred to is according 
to cl imatic belts. Within the belts the arrangement is by linguistic 
groups rather than by any theories as to their origins. 

(a) Peoples of the southern Sahara 
The southern Sahara is included in the area of survey because it is 

impossible to consider the influence of Islam among the peoples of the . 
Sudan without taking into account those of the Sahara. Negroes form 
an important element in . the population of the Sahara for its agricul­
tural economy is dependent upon them, but since they are embraced 
within the social organization of Moors, Tuareg, and Tecla, speak their 
languages, and culturally belong to the Saharan rather than to the Negro 
world, they are not treated separately. 

(i) Mows. The inhabi tants of western Sahara are known under the 
vague term of Moors.l They are often referred to as Birjan, 'Whites', 
in opposition to Sudan, 'Blacks'. They are not a homogeneous people, 
though almost all now speak the I;:!assaniyya dialect of Arabic, but 
consist of Berbers, Arabs, and Blacks, with a predominance of Ber­
bers, given coherence by social relationship and language. From the 
thirteenth century groups of Ma(qil (f;fassan) Arabs irrupted into 
southern Morocco and moved progressively southwards, reaching the 
Senegal at the beginning of the fifteenth century. They gained political 
control over the western Berbers who were gradually arabized. Like all 
Saharans the rv100rs are stratified in a number of social groups2 of 
which the zwiiyii or clerical clans are most important from the Islamic 
point of view. 

(ii) Tuareg' speak a common language (Tamiihaqq) belonging to the 
Berber family and have preserved a Libyco-Berber alphabet (Tifrnagh). 
They divide into two groupings: unchanged camel nomads living in 
the mountains of central Sahara (with whom weare not concerned) and 
Nigerian nomads inhabiting the desert north of the Niger buckle and 
the Gurma region within it. Through living in a different environ­
ment and in contact with Negroes, the N igerians have changed in 
physical characteristics, mode of life, and custom. Certain tribes occupy 

I Under this designation are included : in southern Mauritania, Arab suzerain tribe$ ('frana 
and Brakna) and their vassal Berber tribes and clients (Z:mlita and ljarrli~in); in the Hawd the 
Awl1id Ddrm, Rigaib5.t, Mash!jlif, Talib Mukhtlir, Girganke, and the Shurara of Tishit, \Va· 
lata, and Nema; north of the Niger buckle and in Azawad are some 30,000, including the 
Kunta and the Berabish. :I. On their social organization see pp. I 35-6. 

3 Tuareg is the designation employed by Arabs (Tawiirlq, sing. 'l'arql), who probably ex· 
tended the name of a tribe of the ~anh1ija (Targa) to the whole of the mulalhthamll!, 'muffled 
people'. 
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temporary villages of huts and have become so dark that they can hardly 
be distinguished from SOI1ghay and Hausa. They are loosely grouped in 
federations of tribes under a chief (amenokiil) who exercises nominal 
authority. A system of classes (aserkam) divides the tribes into nobles 
(imoshar), pastoralist vassals (imghad), clerical clans (inislimtn) , Negro 
serfs (iklan), and an artisan caste. The Tuareg are monogamous, 
women hold an important position in society, and descent, except 
among the Ullimmeden and other southern tribes, is matrilineal. 

Islam took many centuries to gain their allegiance and even today it 
has little influenced social life. The way of life of clerical clans (inisli­
men) is similar to that of other Tuareg except that they do not bear 
arms. This pacifism does not derive from their religious character bQt 
from their status as social inferiors who pay dues for their protection. 

(iii) Teda-Daza or Tubu I inhabit a vast area of the eastern Sahara 
from the Libyan desert in the east to Haggar in the west, and from 
Fezzan in the north to the Chad region in the south. Naturally, in view 
of the nature of their land) they are not numerous (about 100)000). 

Their main groups live in the mountainous ranges of Tibesti) Borku) 
part of En ned i) the Kawar group of oases) and northern parts ofKanem 
and Waday. They are a dark-skinned) lean people of short or medium 

- height, wi th regular and fine features, thin lips) straight nose) and­
smooth hair. They speak a Sudanese language allied to that of the 
Kanuri and have cultural affinities with the Tuareg) but are distinct 
from both . Those of the west are pastoral nomads; eastern tribes have 
cultivation and tend date-palm groves, and carivan traffic is an impor­
tantsource of income. Authority is vested in a council of notables. The 
derde of Tibesti and chiefs of other tribes nominate war-leaders but 
otherwise have little authority. The majority ofTeda are monogamous 
and women are independent and respected. The adoption of Islam has 
not upset their traditional way of life. 

(b) Peoples of the northern Sudan 
(i) The Fulbe? are a class society embracing the most diverse groups 

whose only common factor is language. They divide themselves into 
I Tiibii (T3VO) is the Kanemi term, the people of Tii or Tibesti. Those of the north call 

themselves Tecla.. The southern call all D4zo., a term the northerners apply to those of Kanem. 
Shuwa. Arabs and Wadayans call them Qura'on, AwHi.d Sulaimin Karada, and Tuareg IRarada. 

1; M.a.ny n3.mes are employed to designate the Fulbe. T he French call them Peu/s or Peuhls 
from the Wolof pronunciation of Pub, singular of their own name Fulge or Pul!Je. They are 
called Ful4ni by Hausa (sing. Ba· Felandu) and Moors, and FeMIa by Kanuri, Teda, ;).nd in 
eastern Sudan. Tu;).reg say A-Fuli (pI. I-Fuliin, I-Fel/an), Mande Fala or Fila, and Mossi 
Si/m;se (sing. ·Silmiga). 
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red (war/cpe) and black (!>a/cpe). T he characteristic ·Fulbe are the non­
Negro nomadic herdsmen. r These immigrants seem to have all ied 
themselves with south Saharan Negro nomads (Laui?e) and adopted 
their language.2 Small groups live in regions no one else wants, like the 
poor savanna of Ferlo (Senegal), but the majority live among Negro 
cultivators to whom they either pay some form of tribute or have a 
mutual agreement whereby they graze cattle on fallow land and e.,"(change . 
milk and butter for grain. The nomads live for their cattle which they 
only sell to satisfy tax demands. They occupy camps of shelter-type 
beehive huts and herd their cattle into stockades. Islam has had little 
cultural and religious effect and Negro-Fulbe regard them as pagans 
even when they profess Islam. 

T he black element of sedentary agriculturalists is by far the largest 
and they are the strongest Muslims in West Africa. The first stage of 
transition is semi-nomadism. When they become herdsmen to Negroes 
t hey loose their freedom of movement, change many customs) and be­
come bilinguaL Others acquire serf-cultivators and live in permanent 
settlements. The process of religious change is seen in the Gambia 
where the upper class remain pagan) whilst their Pular-speakingserfsare 
becoming Muslim. The decisive change comes when they mix with 
Negroes and adopt Islamic customs. Although poor they have a strong 
feel ing of racial pride and to this Islam adds religious superiority. The 
day comes when a Negro Pula cleric proclaims a jihad. They rise) 
overwhelm the pagans, and found a state. This happened in Futas 
Toro) Bondu and J alan, Masina, Hausaland) and Adamawa. As a 
result of this reversal of fortune the leaders of the jihad become an 
ar istocracy) and the conquered Negroes fall into various social strata. 
Settled Fulbe become negroid and acquire new social attitudes and· 
economic values centred on agriculture) though continuing to manifest 
ethno-religious pride. This third stage marks the completion of the 
transition to an Islamic Sudan society. 

(ii) The Senegalese group includes the Wolof (660,000), Tokolor 
(300,000), Serer (270,000), and Jola (135,000). The Wolof and 
Tokolor are entirely Muslim, but Serer and J ola are adopting Christi­
anity. All are cultivators of millet and producers of ground-nuts. The 
Serer ruling class (by material filiation), which i~ of foreign origin) and 

I In northern Nigeria nomads (called Firiall Kiriabe or Bororo'~n (sing. Wororbe), and by the 
Hausa by the berherized form Aban:) number 450,000 out of a total Fulbe population of over 
3.000,000. 

:l The language. a member of the family which includes Serer-Sin, \:Volof. and Tokotor, is 
called Pul!ir in Senegal. Fulfuldc in M3.sina and Nigeria, and Pulpule in Futa Jalon. 
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the warrior class have become Muslim, but the masses (native nobility, 
free peasants, and various caste and servile people) remain pagan, 
though Christianity is spreading. The Wolof, the most 'evolved' people 
of French West Africa, are defined by cultural and social rather than 
racial characteristics. They once formed a group of five kingdoms, 
Saluffi, Kajor, Baol, Walo, and J olof, covering a large area between 
the Senegal and Gambia. Although the first penetration of Islam goes 
back to the fifteenth century the religion did not gain the masses until 
the nineteenth century when the process of conversion was so rapid 
that it was completed by its end. 

The T okolorl may be distinguished from Fulbe in view of the role 
they played in the history of Islam. They are a group of mixed Negro 
stock modified by absorption of Fulbe and, to a lesser extent, Moors, 
and by a thorough islamization, for their ruling class was converted in 
the eleventh century. Their main concentration is in Senegalese Futa 
where they inhabit both banks of the river from Dagana to half-way 
between Matam and Bakel, but colonies have been formed in the Kayes 
region (Upper Senegal), Nyoro in the Sahil,Segu on the N iger,eastern 
Masina, Dingiray east of F uta J aIon, and elsewhere. 

(iii) lVorthtrn Mandt . The term Mande is primarily linguistic. The 
chief divisions of the northern (Mande-Tan group) are Mandinka, 
Bambara, Dyula, Soninke, Khasonke, and Bozo. 

The Soninke2 (450,000) are differentiated from other Mande since, 
through living in the Sahil and formerly in the Sahara itself, they are 

I The: cerm Tokolor (or T okoror) is used by Woloffor chose Negroes with whom they arc 
in contact who speak the same I3.nguage as the Fulbe. Arab geographers adopted the word 
unde:r the form Takrfir from which they fo rmed the ethnic Takrilrl (pI. TaA:4rlr), a word 
which came to designate any Wl"St Sudan Negro. They have no name for themselves, fo r they 
are not so mu('h a people as a hierarchized class society. When pressed they caU themselves 
Hal-plilarm, 'Pular-speakers', or Filtankl;bz (sing. FiltanU) from their centre in Senegalese 
Futa. 

2 T he terminology applied to the: various groups is confusing, Their own name is S6nir;A:l. 
Moors call them /ls'Wanik, and Wolof Ser~-k/llt (henceSaralwlt), 'red man'. The general term 
in the Niger buckle is jl1arka., which often refers to Mande-speakers who claim a Soninke 
origin. T hose living on the Oya (west Masina), a Soninkc dispersion-point, take thcir name of 
Dyakank from the locality, and their colonies on the upper Gambia and in FUla Jalon are so 
called. The 7'ubakai, a colony in the west of Fuu J ll.lon, take cheir name: from the village of 
Tuba. At Jenne they arc called Nona from the name of the first immigrant clan. The: few groups 
which stili exist in the Sahara are known as Az.lr. Fulbe, H ausa, and Songhay call them 
WangirbC, Wangiriwa, and Wankore respectively, but these: terms are by extension applied 
to any Mande. The Dyawara of Kingi, though speaking Soninkc, are on historical grounds a 
separate people, and their colonies in Gidimaka, Kayes, Bafulabe, and elsewhere havc adoptcd 
the language of those among whom they live. Pagan Mandinka in Upper Guinea use the: word 
'Soninke' as equivalent to 'clcric', which shows the tole they played in those parts a! repre­
sentatives of Islam. 
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interpenetrated by Berber and Fulbe. They are agriculturalists attached 
to the soil) yet also great travellers and outrival Dyula as traders in west 
Sudan. As the basic population of the south Saharan kingdom of Gana 
they were islamized at an early date and have played a considerable role 
in the islamization of the Sudan. Islam has deeply influenced their social 
life, but, like Saharans, the ruling classes and agriculturalists tend to 
leave practice to clerical clans. 

Mandinka,' Bambara,2 and Dyula speak the same language and 
have the same type of social organization and cultural characteristics 
but are differentiated by reason of habitat, history, and, in a vague way, 
by religion, Bambara being regarded as pagan, Mandinka as semi­
Muslim, and Dyula as wholly Muslim. For centuries the Mandinka 
were the dominant people of the region between the Niger and the 
Atlantic but, though the rulers of Mal i and traders adopted Islam, the 
cultivators remained faithful to ancestral cults. During the last ISO 

years Islam has been spreading and is professed by over 50 per cent. 
Though in touch with Islam for centuries only about 20 per cent. of 
the Bambara have adopted it. The Mande dispersion within the Niger 
bend and Voltaic region is known as Dyula.3 Essentially northern 
Sudanese in social organization and material culture they have formed 
agricultural colonies around their trading centres in south Sudanese and 
forest zones. Unlike Soninke traders they have had little Islamic in­
fluence upon pagan communities such as Senufo and Kulango among 
whom they live, yet, through the nature of their occupation and new 
habitat, Islam is deeply implanted as a social characteristic, and they 
figure prominently in this survey. 

Other northern Mande are the Bozo, Somono, and Khasonke. Bozo 
(30,000) fishers and agriculturalists occupy the Niger and Bani banks 
between Segu and Dioila and Niafunke. Islam has been spreading since 

I They caU thcmselves Mani-lJka or Mandi-lJka. Thc English tend to use the form 
Mandingo (the Western singular form MandilJk:t) and the French Malinke (west Guinea, 
MalilJke). They number about a miUion and a quarter, and are divided into groups taking 
their name from their locality. 

:z They call themselves BJmanfl (sing. Biimflna'J~a) . Europeans have adopted the Muslim 
term Bambara (han, 'to refuse', hahl suffix or'"agent, cf. uli-hara, 'prayer' or Muslim), inter­
preting it as 'rejector' of I slam instead of rejector of the uterine filiation. Many Bambara, on 
becoming Muslim, tend to cal! themselves Dyula. The region they now occupy borders on that 
of Moorish tribes in the north, with Masina to the cast, and Mandinka in the west :lnd south. 
The majority (Sso,ooo) liVe in French Sudan. Colonies are found in Masina, on the banks of 
the Bani tu\d Bafing, in French Guin~e and Senegal. 

3 Dyula mcans 'trader' in Soninke, Mandinka, and Baamwa, and it is difficult to decide 
whether the Dyub. derived their name from this or thcir name bec:une equivalent to 'trader' in 
other dialects. 
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the fourteenth century and all have been IVIuslim since the nine­
teenth. They should be distinguished from neighbouring castes offishers, 
Sorko ofSongh.y origin, Sub.lbe of Fulbe origin, and Somono. The last­
named became Muslim en masse about 1860 and are now propagandists 
of Islam on the right bank of the Niger. Islam has been spreading 
among the Khasonke (Khaso~golu, 50,000) of the Kayes, Bafulabe, 
and Nyoro regions for a long time, but still claims less than half. 

(iv) Northern I/o/taics. For the student of Islam the feature which 
distinguishes Voltaic peoples (Cur language group) is their insuscepti­
bility to Islam. A lthough the northern groups have been in contact 
with Muslims for centuries, Islam has made no significant inroads. 
Among the Voluies the Mossi stand out by reason of their complex 
social and political structure. The term Mossi (correctly Mas;, sing. 
Mora) belongs to the immigrant warrior class who moulded subject 
peoples into one political organization. In the sixteenth century they 
split into twokingdomsofWagadugu and Wahiguya (Yatenga). Under 
the chaotic conditions of the nineteenth century they were the only 
stable states. On either side of their territory rose the Fulbe states of 
Masina and Cwandu but thejihad leaders passed them by. The incor­
poration of many peoples into the Mossi structure had led to great 

-changes, the most obvious being their adoption of the Mole language. 
Neighbouring groups, such as Gurunsi, Dogon, Bobo, Lobi, and 
Bussance, have not been subject to this process. But others, such as the 
Gurma ( 140,000) living between the Mossi and..the Niger, were at one 
time tributary to the Mossi and influenced by their higher civilization. 
Islam is said to have about 90,000 adherents in the cercle ofWahiguya) 
the region of strongest penetration, but of this figure Mossi only 
number about 20,000, the rest being foreign settlers. 

(v) Srmghay-Zerma-Dendi. The people fringing the middle Niger 
mark a zone of transition between the Mande world and central Sudan . 
The Songh.y (250,000)' live along the Niger bend from Mopti 
through the lacustrine and Timbuktu region to Gao. The Zerma 
(80,000) live south of Gao (Niamey, Doso, and Tila Beri) and south 
of them are the Dendi (24,000). All speak dialects of an isolated 
Nigritic language belonging to the Sudanit: family. The Songhay show 
the same ethnic complexity as other Sudanese. They are Negroes, but 
urban elements in Jenne, Timbuktu, and Gao have absorbed Tuareg 
and Moors. These form the aristocratic classes. One class, the Armo, 

J The word Songhay (correctly SOrJaf) designates not the people but the country. The 
people are referred to as SOlJai Bor'ey and Si5lJoyte, ethnic name8 of recent formation. 
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are the descendants of the Andalusian soldiers responsible for the down­
fall of the Songhay empire. T he northern Songhay who have been in 
continual contact with Saharans are M uslims. The Zerma, who migra­
ted to themiddleNiger four centuries ago, were little influenced by Islam 
until the Fulbe movement began in Nigeria early in the nineteenth 
century. They and the Dendi have minorities which remain pagan. 

(vi) The Homo language, which belongs to the Chado-Hamitic 
fami ly, gives linguistic unity to a large part of Northern N igeria. 
Hausa-speakers number 5,480,000 in British territory and over half a 
million in French Niger Colony. Although the generic Hausiiwa(sing. 
Eo-Housh,) is employed they have no name for themselves' and employ 
regional terms. The H ausa are industrious cultivators, skilful artisans 
in leather and matting work, and enterprising traders found on every 
Saharan and Sudan trade- route. A lthough a class religion in the Hausa 
city-states Islam did not gain a hold UpO!. the cultivators until after the 
Fulbe conquest (,802-17). When the British took control at the 
beginning of the present century it was estimated that 50 per cent. of 
Hausa-speakers were pagan, but so rapidly has Islam spread that today 
M uslims probably number 75-80 per cent. Large blocks of animists 
(known collectively as azna or mligUZt1Wa) still survive between Sokoto 
and Katsina and in French Niger Territory, but they are coming more 
and more under Islamic pressure. 

(vii) Th, Chadiall p,oples are composed of diverse elements. I n 
Bornu, Bagirmi, and Waday a large number of Negro peoples have 
been formed through the intermingling of many groups with Teda, 
Fulbe, and Arabs. The linguistic confusion, which bears witness to 
their diverse origins, is extraordinary. Groups given coherence by their 
geographical habitat and history are the Kanembu, Kanuri, Bagir­
mians, and Wadayans. All are islamized, although amongst them, 
especially in the south, many groups of pagans remain. 

The Kanembu are sedentary agriculturalists inhabiting Kanem, 
north-east of the Chad, and a narrow girdle around the western and 
northern shores of the lake. When the penetration of Islam began in 
the twelfth century Kanem was the seat of an e.xtensive nomadic 
chieftaincy. At the beginning of the fourteenth century the dynasty 
was compelled to move to Bornu where they intermingled with the So 
to form the Kanuri, today the dominant people of Bornu. The Kanuri 

J The term Ausa applied to the left bank of the Niger was attached to this linguistic 
group. the e~stern region becoming 'the eastern people'. Simibrly the H.1usn have no gcncml 
term for the Songhay whom they refer to as TmmnaI4'1.lJa, 'westerners'. 
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(called Beri-Beri by the Hausa) number 1,297,000 in Nigeria (752,680 
in Bornu Province) and others live in French Niger and Chad terr'i­
tories. In the strict sense the word Kanuri belongs to the rul ing class 
but it is now a linguistic term applied to all who speak the language. 
The political development of Bornu and its islamization led to the 
breakdown of tribal divisions, the diffusion of the language, and the 
fusion of many peoples. 

The peoples of Bagirmi, if their traditions and linguist ic affinities 
are to be accepted, have a common origin . The ruling clans derive 
from Kenga who conquered the region at the beginning of the seven­
teenth century and became M uslims. The populations of the Chad 
Islands (Yedima, called Buduma by the Kanuri, and Kuri) have be­
come Muslim during the last seventy years. South of the Chad in the 
swampy region of the Shari live Kotoko, Musgu, Mandara, and others, 
all of whom are influenced by Islam. 

The Wadayans proper are derived from Maba and their language 
has become the lingua frallca of the region. The principal tribes are the 
Kodoy or Abu Senun, Awlad J emma, Malanga, Mandaba, and Man­
dala. Other groups related to the Maba have been converted to a form 
of Islam: Karanga, Kashmere, Marfa, Kajanga, Ali, Moyo, and Ka-

-jagse. Also Muslim are Zaghawa cattle-breeders now largelysedentary, 
Baeie or Bedayat (called Anna by T eda and Tarawiya by Arabs), 
M~alih and Dajo in Dar Sila. Islam extends little south of lat. 11 °, 

apart from Arab and trading groups. 
(viii) Arahiaf the Centrol Sudan. Arab infl.uen~e was strong in west­

ern Sahara where the Berbers were arabized, but the Tuareg and T eda 
of the centre were unaffected. In Sudanese regions it was strongest in 
N ilot ic Sudan and from there A rab tribes penetrated into Waday, 
Bagirmi, and Bornu. The term Shuwa is applied by the people of 
Bornu I to these tribes. They fall into two groups: abha/a, camel 
nomads, and haqqara) cattle nomads. Those who settled in regions 
sui table for camels were unaffected in their mode of life, but those who 
gravitated southwards to country where the camel cannot live adopted 
cattle-rearing from the N egroes. T~e haqqara have been modified by 
miscegenation with Negroes and change in mode of life, though the 
A rab element is dearly recognizable. Most inhabit fixed villages during 
the rainy season where cultivation is done by Negro serfs and clients. 

I The word SIJUWIJ is not used by the Arabs who retain thei r tribal names. The suggested 
derivation from Arabic shiiwlya (hM/, 'ewe') , a9 meaning by extension 'pastor', seems un • . 
likely. In Bomu they number 98.900 (1952. Census) . 

""" 
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The Awliid Sulaimiin are distinct fmm Shuwa. Migrating from 
Fezzan after 1842 they installed themselves on the borders of Kanem, 
roaming from Air to Abeshe and from Borku to Ennedi. They live like 
northern Arabs and speak their dialect. Another type of Arab are 
Ja'aliyyrn from the Nile who form a merchant class (ja!!iiba). The 
Tunjur are probably a Hamitic people from the Nile region who 
adopted Arabic and trekked westwards. Most now live in Kanem 
(30,000) and others are found in Bornu, Waday,.and Darfur. 

(c) Peoples of the southern Sudan 
The south Sudanese 'Zone, where the harmattan reigns supremely, is 

a kind of no-man's- land situated between the Sudanese and Guinean 
regions. The neo-Sudanese civilization has not deeply affected the 
paleo-nigritic peoples of this belt and consequently Islam, which only 
began to penetrate during the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries, has 
had little influence. 

Linguistically the belt may be divided into a western zone where 
Mande prevails, a Voltaic zone in the centre, and a Nigerian zone in 
the east. 

The upper Guineans (Kisi, Lorna, K pelle, Manon in French 
Guinee; Mende and Temne in Sierra Leone) do not properly belong 
to the Southern Sudan, but it is convenient to include them here. They 
inhabit sub-tropical savanna which has no severe dry season) Western 
Guinea, which has felt the influence of neo-Sudanese civilization, is 
the area of strong Islamic penetration. The mountainous region of 
Futa Jalon stands out, not merely from the climatic but also from the 
Islamic view-point, for the primary tactor ieading to the diffusion of 
Islam throughout western Guinea was the formation of a Fulbe theo­
cratic state in these highlands. 

Most peoples of the wide estuaries of the coastal region remain pagan, 
but they are interpenetrated by Muslims. Two in particular, the Nalu 
(7,000) and Susu (320,000 in Guinee and 50,000 in Sierra Leone) 
whose original homeland was Futa Jalon, are almost wholly Muslim. 
Half the Yalunka (Jalonke) of Sierra Leone, a branch of the Susu, re­
main pagan. Others of the Mande linguistic group) to which the Sysu 
belong, have acquired a Mandinka ruling class and among such Islam 
has penetrated (40 per cent. of the Mende and all the Vai in Sierra 

I Western Guinea has four climatic and vegetation zones: (a) Lower Guinea, the aUuvial 
cO:l,stal plain, (6) Middle Guinea, the mountainous regions of Futa Jalon, .(C') Upper Guinea 
which has a Sudanese orientation, and (d) Forest Guinc~ orientated tOW:l,rds the sea. 
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Leone and Liberia). Othersofthe Mande Fu group are little influenced 
(Loko, Kpelle or Gene, Lorna, and Busa). Whilst the T emne 
(5°0,000) are 50 per cent. !V!uslim, others belonging to the same 
linguistic group are little influenced. The extent and degree of Islamic 
penetration is unequal. Thus the Balante of Portuguese Guinea are 
animists except for the Mane group who are Muslim. The Tenda, a 
federation of three unrelated peoples occupying the north-western . 
flank of Futa Jalon ) have remained pagan except the Boeni sect ion 
who were formerly serfs of Fulbe and adopted their language, customs, 
and religion. Islam has penetrated in varying degrees Mande peoples 
who are differentiated for regional or historical reasons: Manyanka 
(Ko-Mende)-dispersed between the Vai and Toma in Liberia, Kon­
yanks of Beyla, Dyomande in Mau country around Tuba, Sidyanka in 
FutaJalonj and Wasulunka, Toronge,and Futanke in French Guinee. 

The mass of Voltaic peoples of this south-Sudanese belt have re­
sisted Islam. In the Ivory Coast there are large blocks of Dyula 
(100,000) but the majority of the indigenous peoples remain pagan; 
among the Kulango (40,00°), for example, only 1,000 Muslims are 
found. Penetration of neo-Sudanese influences in the Northern Terri­
tories of Ghana and Togo led to the formation of states: Dagomba, 

--Mamprusi, Gonja, and Wala. Islam has gai ned a hold over the 
Dagomba ruling classes, it has penetrated some Mamprusi groups, 
claims all the Wala (26,000), and has influenced Dagati and Lobe. 
Towns, such as Bobo Dioulasso (Haute Volta) and Bonduku (Ivory 
Coast), since they are D yula trading centres, are Muslim. Similarly in 
the Northern T erritories of Ghana where the proportion of Muslims 
is only about 5 per cent. the chief Islamic centres are the towns of 
Bawki (Mamprusi), Yendi, Tamale (Dagomba), Salaga (Gonja), Wa 
(Wala), and Kete Krachi. 

The peoples who stretch through the northern regions of Togo, 
Dahomey, the middle belt of Nigeria, and the Cameroons need not be 
enumerated. They are predominantly pagan, though everywhere there 
is some penetration of Islam in the Sudanese mode which does not pre­
clude the practice of pagan rites. Muslims are mainly immigrants such 
as Hausa traders. In many parts Muslim domination has led to the 
political ascendancy of Islam, but there has been no mass adoption of 
the religion. The belt is split by an Islamic current which runs along 
the west bank of the Niger to the coast. The Nupe and northern 
Yoruba belong to the belt. Ilorin region became a Fulbe emirate and 
60 per cent. of the Yoruba in the northern region are sa id to be 
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IVluslim. The Nupe as an example of a people in transition from ethnic 
religion to Islam have an important place in this study. They live in the 
country situated north and south of that section of the Niger which 
Rows through Niger Province. They number about 350,000 and are 
an amalgam of many groups of different ethnic and cultural traditions 
linked together by a common language. The N upe came within the 
sphere of the Fulbe revolution at the beginning of the nineteentili -­
century and today two-thirds are Muslim. Other Nupe-speakers (Gbari 
155,000 and Igbira 147,000) remain animists though many Muslims 
are found among them. 

The Bauchi and Adamawa plateaux stand out as special regions, not 
merely on account of their physical features but because they are the 
homeland of ethnic groups with special characteristics. They are 
regions where live many small pagan tribes upon many of whom the 
Fulbe imposed themselves during the early part of the nineteenth 
century but amongst whom Islam has not made serious inroads. For 
instance, in the Jos Division of the Bauchi plateau 100,000 of the 
1 32,500 inhabitants are indigenous pagans. Where Islamicpenetration 
is strong it is due to special historical factors. Pagan peoples are not 
limited to the plateau region but inhabit all the low-lying country 
around it (Jamaa, Shendan, and the southern divisions). Southern Zaria 
Province is mainly pagan. The Tiv, the largest people (766,000) in the 
middle belt who live south of the Benue and escaped Fulbe pressure, 
remain pagan with strong Christian penetration. 

In Adamawa at the beginning of the Fulbe revolution all the in­
habitants, including Fulbe nomads who had discovered the land to be 
especially sui table for their cattle, were pagan, and though a Muslim 
Fulbe dynasty was founded and was kept in existence by the British, 
the majority of the tribes (except for former slaves) remain unaffected 
by Islam.' 

The Guinean Zone is a region of higher civilization stretching from 
the Ton of the Ivory Coast to Benin in Nigeria. Islam has made sig­
nificant penetration only into the Yoruba of south-western Nigeria 
who are therefore the only people of the zone to come into this survey. 

I Islam has penetrated into the northern part of French Cameroons. Apart from the people s 
who belong to the north Sudan who are wholly Muslim (Shuwa Ambs 25,000, Kotoko 
20,000, Bornuans 5.00°, and Hausa 4,000), or who are partially islamized {the Fulbe 
(1.60,000), Mandara (12,000). and Mbum (5.000»), tribes of Sudanese origin who are partially 
and superficially islamized are the Bamum ($2,000), Tikar (13,000). Vute or Ba-Bute 
(lJ,ooo), and Baya (35,000), and there has been some penetration into the Fali (Mongo, 
28,000). 
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T he Process of Religious Change 

r. CU LTURES I N CONTACT 

S 
Ttl DE N TS of culture contact in A frica tend to confine their atten­
tion to the relationship of W estern culture with animist com-
muni ties,. shown graphically in this form: . 

animist-
ANIMIST WESTERN 

western-
ANIMIST WESTERN 

But this scheme expresses only partially the interaction of cultures in 
West Africa since it ignores that of Islam which for centuries has been 
conditioning many A frican societies. The student of culture contact is 

- therefore faced with a much more complicated situation for he has to 
take account of three cultural fields in dynamic relationship: 

Animist social, political) economic, and religious culture; 1 
Islamic social-religious culture in the form in which it impinges 

upon the African; 
rYestern culture in the form in which it affects the African. 

Having thus given Islamic culture its place in the situation we find 
that the resultants of contact are extremely intricate. The animist) 
I slamic, and.W estern are 'parent' cultures) ideal types) none of which 
is found in a pure uncontaminated form. What then are the possible 
dynamic interactions between them ? This may be expressed graphic­
ally (see figure overleaf), 

I T he term 'animism' must serve to designate the total system of belief and practice of 
West African peoples. Animist culture as compared with the universalist culture of Islam 
seems particu laris t since it expresses itself in diversified local cultures, yet it may be regarded 
as a cultural whole since it expresses a unique attitude to life. The thousands of different ex~ 
pressions within this whole are referred to as ethnic or local religions. Similarly the word 
'pagan' is as imprecise as 'animist', since in origin it means 'country people' and can be applied 
to the religion of the majority of Muslim and Christian cultivators, but both terms are loosely 
employed bere for those attached to ethnic religions. 
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This scheme gives a unified picture of the interrelationships of the 
three 'parent' cultures which qualify, modify, and condition each ocher. 
They have arranged themselves into three pairs and, although it may 

not be strictly correct, it helps to think of each asalternately positive and 
negative to the other, each in a condition of detenninism and freedom. 
The following are a few selections of the results of contact: 

J. a > M. ANIMIST conditioning MUSLIM 
The animistic Muslim. Reversion from Islam to animism. 
Animistic elements in Islam: dynamism, spiritism, cultism, 

magi co-religious practices; ceremonies associated with Islamic 
institutions of circumcision, marriage, and death. 

Local custom holding its own againsttheencroachmentofIslamic 
law. 

2. m > A. MUSLIM conditioning ANIMIST 

Animist reaction to Islamic influence. 
Pagan myth and ritual reflecting Islamic myth and ritual. 
The process and psychology of conversion to Islam. 
The stag€(S from the islamized animist to the Negro rVIuslim. 
The resultant animist-Islamic culture comple..x. 

3. a> W. ANI~IST conditioning WESTERN 
The African convert to Western religion, the animistic Christian, 
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animist practices in African Christianity. African separatist 
sects. 

The conditioning of the Western government official, missionary, 
and trader working in animist areas: Ie type du colonial, social 
a~d economic attitude of a ruling minority, European canton­
ments, influence of African labour upon economic planning, 
methods of work, recruiting (agriculture, mines, home life). 

Application. of customary law in courts. The school in the bush. , 
4. w > A. WESTERN conditioning ANIMIST 

Breakdown and decay of African religions. Pathological forms of 
African religion. Psychology of conversion to Christianity and 
of westernization. The christianized African and the Western­
influenced-animist. African Christian sectarianism. 

Effect of the secularization of political, economic, social, and re­
ligious theory. Money economy degrading the bride-price 
system. Western-type school. Application of Western legal ideas 
and procedure in tribal courts. The African official, teacher, 
mechanic, mine worker. Nationalist movements. 

-5. m > W. MUSLIM conditioning WESTERN 

The conditioning of the Western government official in Muslim 
areas. 

The conditioning of government policy: official recognition 
of Islam, application of Islamic law, religious neutrality policy 
involving freedom for Islamic and prohibition of Christian 
propaganda. Maintenance of the status quo jn the Fulani 
feudal system in Northern Nigeria. 

6. w > M. WESTERN conditioning MUSLIM 

Resistance a~d reaction to secular civilization. 
Economic and social revolution caused by the abolition of slavery. 
Effect of Western economy and education. Growth of a Muslim 

evotue class. The Western-influenced Muslim: official, teacher, 
and mechanic. 

Application to Muslims of Western law and legal procedure. 
Problems which the French and Portuguese policy of assimilation 

imposes upon Muslims. Political change and nationalist move­
ments. 

This sixfold scheme, based on thre~ ideal cultures, does not account 
fully for any of the examples, and if we want to arrive at tpe 
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contemporaneous we have to work out the interactions of these six 
which gives another thirty squares, shown graphically upon the outer 
rim of the hexagonal form. T he examples given above can th~n be 
placed in their fu ll setting. However, we need not complicate matters 
unduly by working them out, and the foIlowing examples will suffice: 

m W > a M . Western governments' recognition of Islamic law 
(No: 5) converting the nominal Muslim (No. I) intb 
an orthodox Muslim. 

aM> w A. The effect of Islam upon the westernized animist. 
Yoruba influenced by Western ideas adopting Islam 
as a religion, not as a civilization. 

w A > a M. Western rule providing the conditions whereby the 
animistic Muslim reverts to animism. 

The sixfold cycle represents the main fields of interaction that have 
to be taken into account. The special concern of this book is with the 
first and last pairs. 

2. FACTORS of RESISTANCE AND ACCEPTANCE 

The spread of Islam and resulting distribution of Muslim communi­
ties is due to many factors, historical, geographical, and psychologicaL 
On the broadest canvas the~ere two main historical waves of ad­
vance. The first was its slow spread from the eleventh to the seven­
teenth centuries through the agency of traders and clerics (the Berber 
impulse of the Murabipn in the eleventh century and the work of the 
first askiya of Songhay were of minor importance). The feature of this 
period is its adoption as a class religion-the imperial cult in the Sudan 
states and the religion of the trading and clerical classes. The second 
impulse came with the Negro- Fulbe movements of the nineteenth 
century which led to the ~iOfioflslamic theocratic states, and was 
followed by a period of consolidation) especially under the conditions 
provided by the European occupation. 

Since I slam came from the north and the Islamic states of both 
periods were based in the northern Sudan its peoples were gradually 
islamized. Geographical factors hindered its southerly progress and 
account in part for the survival of animist groups in the north. Clim,!:"_ 
tical zoning is latitudinal and change of climate often haIred invading 
peoples. In the south Sudan poor communications and dispersion of 
population in small communities hindered contact. The forests of the 
Guinean zone imposed an insuperable barrier to steppe-nurtured 
peoples. The incidence of yellow fever, malaria, and sleeping sickness, 
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famine and tsetse-fly 'Zones rendered many regions impenetrable. 
Highlands in the midst of the steppe, like Hombori, Bauchi, and Man­
dara, and swamps such as fringe the great lakes of the Niger and Chad 
served as retreats for animist groupsv 

But more must be take_n into consideration than historical and geo­
graphical factors. The psychological aspects are equally important. 
Acceptance or resistance to Islam is determined by ~ factors as well 
as by the circulIlstances of pressure:- Resistance is inherent in integrated 
animist societies. 

The reactions of the different economic categories may be outlined 
before we proceed to examine these elements in more detail. Islam 
spreads easily among townspeople. It is a civilization and cannot estab­
lish itself solidly without a strong foundation of urban life. Towns in 
which commerce, industry, and learning concentrate are important 
meeting-places of contact influences and people engaged in these occu­
pations become Muslim. I slam, therefore) makes immediate appeal to 
the urban mind, individualistic and wide-visioned, yet limited by the 
interests of market and workshop. Islam also appeals to the nomad 
mind. It has no hierarchic priestly system, its method of worship.is 

.. simple and free, and it makes no far-reaching demands for change of 
- outlook and mode of life. In other words ..i..:-is a layman's reli~. 

\, Islamic culture among nomads is, in general, Islam in its most primi­
... tive form. Fulbe, Tuareg, and Teda nomads have remained true in 

1 essentials to their traditional culture, but west-Sahara arabized Berbers, 
finding in Islam a c?mpensation for theirdeclin~ in status, have allowed 
it to effect great changes in social institutions. Islam appeals to trading 
peoples on both these grounds, for trade in Africa is a kind of nomad­
ism and yet is bound up with urban culture. On the other hand, its 
appeal to the rural mind whose centripetal outlook turns essentially 
upon the tending of life, crops, livestock, and children, is correspon­
dinglyweak. The farmer's religion harmonizes exactly with the interests 
of his daily life. Islam has no natural substitute for this integrated 
structure and is only adopted voluntarily after a religious vacuum has 
been created, Although every Hausa trader accepted Islam) agricul­
turist Rausa resisted its encroachment over their lives even after their 
rulers adopted the outward apparatus of an Islamic state. 'Uthman 
dan Fodio's justifications for the jihad in Hausaland were genuine 
enough, yet even after its success pagan rites were openly practised, 
whilst today, after a more thorough islamization, they are perpetuated 
in the bwi, and many communities remain pagan. 
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Islam has not always had the opportunity of following external con­
quest with the apparatus for deepening the broken surface. Songhay of 
the middle Niger who became Muslim during the askiya regime dis­
carded their veneer after its collapse, only to be re-islamized during the 
movement emanating from thejihiidof'Uthmandan Fodio. The Bam­
bara, asthey descended the valley of the Niger and occupied the regions 
ofSegu and Kana, came under strong Islamic influence from Soninke. 
They incorporated Islamic elements into their religion) but did not be­
come Muslims until the Tokolor conquest. Immediately the French 
occupation freed them from the Tokolor yoke they threw off their 
Islam and their religious 'associations' gained new vigour. Similarly 
Shehu f::lamadu of Masina forced those Dogan who lived on the plain 
to accept Islam, but this evaporated after the occupation. He did, how­
ever, obtain lasting results among groups where the ground had been 
prepared by the work of Soninke agents.1 Return to the land in an 
animist environment has even led to long islamized people adopting the 
local cul ts.Z 

The extent of effective I slamic penetration must not be over­
estimated. Even in the north many peoples (Serer and Jola in Senegal 
and Bambaraand Dogan in the Sudan) have been little influenced. The 
Khasonke riverains of the Upper Senegal indicate how long it takes 
Islam to influence people in touch with it for centuries. Only conquest 
enabled Islam to gain a foothold. When the French took over these 
territories large numbers who had been forced to pay it nominal 
allegiance reverted, but an inroad had been made and some, such as the 
Dyalo (Sera) branch whose chief, Mori-ba, made his submission to al­
l)ajj 'Umar in 1855, remained Muslim. The advance of Islam since the 

1 iVlass conversions were not necessariLy ephemeral whe.n other factors were involved 3S i! 
shown in the case of the Somono. These are a group of fishers on the Niger of mixed origins 
(Bambara, no~o, and Souinke), formerly subject to the Bambar:t of Segu and speaking their 
language. ]n 186o, when al- tl1ijj 'Umar, after taking the Soninke town of Sansanding, was 
men3cing Segu, f:Iam3du III, ru ler of Masina, sent a contingent of troops along the right b3nk 
of the Niger with the object of recapturing Sansanding. The army was delayed at Koni and the 
soldiers of Masina employed themselves proselyti~ing IImong the Somono with such success 
that they burnt their 'idols' ilnd embraced Islam ~n mom (see M. DeL3fossc, II.S.N. ii. 294-5)' 
In the Somono wc have. a group of mixed origins, subjcct to Bilm?ara chiefs, who were suffi· 
cicntLy 3cclimatized to Islamic influences to be re.ldy to reject their old religious safeguaras 
l'I.nd find ill I slilm a means towards unity and self·assertion. 

:1 M. Debfosse gives an eXllmplc of the regression of long-ishlmized Soninke groups to 
animism in eon~cqucnce oftlteir loss of slave labour 3nd return to the 1:111d (R.Al.JH. xi (19 10), 
39-+0). P. Marty (ElUdl:s IIIr l'lslam en C6/{d'Ivoir~, 19':2, pp. 15°,456) gives instances of 
Mande and Fulbe in the Ivory CO.lst, Fulbe!Uld Bamblra in the Sudan (Soudan, ii. 160-1), 
and offreed sla,res (Guinle, p. 449) who 'buried the Quc.'an'. 



THE PROCESS OF RELIG10 US CH ANGE 27 

French occupation has been largely follow-up. T o judge by what he 
sees along the trade-routes the traveller may conclude that West 
Africans are mainly Muslim, but if he gets off the high road into the 
vi llages of the bush his impressions will be greatly modified. The disper­
sion of traders has led to the formation of settlements all oyer animist 
regions) but they remain distinctive foreign elements. This is especially 
true of a vast region comprising the Haute Volta, I very Coast, and 
Ghana~ All the Voltaic peoples resisted Islam. Some conditions for 
Islamic penetration were present with regard to the Mossi) their situa­
tion in the Sudanese zone and the presence of Muslim minorities en­
gaged in specialized activities, Dyula traders, Hausa shopkeepers) and 
Fulbe herders. But the most important factors were absent. Thei r 
strong feudal system provided peaceand prosperity and impressed habits 
of order and hard work, whilst immigran t Muslim communities were 
under the control of a minister of state. The historic fac t that they were 
never conquered by the armies of Mali and Songhay, nor by nineteenth­
century Muslim adventurers, and their control of their Fulbe pastoral­
ists was such that no local cleric like those of Masina, the Futas) and 
Gobir was able, by taking advantage of internal troubles, to set up a 
theocratic state. / 

-- Peoples with less-developed political systems, such as the single­
celled paleo-nigritic communities who live along the belt roo lat. N., 
have been equally resistant. Until the present century southern forest 
peoples lay outside the range of Islamic radiation . The religious 
systems of the Y oruba, Dahomean)- and Goll Coast regions contrast 
with the simpler religions of the Sudanese. Only special conditions, 
such as the conquest of northern Y orubaa'nd the decay of thei r religion, 
opened the way to Islam. On the other hand, Islam made no inroads 
among the I bo of south-eastern Nigeria for the conditions necessary 
for its diffusion and assimilation were absent. They were out of the 
Fulbe range for the cli mate was unsui table to invaders. There were no 
towns and no ruling classes to realize the advantages of I slam. . 1 
* The real factors of resistance are those institutions, like family and \K 
mystery cults, which govern community life. Elements of animist cul­
ture, if viewed in isolation, would not appear to offer great obstacles. 
The ancestor cult could be accommodated in the early stages of transi­
tion since belief in immortality is integral to Islam and the family 
attitude it supports accords with Islamic psychology. Similarly exo-

,/ gamy is not in direct opposition to Islamic law, though Islam tends to 
favou r in-marriage. The real obstacle to conversion is the integration 
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of religion with every aspect of life, and Islam seeks to change the basis 
of authority. 

When we proceed to consider all the factors involved we shall see 
that group conversion is normally but the highlight of a long process of 
historical change. Not only does Islam cast a long shadow before it, 
but also in order to be accepted in a free situation the ground has to be 
prepared. T he decisive point generally results from a combination of 
external pressure and internal breakdown of religious authority. His­
torical and psychoJogical factors aiding the spread of Islam will be con­
sidered next. V 
~ Objective Factors. The main historical factors leading to the spread of 
Islam have been tw!i!IK!ela~ti~r economic proselytization, r~~s 
i~perialism, and t~~ning~ __ ~_Africa bx.~tern powers. 

(0) Trading Relations. ISIaiil"W"as first introduced into West Africa 
by traders. Their activities in purveying Islam along with their goods 
have continued ever since. M uslims, being members of a supra-tribal 
society with widespread links, tend to get the trade of a region into 
their hands. Soninke, Dyula, and Hausa have been important Islamic 
trading peoples, but their influence, being dependent upon other factors, 
has been unequal. Rarely have they obtained political power. An excep­
tion is the Dyula community of Kong who held a monopoly of the 
weaving industry as well as commerce and used their economic power 
to obtain political control and even embark on conquests. In modern 

1 
times the economic-religious movement of the MurIds in Senegal has 

I been a powerful prose! ytizing force. Through the settlement of traders 
elements of Islamic civilization become absorbed into the folkways of 
local culture. Islam is a necessary passport for animist traders working 
in Muslim areas. They become Muslims less from conviction than as a 
matter of course, just as they adopt their de-nationalizing dress. 
~ (b) Religious Imperialism. Islam in power is secularized theocracy 
and this always leads to forms of religious imperialism (not necessarily 
by force) and the application of the principle of cujus regio ejus reiigio. 
"rhis factor became powerful w ith the formation of theocratic states 
during the last century, the principal period when Muslims forcibly 
converted animists. Such conversions were shallow, but when succeeded.­
by an organized and stable government the conquered animists gradu­
ally adopted the imposed religion. T he conquests of Askiya Mu~am­
mad of Songhay) w hose effect on the spread of Islam was ephemeral, 
may be contrasted with those of Shehu l:Iamadu which led to the per­
manent conversion of the peoples of Masina. In consequence of the 
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European Gonquest thejihiid proper has had its day and although ex­
amples can be given of indirect pressure being put on pagans by Islamic 
chiefs in Northern Nigeria and fanatical outbursts in Bambara country 
against Komo and Nama shrines, these are e.xceptional. In Ivory 

f 

Coast and Dahomey, for instance, the clergy are concerned primarily 
about their own communities and make no protest against the idolatry 
around them because the ethnic religions are i!l a sense the established 
religions. The Dyula have scarcely influenced the pagan communities 
of Senufo and K ulango among whom they have been settled for 300 
years, largely because political power, except in Kong and Odienne) re­
mained in the hands of pagans. 

Conquest brings a great increase in the number of slaves. This has 
been more of an aid than a hindrance to the spread of Islam. It might not 
appear to be in the slave-raider's interests to narrow his fie ld by fostering 
conversions, but the Fulani of North Nigeria regarded conquered terri­
tory, whether the inhabitants were Muslims or pagans, as a reservoi r 
of slaves. Slave-raiding broke up village religion and dispersed tribal 
groups, and the slaves, when settled in villages to cultivate for their 
masters, accepted Islam as an integrative factor. I What conquest could 
accomplish in only a limited way was carried through in consequence 

- of the 
(c) Opening-up of Africa by European powers and the policy adopted 

by colonial governments. New facilities for communication, security 
along trade-routes and growth of towns gave traders a formerly 
unheard-of radius of activity. In towns the detiibalized and those tem­
porarily isolated from their religious milieu, feeling the need to I.ink 
themselves with another social group or to regroup, found thei r common 
denominator in Islam. Under the system of indirect rule adopted in 
Nigeria the rulers and their subordinates in the native administration, 
from district chiefs to doorkeepers, did not hide their contempt for 
pagans. Sons of local chiefs sent to native authority schools adopted 
Islam in order to be with the majority and escape the feeling of being 
despised. 

But the most important effect is the way the impact of Western 
civilization has weakened the foundations of the local religions, set in 
motion a social revolution, and thus prepared the way for the adoption 
of a universalist religion . This leads on to the :i-

I In Futa Jalon are 300,000 descendants of slaves out of a population of 75o,ooo,in Lip­
tako (Dori), 55,000 out of 80,000, and in Adamawa the Fulbe, numbering only from 50,000 

to 100,000, claimed a quarter of a million serfs. 
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Subjective Factors which derive primarily from: Islam as a civiliza­
tion. 

(a) Religious and Social Reintegration. When communal life was 
broken through conquest, forcible removals, and slave-raiding, or today 
is imperilled or disintegrating under new conditions and demands for 
which the local religious foundation is inadequate, individuals, families) 
and even ethnic groups, feel the need for a religion which will help to 
reintegrate their social structure. That Islam has proved such a factor 
of integration is shown throughout all that follows. 

. (b) Accommodation and Syncretism. The way Islam adapts itself to 
animist peoples and the psychological process of its assimilation will be 
studied later. This process is simplified by the fact that African Islam is 
characterized by a series of gradations. Thus the form in which the 
animist first encounters Islam is little removed from animism so far as 
the psychological aspects of conversion are concerned. Islam, therefore, 
does not at first appear to demand a violent break with the past and has 
many points of contact. r t is true that it possesses a body of legal regula­
tions affecting every sphere of life which might be e:\."pected to conflict 
with local custom, yet an examination of social forms shows that many 

1 Islamic elements fall within the framework of African customary law 
uland far less points of conflict arise than with Christianity. The most 

obvious sphere is that of marriage. The traditional marriage. system, 
especially the key institutions of polygamy and bride-price, have proved 
serious obstacles to the adoption of Christianity. Islam"on the contrary, 
has not experienced this difficulty since these institutions are part of 
its marriage system. Conformity to regulations which conflict with 
yustomary law is not insisted upon since the clerical ~ediators of the 
I'aw are Africans. Islam also makes precise and reasonable ethical de­
mands and such elements as its taboos fall naturally within the sphere 
of African mentality. 

(e) Cultural Prestige. Through its system ofintellectuaJ and material 
culture Islam opens new horizons. It is the religion of the Book and 
from that stems the superiori ty Muslims display when confronted with 

l pagans. Desire for knowledge and pride in the acquisition of letters has 
been an important factor in the past, but today this desire is mainlL-­
directed into other channels. 

But we must not think of movement into I~lam as primarily a social 
and cul tural phenomenon. 'Not merely does the religious factor operate 
in the wider context of th~c contact influences, but it exercises a definite 
attraction. 
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(d) Religious f/alues. Christianity has never been able to escape from 
the dilemma as to whether it is justified in employing material as well 
as spiritual means for its extension. Islam has never experienced this 
dilemma. But it hasnotresolved it by relegatingthespiritual to what seems 
a secondary place. Religion is the vital cohesive element in the Islamic 
system and, however obscured it may seem, it is in fact omnipresent. 

The religious factor gains ground primarily through ritual and 
customary observances, for it is these rather than difference ~ belief 
which first strike people in contact with another religion~slam's 
obvious signs are the prayer ritual, the ~dan f~ d~ ~emonial, 
and taboos. Its animistic Ideas a"7e important, yet Islamic animism is not 
10c:arancrTimited like the old, but a universal animism, and the animistic 
Muslim can take his place in a universal society. The laicization of re­
ligious functions adds to its appeal. Clerics form a neW""ciass but they 
are not members of a priestly caste, the profession is open to anyone 
with the training and gifts. Similarly Islam laic izes the magic it recog-

. nizes as part of the religious structure. The cleric is at one and the same 
time teacher-guide and medicine-man. 

Islam has powerful religious assets which, if combined with other 
forces, exercise a strong influence. It has the utter certainty of being 

--the true faith, and it is this which impresses more than the idea of the 
one God . Islam offers a heaven of a recognizable, because material, 
bliss; and the confident assurance the Muslim displays of attaining 
Paradise exercises a clear attraction. Life's problems are settled because 
Islam has its answer to those both of this world and the next. If the cost 
of affi rming the unity of God, which means the cost of breaking with 
former safeguards, is not too great a new world lies wide open. Islam 
bases its apostolate upon its spiritual authority) the efficacy of its re­
ligious practices, and the longing men feel for a rel igion of certainty. 
This apostolate is not necessarily exercised consciously, but none the 
less it works surely within the context of all the other factors. 

Contact Agents. The important thing about the agents of Islam is 
. that they are Negroes spreading Negro Islam. The Bi#n (Whites) 
have not played the great role some have assigned to them. They are 
too proud, showing only too plainly that they despise the SMiin (Blacks) , 
to be good propagandists . I The effective representatives of Islam are 

I P. Marty (Sr;u,wn, iv. 193) mentions as exceptional a white T awati trader settled at San· 
sanding in the eighteenth century, whose tomb is honoured because he 'took part in all the 
prayers of the mosque of his quarter alongside the blacks, which is very unu sual for a white 
Muslim'. 
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traders and clergy, whose functions are often combined in the same 
person. The role of traders has already been treated. L ike the trader 
the cleric forms part of animist society. L ike the griot or praise-singer 
he has a position in the chief's entoLrage as well as in village life. AI­
Bakri reports that Muslims held posi tions at the court of the pagan king 
of Gana. By recognizing the cleric the chief seeks to increase and 
harness on his people's behalf all resources of cosmic power. Although, 
like the griot) the cleric is regarded as a social inferior there is this differ­
ence, he does not belong to an endogamous caste, but to a class whose 
members can obtain wives from local society. Tradition and history are 
fuJI of accounts of how the son of a cleric by the daughter of a pagan 
chief succeeded his maternal grandfather and raised Islam to the status 
of the imperial cult. When Muslim overrule is established the cleric in 
each pagan village establishes a routine of Islamic calendar observance. 
These clerks consolidated the gains of secular rulers, stabilized the 
Islam of neophytes, and inculcated the routine of Islamic social practice. 
Through these agents intermediary communities are formed. Wher­
ever the mediator takes up his residence, though but temporarily or 
periodically, he marries a local woman and a Muslim family is created 
within the animist community. T he family acquire land for subsistence 
cultivation and through the mother the children grow up as members 
of the local group and yet through their father are linked with the 
wider world. 

Muslim chiefs, officials, policemen, soldiers, and servants to Euro­
peans may also act as agents of Islam. The initiative of chiefs as agents 
has often been stressed but needs analysing more carefully. Provided 
Islam is 'in the air" only when a chief belongs to a different ethnic 
group from that of his subjects will he consider joining Islam in order 
to reinforce his authority, but he does .not e},:pect his subjects to follow 
his example. The settlement of an alien Muslim group amongst ani­
mists, leading to the formation of an imperium in imperio, has some­
times made it difficult for a chief to maintain his authority unless he 
adopted Islam. But examples may also be cited of chiefs who joined 
Islam only at the last ditch after the majority of the subjects had been 
inAuenced. If Islam is not 'in the air' ruling classes wearing a cloak of 
Islam when they imposed themselves on pagan communities may shed 
it altogether, as, for example the Mbanya kings of the Gonja in Ghana. 
Chiefs as agents tend to cancel themselves out. It is not so much that 
they are important as agents as that the chiefship system provides condi­
tions which aid the penetration of Islam. Only rulers of theocratic 
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states attempted to propagate Islam among their subjects. Islam, with 
its concept of the equality of believers and the right of the clerics to 
criticize secular rulers, is a potentially anarchic factor. Ohiefs may adopt 
the religion as a link with higher civilization, but they do not necessarily 
wish to be imitated by their subjects. Thus the chiefs of Mali, Songhay, 
and Bornu did little to encourage their subjects to adopt Islam. At the 
same time, when Islam becomes the imperial cult it inevitably exerts a 

_ wide i~Ruence. Mul;ammad Belo wrote: 'It is well known that the 
government of a country follows that of its chief. If the chief is a 1\11us­
lim then the country is dar ol-hllim, jf a pagan then it is a pagan 

~ country.'1 In this he is right. If the chief is a Muslim then the country 
is regarded ~ dar ol-Isllim although his subjects remain pagan, for 
Islam receives r~cognition as the state cult. 

Over-simplification and a piecemeal approach must be avoided in 
assessing the causes of religious change. The impact of Islam is far more 
complicated than any listing of historical and psychological factors 
make apparent. In a given situation we are faced with the interaction 
of objective and subjective forces; also) as has been indicated, religious 
change is not merely a question of stimulus but of response. When 
studying a particular community we have to consider all these in-

Juences: the intensity and duration of contact and consequent habitua­
tion to Islamic elements, and psychological factors such as inherent 
forces of resistance and the losses sustained or advantages gained from 
acceptance. 

3. THE PROCESS OF RELIGIOUS CHANGE 

The difference between Islam as a developed civilization with a 
body of religious doctrine and the African religio-social systems with 
which it i~ in contact is so profound that the psychological shock of 
conversion would seem as great as with Christianity. It is not so in 
practice. The reason is that African Islam in contact with animists is 
characterized by a series of gradations which act as insulators passing 
Islamic radiation on, diminuendo) to animist societies. Thus the form 
in which Islam first makes its impact upon the animist seems little re­
moved from animism. This gives Islam the advantage of rarely finding 
itselfin direct contact with animists in a form whose cultural level is too 
high to render mutual understanding possible. Consequently the psy­
chological shock involved in change of religion is reduced to the 
minimum. Islam does no violent uprooting but offers immediate value 

I M. Belo, Inf6q al-Ma;slir, London, 1951, p. 184' 

6090 
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without displacing the old. Further, the agents ·of Islamic radiation 
are people who, whilst possessing a supra-tribal outlook and higher 
cultural background than the animist, are African) who live happily 
in the village and take to themselves local wives. 

Three main stages in the assimilation of Islamic culture are dis­
cerned in animist societies subject to Islamic radiation. Discussion of 
these will help to distinguish apparent changes from real in any par;-­
ticular community. The first stage is preparatory, the infiltration of 
elements of Islamic culture into animist life. The second is the con­
version, characterized more by the break with the old order than the 
adoption of the new. The third is the gradual process by which Islam 
changes the life of the community. 

The first stage, the preparatory conditioning of people for the ac­
ceptance of Islam, is characterized by the breaki~g down of barriers 
and the adoption of aspects of the religious and material culture of 
Muslims. Such elements are the wearing of Islamic amulets, qr.g~ment~ 
and dress, and the acquisition of food and household habits. These 
elements are not in themselves specifically Islamic, though they are 
factors which distinguish Muslims from pagans. At the same time, the 
adoption of a new material trait does not necessarily involve the 
assimilation of its inner significance. Thus Songhay and Ha.usa chiefs 
have adopted the 'Tuareg muffler, but not the mouth-taboo with which 
it is associated. l Islamic elements also enter into the religious mythology 
and practices of animist cultures) for they can absorb a good deal with­
out change in inner direction. Through Mandinka the name for God 
has been applied by forest peoples in wastern Guinea to their creator­
god,z but it remains an impersonal spirit who plays no role in COID­

munallife, and is not offered prayer or sacrifice. 
The pagan Bambara illustrate the way Islamic elements can be as­

similated without upsetting the religious system. In addition to the 
vague belief in Ngala they have adopted the Islamic calendar, the fes­
tivals of fast-breaking and the great feast being celebrated as the chief 
feasts of the ancestors. The orientation of the grave follows IVluslim 
custom. Islamic teligious terms and eA'Pressions are in daily use. $adaqa 
is employed for offerings to gods, differentiated in the sense of 'alms' 
from their own terms; whilst the expressio~l hisimilay (hismilliihi) Is 

I An association noted hy Ibn I:Jawqal who travcUed among them in A.D. 960: 'They chim 
that the mouth is shameful and must be concealed like the pudenda because what goes out from 
it is more tninted than what goes out of the Ia,tter' (Ibn lfo.'Wqo.l, cd. J. H. Kramer'S, i. 102). 

1 Kpelle (Gene) and Konoyo.lo., Manon wala, Ghanda ngala, Tama (or Lorna) gala, and 
Kisi halo.. 
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used in sacramental invocations and magical incantations. The mean­
ing is not known, it is a phrase of poweLl Islamic myths, such as 
the seven heavens and Adam and Eve, have entered their mythology, 
and a legend attributes the Komo society to its acquisition by Musa, 
mama of Mali, when on pilgrimage to Mecca in A. D. 1324. 

At th is stage neither religious nor social life is affected. At most 
they may be called pagans with a veneer of Islam. Many dislike say­
ing they are pagans, especially schoolboys and others brought into touch 
with a wider life beyond the tribe. Out of 343 children in a Methodist 
school in Bunumbu circuit of Mendeland only one would admit having 
a pagan father (or uncle or guardian), whilst 21 I said their fathers were 
Muslim and 131 Christian. So the old religion is weakened through 
the shame of being despised. All that can be said of people at this stage 
is they are significant in the negative sense that they are not hostile to 
Islam. Young men go to towns, plantations) and mines to earn money 
to marry and are influenced by I slam. On their return they settle 
down to cultivation with all that means of the fa rm religious cycle. 
When traders come to the village they say they are Muslims and 
perhaps pray with them. The elders tolerate all this provided it 
is not characteriz.ed by separation from communal ritual. Villages 

_ ..acquire praying-places for the convenience of traders. In Temne vil­
lages prayer-enclosures (an besc) delineated by logs or stones may be seen 
immediately adjacent to an ancestor house (a-boro masar) in which are 
stones representing the ancestors. These villagers who call themselves 
a-M'Jre (Muslims) use both) they 'make saJli' 011 the one and offerings 
to their ancestors' spirits on the other. 

The chief elements of Islamic religious culture which are assimilated 
are not those belonging to its inner genius but its animistic elements. 
Their assimilation is facilitated by the animist's consciousness of im­
personal power working th rough persons and things. He is ready to 
make use of any available magical technique. Consequently the Islamic 
magician finds him credulous of his alleged powers and ready to buy 
his charms and amulets. So the characteristic Mende 'medicine' (to 
holei) is associated with texts written on wooden slates and suspended 
in various ways in houses and on farms. The word jinn is employed 
by everyone in contact with Muslims for spirits of all kinds and it is 

I Similuly Mende have acquired a vocabulary which mcrely reRects Islam and has little 
influence upon their religious ideas as is evident from their practice. Such words are Aijenc 
(heaven) and yaltannama (hell), the idea of a Day of J udgement, scI; (to pray),jumbui (Ar. 
dltanb, sin). 
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significant that pagan Yoruba say anj-:mu, reflecting an earlier adop­
t ion, whilst Muslim Yoruba say alijano. 

There is as yet no break with the old religion, but a stage is 
reached which is characterized by the assimilation of significant 
elements of Islam, the consequent parallel existence of two religions 
in the community, and a weakening of the local religious structure, 
until a point of crisis is reached. This is the dividing line when 
the old religious authority is consciously rejected. But we must make 
it clear that we can rarely talk of an individual and never of a 
community being converted to Islam in the sense of any sudden re-

vi orientation of life around a new centre. There is a long process during 
which this reorientation is being effected. So far this assimilation has 
had little to do with Islam as a higher rel igion, but mainly with I slamic 
animistic and cultural elements. Nor does the adoption of specific 
religious elements involve any radical revolution in religious belief 
because they have not undermined faith in customary religious safe­
guards. Cult communal rites continue to fol low the traditional pattern, 
though signs of weakening are evident since the attitude of the group 
to them is no longer uniform, whilst some rites and ceremonies are 
mutilated or neglected. I If the significance of the first germinal stage 
is the negative one that the people are not hostile to Islam, the sig­
nificance of the second is that they are Muslims in the sense that they 
are favourable to it. Although there is no definite point in this process 
of change where one can state 'Here animism ends and Islam begins', 
there is a point where one can say of an individual, 'This man is a 
Muslim, not a pagan' . He is an animistic Muslim undoubtedly, but 
a change has taken place in his inner consciousness whereby he has 
crossed a boundary-line and is on the threshold of a new world. 

A similar boundary-line is also evident in family or village life which 
marks the end of the rule of the old order, and this is far more signifi­
cant than individual changes. Change of religion is as fully a social as 
an individual matter. The two aspects are interwoven. A pagan who 
goes to work in town may find it expedient to become a Muslim, 
but on his return home he assumes his natural place in village life. 
H e is not a rebel against his society. Adoption ~f Islam by individua~ 

I As lu,s been pointed out objective pressures may weaken spiritual authority. So important 
are religions like the Komo that anything which weakens the relationship of the community 
with the supernatural powers these rituals embody, lea,'es the way open for the adoption of 
Islam. These cults also follow cycles of flowering, arre.st, decline, and revival, and during a 
period of decline a community may be susceptible to pressure to adopt Islam as a new safeguard 
and integrative: factor. 
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is significant merely as a factor aiding the conditioning of village men­
tali ty in its favour. But when a whole family or vi llage becomes Muslim 
this is not the resu lt of the cumulation of such individuals as the cul­
mination point of an Islamic movement within it, deriving from the 
interaction of many influences, a movement which leads the vi llage to 
make the decision to give up inherited safeguards and to base life around 
a new centre. What rea lly marks the change is shown by the answer 
to the-question, ""'ho or what governs life?' There comes a point 
when the ritual pattern is disrupted, a point in family life when ancestral 
conciliation no longer rules, a point in village life when the chief spirit 
around whom worship was concentrated is rejected for the formerly 
unworshipped sky-god whose name becomes a synonym for Allah as 
alone worthy of worship, whilst former gods become subj ect or evil 
spirits; a point symbolized by the neglect or destruction of images, masks 
(persona), bali) and other material supports of spirit. 

Chiefs often find it poli tically expedient to be accepted as Muslims, 
but make no fu ndamen tal change. They are still pagans who have 
adopted outward aspects of Islam, but they have not passed the boun­
dary line. The clergy, however, are getting a hold and the one thing to 
which they are opposed is communal idol worship over which they have 

- no control. The point comes when the chief gets rid of his ' idols'. 
Europeans in south-west Nigeria exhibit beautifully carved figu rines 
which the then AI.fin of Oyo, supreme head of the Yoruba, who had 
recently made this break, had dispersed. This is especially significant 
when chiefs are divine (the Alafin is the incarnation of Shango, god 
of lightning and smallpox) whose divinity was transferred to their 
effigies. I slam seeks to eliminate the forms of former worship and the 
clergy do not compromise once their position at the chief's court is no 
longer that of an additional soothsayer and magician but recognized 
representatives of the supreme God. . 

Holas, in his study of the funct ion of the mask among the K ono of 
French Upper Guinea, shows how profound a role it plays in the re­
ligious, social, and politicalltfe of people uninfluenced by Islam: 

Le Masque, c'est Ie (ad~ m(ffo/ personnifie. Le Masque, c'est l'agent per­
manent, charge de sauvegarder Ie coutumierllon ecrit. II est Ie G,.ond lnitjo­
"u,., qui fait de l'embryon humain une unite sociale validei ilIa guide a 
travers les vicissitudes de Ia vic, la protege, et la punit au besoin.1 

It is obvious why the mask must lose its authority when people step 

I B. Holas, Lts Masques K(ITto, Paris, 19$2, p. 147. 
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over the dividing-line. Islam seeks to be the ruling factor in life and 
although the mask may continue to operate in islamized societies it has 
lost its former socia- religious function, and may even degenerate in to 
a form of clowning. More commonly the material symbols of the dying 
cult are not destroyed but simply neglected. Ancestor houses gradually 
disintegrate under wind and rain and are not renewed, whilst masks are 
sold to visiting anthropologists. 

Missionaries in the interior of the Gambia stated that a neighbouring 
Fula vitlage 'became Muslim overnight'. It was not so simple as that. 
IVlandi nka and Fula clergy came from French territory to receive 
courses of injections at the mission dispensary and remained for weeks 
at a time propagating Islam in the neighbourhood. The process took 
years before the villagers decided to embrace I slam as a community. 
Behind this the work of the previous two centuries, whereby 90 per 
cent. of the people of Gambia became Muslim) should not be forgotten; 
so that at last the Fula abandoned their defences, made the decisive 
break) and joined the dominant religious stream. This point, there­
fore, marks conversion) a real break with the things of the past and a 
beginning of the process of becoming an Islamic community. 

Hausa Maguziiwa villages provide examples of all stages of change. 
First the process by which aspects of Islamic social practice are assimi­
lated without displacing traditional rites (tsofi). Their ancestral cult 
has already disappeared independently of Islamic influence) and their 
most important communal rites are offerings to spirits by family head, 
village chief) ora priest (sm'ikin arna). But the local cleric becomes more 
involved in family affairs. He is associated with the naming and mar­
riage ceremonies and funeral rites. Through his mediation the family 
seek God's blessing and yet maintain traditional rites upon which their 
religious outlook is still concentrated. But a point is reached when the 
community makes a definite break with tSlift. Allah is recognized (per­
haps through a communal calamity) as a righteous and stern deity who 
cannot tolerate other gods than He. The great mourning feasts, asso­
ciated with beer drinking and libations on graves, are discontinued. 
Adoption of the Islamic lunar calendar has already led to changes in the 
ritual cycle of the agricultural year and the f.1.mily rites change to 
Islamic fertility rites. Communal worship of spirits is not abandoned) 
but becomes confined to a mediating group of initiates (,)'on bori) 
which means a change in the whole conception of relationship with 
spirits. Individual offerings, it is true) go on everywhere and bokiiyl 
(medicine men) as well as 'yon bori offer sacrifices to conciliate spirits 
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causing illness, but the significant thing is that the communal cults are 
broken and can never again rule village li fe. 

Hausa say of a Ba-maguje who has made the break: kwollche 
maguzanche 'he has discarded paganism'. Kwonche is used for dis­
carding old clothes to put on new. The outward changes are the most 
important. Islam reaches the soul through these. The inner change 
is a long process about which no one is consciously concerned. Maguje 
(pI. miiguziiwa) is derived from Arabic majUs (Qur'an xxii. 17) and 
maguz.anche means 'the way of the majus' or 'heathenism'. Its appli­
cation was an attempt by the jurists of Northern Nigeria to find a 
formula by which irreconcilable Hausa pagans in their midst could be 
admitted among. those who are allowed to retain their religion upon 
payment of jizj'a. l The pagans of Gobir and Marac.li in French ter­
ritory are not known by this term but by the Hausa word for 'pagan', 
anze (anne, asne).2 

Among the things which aZl1a must discard after adopting Islam are 
the fotauchi or bullroarer associated with pagan ceremoniaJ; fertility 
fites for which there are Islamic substitutes; and the korana (or jigo or 
gausami), a short forked stick of ~irya wood erected at the doorway of 
a compound and village gateway, or a sacred tree, at the foot of which 

- fresh milk is poured every Thursday night and sacrifices offered 
at certain seasons. For the korana is substituted a bundle of Islamic 
charms (ri#), other types (kafe) are installed with sacrifice inside the 
zaure (entrance porch). Religious vocabulary changes completely and 
there is a horror of words associated with pagan worship.3 The dis­
possession of the old conception of 'sacrifice' for that of !adaqa is 
especially significant. Thus Mende give up the old red rice sacrifice 
(mba gboli made with red palm oil) for the white rice sacrifice (mba 
jaa). 'Red' and beer, associated with pagan sacrifices and libations, 
come to be abhorred. 

The third stage of assimilation) within which are many gradations, 
marlcs the definite transition to an islamized society. It is characterized 
by genuine belief in the efficacy of Islam's religious sanctions) and 

I See Sai)niln, Muda'Wwant1, cd. Cairo, A. H. 1324-5, i. 406. 
Z T he Hausa alsosayl!.wanckkwarayafor'hedisca"rded idola.try'. The kwQrayQ (or shand If) 

is a pagan contest in which the contestants fight with .a band of iron having a knife~sharp edge, 
worn on the right forearm. It is regarded as their national sport, but I do not know what 
religious significance it possessed in the old life. 

3 TSdfi, pagan worship, comes to m~ 'fetishism', and so with its derivatives, ma-lSilfi, 
'fetish worshipper', ma~tl4fa, place o{ worship, gidan (r/a!in) /Sofi. 'fetish hut'. and gunk;. 
'fetish', though this is still employed by the 'yan-borifor their rite. 
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involves actual change in conduct and social custom. In the sphere of 
religious practice the village prayer rectangle becomes frequented 
regularly in the evening, and the fast and religious taboos are observed. 
Children are sent to Qur'an schools and the religious orders contribute 
towards providing many with an inner Islamic society. Thus the in­
dividual gains a wider outlook, self-assurance and a feeling of belonging 
to the umma of God . 

I n the sphere of social usage and custom great changes take place. 
Since Islam is a universal religion with a sacred law its ultimate effect 
upon tribal culture is a disintegration of specific aspects of the old order 
(exogamy, widow-inheritance, initiation ceremonies) and the gradual 
transformation of society. But the process is such that the disintegration 
and reintegration seem natural. The new culture gives new values 
without radical displacement of the old, since Islam has been forced to 
adapt itself to the mentali ty and mode of life of Africans. In social 
practice Islamic ceremonial connected with transitional rites is easily 
adopted, whereas change of elements affecting the actual social struc­
ture may take centuries unless accelerated through the influence of 
Muslim theocratic governments or the recognition of Islamic law by 
European goverments. 

4 . THE RESULTS OF CONTACT 

(a) Reciprocif)' in Culture Contact 
Islam has become an A frican religion. The changes that ensue 

from the meeting of cultures are dynamic in character. Islam and 
African cultures have a reciprocal influence. As it spread among 
Africans Islam was conditioned by their outlook and customs, but Islam 
in turn changed their outlook and customs. Consequently every Muslim 
society varies in its understanding and practice of Islam. In adopting 
it people reject no more of their inheritance than is absolutely necessary. 
Certain beliefs and practices, it has been shown} have to be rejected 
because they are incompatible with Islam or too bound up with the old 
government of life. But people are atavistically resistant to change in 
psychological attitudes, and their attitude towards nature-spirits and 
powers of magic may acquire renewed vitality through association or 
coalescence with their counterparts in Islam, hence the value of its 
spiritism and magical practices derived from similar elements in the 
religion of the pagan Arabs, whose incorporation into a universal 
religion naturally aids its assimilation by animists. 

The acceptance of new religious elements involves reinterpretation, 
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and the interpretation is largely, though not wholly, in termsoftheold. 
T he impact of Islam is consequently weakened since acquisitions 
are assimilated to pre-existing standards, as for example when funeral 
rites are interpreted as a means of eliminating the dangerous contami­
nation of death, releasing the soul and rendering it harmless to the 
living. Similarly with the interpretation of the 'idda of widowhood. 

At the same time, it must be emphasized, this process is reciprocal. 
Old id~ cling to naming and death rites, yet they are transformed 
when given an Islamic character. The process has to be seen, not in 
static terms of addition and subtraction, but in dynamic terms of grow­
ing more fully into Islam. What islamic culture assimilated from 
animist culture is transformed in the process, for it is assimilated, not 
adopted, into Islam; at the same time Islam is. affected by what it 
assimilates. The result is not fusion but synthesis. 

The process of islamization adopts the way of myth and fable. 
Circumcision and excision are given Islamic legends of institution 
based on the Abrahaini"C'ffi'"yth. The custom thus acquires a new super­
natural sanction; no longer is it practised because it was the custom of 
the ancestors, but because God ordained it. Consequently it is trans­
formed into an Islamic purification rite. Similarly New Year festivals 

-.fuse with loth MuQarram. In this way the acts of communal life 
are enveloped in an atmosphere at once Islamic and African. 

The adoption of Islam leads in time to a profound reimegration of the 
cultural life of the people. What must not be forgotten is that through­
out this process Islam must remain true to type. Many elements can­
not be assimilated, and though the clergy may have to compromise 
with irreconcilable practices through force of circumstances, they re­
main illegitimate and await a reformer to mobilize public opinion 
against them. The given data of Islam, its dogma and rules, its 
distinctive apprehension and insight into the totality of existence, can­
not theoretically be denatured, though understanding and practice may 
modify the direction. The crisis Islam faces of losing its [rue identity 
is averted by the law books in the hands or memories of clerics, and 
orthodoxy is governed by the degree to which their rules are applied. 
Islam changes conceptions of life as its practical rules, fortified by 
legends, gain acceptance. A considerable time-lag elapses before the 
Islamic conception of life seeps through, but when it does the culture 
evolves into something new, in harmony with the Islamic ideal, yet 
tru ly African. The readjustmentof social life to the new ideal proceeds 
naturally. The Muslim community based, not on blood relationship 
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but on religion, becomes a reality, with its leaders, norms of conduct, 
and communal rituals. 

When a social unit, family, clan, village, or people, is converted in 
corpore, as for example the whole of the Wolof during the nineteenth 
century, the structure of society is preserved in an islamized form. Islam 

II 

has succeeded in doing this better than Christianity. Islam in Afrial 
has developed cultural patterns that are at one and the same time 
African and Islamic. But the Christian community, especially where 
formed by converting individuals, comes into being in the midst of the 
animist community in such a way that it is in conscious opposition to it. 
Islam reduces the opposition of the community to the minimum through 
its system of gradations,and its penetration has not led to the formation 
of the conflict personalities or 'ma~ginal men' characteristic of Western 
influence. In this way Islam transmutes itself into African life. 

(b) The R eorientation of Life through Islam 
The way Islam remoulds the life of individual and community is 

through the acceptance of an inner principle whereby Islamic religious 
symbols give new context and driving-points to religious life, and 
through the adoption of patterns of common religious and social prac­
tice. Typical of the first is the redirection of petition. A ceremony like 

I the eighth-day naming is retained, but pagan prayers are changed 
into Muslim prayers and the ceremony acquires a new orientation. 
When people pray for the dead instead of to the dead they are Mus­
lims, however many pagan ceremonies they still retain. 

The unifying features provided by Islam which all acquire are: 

r. The recognition of Islamic law in theory, and in practice through 
the acceptance of the clergy as guides of conduct. With them is 
associated the Qur'an school as an essential feature of village life. 

J2. The 'pillars' as evidence of following the Muslim way: confes­
sion of faith (the stress being on 'confession'), ritual prayer) 
fasting, and almsgiving, with pilgrimage as an ideal goal. 

3. The obsen'ance of common taboos and common calendar rites. 
4. Incorporation of a minimum Islamic element into the tran­

sitional rites at naming, circumcision, marriage) and death. 
5· Acceptance of the efficacy of Islamic supernatural powers: the 

ability of the cleric to bring power into activity through r itual 
words and actions. 

I t is a remarkable testimony to the unity .... of Islamic practice to travel 
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through the Sudan from the Atlantic coast to the Red Sea and find all 
M uslim peoples performing the same burial rites. Outward forms 
and symbols deeply influence inner li fe and the adoption of Islamic 
ritual leads eventually to reinterpretation of life by the Islamic values 
for which those symbols stand. 

The adoption of Islamic legal regulations transforms social institu­
t ions. Clergy insist as soon as they can upon certain minimum require­
ments, chiefly connected with family life. Since an institution like the 
family has its roots in all aspects of life, change from matrilineal to 
patrilineal family, or from communal to private ownership of property, 
must affect the basis of social life. Islamic law is often in opposition to 
customary law..and it may be centuries before it assumes predominance.I 

In practice they. are reconciled. What clerics require is reverence 
for the law, although it is ignored. They, therefore, recognize cus­
tomary law (modified by Islamiclaw) as basic law just as in the spiritual 
sphere they acknowledge forms of animistic belief. 

The new culture which emerges as a result of this process may be 
compared to an embroidered textile. The basic fabric is the animist 
culture. Upon this is embroidered the Islamic pattern. In time this 
pattern is woven into the very texture of the background . The actual 

- structure of the ground is no longer discernible, but it remains firmly 
rooted and provides the variation between different ethnic cultures. This 
reintegration is sti ll in process, yet there is a recognizable West African 
Islamic culture, different from that of North Africa, formed through 
the interaction of Islamic law and indigenous cultures. 

The fact that this process of integration is rarely complete implies 
spiritual dualism. Religious life rests on a double foundation, the ani­
mistic underlayer and the Islamic superstructure. Baba of Karo, a 
Hausa woman, revealed through her autobiography transmitted by 
Mary Smith, shows how the Rausa spirit cult has its function parallel 
to that of Islam when she says : 'The work of malams is one thing, the 

I Pressu re from other factors is needed before certain institutions can change. Isb.mic law 
has been powerless to supplant the custom of Tuareg maintaining traditional life in central 
Sahara, whereas the new environment of the Ullimmeden and others who live around the 
Niger bend provided the conditions for Isbm to brealf the hard core of custom. In Senegal 
Islam gained the allegiance of ruling and warrior classes of Serer, hu t not of the masses. How· 
ever, those of Niumi chieftaincy in Gandul, when lighting against the Tokolor mil/lilT, Ma Ba, 
thought it expedient to adopt Islam (c. 1860) and their social life has subsequently been 
changed. They have lost the class system eharacteristic of Wolofand Screr society and adopted 
milJlY Islamic civil laws (see F. Lafont, ' Le Gandoul et les Niominkas', Bull. Com. Et A.O.F., 
1938, p. 4-14-). On the other hand, Islam, greatly as it has influenced the Wolof, h:l.s not 
changed their organization in closed groups. 
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work of bor; experts is another, each has his own kind of work and they 
must not be mixed up. There is the work of rna/oms, of borj, of magi­
cians, of witches; they are all different but at heart everyone loves the 
spirits.'I Old religious attitudes and customs rule in the sphere of 
village civilization and interwoven with this is the new civilization. But 
we can never generalize about the extent to which Islam is the sup­
porti ng foundation of life for it depends upon the stage of integration 
reached. If we take a particular community, a Hausa or Songhay vil­
lage, we may find that the main weight of everyday life rests more 
upon the old religion than the new. On the other hand, if we go to a 
T okolor vi llage we may find that Islamic law has had a pro founder 
effect than upon Berbers of North Africa. 

Retention of seemingly conflicting loyalties, attitudes,and institutions 
does not necessarily signify conscious dualism in people's lives. The 
African Muslim is n..2!JOID-be~en tWQ . ...Y!1!..rring forces. I n everyday 
life the two strands of religio'l7s inheritanceare reconciled, for they 
are woven together like the warp and weft of different te..xtures into 
a cloth of complicated pattern. The natural coexistence of old and new 
is seen in the canalization of clerical functions. Clergy fall into two 
categories, not of persons since the same person combines both, but 
of function-that of the clerk and the medicine-man. Islam in W est 
Africa is 'primitive' rel igion to the extent that the Muslim clerk is at 
one and the same time representative of sacred law and medicine-man. 
In other words, religious and magical elements arescarcelydifferentiated. 
The foundation of both is belief in the power of the unseen world, 
and the possibility of establi;hing contact either by prayers or by 
forces. 

Besides concepts and institutions assimilated by Islam from former 
cultures and as it were rebaptized into it, are others retained byIVluslims 
from the old background which, even by the incorporation of Islamic 
elements, cannot be assimilated.1 Magic practice, spirit invocation, 
and possession persist because everybody, clergy included, regard them 
as efficacious. Hence the persistence, not merely of Islamic clerics 
pract ising magic,-but of pagan medicine-men and spirit cults, condemned 
in theory but tolerated in practice. Since these peoples belong to [\."'0 

r M. F. Smith, Bobo of Koro, 19$4, p. 2Z2. 
:! The spi rit cults of the H:lt1~a. cannot be regarded as isla.mized. but 1110/111111 recognize the 

neccssity of giving lQdo90 to the spirits i as Baba says: -"Vhen we moved here to New Giw2 
the spirits filled the town, the European spi rits began to come too. The molams advised that it 
would be right to give these strangers 3.lms so that they should dwell at pea.ce in the town' 
M. F. Smith, Boba of Karo, p. 109)' 
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religious cultures such ineradicable features have to be taken in to ac­
count in this study. 

The effect of Western civilization has also to be taken into account 
and the way it has affected Islamic societies will be considered in the 
last chapter. All that need be said at present is that in an integrated 
Islamic community the old and the new are kept rigidly apart. An 
illustration of the relative position and influence of animist, Islamic, 
and W~tern cultl.):res in relation to indigenous life is provided by the 
markets of Nigerian towns. In the market of the old walled city of 
Zaria, for example, little is offered for sale that would not have been 
there before the British occupation. On the stalls will be found baskets 
of millet, guinea corn and maize, tomatoes, onions, sugar-cane, pepper, 
spices, and the lea:ves of plants used for seasoning. Manufactured goods 
found there are substitutes for native products, like large bowls whose 
functions are the same as the calabashes they make themselves which 
have not been displaced. In the market the interwoven strands of the 
religio~s fabric can also be seen. The trader in Qur'ans and Arabic legal 
texts squats alongside the (ian mai-gallye, the trader selling roots) twigs) 
bones, feathers, and other ingredients for concocting charms. Down 
a..side street a leather merchant will sell us indifferently a case for our 

_ Qur'an or a sachet for our latest charm. Both these strands are in 
mutual opposition to the modern wares of the Soholl Gari, the 'New 
Town', where we have to go if we wish to buy a printed Hausa book. 
Thus while Islam and the pagan underlayer have blended the resultant 
syncretism is in ~to the new influences from the West. 

S. THE MA I N CYCLES OF I ~ LAMIC CIVILIZATION I N 

WEST AFRICA 

Islam has played a major role in shaping the cultures of North Africa, 
Sahara, western, central, and eastern Sudan. These regions can be 
differentiated and contrasted because they had been moulded in distinc­
tive ways before Islam appeared on the scene. In West Africa three 
cycles can be distinguished: sahil, west and central Sudan. The first, 
the Saharan-Sahilian) char~cteri'Zes the Moorish tribes in particular. 
The Tuareg come within it, but not the Teda who belong to the cen­
tral Sudan cycle. Islamic features are the North African form of saint 
cult and !ariqas, whose peculiar psychological attitudes were not trans­
mitted to Negro Islam except to a limited degree. Another character­
istic is the formation of clerical clans. This type of Islam has influenced 
the Sahilian 'Zone) including towns like Timbuktu, and Negro slaves. 
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Though Islam came to W est Africa through Moors and North 
Africans Negro peoples have given it their own distinctive stamp. In 
the Sudanese belt it is convenient to refer to three Islamic culture cycles: 
west, central, and east. The eastern Of Nilotic Sudan culture, distin­
guished by a profound arabization and widespread influence of .tariqas, 
does not come into this sun'ey and is quite distinct from West African 
Islam. It has only influenced the regions of Baqirmi and Waday. The 
difference between the western and central cycles, due to pre-existing 
factors, is apprehensible by direct contact but difficult to formulate. 

The west Sudan cycle is represented by the T okolor and Soninke, 
the first Sudanese converted to Islam, who established a distinctive 
type of Islamic observance. Characteristics appear in the pattern of 
family festivals (e.g. simultaneous naming, pounding, slaughtering, and 
shaving at the eighth-day rite), spirit practices, after- life beliefs (,cross­
ing the river'), and special Islamic legends. The Songhay of the middle 
Niger form a transitional zone having characteristics of both cycles. 

The central Sudan cycle, subject to Islamic radiation from the Nile 
as well as the Maghrib, characterizes the Kanuri and Hausa. Kanembu 
and Kanuri gave Islamic practice a distinct stamp without being active 
missionaries, regarding Islam as the cult of the aristocracy and a 
specialized occupation. 'I'he city-state with its elaborate hierarchy and 
class system contrasts with th~ village-state organization and occupa­
tional caste system of the west. The failure of the attempt to found a 
theocrasy in Hausaland was due to the power of this structure which 
captured reforming clerics. On the contrary, in the west the reformers 
did not carryon the previous organization but formed a type of state 
more closely based on the precepts of Islam. 

Other West African culture areas (western Guinea, southern Sudan) 
Voltaic) and south Guinean) were not influenced by Islam until the 
nineteenth century. Their Islam is characterized by the type of 
missionary influence brought to bear on them and the simultaneous 
penetration of Western civilization. 
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Influence of Islam upon Ideas of the 

Supernatural and Human Personality 

I. O N BEING A MUSLIM 

T
HE sketch of the process of islamization given in the last chapter 
shows why such contradictory statements are made regarding the 
ratio of Muslims to pagans in a particular region or within a cer­

tain people and also about the depth of their Islam. F or instance, one 
book states that 'all Songhay are Muslims, due to the fact that the 
majority would claim to be so before an administrator, whi lst in another 
book one who had studied the beliefs of the Songhay of the middle 
Niger writes, 'almost half are not islamizcd and the rest in general 
have only a thin transparent Islamic veneer' . I It also shows why it is 
generally impossible to state that a people became Muslim at a particu­
lar date or even century. Sometimes it is stated that the Bozo became 
Muslim in the fifteenth century, whilst others say they changed in the 
nineteenth century. I t depends upon the criter ia of the student. An an­
thropologist studying their social institutions may regard them as pagans 
for they exhibit the characteristics of an animist society influenced 
superficially by Islam, Yet the Bozo claim to be Muslims, Islam has 
been infiltrating into their life for centuries and they are an example of 
the coexistent parallelism of MO religious outlooks. The ideal given 
by Mul)ammad Belo in h is Apologia pro B,llo Sane/oconnot be applied : 

One cannot judge merely by what is professed. The man who bows do\VJl 
to an idol to gain an hundred thousand dirhems, even though he utters the 
confession of faith, prays, fasts, accomplishes the pilgrimage and does good 
works, yet by one act of heathenism destroys a thousand acts of faith.:Z 

The actual criterion adopted by jihad leaders, including MuJ:tammad' 
Belo, is shown in accounts of their conquests. After the skirmish of 
Kelem-BIn, MuJ:tammad Belo 'set free those prisoners who could recite 
the FatiQa and perform the ablutions correctly; whilst the remainder, 
that is to say those who could not correctly accomplish these two 

J J. Boulnois, Empire tk ClUJ, p. 68. 
:: Mul).ammad Belo, Info,! al.MaiIOr, p. ro. 
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requirements, were reduced to slavery'. I Apostasy was refusal to pay 
tribute, similar to Aba Bakr's atti tude at the riddo which followed the 
death of the Prophet. In To'rikh Sokoto we read over and over again 
that the ruler and people of X 'apostatized'. Many of these had never 
accepted even the outward forms of Islam, and all the phrase means is 
that they had revolted against the overlordship of Sok<WJ. In Nupe 
'he has been converted' is WU?1 agbo, literally 'he has submitted', and a 
'convert' is fogbo, 'one who has submitted'. Al-J:tajj (Umar called 
those he forced to join Islam tUburu, and in all Mande languages tabi 
(Ar. towba 'repentance') is employed for both 'submission' and 'con­
version' (cf. Ar. osfoma). 

The very act of profession means change, for it involves the accep­
tance of clergy as guides. I f in an atmosphere of disintegrating pagan 
cults there is no function of family or village life from which the cleric 
is absent and few in which he has not his part to play, then they are 
Muslims. 2 

In the studies which follow thoroughly islamized peoples, such as 
Tokolor, Fulbe of Masina and Futa Jalon, Soninke, Oyula) Songhay, 
Hausa) and Kanuri, will be drawn upon for illustrations, for only thus 
can we see what basic changes have taken place and what elements of 
native religious culture have been retained. At the same time, the 
religious life of peoples in process of change, like Temne and Mende in 
Sierra Leone and Nupe in Nigeria, are just as important, for they will 
show what Islamic elements are first adopted and what elements of 
animist belief and practice they displace. 

2. THE IDEA OF THE SUPERNATURAL 

(a) Theology and Ritual 
Islam is not taught as a system of belief but as a legal way. It is 

important to realize that whilst Islamic law, including the legal require­
ments of religion, is handed on by written tradition and is therefore 
exact, the specifically religious elements of Islam) conceptions about the 
nature of God and human personality, man's relationship with God, 
and traditions concerning the Prophet, are handed on primarily through 

1 AI.~ajj Sa'id, Ta'rlJ:h S OkolO. in il.ppendix to TadhJurat an-Nit)'tin. p. 194 (313). 
::I It need hardly be pointed out that labels tell little noout what a m~n reatly believes. More­

over, if one is born into a society that is naturally religious, in the sense that consciousness of 
the supcrnatuul world pervades life, a vast amount that is attol.ched to the sphere of religion is 
simply natural secului sm. Hence the place materialistic and nlagical beliefs occupy in re­
ligion, since they derive from fcar and the desire to exploit the unseen world. 
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oral tradition. Islamic ideas spread by myth and fable and aphorism. 
The result is that w ithin the sphere of village life ooecan find an author­
ity on the minmire of ritual ablution and prayer, everything in fact dealt 
with by the Risala of Ibn Abi Zaid, but no one who knows anything 
about theology. '11m al-ka/am, or scholastic theology) is unknown even 
by the learned in the great teaching centres. The reason is obvious if 
ka/lim is seen in its h istorical context. Ka/am arose out of the clash with 
rationalistic tendencies, the Mu'tazilites, on the one hand, and the 
Aristotelians, on the other. In other words, the function of ka/am is 
essentially defensive apologetic. Ibn Khaldun wrote: 'This science 
provides the means of proving by rational arguments the dogmas of 
the faith and of refuting the innovators who, in matters of belief, de­
viate from the d_octrine followed by the first Muslims .. ' l But African 
clergy have never needed apologetics since religion has never been a 
subject for scepticism. Thus it comes about that the village cleric can 
tell one practically nothing about God except that He is One, and he 
w.ill recount weird tales about the life of Mui)ammad, the doctrine of / 
the resurrection and after- life. The community seizes upon Islamic 
myth (which often reRects animistic Arab mythology by association 
with a Biblical figure) because it performs a role similar to their own 
mythology in explaining and justifying ritual and social custom.%-

The original source in Islamic tradition can generally be divined; 
but not always, as in the legend of 'the Prophet and the Pig'.J In addi­
tion, old taboos are islamized by being given an Islamic legend of 
sacralization; thus Mandinka say the sa-nan (Daniellia Oliveri) must 
not be cut down because the Prophet was accustomed to pray under its 
shade. Clergy regard theology as impractical and unrelated to life, 
but by means of these stories Islamic doctrine is accommodated to 
their mode of thought and Islamic usages gain the Sudanese soul. 

T he first pillar of Islamic action, the 'profession' of faith, empha­
sizes the contrast between belief and unbelief which is something new 
in the world of ethnic religions. Beliefs about spirits) for example) are 
not the subject of scepticism. Knowledge of the supernatural world is 
traditional knowledge. A superstructure of cosmological beliefs and 
supernatural lore is in fact largely built upon religious behaviour, al­
though such knowledge is not clearly formulated and is known fully 

I Muqaddima, trans!. de Slane, iii. 40. 
:I. Most unlikely people relate these legends. A Nupe who knew little about Jsl.am related 

how, at the battle of Badr, a defCOl.ted Meecan leader, on being asked by the Prophet to repeat 
the snanado, derided it by whistling (d. Qur'in, viii. )5). Consequently anyone who whistles 
will be in danger of the Fire. J Sec below, p. 67. 

6000 
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only by a few initiates. When a new spirit is ~iscovered its nature 
is deduced from its reaction to the diviner-propitiator (Mande n'ya­
tigi) and that leads on to the adoption of ri tual. Such formulation is 
t_herefore related to the traditional mode oflifeand institutions of the local 
inhabitants, for it arose out of them and gives cohesion to their experi­
ence of the supernaturaL But Islam brings a fixed system of belief, not 
subject to change according to circumstances Of locality, formulated 
by advanced literate peoples, and unrelated to the life of any particular 
people. Islam introduces an ideological dualism, formerly unknown, be­
tween God and devil, good and evil spirits, this world and the next, heaven 
and hell, and new legalistic categories of prohibited and permitted. It 
brings an individualistic conception of religious adherence, and sets 
up tension between 'believers' and 'unbelievers'. These contrasts are 
acquired through the combination of Islamic practice and oral tradition. 

In the process of islamization as in the animist world institutions 
are adopted before significant change in belief. The Prophet is repor­
ted to have said: ' Islam is external, faith isof the heart.'I Clergy regard 
the law books as authoritative for what constitutes a Muslim, and since 
they are primarily concerned with what one does, not what one be­
lieves, ritual action became the standard of differentiation between be­
liever and unbeliever. The Hausa says kana salia? or kai masallachine? 
'Do you perform ritual prayer?' for 'Are youa Muslim?'z Not common 
belief but common action is the important thing. Ideas orientate them­
selves around institutions, and thus change the outlook of the fami ly or 
village unit, and the social unit changes them through the process of 
synthetizing old and new. Thus people grasp the myths which spread 
with Islamic institutions, mould them) and even invent them. 

The studies of beliefs whicll follow are therefore incomplete since 
the ritual action of which they are the theoretical tl.-pression is reserved 
for subsequent chapters. Here it is only necessary to emphasize that al­
though theology and cult are closely related, like myth and ritual in the 
pre- Islamic stage) performance of the same rites is more significant 
than common beliefs. This can be illustrated everywhere by the fact 
that ideas about God and man are tenuous, vague, and associated with 
elements of pre-existing cosmology. Islam is primarily a distinctive 
way of performing religious acts) observing specific taboos and social 
customs. 

I Abmad b. I;h.nbal, jl1f1snad, iii. 1]4-5. Cf. the dear distinction made between submission 
and belief in sura xlix. 14. 

2 Cf. FulfuldcjDIa'.?, pl.jo/hc, 'Muslim', fromjiJ/de, 'to perform ritual prayer' . 
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(b) The Idea of God 
Although no western Sudanese were monotheistic each had a myth 

of a source of being or demiurge, from which derive myths of how the 
realm of spirits and manki nd came into existence. IVlande peoples be­
lieve the source of being created twin children (not separate deities, 
except for cult practices, but complementary principles) from whom 
sprang all godkind and mankind. Whilst primal deity could no t be 
directly_ concerned with human affairs the heavenly twin was closely 
associated wi th man. Characteristic of Islamic monotheism is the 
conception of God as illimitable power, e..xcluding all other except 
spir it beings He has Himself created like angels andjimz, and although 
the polytheism to which Islam is opposed is plurality of gods, not 
plurality of spiri-t;s, acceptance of Islam involves abandoning worship 
of all beings other than God. If the twin is associated with earth and 
sky, Allah is always associated with sky, never earth. The earth-god is 
orten .simply a primus inter pores within a polytheistic complex from 
which it could not be separated, and therefore could never be associated 
with Allah. But that equation was possible with the spirit who was 
not approached by ritual in the old cult. 1 Nupe gave the impression of 
having had an original dual deity, Sok6, sky-god) and GurynuI).) earth­
god.2 Ritual was concentrated on GUI).nuI), hence the stress was on 
the act, GUl)nuQ ritual, and the personality ofSoko was relegated to the 
liturgical background of other cults. Today belief in Gu~nu~ has dis­
appeared, but a disintegrated form of Gury.nuI). ritual persists, whi lst 
Soko has become a synonym for Allah. Similarly Abron (I vary Coast) 
in contact with Dyula have identified their sky-god with Allah and 
relegated their earth-god to a subordinate place. The earth-god is the 
most important in ritual practice in the old religion, and it is always 
the name of the god for whom no cult exists which becomes a synonym 
for Allah. Only in this sense does Islam find a point of contact with 
the idea of a high-god . A characteristic of Songhay and Hausa is that 
God has no known name. Hausa ozna call God ubaii giji lLord', and 
Songhay Iri-koy or Yer-koy, 'our L ord'.3 

I The process appears to be analogous to that adopted by the Prophet who stressed that 
worship W3S due to Allah, high. god of the Meccans, alone. He complains that He is treated no 
better than lesser gods: 'They assign to AUah from the ti lth and cattle He has produced a 
portion, and say: "This is for Allah" (as they assert), "And this is for our associate·gods'" 
(vi. 137, Bell's translation). :: See Appendix II. 

l Boulnois has suggested that the reason why Songhay have no name for God is because He 
is conceived as wholly spiritual and has no personality (byia or double), or derives from a taboo 
analogous to that which fo rbids the pronunciation of a person's name under certain eircum· 
st3nces U. Boulnois, L'Empire de Gao, 1954, p. 8f). 
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W here detai led studies have been made of the. cosmology of W est 
Africans, as by M me D ieterlen of those of the Bambara, it is clear 
why the conception of Allah does not fit in with previous ideas. T he 
di,fference of attitude is seen if Mande on two sides of the dividing­
line are contrasted. W hilst the N ala of the Bambara is very vague, 
employed it is true liberally in salutations and exclamations, and often 
means little more than 'god' (e.g. Nala Pemba), Ala of the Dyula is 
omnipotent, unique, creator, L ord of all spirits, and sustainer of the law.l 

y Although belief in Allah is introduced as a radically new element, 
-1 to some extent it correlates itself to previous conceptions. Allah is not 

thought of as personal spirit who invites believers into communion. 
No dialectic tension is involved in the relationship of God and man, 
Master and slave, as is set up in the relat\on between ancestral spirits 
and earth-bound members of their family. Allah is supreme power, 
utterly removed from men, but giver of magical powers. To the extent 
that God is thought of in old animist modes of thought it is obvious 
that comprehension only goes part way. If He takes the place of pure 
spirit He is impersonal. Where thought of as the God who rewards and 
punishes, He cannot be approached even by clergy. They are inter­
preters of H is revealed word) not intermediaries. Clergy can tell one 
nothing abou t God except a string of attributes. 2 This is not surprising 
since it derives from the nature of Islam. Thought about God can 
only be speculative and that is forbidden. Since He cannot be con­
ceived as an anthropomorphic being, since there can be no symbol of 
Him, not even mental, nor of H is man-ifestations, and no ritual involving 
communion, Hecannot be conceived at all. But it is not necessary to know 
anything about God in order to believe in Him. Belief in God shows 
itself in action, in readiness to perform the rituals and order life as He 
has ordained. The crucial question in religious change is that what­
ever was worshipped before, whatever had validity for authorizing 
sanctions of conduct, must be rejected. Muslims are not consciously 
adapting old beliefs and there is no question of changing a high-god 
into Allah at all. T he great step is monolatry. This comes as a new 
departure with the change in the acquired term Allah to acknowledge­
ment that only He shall be worshipped. Then other spirits become 

I Although, according to L. Tauxier (I.e Noir de BOlldou~u, pp. 2Sl, 266), Dyula invoke 
the spirit of the sky and the spirit of the earth at the naming ccr~ony, the), have no cuLt of 
these spirits. 

;/. Tcrms for the attributes arc both Arabic or formations from their languages; for example, 
in Hausa MaRat/aidi, 'the Onc', from t/a)'O, 'one'; Mohalichd,J, 'Creator', halit/D., 'to create', 
from Arabic kha/aqa. 
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H is senrants, though they are of greater practical importance in the 
affai rs of man than God. t 

The second half of the shahada is not held in much account in W est 
Africa, except in the new mythology. The Prophet is known under 
various forms of nabi, but synonyms have been formed in mosf lang­
uages such as Messenger (Rausa ma'aikin Alia). The Messenger was 
sent to announce the good news to man, that is, to transmit the Qur'an, 
the divine word, and teach men obedience. The cult of the Prophet 
is not obsenred apart from a fewc1erical circles in Masinaand FutaJalon. 
The lariqas make him rather more prominent, but among the murlds 
of Senegal, who have the psychological characteristics of the cuIe, he 
is eclipsed by reverence for their founder. Clergy recite poems and 
the Dola'il al-kkoiriit in his honour at festivals. 

The Book transmi tted by the Prophet cannot be dismissed as lightly 
as the transmitter. I ts influence is enormous. It is the basis of life, 
not through direct study, but through the legal treatises of the Malik. 
schoo!. All clergy are imbued with the feeling of the superiority of 
their Book. For centuries they have been dealing with illiterate peoples 
and in such an environment the influence of a written book is out of 
all proportion to the number of those who can read it. 

Cc) The Spirit W orld 
The supernatural world as comprehended by village Muslims is an 

amalgam of African and Islamic beliefs, but whilst the Islamic elements 
are universal the African elements vary from ~vi llage to village. No 
detail will be attempted since the belief of each people is a study in 
itself, whilst, in order to see the effect of Islam, it is more important 
to consider this all-prevading aspect of life from the point of view of 
ritual.z Although Islam provides a radically new departure with its 

I With the idea of Cod comes that of the devil for whom invariably Islamic terminology is 
employed (Hausa Shay¢an, Mande Sytltint) since it is an entirely new conception having 
nothing in former thought with which to correlate itself. But the devil does not loom large: in 
Muslim thought because of the stress laid upon Allah, leaving no possibility for a dualism of 
authority, :md the words are more commonly used simply for evil spirits. 

:t Sec Chap. 5, § 2. The identity of spirit agency and ritual shows itself in the polyvalence 
of terminology which embraces both concrete and abstract. For example, the Mande word 
nlana, 'taboo' also embraces ' totem', the object of the taboo. Similarly the Nupe word kuli has 
the meaning of spiritual activity and the rite in which that activity is actuali~ed. Kul; means an 
impersonal channel of divine activity and might be translated by 'communication', The rite is 
RUli~gba, 'doing .Md'. The f3et that the Nupe have not much mythology may be due to the fact 
that hili# do not h3ve distinct personalities. They arc emanations of divini ty, and since eon­
het with them is exclusively through ritual, the identification of agent and rite is natural. 
Similarly with the Mande /a-Jiri. SiTi means 'link'. and la-sid expresses the fact or possibility of 
linking up with divinity. It means religion (more particularly the cultof the family-founder and 



54 INFLUENCE OF I S LAM UPON I DEAS O F 

stress upon the unique G~d, it does not deny the existence of spiritual 
agencies for this is affirmed by the Qur'an, and the question is: What 
is the relationship between God and spirits whereby the M uslim may 
k50w what attitude to adopt towards them ? 

Islam condemns any form of relationship with the supernatural world 
that would limit the sovereignty of God. The change brought about by 
Islam shows itself in ritual. Clergy endeavour to persuade people to . 

cease making offerings to spirits as independent guarantors of sanctions 
of conduct, and their efforts are directed towards undermining the 
authority of heads of communal cults. When offerings to ancestors, for 
e.,xample, are discontinued without causing calamity they cease to be 
thought of as governing their earthly families, and this is a tremendous 
break in the link between man and the spiritual world. I On the other 
hand, Muslims as much as pagans regard a spirit world as surrealist 
and propitiation of nature spirits continues among poeple who have 
lost ancestral and mystery cults. Former spirits either help God in 
the government of the world or join the disbeIievingjinn whom H e 
has created and allows to exist. The good are regarded as interme­
diaries, executing God's wishes but having a measure of autonomy 
within the limits He imposes. The relationship between man and the 
unseen world, therefore, remains an interaction of forces, but the 
basis has changed from religion to superstitious practice. 

Formerly the basic classification was between spirits of the village 
who were worshipped and those of the bush, to guard against whom 
magical measures were taken. But following its practice of ideological 
antithesis Islam splits them into categories of good and bad. In fact, 
the distinction is between pagan spirits regarded as inimical to man, 
and Islamic spiri ts who are neutral. The attitude of the Hausa iskoki2 

depends upon the way they are treated, though Hausa assert in conse­
quence of their adoption of Islam that rhereare believing and unbelieving 
spirits, ba!a!en iskoki, 'black spirits', and faniren islak;, 'white spirits'.3 

the spirit of the soil on which the family was founded, not the ancestral cult,mil-nJ'a-l:o) and also 
has the concrete sense oheligious cult. Divinity can localize and concretize itself in an object 
an,] in ritual, or more correctly, in a combination of the two, altar and mask being part ofritua!' 

I Among Serer the line of communication is: (a) Rag, supreme God, (h) F4gal, ancestral 
and nature spirits, (e) ral FiIgal, people in direct personal relationship with a spirit, a quality-­
transmitted by heredity, -(d) the orainary individual. The displacement of thc ral F4go1 
breaks the whole line of communication. 

t Sing. ;Jl:o, lit. ·wind'. They also refer to them as marau da ha1i, 'the wind that ripples the 
grass'. Songhay also use hew, 'wind', as a synonym for the doubles of possessive holz. 

J Similarly in the other languages: Dyulagyina-heri (good) andgyina-dyugu (bad) j Songhay 
hoi! Aoara (white) and holl hi (black). 
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Islam brings the wordjimz as a synonym for spirits in general or de­
personalized spirit agencies, without necessarily displacing old termino­
logy. Thus Songhay differentiate between dyin, the first inhabitants 
of the earth who became invisible on the creation of man) and holl, 
created corporeal beings like men but invisible, who playa very impor­
tant part in human life. Because white jinn are admitted, practices 
connected with them are accepted. The Fulani practice of surkulle, 
casting spells by means of incantation, is justified by claiming that it 
was revealed by believingjinn. Clergy are supposed to enter into re­
lations with these goodjilln for the purpose of divination and magic. I 

Islam introduces a new category of supernatural beings in angels. 
T hey are of little practical importance in religious life because one, 
has no direct dealings with them. The clergy teach that each indivi­
dual has two personal angels, but among the R ausa at least they have 
not ousted personal iska. In the western cycle some people regard 
every l}ving thing. as having a guardian angel. This may be a 
transference of the I slamic term to personal tutelary spirits, or an 
Islamic baptism of the soul every living thing possesses. Angels are 
employed in Islamic divination lore, as when western clergy address 
themselves to the angels of the four cardinal pointS in finding out lucky 
or unlucky times or days. Mande have adopted the Arabic singular 
maliik (maliika , melege), but others use the plural (Songhay almaliihika : 
R ausa mala'ika) pI. makla'iku) probably because it appears much of­
tener than the singular in the Qur'an. Mandinkasometimes call angels 
riihu (cf. Qur'iin, 70/4, 78/38,97/4) and Haus.. rauhiini. Khasonke 
do not distingu ish between meleke and dyina. 2 Clergy know the names 
and functions of the chief angels, and there is general uniformity, be­
cause, though spread by oral tradition, there is the fixed body of know­
ledge in the background.3 

l One Nupe cleric said aHjil'l1'l (lilijmu~) :Ire unbelieving. Satan is omnipresent and head of 
aUjil'lll. Clergy make use ofjinn as agents of misfortune in order to get people to desist from 
sacrificing to spirits. yilln <lre persons but different from us, invisible to us, though we are 
visible to them. They do not die, but will die with aU living thin~ on the Day of Judgement. 
He said many clergy consulted jinn, though he would never do so himself. H e made 
charms for individuals or houses or farm-plots, and also taught his pupils a protective prayer. 
Whilst he was talking a man entered the hut who appeared co be <lfflicted with a ner­
vous disease. After he had gone I inquired what was wrong with the man and was told that 
one night when appro:r.ehing his home he saw an lJIijmu which so frightened him that he be­
arne ill and was left permanently afflicted. 

2. According to Ch. Montei!, Lu Klllusonitl, '9' 5, p. 384' 
1 Nupe clerics, fo r instance, mentioned ?ibililu Wbril), messenger of God; Minkayib. 

(M!ki'il) as powerful as Gabriel whose function is to send rain and fructify; Darayilu ('A'zri'il) 
who carries the departed spirit to God; WalakJri (an-Nakrr), a twin angel who tests the faith of 
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3. THE NATURE OF MAN AND HIS DEST I NY 

Beliefs concerning the nature of man and his destiny after death play 
a significant role in people's outlook on life. At the present time these 
beliefs are in a fluid state, even among the long islamized. The animistic 
strata in which they are embedded is very tenacious and few Islamic 
conceptions which might take their place have been introduced, with . 
the exception of beliefs concerning the after-life. The personality of 
man is a sphere to which W est African Islam, in spite of the importance 
of its belief in the sunfival of human personality, has little to contribute, 
though Islamic philosophy, which is utterly unknown, has ideas of the 
sou l having much in common with those of West Africans. Eventually 
these ideas disintegrate, especially among peoples inl!uenced by Western 
currents, though lingering on in the lore of dreams and witc.hcraft, 
and thereby drain the colour out of religious life. Beliefs held by peoples 
who have been recently influenced by Islam (Nupe in Western Nigeria; 
Mende, Temne, and Susu in western Guinea) will be outlined first 
and then those of the more deeply islamized (Mande, Hausa, Songhay, 
and Tokolor). 

N upe believe that man consists of three principles united in one body 
or 'form' (nakJ): rtfyi (or My;) eternal soul,;She earth-bound soul, and 
fifi~ge shadow soul. Rayi is translated as 'life' for death occurs when it 
leaves the body. Eshi is personality spirit, closely linked with the body 
around which .it lingers for some time after death and whose form it 
can take as an apparition. I The fifirge, which has no connexion with 
the visible shadow, also called by the same name, travels during sleep 
and dreams are its actual experiences. A twin has two rtfyis) one eshe, 
and two fifi!,ges.' 

thc deputcd (Munkar was not known) i Azar:tsilu (lsriifi!), sounder of the trumpet at the L3st 
Judgement, and Miiliki, guardian of the fires of helL 

I Ellie is also used for a famitiar spiri t (hagi nona d~ 'slle, 'this man h:ts 3. familiar'), gener:llly 
in:t b:td sense, and is equil'alcnt to the ~ga of a witch (see below, p. II S). Only certain people 
have this 21M. The witch catches thefifi!!g~, not the bM. 

z. Nupe believe animals h:tve three souls; Ttl .. i, nagea!!, :tudfifrgt. Rap', as with man, is life 
which goes to eku. NageorJ. is earth soul, but different from man's bhe. \Vhen a hunter kills an 
anim:tl or bird he believes that its nogbor' enters his heart (nogeorJ. gaha 010 u, 'the spirit of 
the lion has entered him'). When he absorbs too much of this spirit power with which animals 
are charged he begins to rave or is taken il!. To nullify or mitigate the effects hunten are 
hedged in by taboos and perform special rites. Ifhe shoots ten guinea-fowl he throws t wo :tw:ty 
so that the nageo!!! of the other eight will stay behind. Fish~rmen do the same aftf'.r a luge 
catch. Clergy teach that there is nothing to be :tfraid of (rom nageD!!! of :tllowt":d animals killed 
in accordance with Islamic rites. This entering of an animal's spirit must not be confused with 
metamorphosis when the hhe of a man and nogbaCl of an ilOimal interchange. Thefifivg~ of an 
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An account of what Muslim Nupe believe happens after death 
shows that Islam has not modified traditional ideas on the personality 
of man but has influenced those on the after-life. The four elements 
of man function harmoniously until God calls the rayi when they are 
dissociated. IThe rayi goes to eku (next world) and is afterwards known 
as kuehi, the (she remains around the body,l and the fifiJ}ge goes off into 
the bush.' Immediately after burial God sends rayi back into the corpse 
(eku!l) and twin angels (Wtlltlkiri) arrive to test his Islam. They open 
the grave, examine for forty days, and report to God. If the verdict 
is favourable they return and illuminate the grave, if unfavourable they 
compress the corpse, and then take the rayi to ei ther the good or bad 
section of Urn ... The bad section is like a prison where the inmates await 
sentence, not a place of punishment. The good section is like happy 
family life on earth. They remain in au until the Day of Judgement, 
when rayi will return once more to its body until allotted to either 
Alijentl. (Firdausi), or Emira (Jahanntlma). These places of final repose 
are now uninhabited. On reincarnation, in which all Muslim Nupe 
and Y oruba believe,3 the eshe and fifi?lge join together, but God pro­
vides a new rdyi. Consequently at the resurrection a large number of 
rayis will return to the same body, though others said rayi is needed 
simply to revivify. 

Most peoples of western Guinea have a tradition of Icrossing the 
water-place' (Mende tewenjamei). This has been attributed to Islamic 
ideas, but the $iriit is almost completely unknown. Pagan Mende say 
that when a person dies he goes on a journey fdr three days carrying a 
bundle on his head. H e reaches a river on the fourth day (third, if a 
woman) and a ceremony takes place on earth to help him to get across. 
animal is like that of a man accounting for its dreams and giving forewarning. In the house 
where the writer was living in a rather isolated place on the outskirts of Katcha, a dog was 
very restless and whining throughout the day, That night it was kiUed by a leopard. Nupe ex­
plained that the1('G pard'sfifirge had caught the dog's fifitlgeduring the day, whence its distress. 

I A widow is married to her husband's bh~ until the 1 15th day after death. A woman's bh~ 
may remain linked with her body for a year. It is to the~sM andfiJirge that pagans offer sacri· 
nee whereby the Ruth; or ezlwuchi (i.e. departed rayt) is appeased. Many Muslims do the same. 
Clergy preach against the practice, yet if a dead man's child becomes ill before the fo rtieth-day 
sacrifice has been offered they think that the departed man wants him and instruct the family 
to offer sacrifices to the father's fiJirge. 

2 The following expressions are used: ifo Ril}na, Day of Resurrection; ifo Jhiriya (Ar. 
sh<:.rl'a is used in Nupe for 'judgement' only), efo kiyioma or ali-kiyioma, the Last Day (Ar. 
ai-Qiyama) j ifo zU1plfago, the Last Dayj ifo milul}, the Day of the Brink or Brim. 

J Yoruba hold the same trinity in unity conception of the personality of man : emi (= rtfyi) 
is the divine clement which unites ara (body), ,kan (= bl,~), and ojiji (= jifirge). But the 
simultaneous influence of Islam and the West has led to such confusion that no summary of 
the material collected can be attempted. 
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If good he is taken over, but ifbad no one on the other side will answer 
his cry. The good go to ,allyagole-hu and the bad to ngomhimcru, but 
these words are now falling in to disuse and pagans say A ijene and Jah­
anama. I nhabitants of both places can visit the living in invisible form. 
The ideas of isJamized Mende are in a fluid state. When a man dies 
his life (ndevui, li t. 'breath ') goes. After burial an angel comes and asks 
his ngafei (spiri t) three times to whom he belongs. If he answers 'to. 
Mui)ammad' he will be able to get across the river. All said that before 
being ferried over debts had to he paid, quarrels settled, and chari ty 
given. W hat has been left undone must be rectified by the earthly fami ly 
and then the way will be opened for the crossing. I f they had lived 
a bad life a fierce storm will arise and capsize the boat when, some 
said, the soul is for ever lost, or according to others it is held until all 
wrongs are righted by the survivors. None mentioned the e.xistence of 
an intermediate state but of direct transit to heaven or hell. Susu and 
Temne knew of lahiro (in T emne also ro-karifi, 'place of spirits') where 
the spirit' reposes until the Day of J udgement when good and bad will 
be separated and sent to paradise (ar-yana) or hell (rohannamo, some­
times sa'in, Arab. so(ir, one of the seven hells). A few mentioned going 
straight to heaven or hell after the questioning, but since most continue 
to make sacrifices to the dead, belief in an intermediate state is necessary. 
Others spoke of going to a place called Abraham after the questioning 
in order to await the Day. 

Mme Dieterlen has described Bambara beliefs.' Each person has two 
spi ritual principles: ni, 'soul' and dya, 'double', both inherited from the 
last deceased member of the family. Ni is the breath and dya the twin 
of the person and of the opposite sex, the shadow on the ground and 
the reRection in water, Man has two other principles: tere which is 
disturbed when a taboo is violated and may then become a dangerous 
force (nyama), and wanzo, original impurity, which is. e:\."PeUed by the 
rite of circumcision. Death has the effect of dissociating these elements. 
The dya goes into the water with Faro, whilst the ni is incorporated 
in the altar by the family head. They are reunited in the new-born. 

These ideas have been considerably weakened and confused among 

I Their ideas of the hum:.n being were confusing. All said that life (Temne QY9(~m, 
Mende ndc'lJui) went sln.ight to God when recalled. An old T~e said 'If the o9'1tsmt goes 
out then there is no more ifJm' (person), None seemed to h:.ve ll. clear distinction between soul 
and spirit, though they said everyone is born with ayina. T his goes off'to the dream-world 
(ro -m~rei) during sleep. and after de3.th remains with the body until the fortieth day when 'the 
wife eooks food for her husband and after th3t, hisyillo having departed, she is clean and free 
to marry again'. 2 G, Dieterlcn, La Religion Barnhara, 1951, chap, J . 
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islamized Mandinka. All said that "i is the li fe given by God, not the 
ancestors. Some said that at bi rth ancestors sent the dya of continuity, 
but only God can provide ni. Some said the dya and others the ni left 
the body during sleep and can be caught by the witch.' Muslims who 
maintained ancestral rites said the ni went to God and the dya remained 
associated with the altars of the family until reincarnated. D ea'th is 
caused by N ala sending D arayilu C Azra'II, also called ni-mina-miiso, 
'chief ca,tcher of souls') who carries the ni to Arafo.2 The dya remains 
linked with the body until the completion of the ritual sacrifices. Others 
said it remains until the decomposition of the body, and after that 
went into water or bush, or joined the ni. Most said it had a function 
to perform on..the Day of Resurrection (Lo-ba) when it is needed to 
give form3 to the~body. A t the] udgement the ni is consigned to heaven 
(ardyana) or hell (dyahanaba), whilst the dya ceases to exist, which 
presumably means that it returns to undifferentiated spirit. 

Hausa believe that all living th ings have body, ray, and ·kurwa. Ray 
(translated by the lettered as rub though to the majority this word means 
thearchangei Gabriel) is the vital fo rce which animates the body, which 
Muslims said is the personal spirit which goes to lahira. The kurwa is 
closely connected with the body during life and remains linked with 

_ it after death until disintegration. It never dies, but they do not believe 
like the Nupe that it is reincarnated. The kurwa is the double of a 
person which travels in dreams and plays an essential role in possession 
(bOri) when the 'soul' of an isla enters and dominates a human being 
but without displacing that of the possessed. Kurwa then is life-force 
incarnated in all living things, man, animals, insects, and vegetation.4 

It may be thought of as a double. It is not the apparition (fatalwa) 
of a dead person, nor is it the shadow (t'nuwa), though it can be caught 
by a witch from the shadow,s nor is it the soul-substance used by the 
boka in magic. It can be translated 'earth soul' but has nothing to do 
with the metaphysical abstraction the word Isoul' evokes. Whilst ray is 

1 Moro n'ya nyini, 'to seek [to capture] the soul of a person" 'to bewitch'. A dya ugt·ie 
mU, 'his vital spiri t is severed', i.e. he is at the point of death. 

Z Ai-A'raJ, the place between Heaven and Hell; cf. Qu r'an vii. 44-
3 T he human body is 'form' which is not determined by its chemical composition and is not 

to be equated with matter. The soul of a man is not contained in his body hut in his 'form' . 
.oj. Chiya'Wan nan lana tUz Jwrwa, 'this grass is full ofvitality',gonakimu bq tu da kur'Wa bona, 

'their crops are not looking healthy this year', tun tUz aka haife shi ba kur'Wa, 'he has been ailing 
ever since he was born\. The expression, yaron bashi da kurwa, 'this boy has no /mr'Wa', 
means that he is weak. 'This boy has no ray' would mean that he was dead. 

5 Maye ya kama kur'Wansa, 'the wizard caught his "ur'Wa'; ba slli da kUT7va, 'his vitality is 
low', said of someone who is weak) declining, i.~. who is bewitched. 
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abstract principle which can exist without a body, the kurwa has the 
form of the body it inhabits. It inhabits all of it, not any particular 
part. 

When a person is about to die his isko1 deserts the body and is said 
to wander about until it finds its way to the city of Jan Gori. When 
G od snatches his ray (..4/10 yo karl" rallSa) death ensues. The kurwa 
hangs about the body until burial (or disintegration), when) according . 
to Muslims, it too goes to Allah, or, according to Maguzawa, to rijiyon 
ray, 'the well of life'. It does not return and it is not the apparition 
(fatalwa). Anyone who died through a witch catching his kurwa will 
not rise on the day of resurrection (roil kiyama) because body, roy, 
and kurwo cannot be reassociated. The Hausa use lahiro (Ar. 01-
akhira) for the place of the departed spirits, for the future state in 
a general sense, and for the intermediate state before the Day of 
Judgemen t. Clergy speak of barzahu (Ar. 'alam al-barzakh) as waiting 
place of departed spiri ts. 

Boulnois has described Songhay beliefs which are similar to those of 
Hausa. 2 Hundi is the vi tal force animating the body and has nothing 
personal about it. The byia (,shadow" which Boulnois translates double) 
is the spiritual part of man, his true personality. It is not pure spiri t 
since it has form and is therefore intermediary between spirit and matter. 
It enters the body of the baby at the seventh-day naming when it 
becomes a person. 

Old ideas have not in any way been displaced among the thoroughly 
islamized Tokolor. The vital force is fittandu (north-western Fulbe 
wonki, Soninke yoilki) and the shadow-soul mbelu. The jittiindu (or 
wOliki) which goes to the next world is impersonal and is absorbed into 
deity. The mb,lu enters the body on the eighth day after birth, but 
about its fate there is diversi ty of belief. Some believe it suffers the fate 

I The kur'Wl1 may be contrasted with the person:!.L tutelary spirit (isk.). The kUf"'Wl1 is the 
inner motive: force of a person or thing, its vitaL principle, whilst the itka is a supernatural 
principle exterior to the being or thing. At birth one is given 3. personal iska of the same sa: 
which rcmains with one throughout Life and 3.\50 3.!lother of the opposite sex which normally 
leaves ::..fte:r muti3.gc (not to be confused with the two guardian angels-rul iIl·integratcd 
Islamic introduction). Their duty is to proteGt against other is~ki. An IsI3.mic introduction 
is the division of persons according to their iskas into fire, wind, earth, and water, and only 
thc clergy can divine to which group one belongs. Thus if fire muries water the resu lt­
is disastrous, but 6recan marry wind, carth with w::..ter, and Lik.ewith like. The perm::..nCllt isola 
must consent to one's marriage, and a betrothed person is watched for signs th3.t it is unhappy. 
If the fiance experiences something unusual he will be afr::..id Ulat then- iskl1J :!.re incompatibLe, 
that, as hc will say (kafadalllnu hai rr.a",a ,aYl1 ba), ·our shouldcrs ::..rt 1I0t one', and tbe engage­
mcnt will be broken off. 

2 Sec J. Boulnois ::..nd Doubou Hama, Empire de Gao, pp. 78-89. 
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of the body and others that it goes either into the sky or wanders about 
the earth until the resurrection of the body. But all agree that it can 
leave the body during sleep when it is exposed to seizure by witches 
(,uku~iihe) . Fula of Futa Jalon say that it is the mhl/u which goes to 
I?aradise or Hell, but this appears to be the same as jittiiJJdu and wofiki 
farther north. 

The ideas of the nature of man help towards understanding the 
meaning of God for the African . God can not be conceived in terms of 
personality since He is pure Spirit. Spirit is not non-material but the 
uncreated, or, in positive terms, div ine and eternal as contrasted with 
created. The first of creation is the heavenly twin, complementary 
masculine and feminine principles. A human being is created when 
spirit (masculine_principle) fertilizes a soul. The N upe rdyi is not a per­
sonal soul, but participation of the person (given individuality by his 
eshe) in a world of spirit. Death comes when God takes the spirit into 
H imself, the consequent dissociat ion of elements means that the person 
ceases t-o exist, though the soul remains until it is refertilized by Spirit 
when it becomes again a 'person'. 

The dissociation, but not disappearance, of these beliefs begins with 
decay of the organized cults, yet they remain tenacious in folk­
lore. Religious parallelism explains their persistence and they playa 

great role in ideas concerning divination, possessive spirit cults, and 
witchcraft. Islam never developed in its adherents understanding of a 
distinction between soul and spirit which is essential for the African 
view of the world. The legalistic Islam of African clerics has nothing 
to contribute on the personality of man.I 

I slamic ideas all acquire relate to the next life. These are examina~ 
tion whether a Muslim or pagan, reckoning-up of good and bad deeds, 
Day of Judgement, and heaven and hell; all of which were basic in the 
early teaching of the Prophet. Islam exerts its greatest influence upon 
belief through after-death ritual and this inevitably makesagreat differ­
ence. Death comes to be thought of as a break in the continuity of life, 
whether the soul is thought to be asleep in the grave or in some form of 
intermediate state before the Day of Resurrection. The continuous 

I It is interesting to recaU tbat Islamic philosophers have speculated along lines which 
approach these beliefs. T he general belief of I slam is that man has only one soul, but philo~ 
sophers, noting the two words nail and rQ~ used in the Qur'iin which are derived from tbe 
animistic strata of the Arabs, have postulated that there are two. Others write of the Spirit 
of Watchfulness (ruft ai-yaqdha) keeping man awake whilst in the body and causing him to 
sleep and dream when it goes away, and of the Spirit of Life (rO{l al-fwy4t), giving life to the 
body, wbose departure causes death. 
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tradition or eternity of the African family is snapped, for the possibility 
of rewards and punishments, of members being consigned to different 
quarters of purgatory and eventually to heaven or hell, means that 
families may be separated. 

Apart from these regular elements of Islamic eschatology a further 
belief concerning the presages of the Day of J udgement, surrounding 
the name Mahdf, remains to be mentioned. This belief, by throwing up 
men who claimed to be the Mahdi, has left its mark in history. I n the ' 
revolutionary atmosphere of the nineteenth century, characteriz.ed by 
the formation of theocratic states) devastating wars, and penetration of 
Western powers, conditions became favourable for such manifestations, 
but they were limited in scope and effect and did not gain the masses. 
For the last forty years active manifestations have been almost com­
pletely absent, and though the MahdI idea has by no means died out it is 
not an important factor in the Islam of West Africa.1 

4. THE EFFECT OF ISLAM UPON IDE AS OF MORALITY 

The same parallelism between Islam and the old religion is seen in 
the sanctions for ethical conduct as in other aspects of religious life. 
The ethical code of the past was built up through the ages and formed 
part of the communal heritage. Moral standards were sanctioned by the 
ancestors and gods who ensured their observance. The moral range was 
relatively limited, being confined to the groups united by kinship and 
initiation. Conformity to the code of the group was essential for the 
well-being of society. 

The adoption of Islam implies a radical transference of the values 
upon which the unity and continuity of the group depend from the old 
authorities to God. Islam introduces a legal morality of universal ap­
plic1.tion whose sanction in practice is the books of the law. In theory 
it tolerates no authority other than its law in the government of in­
dividual and social life. A legalistic morality is characteristic of the old 
order and the new and the transition does not appear to offer insuper­
able difficulties. L egalistic morality> as conduct or duty, is essentially 
social. The African moral consciousness was formed under the in­
fluence of the spirit world. The bond of kinship inspires fear (of incest, 
for example) for the welfare of the community, and punishment was -
not primarily directed against the individual but was impersonal. The 
Islamic moral consciousness is also communal) though its range ex­
tends to all who acknowledge its law) but in addition its morality, with 

, See Appendix IlIon prcscut-day Mahdi expectations. 
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its doctrine of reward and punishment, is much more personal. The 
individual can obtain salvation apart from the group. 

Collective conversion, whatever the way it comes about, means a 
change in the psychological outlook of the social group, manifesting it­
self in readiness to accept new sanctions and changed behaviour. This 
change cannot be described in simple categories of addition and sub­
traction. Islam displaces cults of ancestral conciliation and initiatory 
societies, consequently the sanctions of conduct deriving from the past 
lose thei'r religious basis. The great change Islam brings lies in its ex­
clusive claim for the supremacy of its system of moral conduct. Kin 
privileges and taboos, although in only a vague sense do they stand in 
the way of an Islamic ordering of society and powerful as they remain, 
are superstitions ~n the eyes of Islam. Though Islam displaces certain 
sanctions fo r which it has substitutes, others connected with social re­
lationship and conventional taboos remain. Yet the attitude towards 
them may be modified since they no longer have a religious sanction. 
The im·portant thing is that Islam now provides the sanctions of con­
duct, the other elements become social custom. Practical ethics, there­
fore, are coloured by the legal ma.'Xims of Islam, but rest upon a double 
basis: approved local custom and universal Islamic law amalgamated as 
the ethics of the community. 

So far there is little evidence of strain in maintaining two standards. 
Old and the new are reconciled in everyday life. But in practice a third 
determinant of conduct makes its appearance-the will of the spirits. 
Formerly the spirits were an integral part of religion, but after islamiza­
tron and the decay of cult associations they no longer fulfi l a true func­
tional role in community life. Spirit practices are illegitimate, and their 
inRuence may be a disturbing factor. The Hausa iskoki, for example, 
inRuence not merely hori initiates} but all people of the village, and the 
spirits may indicate a line of conduct which Routs both the ethics of the 
community and Islam. In practice it is Islam with which they come 
into conRict, hence it is mainly its upholders who find themselves in 
difficulty, and clerics and sometim~ territorial chiefs are torn by con­
Rict when they recognize the real ity of the spirits and are unable to 
prevent their wives from participating in hori rites from fear of the con­
sequences. Territorial chiefs are confronted with problems when spirits 
disapprove of new economic measures} or) in Hausaland, because of the 
close connexion between bOri and organized prostitution. 

O ld mechanical ethics persist within the Islamic framework of life, 
and genuine Islamic piety combines with gross superstition. Wrong 
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behaviour is thought to be supernaturally punished. Charms placed on 
crops work the same way, whether they are Muslim or pagan, in bring­
ing calamity upon the thief. Supernatural forces are neutral in essence; 
whether the result is good or bad depends upon what you do or avoid 
doing. 

Belief in predestination and resignat ion to one's lot is characteristic 
of the religious outlook on life, but too much stress should not be placed 
on this for predestination in Islam does not preclude the exercise of" 
man's will and it is resignation after the event which leads to the ejacu­
lation, 'God has written'. Before the event no one knows what has 
been decreed) therefore enterprise is not necessarily inhibited. This 
attitude to life does not in practice find itself in conflict with beliefs in 
divination or the employment of protective charms. 

Actual behaviour in relation to the moral sanctions of Islam could 
only be discussed in relation to particular peoples, or sections of society, 
as, for example, the contrast between clergy, traders, and cultivators in 
one village) but a few generalizations may be made. To the clerics it is 
by keeping the law that man is saved. There arc, therefore) different 
standards for clerics and people. The learned are absorbed in rigid 
legalism, content with the practical observance of the law, but the 
generality are not expected to keep it. What the clerics seek is such 
consistency of character and conduct as will distinguish a Muslim com­
munity. Islamic taboos arc accepted without difficulty. Here animistic 
ideas help Islamic law) for it is a realistic conception to the animist that 
indulgence in certain kinds of food or actions can call down super­
natural wrath. They are also an important clement in the achievement 
of Islamic solidarity and religious self-consciousness. You have only to 
hear IVI uslims shouting Kafir! at a child who is urinating while standing 
instead of sq uatting to realize that such a taboo forms one of the dis­
tinguishing marks between a Muslim and a pagan. These sanctions are 
the same for all Muslims and consti tute a bond between peoples. In this 
connexion one should note that the Islamic restriction of moral obliga­
tions to the umma does not differ essentially from the former attitude 
which restricted them to the kin-group or members of a fraternity. 
Islam extends hers to all IVIuslims but not to all men. 

Islam brings in the question of values. Its morality is fixed, hence it 
becomes a question of whether existing ideas and actions conflict with 
the ideal standard. The problem arises as to how infractions are to be 
dealt with. Under custom they were punished by the exercise of either 
ritual) moral) or legal sanctions) or a combination of these. If a man 
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transgressed the ethics of the family the ancestral spi ri ts punished him . 
Islam denies this and asserts that it is God who punishes even though a 
spirit is the instrument. The old morality was bound up with com­
munity life and infractions were dangerous to communal well-being. 
Islamic law is not bound up in th is way to the community, and many 
elements find difficulty in being accepted into the body of approved 
custom; thus in practice different standards of value are accorded to 
different parts of the code. 

Islam' specifies categories of wrong actions. In the eyes of the clerics 
omission of the prayers may be more sinful than idol worship: 

In heaven th ree men will be ·wanting .... The first is the man who gave half 
his attention to the worship of idols (tui/i) . ... The second is the man who was 
a bastard, and had DO father; his mother followed a crooked path. The third is 
a man who excelled them all in evil, he refused to pray five times. I 

In practice the community forms its own attitude. There is universally 
acceptea positive or negative behaviour such as the obligation of alms­
giving or the prohibition on eating pig. Then behaviour disapproved by 
I slam but retained by the people as part of the body of social custom. 
Although Islamic taboos will generally be observed, any prohibitions or 
obligations which are opposed by custom will not be accepted. Finally, 
there is behaviour like prostitution which falls into an indeterminate 
field which society condemns, but about which it is not prepared to take 
action. ConRict appears when an Islamic state takes upon itself the duty 
of order and punishment. In the conflict those instincts which prevent 
the formation of a new order are called forth. Hence all theocratic 
states have degenerated and the representatives of Islam have made no 
attempt to purify the moral law of magical elements. 

Idea of the Sacred. A primary idea of rel igion is the distinction be­
tween sacred and profane. The sacred are persons, things, or actions 
having a special relationship with t.he supernatural, whilst the profane 
have no such significance. Everything in any way concerned with re­
ligion is regarded as infused to some degree with supernatural power. 
For the purposes of the comparative study of religion the words mana 
and taboo are now linked with this question of holiness. Holiness is the 
power (mana) attributed to sacred persons) things, or actions that would 
ordinarily be regarded as natural or profane. The word taboo is used 
for any prohibition resting on a magical use, anything reserved for a 

I From a Hausa funeral song in C. H. Robinson, SplCiml nsof Rausa Littralurt, Cambridge, 
1896, pp. Io-If. 
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supernatural being. T he one term implies the other .. T here is no essen­
tial relationship between morals and religion in this distinction between 
sacred and profane, it is simply a question of a man's or a thing's re­
lationship to the supernatural. 

I nto the world of such ideas of holiness Islam brings something new. 
The God of Islam is entirely self-contained and beyond all intimate 
relation with His creation, therefore the idea of holiness has gone in the 
development of Islam as a higher rel igion. Islam was ritualized and ' 
secularized, sacred and secular are one, subject alike to divine law. 
This is the teaching brought to Africa) but along with it came the con­
tinuance of the old idea in popular Islam. The ordinary Muslim, need­
ing to maintain relationship with the supernatural world, had imbued 
the term bara/w with these qual ities of a link between God and man. 
So in theoretical Islam the idea of holiness has completely disappeared, 
whilst practical Islam has islamized the forces under the term harala. 
The principle is relationship with the supernatural: the holy man is 
recognized as one near to God; the formu la of the amulet is primarily 
the word of God, even though magical formulas and symbols irreconci l­
able with Islam are used. It is surprising that the idea of barala has 
gained no essential hold upon Negro Islam. It is powerful in the Islam 
of North Africa, eastern Sudan, and among Moors of the Sahil. Islam 
was brought to West Africa by people who were saturated in the harala 
idea, yet the Muslim Negro has not adopted the word for the mysterious 
forces he recognizes as everywhere present. 

Two aspects based on the idea of the holy have therefore to be con­
sidered: the introduced Islam conception oflegalistic morality, and the 
persistence of old ideas of the holy. In official Islam the holy has become 
a negative quality. God is supreme will and power. H is authority must 
not be limited by ethical ideas of His holiness. All that God wills is per­
mitted (~aliil) and all He does not will is tabooed (~aram), therefore 
what is bariim is no longer the holy. Consequently the Muslim does not 
need to draw the distinction between good and evil as such, but between 
what God allows and what He prohibits and this gives a particular cast 
to moral sanctions. To the Muslim religion means a law which con­
trols and regulates man's whole life. In Islam the 'clean' eclipses the 
'holy'. In Islamic ethics) that is the ethics of the divine will, the 'clean' 
cannot mean the tabooed or forbidden (baram) but what God com­
mands, consequently there is no essential difference between ceremonial 
law and moral law. In practice the distinction has become wider than 
j ust the things God allows and those H e prohibits though these were 



THE SUPER,NA:TURAL AND HUMA-N ~ERSONA LITY 67 

the root ideas. Thus the term bariim is applied to anything of which the 
eommunity disapproves. 

All this came ready-made to the Sudan and these Arabic terms were 
introduced into African languages. Mande have made a distinction in 
pronunciation between the two senses: harami, 'sacred thing, &c.', and 
hm-amu, 'forbidden thing'. To Hausa eating pig or worship in a matsafa 
(heathen temple) is bara1Jl; ceremonial purity and what is lawful is 
bala!. The terms are extended outside the strictly Islamic sphere as 
when a R ausa says ofhis kan gida (family totem), ' the hyaena is bariim 
to me'. Native terms for 'clean' and 'unclean' are applied to the old 
tabooed things. T hus the animal protector of the clan may become an 
object of impurity and consequently the legend of origin changes. 
Hausa usetsarh,_'purity', almost exclusively for ceremonialc1eanliness; 
tsarkake is 'to perform the ritual ablutions', though sometimes it is used 
for 'purity (cleanliness) of heart'. Normally the phraseshi mai-tsarki ni, 
'he is a holy man', means he is a good Muslim, he keeps all the rules. 

Temne use their old terms: ra-sam, 'holiness, rna-sam, 'taboo', dcr-3-
masam, 'sacred place', wop rna-sam, 'to hold to ceremonial law'. Pig is 
ma-sam, 'sacred), rather than 'unclean'. The story which accounts for 
t1"!is is characteristic of the whole western cycle. When the Prophet 
during his hijra became thirsty a pig guided him to a place where he 

- could find water, and he decreed that henceforth it should never be 
killed. I There is no evidence that these people once regarded the pig as 
sacred, though it is found as a family totem. The pig is taken to be the 
totem of Muslims and a myth has been formed to account for the taboo 
which follows the normal lines of an African totem respected because 
of the services it once rendered to an ancestor, in this case, not the an­
cestor of a kin-unit, but the ancestor of the Muslim community. The 
deeply islamized, however, regard the pig as unclean. Another story 
explains that pigs are taboo because the Prophet '1sa turned children 
into pigs, hence, in order to avoid the rather remote possibility of can­
nibalism, their flesh is forbidden. Similarly Temne say that monkeys 
are masam because they were human beings metamorphosed by the 
Prophet for violating Friday prayer. 

I This story has spread into the Northern Territories of Ghana but the writer found no 
trace of it-in the central Sudan though Meekgivesaparafle1; 'The Bagirmi reverence the wart~ 
hog, because a wart~hog once revealed the presence of water to a Bagirmi chieftain and his 
army who were dying of thirst' (C. K. Meek, NOTthern Niguia, i. 177)' P. Marty gives 
another story of the Prophet and the pig which circulates in the Sahil of Nyoroj see his 
Soudan, iv. 273-4' 
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Institutional Islam 

I. O RG ANIZAT IO N OF THE I S LAMIC CU LT 

A
TH OUG H I slam does not have a sacerdotal body it has its clergy . . 

Islamic society is a rel igious society and leaders of the cult 
and interpreters and teachers of religious law acquired a role 

analogous with that of European Middle Age clerks. The terms 
'clerk' and 'cleric' are employed throughout this book in order to 
avoid the associations of the F rench marahout. The clerk is primarily 
a lettered man, but marabout has a special meaning through its 
North African association wi th the cult of saints, a cult which is e.x­
ceptional in Negro Islam. It was natural for the French to carryover 
North African terminology because marahoutisme is most apparent 
among Moors of western Sahara and Sahil, and they employ the word 
by extension for any cleric., teacher) or devotee. English usage of malam, 
Hausa term for cleric derived from Arabic mu<ailim, 'teacher', is better 
since it simply means 'lettered man" but today it is applied indiscrim­
inatelyas equivalent to 'mister' and is unsuitable for use over the whole 
region for a special class. 

The cleric stands apart from the laity but only as a lettered man for 
the profession is open to any free man (except members of certain caste 
groups) who has received sufficient training to be recognized. H e per­
forms specific religious functions, leads in prayer, teaches the young the 
rudiments of Islam, performs the first sacrifice at the great feasts, names 
the new-born, conducts the marriage ceremony, washes the dead, and 
leads the funeral prayers. No function of village life is complete unless 
he is present. 

Clergy fall into three main groups-those appointed for public wor­
ship, teachers) and masters of canon law-though the differentiation is 
only one of function for a vi llage cleric combines all three. The terms 
for cleric are loosely applied and rarely indicate his degree oflearning. 
Alfa is widely used throughout the west and among Songhay as a -
general term. I Mande peoples use karamoio (,literate" Ar. qara' Q, 'read> 
and moro, 'man') and mon-ba (lit. 'great Muslim') indiscriminately for 

I Many suggestions have been made as to the origin of the term: Arnbic al-Jaqlh, khallj'a , 
or mu'aItifj Mandinka arfan, alJan, alfa, 'chief' or 'master' j and even alif ba, a literate. 
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one who is barely literate and one fully trained in Islamic law. Tokolor 
and settled Fulbe are more discriminating. They call any c1ericmodibbo 
(Ar. mu'addib ?), the next grade is tyerno (pI. slrmpl, Slmapl), and the 
highest/odyo (= /oqih). Modi is the Soninke term for cleric, but one 
who has had some training in law is a fodia. 

The clergy are loosely organized. The chief regional cleric is the 
imam (west almami, centre liman) of the district Friday mosque. In a. 
Muslim area he is appointed by the political chief and in a pagan area 
by the Muslim community. Each mosque has an imam appointed by 
the community (parish or quarter), who is the chief cleric of the village, 
and each family has its family cleric. After a death it is the latter who 
washes the dead, whilst the imam conducts the funeral prayers. Once 
an imam has been elected or designated he is there for life. In the Near 
East an imam can be disp.laced by the waHl or warden of the mosque, 
but this functionary does not exist in West Africa and once elected it is 
almost.impossible to get rid of an imam. When he gets too old to exercise 
his fun'ctions his na'ib officiates for him. In many regions, especially 
where the Muslim community lives among pagans, the function 
becomes hereditary in one family, and the imam of the Friday mosque 
becomes the administrative chief of the Muslims, responsible to the 

_political authority. When such a group achieved independence the 
imam became the political chief as in Futas Toro and Jalon. 

Among Moors are clerical clans, I whose role wi thin the tribal com­
munity is that of an hereditary order of clergy. This development was 
in part a Berber reaction against their inferior status vis-a-vis Arab 
ruling clans, since it gave these sections a special status. Besides Moor­
ish tribes clerical clans are characteristic of Soninke and Tuareg. The 
latter call them inislimgn (sing. oneslem, Islam-ist) and they are dis­
tinguished by wearing the muffler (taghelmuzt) with a white forehead 
bandage. Succession to religious offices such as imam and qatji is also 
hereditary (in some tribes the son succeeds, in others the mother's 
brother) even though the heir may be totally ignorant of Islamic law. 

Little var:iation is found in the general pattern in Negro society. 
R ausa use malam, 'master', for any cleric, but if they want to imply a 
distinction they will employ any suitable adjective: taramin malami, 
'small clerk', bahban malami, 'big clerk', malaminfada, 'royal chaplain', 
and malamin #rgi, ' friar of the cowhide'. The latter will be seen on the 
roads carrying his undressed goatskin prayer-rug (htizti), ablut ion jug 

I French Iribu1 marabouliques. Moorish Aubic zw4)'a, sing. :;::tfwl. Mrtfhir (pI. mrah{ln) is 
a general term for cleric. 
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(bula), bookbag (gafaka) , and pen-case (ldirami, a/kurdu). In Hausaland 
in connexion with mosques of towns and villages are districts like 
English parishes within which the position of the iiman of the Friday 
mesque is almost like that of a beneficed clergyman. He receives marri­
age and burial fees, customary gi fts and thankofferings at naming cere­
monies, recovery from illness or return from a journey, and presents 
from each family on festival days. Other clergy are under him and have 
to obtain his permission before performing marriages and burials. 

In Nupeland the clerical class is known as ena ma1}~i (ma1}, 'cleric', 
from Hausa ma/am). Each district mosque has one of each of the follow­
ing: ma1}ka (lit. 'chief cleric') the chief imam, his deputy the ndyemi 
(Ar. nlI'ib), madiu (1), and killIbu (reciter). These all have functions at 
the wdzu1} or Friday Qur'anie interpretations. Towns are divided into 
wards within which one cleric is recognized as ward-head. V illage 
clerics are under the district marka and pay him a percentage of their 
fees. In Fuca Jalon the parish is called misidi and has an almami at the 
head. The most important clergy are the Jodie, legal experts, the local 
heads of mosques are the tamsir (Ar. tafsir =mufassir, 'commentator'), 
then the serlm, and the tahe charged with teaching. 

A characteristic of Islam is its mobility. The mosque is only excep­
tionally a building. In villages, nomad camps, and town sections it is 
simply a rectangle marked out with branches, stones, or low mud wall. 
In towns every local group has its mosque, though they are not easy to 
find since they are generally a room in a house or courtyard or raised 
square in the street. In some villages the square has a fence of reeds and 
a shelter on one side to provide shade. They are often very small and 
for congregational prayer only the imam enters the square and the rest 
range themselves behind him. Mosques built of mud and cement are 
fou nd in towns. From the point of view of construction they fall into 
groups of local and European styles. The characteristic Sudan archi­
tecture reaches its highest perfection in the mosque as the largest single 
building. It is built in mud with sloping walls, projecting pylons, and 
crowned with pointed merlons. Beside the building is a quadrilateral 
tower, diminishing upwards to terminate in a point. The roof is held up 
with broad pillars which leave narrow dark aisles, allowing only suffi­
cient room to spread out a sheepskin. In front is a large courtyard, sur­
rounded by a wall, where the congregation gather for Friday prayer. 
This style does not e.xtend into Senegal (except parts of Futa Toro) 
where today the characteristic mosque is a hut of masonry or wooden 
boards with a roof of corrugated iron. Western Guinea has two main 
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types, the Fulbe round reed hut, sometimes of great size as at T imbo, 
and the square, thatched Mandinka type. Besides mosque styles deriv­
ing from native techniques European influence has led to a bewildering 
variety of constructions in which all kinds of modifications and incon­
gruities have been introduced. 

Each Friday mosque> has its imiim who leads the Friday prayer and 
reads the homily standing on a block of wood which takes the place of 
a pulpit. The muezzin is called ladan (Ar. al-adhan, 'the call to 
prayer') in the centre and often bilali in the west, from Bilal, the Pro­
phet's negro muezzin.:t The muezz in's office is voluntary, even in 
large towns, but he receives alms at festivals. He generally leads the re­
sponses after the imam in a loud voice so that those at a distance and the 
women in the barim enclosure can hear. Among the Mende the mega­
phonist is called aimami fangoi, 'imam of clear utterance', and the call to 
prayer is by drumming, big drums being conspicuous objects on ver­
andas of mosques. Only mosques in large towns have minarets and the 
muezzrn calls the prayer from beside the mosque. The office of sacris­
tan is fi lled by old men and women. They sweep, shake mats, fetch 
water for ablution, and attend to lamps. They are rewarded for their 
services by occasional gifts. 

In African rites, although there is a cycle of common practice be­
yond which deviations are not possible, each priest or other master of 
ceremonies differs in interpretation and procedure. Islam, however, in­
troduces an utter rigidity in its cultic practice. Every detail is laid down 
for ritual prayer and strict clerics claim that variation renders prayer 
invalid. In spite of this the average Muslim is content that clergy alone 
should perform prayer regularly and correctly. Few accomplish the ex­
terior actions without making mistakes and most only observe the 
Friday prayer. $allii and falat, when used without qualifications, nor­
mally refer to collective prayer outside the town at the two 'ids, but they 
are of course used in their ordinary sense for the five canonical prayers. 
Ritual prayer is distinguished from informal prayer, e.g. Nupeji?l sala, 
'to perform falat', and ba tidiiwa, 'to pray1 (Ar. ad-du'a); Hausa yi salla 

I Friday mosques are everywhere known by a corruption of Au.bicjami' or (",.asjid aJ-) 
jum'a: M:mdinka dyiim4, Wolof dyuma, Soninke misti-dyuma. The term for roofed mosque is 
generally derived from 11/Ilsjid: Mande miJiro, misidi; TuaregtrmlZzidj Teda, moshidi; but for 
oratories only Hausa has adopted Au.bic mU/ollti under the form mOla/lachi and spread it 
among neighbours. Other peoples formed 'places of prayer' (Mande laH bol5) or 'places of 
prostration'. 

2. But a vast number of other terms have been formed : Futa J alon so//i, Songhay almudyin 
(Ar. ol-m/ adhdhin) and leati-My, 'caller', Dyu la wata-ri-baia, ;md Hausa mai-}.iron-solla, 'he 
who c.dls to prayer'. 
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and yi oddu'o. Mande Dyula use sycri, lit. 'pros.tration' for ' ritual 
prayer" and a mosque is syeri-holo, 'place of prostration', similar to 

Arabic mosjid. The five prayers are divided into rwo cycles) the first 
consists of the dawn prayer only and the second comprises the other 
four. Thus when a cleric says ' I have accomplished the second prayer', 
he means the third. Prayers are known by corruptions of the Arabic 
names, for example: 

Nup~ Fu/fu/d~ Nup~ HaUla 

~al:i.t a~ .~ubl.l asuba julde fadyiri (Ar. al·fajr) dawn dawn 
~al.it a;. ;:uhr zuril: or az.afari julde saUifana 1.30 2.00-3.00 

~alat .al · 'a~r asarior1ii'silri julde 1':lSSara 3.00 4.00-5.00 

,abU al-maghrib magarl or magaruba julde fitirP 7.00 7.00 

~aliit al-'ishi' lishia julde safako (Ar. shafaq) 8""'9.00 8.0<>-9.00 

A feature of West African Islam rs the Qur'an interpretation session 
known by a corruption of Arabic wo':?, 'sermon, exhortation' (Mande 
wad),u). These are given in large mosques every Friday (and every day 
during Ramac)an) after the khutha has been delivered.' Among the 
Nupe for the wazu!l, the first reciter (karatu1Jji~IChi) who knows the 
Qur'an by heart, recites a passage, then a m01J known as wazu1Jji1Jchi, 
'preacher', reads or recites it again and translates roughly into Nupe; 
and a megaphonist (gogo, lit. 'interpreter') repeats his translation in a 
loud voice. Yoruba call the recital wasi. The alfa and one or more 
ajanlis; (co-interpreter) read a passage in unison. Then the alfa (called 
oniwasi) translates (interprets) in Yoruba, and the third (arowasi or 
megaphonist) repeats the translation in a loud voice. The Hausa per­
form wa'ozi (or wo'otsu) before and after Friday prayer in mosques, 
public places, or streets. The cleric (mai-wa'azi) recites a section and 
then interprets in Hausa. They say they are forbidden to recite and 
translate verse by verse. Sudanese Tuareg (e.g. Igellad) meet after 
Friday prayer for tiberdyont when a cleric reads and comments on a 
passage. 

Mosques are little frequented on weekdays except in Rama9.an) and 
during the rains prayers are often sandwiched together. Every Friday, 

I Ar.fitT , prayer of the breaking of the Ramagin fast, the evenings of Ramagiin, and by 
extension applied to the sunset prayer. 

:I Ibn BaHuta mentions the practice at the'idceremonial when hcwasin Mali in A.D. 1352. 

On the mu/alla or praying-place outside the town, 'The lo/IUand };/lIIfba were performed. Then 
the J:ha!lb descended from the block and sitting down before the sultan delivered a long dis· 
course which was interpreted into their own tongue by a man holding a spear. It eonsisted of 
exhortation ('Wo'~), admonition, and eulogy of the sultan', ed. Defn~mery and Sanguinetti, 
iv. 410. 
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however, the mosques are packed for faliit al-jum'a. Nomads, who can­
not normally fulfil the requirements regarding Friday prayer except in 
permanent settlements, will come into town if anywhere near. This 
enthusiasm for Friday prayer is due to the st ress placed on this occasion 
as a symbol of Musl im solidarity and its significance as a state function, 
whi lst the fact that it is based on a direct command in the Qur'an 
(lxii. 9) carries weight. In North N igerian states it is a great ceremonial 
occasion with processions between the chief's house and the mosque. I 
At the prayer the elaborate hierarchization which characterizes the 
procession is avoided. In one emirate the leader occupied the mi~rab, 
behind him in the centre of the first row was the sarki (chief) who had 
the alkali and other clerics on his right and the magaji and other officials 
on his left. The .chief imam and members of the royal family mingled 
with commoners·in the second row. 

I n western Sudan after the muezzin has finished calling the prayer 
the almami enters and sits on the mumari (Ar. minbar), a wooden block 
which serves as seat and pulpit. Three muezzins then mount the tower 
or other ca1ling-place and call the prayer one after the other. When they 
have finished the almam; mounts the block leaning on a staff, and reads 
the homily for the day in two sections. Then he descends, recites the 
call, and leads the rite of two rak' as. In western Guinea and elsewhere 
the khu!ha is translated into the local language. In Masina region it is 
recited in A rabic and each phrase translated by the muezzin or an 01/0 
into Songhay, Fulfulde, and Soninke. 

In the eastern Sudan the English introduced ..Friday as a day of rest, 
but the clergy of Northern Nigeria referred to the legal maxim, ' It is 
blameworthy to abstain from work on Friday in imitation of Christians 
and Jews', and resisted its introduction. Government offices therefore 
take Sunday off and their clerks are released on Friday merely in time 
to spruce themselves up to attend prayer which anyway is held late in 
the afternoon. 

Women, regarded as being in a constant state of ritual impurity, are 
not allowed to enter mosques. One cleric said, 'They are ignorant and 
may be unclean'. The Law merely prescribes as blameworthy their 
attendance at Friday prayer unless 'they are no more women', that is, 
when menstruation has ceased. In most parts a separate hut or enclosure 

I In Northern NigeriOl. the prayer is held vcry late between :z. and 3 p.m. (a practice 
H. Barth noticed in 1851, Tra'1Jeis, ii. 486). In Bida it takes place aftcr 4, depending on the 
time the elSu elected to arrive. The clergy know theconditions(cf. al·GhazalI, l/Jya, i. I r 3-16) 
but cannot get the rulers to obsen·c thcm. This practice no doubt derives from that of the 
Moon who observe the prayer about 3 p.m. when the zaw4/ bccomes obvious. 
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(calledjarirdu in Fura Jalon) is provided for them where they can hear 
the megaphonist. Old women are often present at the festival prayers 
outside the town and among nomads women frequently join in prayers 
behind the men. 

Almsgiving. 2aM! formed part of the taxation system of the Islamic 
states of the Sudan, but under European governments its function as an 
obligatory state levy has gone and almost everywhere has become con­
fused with jadaqa, voluntary alms, though a distinction is made in that ' 
za/uit refers to the voluntary, but socially unavoidable) contribution, 
levied by the clergy, whilst !odaqa means 'alms' in a general sense. Pay­
ment of zakaf at the 'Ashura and end of Rama9an is regarded as an 
obligation and when the season approaches the clergy remind their 
people of the necessity of purifying their sins by offering alms; and it is 
they who, in default of a regularly constituted Islamic authority) now 
collect and share out the offerings.1 Clergy are dependent upon alms­
giving) for the institution of waq/ or ~ubuJ is unknown in West Africa.2. 

The word !adaqa has spread widely and has played a great role in de­
sacralizing the conception of sacrifice. In animist religion sacrifice is an 
offering to a divinity to please, propitiate, and sustain its energy, and) 
when consumed by the worshippers, constitutes a form of communion. 
Acceptance of Islam leads to a complete desacralizing of such ideas, for 
Islam has no idea of sacrifice in the African sense. Mande call sacrifice 
to a divinity sit or sofo (if a bloody victim). To this all pagans subject to 
Islamic radiations have added the idea of !adaqa. This is an offering 
made in the name of A llah or the ancestors which is not consumed by 
the offerers but given to poor, children, and clergy. The idea of alms­
giving to those in need which can be offered by anyone thus comes 
alongside direct offerings to a divinity for its own use which can only be 
sacrificed by a priest. This usage gains ground until, when they cross 

I In many parts the amount required from each family is announced at the'Ashiirii but not 
collected until the end of Ramadan when it is handed over to the imam of tllejdmi' who an­
nounces the contributions from ~he pUlpit block and the general lines of distribution wh.ich is 
made after the prayer. In other places the contribution is still glven to the chief since he is 
responsible for the poor and travellers and supports clergy and teachers. 

2 The Sudanese system of land tenure made the constitution of any woqf on landed property 
impo~sible, consequently there are no funds from which mosque officials can be paid as in most 
I slamic countries and they are entirely dependt'nt on fees and alms. The Ja'rTw rder to owq4f 
in urban centres in the pas!. Askiya Mul;lammad 'made a glft to the jam;' at Timbuktu, to 
constitute a {lfIhus, of a chest designed to hold sixty copies of tlle Qur'an'. In Jenne mosques 
received revenues from property for the support ofstudcnts, poor, and mosque officials, but 
today these have all gone, and the institution lingers on only in Timbuktu (cf. P. Marty, 
SQudan, ii. 99, 102-3, 273-4; and for the past, T. al-Fallas!, p. , 10/204) where o/hubusi-hu 
means house or property left in perpetuity for tbe use of members of a particular family. 
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the boundary-line into Islam, sil must cease altogether, since, in the 
eyes of the clergy, it is idolatry, sacrifice to divinities other than God. 
'JIhe word sfl-ni-ke- baga (,offerer' ) 'sacrificer') is used by Muslim Mande 
with the derogatory sense of 'pagan '. The term soio is not transferred to 
the ram sacrifice at a naming or the Great Feast since there is no sense 
of communion with God. The old ideas do not go guickly. There is 
a reaction against beer-libations and 'red' offerings,l but offerings 
(fadaqa) ~o ancestor:s continue for some time. In western Guinea offer­
ings of the staple food during mourning may be regarded as food for the 
dead, but the actual sacrifice goes to the clerics, whilst the other food, 
including the animal which is not 'offered', is for feeding the family and 
visitors. But !aqaqa among Muslims of the SahiI and Sudan means only 
'ceremonial almsgiving'. I t may be thought to help the dead, though 
more especially the living, like any other kaffara (expiatory offering), 
but it is not regarded as food fo r ancestors. There are two forms of 
fadaqa in Islamic societies, the common element being that it is given 
in the mime of God and not consumed by the offerers: that offered at 

I
" the great Islamic festivals and to sanctify family events at naming, 
. circumcision, and death; and that which seeks to attract divine approval 

and protection upon man and his activities such a5fadaqa to ask for rain 

I 
_ and in connexion with the stages of seed-time and harvest. 

2. THE ISLAMI C CALENDAR 

Adoption of the Islamic calendar is an important factor in breaking 
the link with af! imist cults and in the consolidation of I slam. In agrarian 
communities the cult cycle is closely geared with the solar year, but the 
Islamic year of twelve lunar months is an artificial imposition. Towns­
men and traders are free to adopt a new cycle, but agriculturists main­
tain two calendars: the lunar year for the Islamic cult and civil life, and 
the solar year for all that concerns the agricultural year. The Arabic 
names of the Islamic months are adopted) though most peoples have an 
alternative version. This is either translated, or descriptive of the events 
of the Islamic year, or a mixture,2 or, as with Mande) the Islamiclunar 
months are given the names of the solar year months, taking as point of 
departure the sunla/a or hungry period before harvest and the fast 

I Bambara ritual sacrifices fall into two main groups: da la SQrzi, 'door sacrifice', for the 
ancestors; and holi soni, 'fetish sacrifice'. The first require 'white' victims, the second 'red' or 
'black', and the latter, abovc all, are regarded by the clergy as incompatible with profession of 
Islam. 

:: For example, in Songhay Rama4an is haume, 'shut mouth', Shawwil is Jenne, 'open 
mouth', Dho. 'l-Qa'da is hinanjem (Arab. haniyya). Dhii. '1-l;Iijja is tyibsi. Arab. lIabsh. 
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month of Rama4an. Consequently they apply the same name to divi­
sions of the year which are entirely different. I The week is a division 
introduced by Islam, and the names of days are everywhere adaptations 
of the Arabic names .1- Parts of the day have received new terminology 
associated with Arabic prayer times, and the day is reckoned from one 
sunset to ahother; thus Hausa daren jummo' a is our Thursday night. 

The first event of the Islamic year is the l oth night of Mu}:tarram 
(the 'Ashura)3 to which African practices connected with the New 
Year have cohered, although, since it is continually moving round the 
year, it has been disconnected from the agricultural season. The pious 
fast for from one to three days and most prepare for it by a short fast, 
ablutions, and a purge to purify the body. Symbolic rites to ensure 
prosperity during the new year are universal. When the sun has set 
everyone eats all he possibly can and poor people are invited to partici ­
pate, for no one must go empty that night so that a prosperous year may 
be ensured. Hausa have the CUS[Qrn (jtl)'a hoi) of providing every member 
of the household with a fowl or goat's head which each must eat with 
his back turned to the others. Peoples of Senegal, Guinee, and Sierra 
Leone cook and eat the dried head and feet of the ram slaughtered at 
the Tabaski feast (an animist survival-linking the new year [Q the old 
and drawing the blessing of the sacrifice into the new year I). Susu (and 
many others) make an offering (10 kaya1)ye) at the timeof the last prayer 

I T he following are the Mande solu mon ths applied to the I slamic months (for detai ls see 
Ddafosse, La Langlle Mandingue, i. 287-9): 

I . dyambende: mustered slaves (December-Janua ry) 
damoa 11Ia Rono: wai ting for the great day 

3. dOmoa: the great day 
4. 1<1 siri Jolo: commencement of the binding or pregnancy (of the earth) 
5. dyioi niJana: meal of the bringing- forth 
6. la sir; It! oa: end of pregnancy 
7. kJ ma d5: day of the lightening of the heavens 
S. sun/allo mil Rona: waiting for the slJn14io 
9. JlJnR4Jo: moon of deprivation 

minl4lo: moon of drinking 
I I. dOnkyi 11111. Reno: wai ting for the dOnkyi 

dOnlyi: threshing 

Mul}.arram 
~afar 

Rabi' I 
Rabi' II 
J umadi I 
Jumadi ll 
R9jab 
Sha'bin 
Rama~in 

Shaww31 
Dhu 'l-Qa'da 
Dhu 'l-l;I ijja 

2 For example in M andinka: aMdi (o r lahadi),tene,/aidla, arabtJ (JaraDa). altImisa, aridyumo, 
and lib;ti, 

J The following are the main terms employed: 

Wolof: Tamf.ari/j Tuareg: BianlJj 

Fulbe: Yomht:ntej M andinka:gyembt:l/dcj 
T okolor: ht:rr-an and har-omj Soninke: haranl n'tialt: (10th of the moon of H ar:mC:)i 
H nuu.: Sallar a -chi-a-}.olh; or (hil:a (hiRi, 'festh'nl of full belli es' j 
Songhay: dtdo'!/), detU'W dyinger. 
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of the year, and on New Year's Day young men and gi rls immerse 
themselves in a river seven t imes. Many believe that on this night God 
counts all earth-dwellers and designates those who are to die during the 
year. W ith the Islamic lustrations is associated a customary ceremony 
of purification by fire. Songhay, after ablutions, pass and repass over a 
small fi re shouting, 'rest" hir()'W' ('The New Year has entered').1 After 
the feast many (Hausa, Nupe, Mandinka, Dyula) have torchlight pro­
cession~ and contests between age-groups.z T he explanation a N upe 
cleric gave was that N imrod had decided to put Abraham to death. 
Abraham threatened him with hell-fire, but Nimrod was not turned 
from his purpose and he was cast into an immense pyre, but survived 
without a hair being singed.3 A Mandinka cleric in Sierra Leone 
carried the custom back to Noah and the flood, saying that the day God 
evaporated the water and the ark grounded was l Oth Muryarram. 

When day comes special prayers are offered in all mosques. In Bida 
(Nupel they begin with the ceremony of 'the opening of the book'.4 
This consists of readings from the 'Book of the Years' (takUda <ya>;<) 
which gives prophecies for the year. The days of the week are assigned 
to prophets in this order, Adamu, Mamadu, Yakubu, Nuhu, Ayubu, 
Musa, Isa, and the year is known after the prophet on whose day it 
~egins. Onema?,l reads in Arabic, the ma'!lko (chief imam) translates into 
Hausa Of N upe in a low voice, and thegoga shouts it out in Nupe. After 
that the ma?,lkos!a.testheamount each one has to pay as sadaka (=zakat) 
each month. Then follows the homily (hutuba) and a prayer by the 
imam in Arabic, translated into Nupe, and shouted out by the goga. 
Prayer is made for all departed Muslims from Adam onwards and de­
parted etsus of Bida. Then follows prayer for the reigning etsu and his 
people, for rain, deliverance from famine, and so forth. The whole 
ceremony takes about an hour, after which the dsu rides in procession 
and visi ts the tombs of his predecessors in the three compounds through 
which succession to the throne rotates, and at each compound the 
mO?,lko prays for the dead etsus. 

I P. Marty, Soudan, ii. 79; A. Dupuis, La langue Songai, p. I1.9. 
~ Nupe, wlJri-uM, 'waving flaming torches', HausajIjan wUla, 'throwing fire', or wowo 

(wauwau). T ills seems to be falling into disuse among Hausa and the Tuareg of Air, but is 
celebrated with immense enthusiasm by Nupc:, althougll they claim it was only introduced 
with hl:un. T hey caU Mul;larraDl etswa navud, 'the month of the torches', oretswa w~riwo. 

J Cf. Qur'an, xxi. 68-69' Ch. Monteil (Conus Soudanau, 1905, p. 177) relates a similar 
story for l Oth Rama9in, which is probably a mistake for l oth Mul;larram, in which Nebu· 
chadnezzar is the tyrant. 

4 Hausa bflfje takarda. In some Hausa states the ceremony is performed by a speciaL court 
official (rr..aga . lakarda) at the entrance to the ruler's compound. 
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The next festival is the Prophet's birthday' on I2th Rabl' al-Awwal 
( I9th in Hausaland). This is little celebrated by the people except in 
Bornu, but clergy gather in the mosques and hold recitals of the 'Ish­
rino/yot of al-FazazI, the Takhmis of the same poem by Abu Bakr 
Muhammad Ibn Muhlb, and the Dala'il al-Khairat. In Futa J alon 
the karamokos keep it as a day of fast and prayer and recite poems in 
Ful fulde in honour of the Prophet. 2 Dyula keep it as a festival day 
when young men parade with arms and war equipment 'to guard the 
Prophet from his enemies'. The 26th Rajab, 'when the Prophet ac­
companied by an angel-guide visited the seven heavens and seven hells', 
is obsenred by some clerics and is a recognized school holiday. On the 
I4th Sha'ban prayers are recited for deceased kinsfolk but graves are 
not visited. 

Ramadan is preceded by two days of festival (cf. Shrove Tuesday). 
The fast3 is obsenred fairly strictly, for African life is so open that it is 
difficult to conceal the fact that one is not fasting. The daily prayers, 
neglected throughout most of the year, are more strictly observed. 
Hausa have a saying (azumin jemage) for those who observe the fast but 
neglect the devotions, which has acquired proverbial significance for 
half-doing something. Many are assiduous about both because they be­
lieve that thereby sins committed during the year are remitted. The 
27th day, Lailat al-Qadr, generally confused with the Night of Power, 
is observed by clergy who say that God spends this night regulating the 
affairs of the world. Since it is the night the Qur'an descended, many 
spend it reading the Qur'an in relays. In the evening ablutions are per­
formed and incense burned to speed the jinn on their way to prison. A 
Mande feast of the virgins has been attached to this date. In western 
Guinea children sing for presents, young men and maidens parade the 
streets, singing and daI1cing all night.4 They carry around 'floats' with 
representations of animals, boats, and the like. In Hausaland during 
Rama4an the commentary of J alalain is read and translated by two 

1 M:mdinka and Dy\.11a da-mba ma, 'day of the great dance', anahi dO, 'the Prophet's day', 
Moorish Arabic mii/iid; Masina region ml1li1d &i-mha; Soninke modiflfl n'dale; Tuareg gllni; 
Kanuri-Teda ganl:md lchi lowe! j Hausa sailor ganl or sal/aT ltikiilaha; Wolof gamu j Songhay 
aimudu dyingtl', hay dyingcr (birth festival) or hay tyidyi (birth night). 

2 P. Marty, Islam tn Guince, p. 336. 
3 'Fast' is generally a corruption of Ar. /a'Wm: West Mandinb. S'.Jrigoj Dyula sufi; 

Hausa al/mmi; Songhay haume and hamme. Ramagiin is 'the "month (moon) of the fast', 
in Dyula smlgarl; West Mandinka lUII-karo; Mende sunga/ui; Hausa 'I.lJatan azumi; Nupe 
tiswa dzurlj Bozo moriyt sUrI'ktu. But we also get \Volof korf; Hausa wa/mr ~ishirwa 
(thirst month). 

4 Temne mada (dance of the young) and watupa; Dyula kururi (one sleeps not). 
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ma/ams, disposing of two ~izbs each day,l and during the last night the 
whole Qur'an is recited (called tukuri). In the entrance hut of the chief 
cleric a group of from five to ten read a ~iz.b in turn unt il the sixty 
are completed. People drop in and leave alms in a calabash placed in the 
centre of the circle. In N upeland in 1952 it was performed in three 
places in the large village of Katcha and at twenty in Bida. 

The new moon is anxiously awaited for if it is not seen the clerics 
will insist on another day of fasting. Its appearance is greeted with 
bursts of firing, beating of drums, and general rejoicing. 2 About eight 
o'clock in the morning the festival prayer (fa/iit af-(id, Songhay sartJ­
ill,) is held at a special praying-place outside the town (Hausa masallachi 
yidi) where the men assemble by quarters. The imiim leads a prayer of 
two rak(as in a lQW voice which is shrilled out by another cleric, then 
mounts the pulpit'-block which has been carried from the mosque and 
recites a two-part khutba. In Nupeland this is translated from Arabic 
into Hausa and then into N upe, for having studied through the medium 
of Hausa they seem'unable to translate directly. In western Guinea they 
have an unusual practice at both (ids. The almami standing on the block 
is covered with a white cloth (or a number of cloaks) like a canopy, 
under which he remains for half an hour reading sermons aloud and 
interpreting. Temne said he was communing with M ul)ammad, Gabriel 

7nd the spirits of the dead. When the cloth is removed the people 
press upon him to rub their hands in his sweat and wipe it over their 
heads and bodies. Mende said there was power (kpaJa) in the sweat, 
and when they rubbed it on themselves they got rIgauwanda (,grace'). 
Many return home from the prayer by a different foute from the one 
taken when going. This, they say, is in accordance with a tradition that 
the Prophet ordered the first believers to perform the prayer outside the 
mosque in order not to be surprised by the infidels) and to return by 
different routes in order not to seem too large a group of people. Strict 
clergy disapprove of the drumming and dancing that goes on through­
out the night. 

I In Hausaland any commentary is known as Jalalaini. Re:citation of !uu:/Tlh wns a feature: of 
the: rc:ligious life: of Morocco which penetrated sahilian ce:nt re:s. Tadhltirat ,m-Nisyan (p. 171 
26-27) says that in Timbuktu 'the recitation of the: $atufJ of Bukhari during Rama4in in the 
qa[ba of the pashas was an old custom'. 

:. This festival (Ar. al-'ld al-laghTr or al-.fi!r). like the Great Feast, is known as lalla; 
particular terms are:: Tamahaqq 'iundar, amod (Air); Tokolor korka; Wolof kori; Soninke 
suiiRaso n'tyalc; WestemMandingo suiikaro sali; Dyula mi"garc tulu, 'feast of the: moon of 
drinking'; Fulbe ju/de sumayc; Songhay famc dyinger, '(mouth-) ope:ning festival'i Hausa 
!aram.ar salla or sal/ar a:z.umij Nupe: salagi, 'little: feast'i Yoruba ;n,m awc, 'prayer of 
the: fast' . 
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Before the most important feast of the year, aJ-<id al-kabirl on the 
12th of D hu'I- l)ijja, towns are thronged with sheep. They are particu­
lar to ensure that the ram fu lfi ls the legal specifications otherwise the 
benefit may be lost. Hausa say the best animal is a ram with black rings 
around the eyes,z and when it has not been blessed with these character­
istics they anoint its head and feet with henna and put kohl round the 
eyes. On the festival morning the men process to the 'id plot outside the 
town for prayer and homily as at the previous festival. When this is 
finished the drum sounds and they bring a fam to the imam who, re­
citing 'In the name of God, God is great) 0 God accept this offering', 
cuts its throat and the drum sounds again. J Then everyone returns 
home, slaughters his ram before his house, and distributes it among 
relatives, clerics, and poor. The bones are carefully buried, but head 
and feet are kept for the CArhfira. The skin is often tanned and dressed 
for use as a prayer-rug. North African beliefs regarding the utility of 
the sacrificial ram on the Last Day have spread throughout the Sudan. 
Songhay say they support the bridge $irat on their backs, but the 
majority believe that all the rams turn into a large horse which carries 
you over the $irar. Unlike other feasts there is little drumming and 
dancing, and the three days are spent resting and visiting friends. 

3. THE TRAINING OF THE CLERIC 

The training of the cleric begins in the Qur'an schools which are 
still very numerous:. Teaching is not a profession exclusive of other 
occupations. Teachers are not paid fees, for teaching is regarded as a 
voluntary pious work,5 though they receive gifts from the pupils' 

I Tu~reg fafaul and arama/, Ullimmeden Tuareg afIJJJ:o. tafisko, 'spring' (m:1uxa. Heb. 
pua{t). adopted under the form !ahask; by Soninke. Wolof, western Fulbe, and Mandinka, 
alongside their own terms for 'the Great Festiv.ll': M.lndinka saH-ha, Hausa babbar lalla, 
Nupe sdlaM, Soninke banD n''Yale, Khasonke bona solo. Corruptions of {ia{llya also appe.lr: 
H:l,US3, Jallar IIJy)'a or lahiya, Fulfu lde juldt laiha, Yorub.t ih:ya. Other terms are Songhay 
ryibsi or ryUJi (dyingcr) from Arabic: kabsll, 'ram' j Fulbe (Futa Jaloo) dul.i and jiilrk donJtiri, 
Dyula dO. iigi-ma, 'day of songs'. 

! ragl) mai·k<;.ualli = Ar. Iwlsl, or Joz.alT = Berber bincijla. 
J In the Sud.lllese states it is always the political chief who gives the order for the first 

sacrifice. 
4 In Katsina province of Nortbern Nigeria where the population numbers a million and a 

h31f, which mans 150,000 children of school age, there were 4,864 Qur'ii,n schools with_ 
30,]40 pupils in 1950. In addition, there were 2,009 scbools with 9,896 pupils ofa grade be­
yond pure recitation. In French Northern Cameroons where Muslims number 260,000 there 
are only 5,000 children in Qur'an schools. 

S Shaikh l;Iamad of Masina, however,fixed teachers' fees at Sao cowries per IUd memorized 
or 30,000 cowries for the whole Qur'iio. If the parents were unable to pay this amount he 
defrayed it from state funds (Ch. Monteil, Djlrml, p. 151). 
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parents at festivals and specified stages of memorization. Most teachers 
augment their income by cult ivating or following a profession. Some 
are traders for whom teaching has an economic value in assur ing them 
a clientele, others hold a public office as imtim, j udge, or village ch ief; 
whilst amulet-making forms an appreciable part of the income of all 
clergy. 

A characteristic of Islamic education is its individualism. Anyone 
who can recite the Qur'a.n and write Arabic characters is qualified. He 
begins with a class of his own children and neighbours naturally send 
theirs along. Most schools are one-man affairs, but the master who 
teaches beyond the stage of mere recitation hands beginners over to 
older pupils. Women teachers are found mainly among Moors in Sene­
gal and Mauritani.a. There are two grades of schools, distinguished in 
Hausa as makaranfar 01/0,1 'tablet-schooP, and makarontor ilmi,2 'law 
school'. I n the first children are taught to recite the Qur'an without 
understanding. The second embraces all further studies. Generally an 
ilmi-scho'ol merely teaches details about the performance of [a/at, 
prayers for occasional offices like funerals, some exposition of Qur'a.nic 
texts, and perhaps the study of a book of law. 

In Fura Jalon four categories of study are distinguished:' dyangugol, 
r~ing; windugol, writing;firugal, exegesis, explanation of the Qur'an 
in Fulfulde;jennu (Ar.fann) , higher studies. Dyangugol is divided into 
three pans, alifba, the alphabet; sigi, pronunciation and speIling;finedi­
tugal or rindingal, joining of letters, sounds, and words; and reading. 
Writing is studied concurrently with reading.4 The Qur'an is learnt in 
six sections. Beginning with the first sura, they turn to the last and 
work backwards until they reach the second. Higher stud ies begin after 
the Qur'an is learnt by heart. Firugal involves ka' be (or to-be, a transla­
tion of taw~fd), study of the divine unity, and to/Sir, Qur'anic exegesis 
in Fulfulde. Ka' he is based on the $ughrii of Sulaim al-AwjalT; and 
some teachers include the Burhan of As-Suyu\T. Along with theology 
goes the study of taJsfr. Rausa <ulamaare strongly opposed to the trans-

t The terms for teacher and school are frequently derived from Ar. 'lara' a, 'to recite', Allo 
is Ar. al./a'W{1, 'slate'; Mandinka. 'Waiara, 'Walana; Fulfulde nal/tt-al, 'Walla-ai. 

: Songhay: t;ranu ('place of writing') Mran. and tiranu Jyitah (i.e. Ait4h = law book) or 
riranu ahm (Ar. 'ilm). 

3 See P. Marty, L' Jtlom en Guinie, pp. 349-55. 
4 The Sudani script is derived from that of the Magbrib from which, however, it is dis­

tinguishable:. Adopted in the days when tile MaghribT was still less differentiated from Kufic 
than it is today, it has remained little changed, whereas the Maghribi has become somewhat 
more elegant. Calligraphy was not cultivated as an art in the Sudan any more than in the 
Maghrib and the Sudani script is very clumsy, angular, and irregular . .... 
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lation of the Qur'an,l but it is translated orally into local languages at . 
the wa'~ sessions, in which case it is called ta/sir. In Futa J aIon, how­
ever, manuscript translations of the Qur'an exist in Fulfulde and with 
th'e help of these Fulbe give their pupils more intelligent instruction 
than in most parts of West Africa. Firugol ends with an examination by 
the principal karamokos. One of them reads sections of the Qur'an and 
the candidate translates and comments. I f successful he is entitled to be 
called tyerno. 

Thosewho succeed in passingjirugol can proceed to law proper(fennu) 
which includes study of the Tuf;fat of Ibn < A~im, Risala of Ibn Abi 
Zaid, and the mukhta!ars of Khalil ibn Is~aq and al-Akh<jari, with 
commentaries on these works. A few study tawbid in as-Sanusi's Umm 
al-Barahin, Sulaim's Kubrii, and other books. Arabic is studied by 
means of the Maqamat of al- I:fariri and the Burda of al-Bi.1~iri, and 
grammar in al-Ajurrumiyya and sometimes the Alfiyya of Ibn Malik. 
Tradition is rarely studied as a separate subject. The few who attain 
this degree are called alfa, which is a high title only in Fum Jalon. 

It will be seen from the titles of the law books that the prevailing 
madhhab is that of Malik; the only e.~ceptions being Shuwa Arabs and 
I ndian A~madiyya who are I;ianafiyya, and some Bornu jurists, said 
to follow the same school. Tn the medieval Islam of the Sudan zone 
reverence for the law assumes an importance out of all proportion to 
actual obsenrance. Islam is the written law. Hausa. clerics so prize the 
Mukhta!ar of Khalil that if one mentions al-Kitab they think the 
reference is to Khalil's treatise and not the Qur'an. In Nilotic Sudan 
reverence for Khalil is tempered by ~ufism, the one not being more 
important than the other, but in western Sudan, even though all 
clerics are linked with a .tariqa, only the Law is reverenced. 

From the nature of their training and reading it is not surprising that 
their religious compositions are stilted) unnatural, couched in legalistic 
language, and entirely unoriginal in thought. 'Uthman dan Fodio) his 
brother (Abd Allah, and his son Mul;ammad Belo were copious com­
pilers. Thus (Uthman dan Fodio's tractZ on the conditions under which 

I 'Vhen a translation into H3.usa was sUf':gested they uttered a shocked, ' It will lose aU its 
haraka'. Sultan Sa'id Njoya of the recently com'erted Barnum, on his return from Mecca in 
19471 decided thnt the b.w would be better understood and applied if the Qur' an were trans~ 
lated into Barnum. ?he following year a passing Moorish cleric forbade the transltltion. This 
question di"ided the Barnum into two camps before its translation was finally decided upon 
(see Cardaire, Contrihution a l'ltude de l'lslam nair, I.F.A.N. '949, p. 92.). A previous Sultan 
Njoya at the beginning of the present century invented a script for writing Barnum. This was 
at first an ideographic alphabet, tlH!n became syllabic, and finnlly quasi-alphabetic. 

2 Entitled Sirij nl-i}illwan f1 ah.lmm yul.ltiij ilaihi fi hudhii. 'z-zrunin. 
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the waging of war upon bad Muslims is permissible is based upon the 
work of al-Majhrli, which in turn is a compilation of citations fro m 
earlier authorities. Among the writings of al-~ajj 'Umar are a com­
mentary on at-Tijani's Rimiib a/-bizb or-robim (on the duties of the 
affiliated TijiinI), written in 1261 / 1845, Suyuf as-Sa';d, Safina! 0$­

Sa(iida, and a ta(shir of Fa7..3.'Zi 's al-Qo!ii' id 01-( Ishrilliyyiit. The literary 
output of Sudan Muslims is impressive on paper but in fact thei r writ­
ings sho:-v no originality and slavishly follow the form and terminology 
of the books they have assimilated. Given the nature of their training, 
which stresses only the necessity for establishing precedents, this lack of 
originality, regarded as bid'a, is natural. 

4. THE INFLUENCE OF ARABIC UP- O N I NDIGENOUS 

LANGUAGES 

A noteworthy aspect of the spread of Islam is the interrelationship 
betwee,: linguistic and religious factors and here as elsewhere its spread 
has been accompanied by the absorption of an Arabic vocabulary. T he 
mediating factor, however, has not been Arabic-speakers but the law 
books learnt by the clergy. This means that Arabic has remained an 
exotic means of expression. Few colloquial and daily-life words seeped 
iD:to African languages and when talking in Arabic to higher clergy 
sti lted legal terminology has to be employed for them to be able to 

understand. 
This limited literary diffusion may be contrasted with the part played 

by Arabic in North Africa, Mauritania, and Nilotic Sudan. Through­
out Mauritania a vast linguistic revolution led to the substitution of the 
I;Iassaniyya dialect of Arabic for Berber and Soninke. Apart from 
Moors Arabic is only spoken by Arab tribes in central Sudan. Even 
upon people in contact with Arabs spoken Arabic has had little in­
fluence except among urban Songhay and in Bornu and Waday. On the 
other hand, the literary language of the law books has enriched the 
languages of Muslims with hundreds of religious, political, commercial, 
and abstract words and expressions. The difference this has made is 
evident when the means of expression at the disposal ofWolof, Mande, 
Dyula, Songhay, and R ausa are compared with those of animist tribes 
speaking related languages. The last two are especially rich in words of 
Arabic origin. Common vocabulary for anything to do with Islam pro­
vides a link between languages that have no linguistic relationsh ip. The 
need for wider means of expression became felt everywhere after 
the establishment of European rule. Through the work of Christian 
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missions the main African languages were reduced to writing and 
enriched with a wider vocabulary, but the effect of European languages 
upon those of Muslims is restricted to new needs which do not include 
religion, and that term covers the whole of tradi tional life. 

Another effect of the inRuence of Arabic has been to stimulate the 
writing of African languages in Arabic characters, although its lack of 
vowels makes the script unsuitable.! Tokolor and Fulbe in Futas Toro 
and J alon, Hausa, Songhay, and even Wolof, often correspond with 
each other in their own languages. One reason for the depth of Islam in 
Fura J alon may be ascribed to the composition of poems in Fulfulde, 
for which they have formed a special prosody, whose purpose is to 
mediate the main features of Islam to the illiterate masses. These versi­
fied sermons were preserved by the adaptation of Arabic characters to 
their sounds through the use of special diacritical points. CUthman dan 
Fodio also composed verse sermons in Hausa2 but his initiative was fol­
lowed by few others. Because of their exaggerated reverence for Arabic 
Hausa clerics set themselves against the practice of reciting vernacular 
religious poems and thus stifled this means for spreading religious ideas. 
It is noteworthy that Fulbe adapted their own language for new re­
ligious expressions and employ few Arabic words and phrases compared 
with the vast number Hausa introduced into similar poems. 

Arabic borrowings do not disturb the linguistic equilibrium for they 
are transformed in accordance with phonetic laws governing African 
languages. Thus double consonants are separated by vowels and final 
consonants given a vowel ending, sounds fain and ghain disappear, kh 
changes to k and rh to s (seku for shaikh), s,~, d, dh, 4, z, '? coalesce into 
one sound. Although words may be considerably transformed (Hausa.: 
gaskiya for baqiqa, ' truth" and oNawa for al-wu(lu, 'ablution') few 
undergo the phonetic changes characteristic of Bantu languages in 
forming verbs and plurals (e.g. Fulfulde soborere, 'spur', Tunisian 
Arabic shabiir, becomes toborege in the plural), and in general the Arabic 
original is recognizable. 

A new range of ideas has been assimilated through the formation of 

I The only alphabet in existence in West Africa before Arabic was the Libyco-Dcrbcr 
Tifinagh of the Tuareg. All others, excepting graphic and symbolic signs (such as are described.-­
by S. de Ganay, 'Graphie bambara desnombres',y. Soc. Afr. x~ (1950), z95 tf.), were invented 
within rdatively rece.n t times. 

"2. Vernacular poems by • U thmiin and others arc &1vcn in C. H. Robinson, Specinum oj 
Flausa Liuro.turl, 1896. Hausa employ the tcrm o.jo.mi (AT. 'ajllml, 'o.jo.miyya, 'o\ltlandish') for 
vernacular texts written in Arabic characters. It is also used for bad Ara.bic, d. Spanish 
aljamiado in both senses. 
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calques) words and phrases formed by mechanical translation of Arabic 
expressions. This is especially evident in languages like Hausa and 
Songhay which have the instinct of composition: Hausa .Allah yayi 
masa jinl,oi) Songhay Jler-koy ma hinl1i ga) 'May God have mercy on 
him\ said after mentioning someone who is dead. Also vernacular 
words gain new significance through the influence of I slamic ideas. 
From Hausa t/aya, 'one\ derives Makat/aichi, the One) and kot/aita) to 
acknowledge the unity of God; similarly sulmiyo, 'to fall off') is em­
ployed for 'to apostatize'. 

5. THE l NFLUENCE OF THE PILGRIMAGE 

The influence of the pilgrimage begins early in the history of Islam 
in West Africa and Arab chroniclers have left many accounts of pil­
grimages made by rulers of Sudan states since that of Baramandana of 
Mali in the eleventh century A.D. Apart from rulers ordinary pilgrims 
visited the holy places throughout the centuries. I Sudanese with Mecca 
as their goal were faced with a formidable journey. Practicable routes 
fell into two groups: northern across the Sahara to the Mediterranean 
coast and eastwards to the Red Sea. The Sahara crossing offered no 
great difficulty provided the pilgrim could join a caravan) but it was 
costly and could not be taken by the poor unless they traveIfed as servants 
or slaves of rich pilgrims or traders. The diversity of routes can be seen 
from a map of Saharan trade-routes. Western Moors travelled to 
Morocco, especially after the foundation of the Tijaniyya!oriqo, since 
this gave them the opportunity of visiting Al:tmad at-TiJani'S tomb at 
Fez. Others crossed central Sahara from Timbuktu, Gao) north Nigeria, 
and the Chad. Hausa preferred to take the route to Tripoli through 
Agadez, Ghat, and Ghadames because it was fairly safe and they could 
make their way by trading. The only practical way for people travelling 
on foot was the eastern route, but it was much more arduous and 
dangerous, and the robbery, enslavement, and massacre of pilgrims was 
a common event.Z 

I Few of these remained (or study in Islamic centres. African riw4qs in the Azbar do not 
indude one for western Sudan. They comprise: the MaglltIriba (North Africans), Bar4bra 
(Nubians), SanntIriyya (eastern Sudan), :lahaT/a (Ethiopians), BaTnQwiyya (Kanuri and 
Hausa), $ulaifi (Dar Sila and Waday), and Ardofor (Dufur). The number of West Africans 
studying olt the: Azhar never seems to have been great (in 1952 there: were lOS from the A.O.F. 
and about 50 from Northern Nigeria). The full certificate of 'olim can only be given to 
Egyptians, but foreign students receive a ccrtific;He testifying that they have attended (hI! 
recjuisitc: lectures. White West Africans were known :as Sluzniiqra (from Shinql~ in Mauri­
tania) and Blacks as Sudan, or, p~rtitularly in the eastern Sud311, as Talrtfrlr or Falla/a. 

z Brtl~ gives an account of the massacre in the Nilotic Sudan of a caraV311 of Takruri 
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The nineteenth century was a difficult period for pi lgrimage because 
it was the most disturbed in West African history. Apart from internal 
wars pilgrim-routes were affected by the crisis the whole Islamic world 
was undergoing through E uropean penetration. No established re­
ligious leaders dreamt of facing the perils, but the [act that ordinary 
people did attempt it, although they might be enslaved or drafted 
into Mahdist armies on the way, shows that pilgrimage is an urge from 
which they could not be deflected by the dangers of the way. When 
Africa settled down under the control of European powers the position 
changed and the pilgrimage became easier to accomplish than ever be­
fore. New ways were opened by sea and the poor-route eastwards be­
came safe after defeat of the khalIfa 'Abd Allah in 1898. In the early 
days the lure of Mecca governed the direction of irreconcilables to the 
new regimes. Tokolor, fleeing before the French advance, migrated 
eastwards to Sokoto where they took part in the jihad against the 
British, then moved on to settle eventually in Nilotic Sudan and the 
Hijaz. But since the first decade of European rule the motive for east­
ward migration has been religious. 

The pilgrimage is costly to the rich and arduous to the poor so natur­
ally the number who go are limited. It is not especially prized in Senegal 
and Marty wrote that out of 1,385 schoolmasters only twenty had 
accomplished it.l Hausa and negroid Fulbe of Northern Nigeria are 
keener than any other West Africans, a psychological factor distinguish­
ing them from eastern Sudan Muslims. Hausa, of course, are an enter­
p rising people to w hom it provides an outlet for their love of travel and 
trade. Many feel that it is virtuous to live and die near the holy places. 
Thus the Tijiinj khaljfa Alfa Hashim (d. '934-) and 'Umar Gambo 
(d. 1918) settled in Mecca, where at least 4,000 West Africans are 
permanently established. 

The principal route is through Maiduguri, Fort Lamy, Abeshe, 
Ginena, Fasher, Nahud, to El-Obeyd from which the train carries 
them to the Red Sea. This was formerly the route for heavy camel­
borne traffic but today the majori ty travel by lorry. Still the w riter has 
seen many walking, accompanied by women and children, and leading 
a donkey laden with their possessions. Pilgrimage is undertaken by tll! 

pilgrims led by MuQammll.d at-Tawiishr ('the Eunuch'), one of the Negro eunuch guardi:ms 
of the Ka'ba who had been allowed to , 'isit his homeland nnd was returning via Sennar nnd 
Shendi (J. Bruce, Tra'Vt./s, 18°5, \'1. 4°0--1, 477). M. at·Tunisi shows that a regular yearly 
pilgrimage caravan went eastwards from Waday when he mentions that in 1841 it had to 
proe(."C.d by Awj~t~ and Egypt owing to the strained relations which then existed between 
Waday and Darfur (POJ>age au Ouaday, p. %36). 1 R.kl .. M. xxviii. 31. 




