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Introduction

EMMANUEL KWAKU AKYEAMPONG

This edited volume originated about three years ago in an invitation
from James Currey Publishers to consider writing a textbook of West
African history and a Historical Atlas of West Africa. I conceded the
need for these texts, and after some hesitation opted to edit a volume of
essays on West Africa’s history and deferred the Historical Atlas for a
later time. I chose to edit a volume on West Africa because I sought an
easy way out. More importantly, reviewing my syllabi on West Africa
over the past decade — cobbled from various sources — convinced me
that a comprehensive textbook on West Africa’s history needed to draw
on different disciplines and expertise. I am grateful to James Currey
Publishers for the invitation and their persistence and to the thirteen
contributors of this volume who responded with enthusiasm to the
prospectus for this textbook.

The volume is arranged thematically and chronologically, but not
necessarily as a continuous historical narrative. It aims to bring together
in about 300 pages key themes from West Africa’s prehistory to the
present. It is designed as a textbook for undergraduate and graduate
levels, discussing various disciplinary approaches to West African
history, providing overviews of the literature on major topics, and
breaking new ground through the incorporation of original research.
The goal was to write in an accessible style and with few footnotes,
though I was the first to fall foul of that prescription in respect to the
latter. At the end of each chapter is a short list of recommended reading.
Though there is important overlap between the chapters, I made no
attempt to harmonize the intellectual views expressed within them. As
the chapters went through the review process, I shared drafts with
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Introduction

other contributors to the volume in their areas of expertise. We therefore
served as our own peer review system. For future editions, I hope to
convene workshops at Harvard University that will enable contributors
to deliberate over the text as a whole and how it should be reshaped,
as well as their individual contributions.

Teaching West African history

The need for this volume arose from awareness of the limitations in
existing texts for teaching West African history. In addition, most of
these texts are out of print. The major text for teaching West African
history remains J. F. A. Ajayi and Michael Crowder (eds) History of
West Africa, which has been issued in three editions (1971, 1976 and
1985-7). This two-volume work constitutes an important landmark in
West African historiography and remains my favorite text as a scholar.
The mid-1980s edition includes some new chapters in Volume 1 that
take cognizance of the emerging themes of ecology, disease, and
maritime history. But the conceptual framework remains the same.
Nevertheless, the two volumes provide comprehensive geographical
and chronological coverage of West Africa’s history, something that
this volume does not attempt to do. The chapters in Volume 1 on ecology,
early savanna kingdoms, and coastal societies between the Volta and
the Niger remain “state of the field” essays.

Volume 2 of Ajayi and Crowther, which covers the period between
1800 and about 1960, is equally impressive in its scholarly pool and
geographic coverage. One limitation of Volume 2 is that too much has
happened in post-colonial West Africa in spite of Richard Rathbone’s
efforts to extend the coverage to 1980 in the concluding chapter. Volume
2 in its third edition also comprises 21 chapters and is 833 pages long,
an unwieldy textbook for classroom use, aside from being out of print.
That undergraduate students who enroll in my West Africa since 1800
class are often drawn to the contemporary issues of religious ferment
and creativity (Pentecostalism and Islamism), political conflicts, state-
civil society relations, the elusiveness of economic development, the
specter of disease, and the oppressive reality of poverty makes it
impossible for the historian to take refuge behind the thirty-year rule
and argue that historians do not examine contemporary issues. These
are themes or developments that have come to shape life as it is lived
and experienced in West Africa.

There is also a demand for scholarship on Africa to respond to Africa’s
myriad problems and challenges. In the 1986 edited volume on African

2
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Historiographies, Congolese historians Mumbanza Mwa Bawele and
Sabakinu Kivulu lament that ‘our present discourse is foreign to the
society of which we speak; it is ignored by the masses and by the
intellectual, political, and economic elites. It is in fact history for the
historians, for the specialists. And it lacks commitment.” Bawele and
Kivulu called for a “history for development’.! The contributors to this
volume are scholars who have shown a keen interest in understanding
the African past and present, as well as having their scholarship shed
light on the African ‘condition’.

There are several single-volume texts on West African history, and 1
have used many selectively in my courses over the years.” The utility of
a historical atlas was clear when Kwamena-Poh et al., African History
in Maps (1982) and Ajayi and Crowder (eds) Historical Atlas of Africa
(1985) were in print and available.®* For students without an Africa
background, these were invaluable introductions to the study of the
continent with a visual depiction of themes and geographical areas.
Segments of Basil Davidson’s documentary series, Africa: A Voyage of
Discovery and Ali Mazrui's The Africans brought a sense of immediacy
to my West Africa courses and to a younger generation very oriented
towards multimedia. In terms of textbooks to be purchased by students
of West Africa up to 1800, I have used Boahen's Topics in West African
History (1986), Austen’s African Economic History (1987), Manning's
Slavery and African Life (1990), Mbiti's African Religions and Philosophy
(1989), and The Epic of Sunjata, now available in various editions. Then
comes the long list of other works as we examine sources and methods
for the study of African history, ecology, climate change, agriculture,
early states in Western and Central Sudan, the West African economy,
religious interaction, the Atlantic trade and slavery, and case studies
of forest and coastal kingdoms. And the students complain that I make
them read too much, and that I need a course packet. They are also
intrigued by the way I constantly revise the material in the texts during
lectures with more current interpretations and evidence; the need for a
new text was obvious.

! Mumbanza Mwa Bawele and Sabakinu Kivulu, ‘Historical Research in Zaire: Present Status
and Future Perspectives,” in Bogumil Jewsiewicki and David Newbury (eds), African
Historiographies: What History for Which Africa? (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications, 1986),
p. 234.

? These include Michael Crowder, West Africa: An Introduction to its History (London: Longman,
1977); J. D. Fage, A History of West Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969);
and Basil Davidson, West Africa before the Colonial Era; A History to 1850 (London: Longman,
1998).

% See also Brian Catchpole and 1. A. Akinjogbin, A History of West Africa in Maps and Diagrams
(London: Collins Educational, 1984).
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For my course “West Africa since 1800 the students’ favorite is Boahen
and Webster, The Revolutionary Years: West Africa Since 1800 (1980),
which is now out of print. Textbooks purchased by students include
Boahen’s African Perspectives on Colonialism (1987), Echenberg’s Colonial
Conscripts (1991), and Manning’s Francophone Sub-Saharan Africa: 1880-
1985 (1998). Another important recent text is Cooper’s Africa since 1940
(2002). Then comes, again, my long list of readings for lecture themes
on nineteenth-century kingdoms, the abolition of the slave trade and
its impact, Euro-African interaction (merchants, explorers and
missionaries), the partition and conquest of Africa, colonial rule, the
World Wars, African nationalism and independence. The last three
weeks of the course deal with post-colonial Africa, and here Manning's
Francophone Sub-Saharan Africa and Cooper’s Africa since 1940 have
become crucial to the continuation of the historical narrative. There
were years when I divided the class into groups to research on the
various aspects of post-colonial West Africa — economic performance,
regionalism and ECOWAS, ethnicity and political conflict,
Pentecostalism and Islamism, military intervention, the burden of
disease — and make short presentations with handouts for the class.
In short, we created our own materials and I guided discussions after
brief introductions of relevant issues. The abundance of rich African
novels for the post-1800 history enlivens the course: Achebe’s Things
Fall Apart, Armah’s The Beautyful Ones are not yet Born, Oyono’s
Houseboy, and Beti's Remember Ruben being a select few.*

Structure and content of the book

This textbook is designed to be used with other valuable texts,
particularly since it does not aim to present a narrative history of West
Africa. The book is divided into three parts, retroactively, in my desire
to provide large organizing categories. But there are important
connections and overlaps, and some of these are highlighted in the
following discussion. Part One: Paths to a West African Past comprises
the first four chapters, which provide perspectives on West Africa’s
history from archaeology (McIntosh), ecology and culture (Webb),
linguistics (Dakubu), and oral traditions (Conrad).

Part Two provides longue durée perspectives on the environment,
society, agency and historical change in West Africa. There is important

* For a good overview of some of these novels, see Margaret Jean Hay (ed.), African Novels in
the Classroom (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000).
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overlap between Manning's chapter on slavery and the slave trade in
West Africa from 1450 to 1930 and Rashid’s chapter on castes, pawns
and social inequality in West Africa. Indeed, Rashid’s chapter has a
sub-section that examines slavery, as he conceptualizes kinship, caste,
pawnship and slavery in a relational schema. Obeng’s chapter on
religious interaction (African religions, Islam, and Christianity) in pre-
twentieth-century West Africa also provides an important context for
the contemporary discussion of Pentecostalism and Islamism by Larkin
and Meyer in Part Three. Kalu's chapter on poverty in colonial West
Africa explores indigenous meanings of wealth and poverty, with the
Igbo serving as a detailed case study, The chapter dovetails with the
discussion of social inequality in both Manning and Rashid.
Akyeampong’s chapter on disease in West African history builds on
the context provided in Webb’s review of ecology and culture, as he
discusses diseases rooted in the African environment and others that
were externally introduced. There is also important overlap with
Eckert’s examination of urbanization in colonial and post-colonial
Africa, especially with regard to disease in colonial towns.

Part Three has three chapters: Monga on West African economic
history with special attention to structural adjustment in the post-1980s;
Daddieh on ethnicity, conflict and the state in contemporary West
Africa; and Larkin and Meyer on Pentecostalism, Islam and culture.
Economic and political developments have shaped religious expression
and identity in significant ways, and some see the current Pentecostal
and Islamist fervor as a response to the changing political economy.
Monga’s chapter, which also seeks to provide an alternative economic
model to structural adjustment, resonates with Kalu's call for Africa-
centered approaches to poverty reduction.

Part One: Paths to a West African Past

In Chapter 1, McIntosh gives an excellent overview of what we know
of the West African past from about 10,000-1,000 BP. The chapter
examines climate changes and their impact on migrations and
settlements, pastoralism and farming. It sheds important light on
indigenous innovations in pastoralism, agriculture, and metal
technology (copper and iron), as well as external influences on these
spheres. The chapter builds on McIntosh’s work in the Middle Niger
Valley, particularly at Jenne-jeno, and how this revises our
understanding of early subsistence specialization, exchange, and

urbanization before Arab influence. There is important dialogue
between McIntosh’s chapter and Webb’s. In Chapter 2, the external
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influence in West Africa’s history is etched more firmly, situating West
Africa within global networks. Webb does an excellent job extending
his analysis of ecology and culture into the last two centuries.

Dakubu in Chapter 3 examines the contribution of linguistics to West
African history. She points out that linguistics can be useful to historians
in the reconstruction of West African history, even if they lack linguistic
skills. The chapter discusses different approaches to linguistics: historical
and comparative linguistics and contact studies. Dakubu uses several
historical examples to illustrate these approaches. Particularly revealing
is the case study of maize in West Africa, where linguistic studies have
shown that for Nigeria maize was introduced through northern trade
routes and not from the south, as is expected of a New World crop
during the era of Atlantic trade. This underscores the continued
relevance of the north in cultural innovation in West Africa even after
the European arrival. In Chapter 4 Conrad demonstrates the divide
between Manding understanding of history and European
historiographical traditions, as the Manding view epic narratives like
Sunjata as a literal Magna Carta of clan identity. The chapter also shows
how oral traditions are a rich source of cultural information. The
genealogical engineering that characterizes some traditions, such as
the incorporation of Muslim ancestors into Manding traditions, is
revealing of the growing importance of Islam and how this was inserted
into the Manding worldview and historical narratives.

Part Two: Perspectives on Environment, Society, Agency and
Historical Change

Manning in Chapter 5 presents an excellent review of the history and
historiography of slavery and slave trade in West Africa, examining
the changing contours of enslavement through the interaction of the
Occidental, Oriental and African slave trades. The chapter also provides
an important discussion of the political, economic, and social impact
of slavery and the slave trade on West African societies. Rashid (Chapter
6) expands the scope of social inequality in West Africa to include
kinship, caste and pawnship. He views kinship as a cultural ideology
that organizes blood, marital, and fictive relations; pawnship as the
operating of political economy, particularly in the realm of
accumulation; and caste as the complex interaction of culture and
political economy with different historical configurations in space and
time. He situates these various social categories in a relational schema
and uses case studies to illustrate how they cannot be understood in
isolation.
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Obeng in Chapter 7 argues against the common interpretation that
African indigenous religions lacked internal dynamism and a missionary
or evangelical component. Moreover, the chapter shows that the
interaction of African religions with Islam or Christianity did not always
result in African conversion or religious subordination. Indeed, the
examples of Santa Mariafo and Ntona Buw show how African indigenous
religions emerge or can be recharged through contact with non-African
religions. Both religions appropriated elements of Christianity and
redirected them in ways that responded to local needs and had nothing
to do with the Christian faith. In Chapter 8 Kalu interrogates the nature
of poverty in pre-colonial West Africa and its transformation during
the colonial era. He argues that poverty is not just an economic
condition, but also a cultural fact. Hence, its meaning is specific to
local cultures. He demonstrates this in a compelling way with the Igbo
of southeastern Nigeria, advocating that measures to redress poverty
must take cognizance of this cultural dimension if they are to succeed.

Akyeampong in Chapter 9 uses disease as a lens to review continuity
and change in West Africa’s history from the medieval time to the
present. The chapter examines the context of the environment and
disease, and the impact of the Atlantic trade on epidemiology in West
Africa. The changing disease environment during colonial rule and
the responses of Western biomedicine, as well as the continuing reality
of medical pluralism in the post-colonial era, conclude the chapter.
Akyeampong also incorporates a discussion of African maladies and
therapies from the extant sources, especially for the pre-colonial period.
In Chapter 10 Eckert examines urbanization in the colonial and post-
colonial eras. The chapter reviews key themes in the field — such as
rural immiseration and rural-urban migration, the trend towards urban
agriculture, urban planning and architecture as an instrument of
colonial hegemony — and some of the pertinent historiography. It breaks
new ground through Eckert’s own work on urban land ownership in
Cameroon. There is important overlap with Akyeampong'’s chapter
on disease in Eckert’s discussion of health in the colonial city, urban
planning and the advent of segregation.

Part Three: Understanding Contemporary Africa through Religion
and Political Economy

In Chapter 11 Monga reviews the economic history of West Africa
with special emphasis on the post-1980s and the introduction of
Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) by the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund. Monga provides an illuminating
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discussion of the historiography and theoretical debates on Africa’s
development and underdevelopment. The chapter presents a lucid
explanation of why SAPs have failed to achieve their objectives. Daddieh
in Chapter 12 raises several issues pertinent to understanding the nature
of the post-colonial state and contemporary West African conflicts.
Early in this chapter, Daddieh notes that the omnibus nature of West
African nationalism papered over ethnic pluralism in the march to
independence. At independence a social compact emerged that united
charismatic nationalist leaders and their mass followers around a
developmental agenda. At independence, West Africans inherited a
‘weak’ state, and economic decline vitiated the ability of states to deliver
on development, The result was a crisis of legitimacy and a transition
to autocratic rule. Violence became the mechanism for regime change.
The recent civil wars in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Céte d'Ivoire have
demonstrated how destructive this avenue can be.

In Chapter 13 Larkin and Meyer review new religious movements
in West Africa with a focus on Pentecostalism and Islamism. A declining
political economy is crucial to understanding these religious trends,
and the preceding chapters by Monga and Daddieh provide an
important context in this respect. Strikingly, their discussion of
Pentecostalism and Islamism reveal how much these movements have
in common — despite the opposing rhetoric — in terms of the political
economy that spawned them, their modus operandi, and how both
represent important strategies in a new ‘religious imaginary’ which
affirms a distinctly religious conception of the moral order of society.
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The Holocene Prehistory of West Africa
10,000-1000 BP

SUSAN KEECH McINTOSH

Introduction

Over the past thirty years, most archaeological research in West Africa
has focused on the record of human activities since 10,000 BP.! Although
the coverage is spotty and huge areas remain inadequately understood
and documented, this research has transformed earlier notions of a
West African past that was largely static until stimulus or intervention
from the north transformed Iron Age societies. Furthermore, the
sequences of change through time that this research documents indicate
some unexpected and possibly unique historical trajectories.

Current evidence suggests that West African food production was
indigenous and followed a different pattern from the familiar sequences
of the temperate Old World (the Near East, Europe, and China) in
which domesticated plants were an important element of the earliest
food-producing economies. The earliest food-producing economies in
West Africa were pastoral, based on cattle that were domesticated
indigenously in northeast Africa, it appears, several millennia before
the first domesticated plants appear in the archaeological record.

As archaeological research has shifted from a focus on isolated single
sites, where data from one excavation were extrapolated and assumed
to apply to a broad set of sites with nominally similar material culture,
to the investigation of many sites within a region, our understanding

! The convention used here for dates is as follows: BP is used for radiocarbon dates ‘before
present’, which must be calibrated before their correspondence to calendar years is known;
YA (vears ago), CE ("Common era’) and BCE ('before Common era’) refer to dates in
calendar years.
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Susan Keech McIntosh

of the complexity and diversity of the West African past has grown. In
the temperate Old World, economic specialization, an early sign of
growing social complexity, most frequently involved craft activities; in
West Africa, an equally important aspect was subsistence specialization.
By 4000 BP when the earliest documented domestic plants appeared,
there was a concomitant development of specialized fishing economies
that probably interacted with food-producing economies within the
same region by means of subsistence exchange, creating a complex
web of interdependent communities.

Upon the important bases of cattle (with varying percentages of sheep
and goats), domestic cereals (millet, rice) from 4000 BP, and ecologically
based subsistence exchange, complex societies emerged in favored
locales in West Africa. These were areas of low rainfall (where the
tsetse fly that carried sleeping sickness so frequently fatal to cattle and
humans could not thrive) and abundant water. The Middle Niger
floodplain, where the Niger flows north through arid grass- and
scrubland thereby seasonally flooding the vast flat expanse of the Inland
Niger delta, is one such locale. Here, the domestication of African rice
reduced population mobility to the extent that settlement mounds began
to form in the floodplain. From investigation of these highly visible
sites in various regions of the Middle Niger, we can begin to trace the
emergence of extensive multi-settlement systems and their increase in
scale and complexity.

Urban thresholds were reached at Jenne-jeno by 800 CE, and may
have been reached earlier at Ja, the source of Jenne’s founding
population, according to oral tradition. Undoubtedly, in the vast,
undocumented regions elsewhere in West Africa, similar
transformations occurred. Much research remains to be done, but
enough has been accomplished to make it clear that many earlier
assumptions about the trajectory of West Africa’s past were wrong.

The Pleistocene/Holocene transition

There is abundant evidence for human occupation in West Africa
during the Pleistocene (1.7 million years to 10,000 years ago). The
discovery of hominid fossils in the Lake Chad Basin confirms that
hominids were present in West Africa much earlier, extending back as
far as six or seven million years ago. Unlike East Africa, however, the
record of hominid fossils and undisturbed archaeological sites is
extremely sparse. Fossil discoveries depend on two geological processes:
sedimentation to preserve and fossilize the skeleton after death, and
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exposure of the ancient fossil-bearing sediments through tectonic uplift,
erosion, or both. Much of West Africa is relatively flat and geologically
ancient. There is little topographic variation south of the Sahara to
generate robust sedimentation, and even less recent faulting and uplift.
Therefore, discovery of hominid fossils will probably remain a rare event.
Many of the more recent Pleistocene deposits containing not just fossils,
but artifactual evidence of human activities, have long ago been scoured
away and reworked by water and wind. Sometimes, the artifacts have
been transported to new locations by rapidly moving water and
redeposited. Surface materials of the Lower Paleolithic/Early Stone
Age (chopper tools, ‘Acheulian” hand axes and cleavers) are especially
common north of 16° N latitude. Middle Stone Age artifacts (a variety
of flake and core industries dating presumptively to 120,000-20,000
BP) are also quite widespread, but rarely found in primary contexts
(i.e., original contexts of use and deposition). For these reasons, our
discussion focuses on the last 10,000 years, for which evidence of human
society and activity can be found in its original context.

The end of the Pleistocene involved a dramatic change in vegetation
communities and their distribution in West Africa. For much of the last
glacial maximum 20,000-14,000 BP, West Africa was exceptionally dry
and substantially cooler. The desert margin lay 500 km south of its
present position. Equatorial forest was restricted to a few refuge areas
along the southern coast. Small bands of hunter-gatherers were sparsely
distributed in the south. Approximately 12,500 years ago (10,500 BP)
the rapid onset of much wetter conditions transformed the landscape
of West Africa. The humid forest zone expanded 350 km north of its
present limits, and the desert effectively disappeared from West Africa.
Closed lake basins all over northern West Africa reached Holocene
high stands between 9500 and 8500 BP. Lake Chad, for example,
became Megachad, over fifteen times its present size and 40 m deeper.
The Sahara became a land of lakes, grassy plains, and forested uplands.

The fauna of northern Mali, Mauritania and Niger included elephant,
giraffe, hippo, crocodile, and Nile perch plus many varieties of catfish.
Hunter-gatherers expanded into this newly verdant zone. In the Air
Mountains of Niger, hunters seasonally occupied base camps in the
mountains as well as specialized, hunting/ processing sites on lakeshores
in the adjacent lowlands. Armed with small blades, geometric
microliths, and a variety of arrow points, these groups hunted wild
buffalo, antelope and gazelle, and also fished. By the tenth millennium
BP, Saharan groups were making pottery, among the earliest anywhere
in the world. After 9000 BP, grinding stones became common at
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northern sites, indicating intensive processing of plant foods, especially
wild cereals.

What accounted for such a rapid change in climate? Climate in
West Africa is proximally produced by the seasonal migration and
pulsation of two air masses — the dry tropical and the humid maritime
continental masses. Where these air masses meet and interact (a front
known as the Intertropical Convergence Zone — ITCZ) monsoonal
rainfall occurs.? The ICTZ annual migration cycle proceeds from the
desert margin in the north to the equatorial forest in the south, producing
ever more prodigious rains as it moves southwards, and these are
repeated as the ITCZ moves northwards again. To the north, the dry
season between the two passages of the ITCZ is nine to eleven months
long. The migration of the ITCZ, along with the relatively flat
topography of West Africa, produces the familiar West African
latitudinal zoning of vegetation, from equatorial forest to Guinean forest
and savanna, to dry, Sudanic savanna, sahel and desert. The zones
shift latitudinally in response to the changes in the displacement of the
ITCZ migration. During the early Holocene, the northern front of the
ITCZ was displaced 500-700 km or more northwards.

This dramatic shift in vegetation zones and water budget was only
one — although certainly the most extensive — of many changes in
climate during the Holocene in West Africa. Some of these lasted for
hundreds of years and were pan-African or even global in scale. Others
were shorter and more regional or local in effect. Many variables could
affect climate and mediate how its effects were experienced locally.
Unlike in temperate zones, where temperature is the major factor
affecting the rhythm of the seasons, moisture dictates the pattern of
growth cycles in the tropics. Particularly in the sahel and dry savanna
zones, even minor shifts in the availability of water can have major
effects on human societies. During the Holocene, human groups faced
the challenge of climatic oscillations occurring on scales ranging from
millennia to decades,

Human response to this challenge involved interaction between the
physical world of plants, animals, soils and climate and the human
domain of culture, experience and action. The African milieu has been

? Ultimately, the position of the ITCZ is affected by heating patterns influenced by the intensity
of sunlight falling on the earth. Important factors here are the changing tilt of the earth’s axis
to the sun, and the timing of the earth’s closest passage to the sun (perihelion). In 9000 BP,
for example, the earth’s axis was more strongly tilted than today, and perihelion occurred in
July. It takes place in January today. The longer exposure of the northern Hemisphere to
heating just when earth was closest to the sun affected the heating and position of these air
masses over West Africa.
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characterized as hostile, with its inhabitants engaged in continual
struggle. Some suggest that African innovation in the face of the
challenge was infinite. This probably overstates the case. The West
African environment posed constraints on innovation; one finite subset
of responses was more viable than another. At the same time, what
was a disaster to one group was a potential opportunity to another.
The farmer, the fisher and the nomad view the world very differently!
All, however, developed strategies to address effectively an environment
where moisture fluctuations represent substantial risks to life and health.
Looking across the Holocene, we can see several recurring patterns in
the response of West African societies to risk over time: mobility, which
kept population densities generally low (aided by disease vectors) and
labor at a premium; and exchange and alliances across ecological
boundaries.

The Holocene Humid Period and the appearance
of cattle herding

The early Holocene Humid Period that began 11,000 years ago was
punctuated by at least one abrupt, widespread desiccation phase
between 8000 and 7000 BP. Soon after this, pottery-using pastoralist
groups with domestic cattle and some sheep and goats became
widespread in West Africa between 20 and 24° N. They exploited wild
plants, and also hunted and fished to varying degrees. Analysis of cattle
DNA indicates that indigenous, wild African cattle were domesticated
as early as 9000 years ago in northern Africa. Dung, dried plant fodder,
and the bones of Barbary sheep (Ammotragus lervia) dating between
9000 and 8000 BP in caves in the Acacus highlands of Libya indicate
that hunter-collectors were penning and controlling these animals.
These behaviors did not, however, lead to domestication, defined as
genetic changes indicating dependence on humans. The only
domesticated caprines documented in Africa were sheep and goat
introduced from the Near East 7000-8000 years ago.

Ammotragus is but one of the 86 species of artiodactyls (grazing
animals with an even number of functional toes) in Africa that were
not domesticated. What accounts for the successful domestication of
cattle alone among this rich diversity of ungulates? Wild cattle had a
package of characteristics that made them particularly suited for control
by humans: they live in herds with a hierarchical social structure (the
human herder usurped the role of the lead male), are relatively slow
and easy to pen without inducing panic and shock, and will telerate
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being penned with individuals from different herds. Human cultural
preference and behavior probably also played a role. Fiona Marshall
has suggested that wild cattle may have initially been brought under
control in order to assure predictable access to meat for important rituals
and feast occasions, when gifts of meat were essential. This would have
been of particular concern during dry periods, when grazing prey
became more mobile. Although we commonly think of domestication
as producing a more abundant food supply, perhaps predictability was
the goal of the North African hunter/collectors who started herding
cattle as well.

Plants were not domesticated for several millennia after herding
economies were widely established. Elsewhere in the world, plants were
domesticated before animals (New World, New Guinea), or
contemporaneously with animals (temperate Old World). Why was
the African pattern different? Marshall suggests that for hunter/
collectors in the fluctuating environments of the early Holocene Sahara,
herding mobile animals seasonally through several different
environments was a less risky strategy than having to stay in one place
for several months to cultivate plants. Wild cereals were seasonally
available for harvesting without cultivation in the great sahelian
grasslands of the Sahara in the early- to mid-Holocene. A mixed strategy
of herding, collecting, fishing, and hunting provided a maximum of
options in the face of unpredictable conditions.

From Mali and Niger especially, we have abundant archaeological
evidence for the expansion of these herder/hunter/collectors into the
grassland zone between 19° and 24° N, as Saharan lakes refilled after
the severe dry episode c. 7500 BP. Cattle pose two constraints: they
must be watered at least once every day, and they must stay away
from the high grass and bushy savanna that harbor the tsetse fly. This
noxious insect carries the trypanosome parasites that cause sleeping
sickness, which is frequently fatal to domestic livestock, especially cattle.
Herding economies were thus restricted to areas with less than 500-
700 mm rainfall annually. Between 6500 and 4500 BP, this was north
of 19% N latitude. This zone included a wide variety of landscapes and
features, from areas with limited topographic variation that had
seasonal or permanent lakes in vast depressions and seasonal rivers in
wadis (northern Mali), to regions with important highlands and
mountains (Air, Hoggar, Adrar des Ifoghas), where permanent lakes
and rivers were present at high and low altitudes. These offered a range
of opportunities for seasonal exploitation. While early pastoral
economies are often discussed in terms of an assumed similarity to
present-day nomadic African pastoralists, most living pastoralists do
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not have unhindered access to both grasslands and water in the way
these mid-Holocene herders did. There were no farmers competing for
these same resources! Specialized nomadic pastoralism, which involves
extensive seasonal movements of the entire social group and their herds
as exemplified by the Fulani today, probably arose only when
agriculture became established and herders were forced into more
marginal zones.

At the present time, it is not clear how rapidly domestic stock spread.
Initially, it appears that domestic stock was added to the existing
hunting/ collecting economy. Between 7000 and 5500 BP, most of the
dated evidence for herding/hunting/ collecting economies comes from
the Saharan highlands and adjacent lowland water-catchment areas.
These are regions where the exploitation of diverse resource zones at
different altitudes was possible. In the highland regions, livestock-based
economies are attested to not only by remains of cattle bones but also
in rock art. The best known rock art comes from the Tassili n” Ajjer and
Tadrart Acacus of South-East Algeria/South-West Libya. Here, human
groups and their livestock, along with wild fauna and hunting weapons,
are depicted in naturalistic paintings. In some cases, substantial herds
are shown. In others, what appear to be rituals involving cattle are
depicted. Rock engravings are also present, and their distribution
extends further south, into the Hoggar of Algeria, the Adrar des Ifoghas
of Mali, and the Air of Niger.

Further west and south, hunter/collectors probably persisted in areas
not conducive to herding. In northern Mali, there are sites from the
period 7000-5500 BP with substantial numbers of heavy grindstones
used for processing wild cereals. There are also sites with bone harpoons
and other specialized equipment for fishing and hunting aquatic species.
Further south, the extraordinary discovery of an 8.5 meter dugout canoe
buried in the old shoreline of Megachad in northern Nigeria and dated
to over 8000 years ago (7500 BP) suggests that technologies for lacustrine
exploitation were well developed. On the Mauritanian coast, middens
from this period indicate that some groups had begun to process large
numbers of shellfish. In all of these cases, domestic stock seem to have
been absent, but caution is warranted. Where people maintained very
small herds that were conserved or exploited for milk or blood rather
than meat, the archaeological record would show only wild animals.
Or consumption of stock may have been seasonal, associated with
particular rituals, in which case, bones of domesticates might be present
only on sites occupied during that season.

As dry oscillations increased in severity and duration after 5000 BP,
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it is easy to imagine that herders were increasingly affected by boom-
and-bust cycles similar to those experienced by present-day pastoralists.
When herds are lost to drought or disease, herders rely on social
networks and relations of obligation, reciprocity and mutual assistance
to replenish their stock. During boom periods, when herd numbers
swell, social and kin networks facilitate the mobilization of additional
labor to manage the herds. Such social technologies are a key element
of risk management. So, too, is mobility to access a wider range of
essential resources. Both are likely to have expanded after 5000 BP,
linking increasingly larger areas. The mid-Holocene humid period came
to an abrupt end c. 4000 BP. There is evidence that this onset of arid
conditions was dramatic. Precipitation fell, summer temperatures rose,
and vegetation thinned to the extent that most available moisture was
lost to evaporation. Herders were obliged to move to more reliable
sources of water, many of which lay farther south. Herders of domestic
cattle during the period 4000-2500 BP became concentrated between
20° and 13° N. latitude, as the tsetse zone retracted southwards.

Late Holocene climate oscillations and the expansion
of food production

The disruption to human society as a consequence of this arid onset
must have been massive, probably exceeding the effects on pastoralists
of the sahelian drought of the 1970s. Long-occupied areas, such as the
northern Air, were abandoned by pastoralists; new sites were colonized
further south, in river valleys (Tilemsi, Azawagh), on the shores of
lakes (Tichitt and Chad), and in seasonally inundated regions (the
Mema). Several important innovations and trends were associated with
this period: a domesticated cereal, pearl millet (Pennisetum glaucum),
came into widespread use; sites were larger and more densely occupied
than earlier in the Holocene; specialized subsistence economies became
elaborated; increased population density and diversity in favored locales
seem to have been associated with the first potential evidence for social
differentiation and ranking. All of these were undoubtedly interrelated.

Wild cereals had been collected and processed for much of the
Holocene. Many continue to be collected today in the sahel and are
sold in the markets alongside domestic cereals. But between 4000 and
3500 BP, one of the most drought-tolerant cereals in the sahel — pearl,
or bulrush, millet — was apparently the first to be domesticated,
probably in Mauritania, based on DNA analysis. Pearl millet can be
grown where there is as little as 200 (and up to 1000) mm of rain. The
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earliest direct dates on millet seeds are c. 3500 BP from the Awker

region of Mauritania and Birimi, on the Gambaga plateau in northern

Ghana, over 1000 km to the south.
In the Awker, along the curved escarpments (dhar) running between
Tichitt and Néma, a distinctive early agropastoral society emerged and

flourished between at least 3500 and 2600 BP. Initially, permanent lakes
existed at the base of the escarpment, and extensive village settlements
flanked their shores. On the escarpment itself, people used the naturally
exfoliating sandstone as building material, creating stone-walled
compounds that presumably had thatch or mat houses, as no stone
house foundations have been found. Grindstones are exceptionally
numerous, and upright stone plinths within compounds have been
interpreted as supports for granaries. This is the earliest evidence for
such storage facilities in West Africa.

The original sequence outlined by Munson thirty years ago suggested
that domesticated millet appeared after 3000 BP, as the lakes dried up
and people abandoned the lake villages and shifted to the escarpment.
Yet more recent dates on grains of domestic millet demonstrate that it
was present on escarpment sites by 3500 BP. Along the lakeshore at
that time, herders with cattle and goats hunted, fished and processed
wild cereals (mainly the large, fat-rich seed of the sand-burr, Cenchris
bifloris, to judge by the seed impressions on the pottery). The relationship
of these lake-dwellers to the groups with stone architecture and
domesticated millet on the escarpment and, in a few cases, at its base,
is not fully understood. Were these contemporaneous, interacting
groups? Or do the differences in material culture between the lake and
dhar settlements indicate occupation at different time periods?

In any event, the escarpment sites are spectacular, with many small
sites and a handful of larger settlements covering 20-95 hectares and
possessing 200-600 large, stone-walled compounds. They appear to
have been occupied seasonally by agropastoralists who also hunted
and collected wild plants. If all the compounds in these few, very large
sites were contemporaneously occupied (something which has never
been investigated), then this number of people would certainly require
a more complex form of social organization — either hierarchical
(chiefs) or heterarchical (for example, a council of lineage heads, plus
leaders with ritual authority). The research needed to investigate the
question of sociopolitical change on dhar Tichitt is, unfortunately,
hindered by the fact that much of the soil matrix of the archaeological
deposits on the escarpment has been eroded away by the wind. Artifacts
are now jumbled on the surface, making studies of change through
time very challenging. There is still a great deal that we do not
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understand about the society that built the stone enclosures on dhar
Tichitt.

Pottery assemblages similar to those from the Tichitt area extend all
along the dhars of south-eastern Mauritania down to Néma, where
relatively small agropastoral sites have been documented dating to at
least 3500 BP. Just over the Malian border, similar pottery appears in
the seasonally inundated Mema region of the Niger basin by 3100 BP
on small (<1.5 ha) sites located mainly on the edge of the then-active
floodplain. These have been interpreted as the southern, dry season
camps of (agro?) pastoralists who spent the rainy season along the
seasonally filled depressions at the base of the dhars. Their material
culture included types of stone (a fine-grained siltstone and chert)
unavailable locally but present in the dhars. Also present in the Mema
floodplain were herder/fisher/hunter/collector groups that made
pottery quite different from the dhar-affiliated pottery. These groups
may also have had cattle, but occupied the area much more intensively,
creating large middens of fish bone and freshwater oyster shell within
the Mema floodplain during the period 3500-2600 BP. We do not yet
know whether these people also had domestic millet. The agropastoral
sites with dhar-related pottery tended to be smaller and located on the
edge of the floodplain. Did these two groups occupy the Mema
simultaneously after 3100 BP? Although the relationship of these two
groups through time needs much more clarification, it is possible that
we are seeing in the Mema the emergence of subsistence specialization,
allowing more efficient and intensive exploitation of particular resources
by two or more interacting groups linked by subsistence exchange. In
this case, fish may have been exchanged for grain. This is the pattern
that characterizes the middle Niger floodplain historically.

Further east, in Niger, agropastoralists established settlements in the
Azawagh Valley between 4000 and 3300 BP. Some of these, such as
Chin Tafidet and In Tuduf, were substantial villages that were occupied
for several centuries. The inhabitants fished abundantly, hunted, and
probably cultivated millet. But most of the mammal bones recovered
were from cattle and sheep or goats. The central ritual significance of
stock is indicated by several deliberate burials of sacrificed cattle and
caprines in specific areas of the site. Hundreds of human burials eroding
from the surface of these sites have also been mapped and investigated.
Generally people were buried in simple pit graves with their knees flexed,
accompanied by very few grave goods (a pot or two, several ivory beads),
if any. These riverbank settlements were abandoned c. 3300 BP, when
the river no longer flowed throughout the year.

The period 3300-3000 BP was one of increased climate stress for
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herding populations south of the Air mountains. New opportunities
opened up farther south as Lake Chad receded. Between 3500 and
3200 BP, short-term camps of herder/fisher/hunter/collectors were
established in the Gajiganna region west of Lake Chad. Only wild cereals,
including rice, were exploited. After 3200 BP, larger mounds with more
intensive occupation developed, apparently related to the appearance
of domestic millet.

Several important patterns characterized the grassland zone between
4000 and 3000 BP as climate deterioration became more pronounced:

a. Herding economies were diversified. Fish, wild animals, and wild
cereals were important components of the subsistence economy,
in addition to domestic stock.

b. Between 3500 and 2700 BP, domestic millet became an important
subsistence element in these economies from southern Mauritania
to the Lake Chad basin. Fisher/hunter/collector economies
undoubtedly persisted in areas less suited to herding or agriculture.

¢. Intensified, sedentary occupation of larger settlements was
associated with agropastoral economies in favored areas.

d. Specialized subsistence economies linked by exchange (fishing,
agropastoral) may have emerged in some areas.

The rapid spread and expansionist momentum of agropastoral
economies is not surprising. At about the same time that early millet
was first documented at Tichitt (3500 BP), it was also present one
thousand kilometers to the south, at Birimi on the Gambaga escarpment
of northern Ghana, associated with artifacts of the Kintampo complex.
The distribution of Kintampo sites extends throughout central and
northern Ghana and includes both open-air sites with architectural
features (wattle and daub houses) and rock shelter sites. The reduced
residential mobility signified by Kintampo village sites is presumably
related to the appearance of domesticates and represents the earliest
known instance of both south of 13° N latitude. Although the Birimi
inhabitants were heavily reliant on domestic millet, wild plant foods
dominated subsistence at Kintampo sites further south, and wild animals
associated with cleared areas far outnumbered domestic sheep or goats
in the bones recovered from excavation.

In various intervening areas in Burkina Faso and Mali, as well as
coastal Mauritania and Senegal, hunter/collectors persisted for
centuries longer. Thus, despite the expansionist tendencies of food
production, it did not spread smoothly along a broad wave of advance.
Rather, it spread in fits and starts in a more mosaic pattern. In certain
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regions, hunting/collecting remained more efficient and advantageous
until iron tools were available and the diverse ‘savanna complex” of
domesticates — including African rice, sorghum, fonio, Bambara nut,
bottle gourd, and watermelon — had been fully developed, perhaps as
late as the first millennium AD. South of the 500-700 mm rainfall isohyet,
domestic cattle could not penetrate until varieties that were able to
tolerate trypanosome infection were developed. When these emerged
is not known. So far, however, the earliest animal domesticates found
in the southern savanna and forest margin are sheep and goats, in
economies that are heavily reliant on hunting and the collection of
giant landsnails.

Little is known about the chronology for the domestication of plants
of the forest margin complex: yam, Hausa potato, cowpea, African
groundnut, okra, and oil palm. Recently, banana phytoliths recovered
from a trash pit in a southern Cameroon archaeological site were dated
to 2500 BP. Bananas are native to southeast Asia/Oceania and may
have moved inland from the East African coast at a much earlier date
than previously imagined. Some researchers suggest that the extremely
dry episode of 3000 BP caused disruption, population movement, and
subsistence innovation across a broad area of Africa, including the
equatorial zone. The expansion of Bantu speakers from the core area
in south-eastern Nigeria and Cameroon may have been related to this.

In general, the risk profile for subsistence during the period 4000-
3000 BP skyrocketed due to climate oscillations and a dramatic period
of aridity. Human groups in the sahel, a zone now located further
south than in previous millennia, appear to have responded by both
intensifying food production through the addition of millet agriculture
where possible, and maintaining diversity through hunting and
collecting. Settlements along permanent rivers and lakes were sometimes
quite large and clearly involved considerable sedentism. There is
evidence from these favored areas that groups with different economies
co-existed and perhaps exchanged subsistence products. Pastoralism
probably became increasingly mobile, linking large areas through
movement, social and kin alliances, and gift exchange. This pattern
persisted and became substantially elaborated over the following
millennium.

3000-2000 BP: crisis and change

Between 3000 and 2000 BP, West African populations faced continuing
climate oscillations with major arid episodes at around 3000, 2500 and
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2000 BP. This was a period of population movement, increased mobility
in the zone between 18° and 22° N, penetration of northern Berber-
speaking horse nomads, and technological change involving the
smelting of copper and iron. The main difficulty for archaeological
reconstructions of the sequence of events during this period is the fact
that radiocarbon dates of 2600-2400 BP, when transformed into
calendar years by applying the necessary calibration curve, become
hugely imprecise.* A carbon-14 date of 2500 BP, for example, has a
ratio of carbon-14 to carbon-12 (taking into account a statistical error
factor) that has been found in tree rings of known dates ranging from

800 to 400 BCE. The calibration curve essentially stands still for 400
years. Radiocarbon dating is largely useless as a tool for discerning the
order in which events occurred in different areas or even on different
sites in the mid-first millennium BCE. Without additional, independent
chronological evidence (from stratigraphic sequencing in excavations,
or the presence of imports of known historical date, for example) it
simply is not possible to know whether an event with a 14C date of
2500 BP was closer in calendar years to 800 or 400 BCE. Furthermore,
dates of 2600 BP cannot automatically be assumed to be older than
dates of 2400 BP, because their calibrated ranges in calendar years
overlap substantially. The middle of the third millennium BP (2600-
2400 BP) is a muddle.

At Tichitt, as seasonal lakes became less reliable after 3000 BP, sites
were smaller, less numerous, and defensively positioned in nearly
inaccessible areas. Rock art of cattle from the previous millennium was
replaced by depictions of horses and riders and inscriptions in tifinagh,
an alphabet related to Phoenician and used by Berbers into recent times.
Further east, rock art from the Malian Adrar east to the Ennedi in
Chad depicts warriors with feathered headresses or turbans carrying
ogival lances and shields. Increased mobility and conflict characterized
the arid north during this period. The occupants of the Sahara developed

their historical aspect as mobile traders, raiders and herders of camels
and goats.

* The element carbon is present in every living thing, as well as the upper atmosphere. Each
living organism contains several isotopes of radioactive carbon; radiocarbon dating works by
measuring the ratio of carbon-14 to carbon-12 in an organism. This is possible because when
an organism dies, the ratio of carbon-14 to carbon-12 changes as radioactivity decays; the
extent to which it has changed tells us the radiocarbon date. Yet because the amount of
carbon-14 in the atmosphere has also changed over time, the system must be calibrated
against a known source for dating. This is done through trees. Scientists take samples of tree
rings with known dates and then measure the ratio of carbon-14 to carbon-12 in them; this
enables the calibration of the dating system.
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Further south, populations clustered and settlements grew in the
well-watered basins of Lake Chad and the Middle Niger, among others.
Here, as elsewhere in West Africa, a relatively narrow range of domestic
plants and animals were present in subsistence economies that still
relied to varying degrees on wild species. In most areas, seasonal
mobility was still an important aspect of economic strategies geared
toward flexibility in the face of erratic rainfall and recurrent drought.
With increasing dryness after 2500 BP, people were displaced from
certain areas that became too dry to support cattle (the old lakeshore
of Lake Chad, for example). There is emerging evidence that larger
villages (ten hectares) with defensive enclosures and large storage
structures were established a few centuries later on the lakeshore,
perhaps reflecting a new organizational strategy to cope with
competition and resource stress in an uncertain environment.

Between 800 and 200 BCE, metals and metalworking became widely,
but not continuously, distributed in West Africa. Copper ores were
smelted in the Agadez region of Niger and near the copper mines at
Akjoujt in Mauritania, beginning sometime between 800 and 400 BCE
and ceasing around the start of our era. The copper artifacts found in
both areas include a variety of small tools (arrow points, spear and
lance heads, knives, harpoons, simple pointed rods), bar or rod ingots,
and decorative items (rings, bracelets, earrings), which appeared
alongside stone tools.* The sites in both areas were seasonally occupied
by (agro?) pastoral groups who also hunted and fished. Coppersmiths
may have been itinerant, given the highly localized sources of copper
and the extended distribution of copper artifacts — a 400 km radius in
both cases.

Although there is no evidence for any direct contact between the
copper-making and copper-using groups of Mauritania and Niger, the
many general similarities between them, and their common chronology
plausibly point to a common origin for copper smelting. Mediterranean
contact is demonstrated at Akjoujt by bronze jewelry in a North African
style dated to the sixth century BCE. A distinctive style of copper earring
has been found in graves from Morocco to southern Mauritania. Years
ago, it was suggested that Saharan Libyco-Berbers who worked the
copper mines of southern Morocco for the Phoenicians, as Herodotus
mentioned, may have introduced the technology to the south.

Elsewhere in the Old World, iron smelting was preceded by an
extensive period of experimentation with other types of metallurgy,

‘ Earlier claims that copper metallurgy in Niger occurred as early as the second or even third
millennium BCE have been largely discredited by later research.
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especially copper. This does not seem to be the case in West Africa. In
Niger, iron smelting first appears at around the same time as copper
smelting (2600-2500 BP), according to dates on charcoal from smelting
furnaces.® Iron smelting is well documented in the Nok Valley of central
Nigeria and at Nsukka from 2500-2200 BP (i.e., between 800 and 200
BCE). Recently, iron artifacts were recovered from an early agropastoral
settlement along the Middle Senegal Valley first occupied between 800
and 500 BCE, and with abundant smelting activity attested between
500 and 200 BCE, at which time copper from Akjoujt was also used.
Interestingly, a Mauritanian iron smelting industry contemporaneous
with the Akjoujt copper industry has not yet been found. The fact that
the malachite ores of Akjoujt occur in a matrix of iron ores (magnetite,
hematite) which were broken up to extract the copper ore, then left as
till in the mining pits, suggests that the copper smelters either did not
know how to smelt iron, or chose not to do so.

Other early evidence of iron smelting is found in the Agadez and
Termit regions of Niger between 2600 and 2400 BP, the Inland Niger
Delta of Mali by 2100 BP, the Tagant of Mauritania by 2000 BP, the
Mandara mountains of northern Cameroon and the Lake Chad basin
by 2600/2500 BP, and the Gonja region of Ghana by 2300 BP. In other
areas, particularly in rock shelters excavated in Liberia and Sierra Leone,
iron seems to have arrived a millennium later. Documenting the absence
of iron after 2500 BP is much more difficult than documenting its
presence, however (the absence of evidence is not necessarily evidence
of absence). A great deal more work is needed before the chronology of
the spread of iron-using and -working throughout West Africa can be
reliably understood. The usefulness of iron in relation to its cost (in
production time or exchange goods) probably varied depending on
subsistence (hunter/collectors may have found stone tools perfectly
adequate, while farmers derived a big advantage from iron tools in
tillage and reaping) and other factors.

A notable increase in site size and settlement intensity correlates
generally with the advent of iron. Certain new environments, including
the heavy clay alluvium of the present Inland Niger Delta and the firki
clay plains of Lake Chad, could be more intensively exploited with
iron agricultural tools. And there is growing evidence that the domestic

* There is considerable controversy over the evidence for iron from the Termit region of
Niger, because surface pottery radiocarbon-dated to the second millennium BCE has been
assumed to be contemporary with iron artifacts also on the surface. Most archaeologists
put more confidence in the dates directly on smelting furnaces, all of which are in the first
millennium BCE.
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plant assemblage was substantially expanded and diversified by iron-
using farmers. Domestic sorghum, its tough stalks more effectively
harvested by iron sickles than stone, was added to the plant assemblage
perhaps as late as the first millennium CE.

Iron metallurgy provided an important stimulus for the rise of social
differentiation because it involved specialist producers. The chain of -
production is lengthy, involving a large number of tasks, from mining
and preparing the ore to gathering clay and firing bellows pipes, even
before the furnace is constructed. Everywhere in Africa, historically,
iron smelting was regarded as a very powerful transformation that
could be safely and successfully achieved only by observing essential
rituals. We do not know how far into antiquity the role of smith as a
ritual specialist extends, but there are suggestions that the rise of
political power in early West African states was linked to the
blacksmith’s occult knowledge and power to transform iron. Smiths
dkso had economic power, because they controlled a desirable material
and kept the knowledge of how to produce it secret. Smiths were
undoubtedly important links in trade systems that were especially
crucial for areas lacking ore deposits (for example, many alluvial zones).

The first millennium AD: trade polities and urban growth

The Inland Niger Delta of Mali was one such area that was involved
since its initial settlement c. 200 BCE in trade and exchange for items
lacking on the floodplain — most importantly, iron, stone, and salt. At
sites such as Ja and Jenne-jeno, the productive capacity of the floodplain
presumably permitted the export of food surpluses, including rice and
dried fish, to neighbouring regions in exchange for these resources.
Settlement growth appears to correlate with the expansion of trade
networks: copper from Saharan sources was present at Jenne-jeno from
400 CE, a time of rapid site expansion. By 800 CE, the settlement had
reached its maximum size of 33 hectares and was the centre of a tight
cluster of over forty mounds. The functional interdependence of these
mounds is suggested by surface distributions of ironsmithing debris
and fishing equipment that were restricted to only a few of the sites
within the cluster. The population of the entire urban cluster is estimated
to have been between 10,000 and 25,000 people.

Large, clustered mounds dating to the first millennium CE have also
been investigated in the Mema region to the northwest of the Inland
Delta, where there is some evidence that this pattern may extend back
into the first millennium BCE or even earlier. This clustered pattern
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appears to be characteristic of the Middle Niger “urban zone” within
the floodplain. Commonly, a cluster comprises a large, central
settlement mound of up to ten meters in height and 20-80 hectares in
area, which is surrounded by intermediate and smaller size mounds at
distances of 100-1000m. R. McIntosh has suggested that clustered,
functionally integrated settlements such as these may have been a
common form of early urbanism in Africa (as well as early Bronze Age
China) in cases where a powerful centralized authority had not yet
emerged. The consolidation of political power may be thwarted by
cultural strategies that successfully counterpoise multiple sources of
power, and limit the ability of a single individual to hold great wealth
(economiic power), military control, ritual power, and political control
all at the same time. This may account for the unusual spatial patterning
of clustered urbanism, so different from the dispersed Central Place
geometry of state-based urbanism.

In the Inland Niger Delta, then, the early emergence of complex urban
forms of organization was indigenous and tied to expanding networks
of trade and exchange. This finding overturned decades of
historiography based on Arabic sources that viewed towns and long-
distance trade as late developments prompted by contact with traders
from the Mediterranean zone. It is now clear that complex societies in
the Inland Niger Delta did not arise as a consequence of incorporation
into the “golden trade of the Moors’, as was initially thought. Rather,
the rapid consolidation of the trans-Saharan trade grid after the ninth
century CE was possible only because extensive long-distance trade
networks and highly organized societies were already in existence in
West Africa. This, of course, is one of archaeology’s great strengths: it
can interrogate the propositions made by historians and even the claims
made by historical sources.

This is not to say, however, that West Africa had no trade links to
North Africa. Throughout the first millennium CE, the lines of contact
linking West African societies stretched both north-south and east-west.
Cattle herders, now living well south of the salt-rich soils of the Sahara,
required access to salt to keep their herds healthy. Today, cattle in West
Africa are herded primarily by specialized pastoralists, the Fulani, who
have vast herds of hardy zebu hybrids capable of moving long distances
to pasture and salt. Two thousand years ago, however, zebu from Indja
had not yet penetrated West Africa, and the suitability of the small
Inland Niger Delta cattle for long-distance travel is unknown. Nomadic
camel herders in the southern Sahara may have transported salt to
herders in the Inland Niger Delta and Lake Chad basin, providing an
important link between savanna and Sahara. In addition to salt, did
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appears to be characteristic of the Middle Niger “urban zone” within
the floodplain. Commonly, a cluster comprises a large, central
settlement mound of up to ten meters in height and 20-80 hectares in
area, which is surrounded by intermediate and smaller size mounds at
distances of 100-1000m. R. McIntosh has suggested that clustered,
functionally integrated settlements such as these may have been a
common form of early urbanism in Africa (as well as early Bronze Age
China) in cases where a powerful centralized authority had not yet
emerged. The consolidation of political power may be thwarted by
cultural strategies that successfully counterpoise multiple sources of
power, and limit the ability of a single individual to hold great wealth
- (economic power), military control, ritual power, and political control
' all at the same time. This may account for the unusual spatial patterning
of clustered urbanism, so different from the dispersed Central Place
geometry of state-based urbanism.

In the Inland Niger Delta, then, the early emergence of complex urban
forms of organization was indigenous and tied to expanding networks
of trade and exchange. This finding overturned decades of
historiography based on Arabic sources that viewed towns and long-
distance trade as late developments prompted by contact with traders
from the Mediterranean zone. It is now clear that complex societies in
the Inland Niger Delta did not arise as a consequence of incorporation
- into the “golden trade of the Moors’, as was initially thought. Rather,
the rapid consolidation of the trans-Saharan trade grid after the ninth
- century CE was possible only because extensive long-distance trade
" networks and highly organized societies were already in existence in
. West Africa. This, of course, is one of archaeology’s great strengths: it
- can interrogate the propositions made by historians and even the claims
. made by historical sources.

This is not to say, however, that West Africa had no trade links to
North Africa. Throughout the first millennium CE, the lines of contact
¢ linking West African societies stretched both north-south and east-west.
. Cattle herders, now living well south of the salt-rich soils of the Sahara,
- required access to salt to keep their herds healthy. Today, cattle in West
Africa are herded primarily by specialized pastoralists, the Fulani, who
* have vast herds of hardy zebu hybrids capable of moving long distances
- to pasture and salt. Two thousand years ago, however, zebu from India
~ had not yet penetrated West Africa, and the suitability of the small
Inland Niger Delta cattle for long-distance travel is unknown. Nomadic
camel herders in the southern Sahara may have transported salt to
herders in the Inland Niger Delta and Lake Chad basin, providing an
important link between savanna and Sahara. In addition to salt, did
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Saharan and sub-Saharan groups. Of particular interest is the recent
discovery of warrior graves at Kissi in Burkina Faso, dated to the sixth
and seventh centuries CE. Huge curved swords and knives, armband
daggers, and arrow bundles were found in graves of males wearing
iron bracelets and brass anklets. The presence of wool fabric (fortuitously
preserved by contact with copper) and brass, plus cowries, glass and
carnelian beads indicates trade connections with the north as far as
the Mediterranean or possibly east to the Indian Ocean.

East-west connections linked people throughout the great sahelian
grassland belt. Ibn Hawkal recounted in the mid-tenth century that an
. earlier east~west trade route from Egypt to Ghana had been abandoned.
"'Of particular relevance to the question of east-west contact and
interaction in the grasslands is the horse, attested archaeologically from
the sixth/seventh century onward. A late first millennium statuette
from the Gurma region of the Niger Bend shows a horseman riding
bareback. Horses were probably introduced to the sahel from North
Africa by Berbers in the later first millennium BCE, based on rock art
depictions. But horse-breeding cultures may not have become significant
until the first millennium CE. Without riding equipment such as bitted
bridles and stirrups, introduced in the thirteenth/fourteenth century,
horses were of limited use for cavalry warfare. Yet even ridden bareback,
horses extended the catchment range of societies by reducing transport
time and increasing raiding capacity.

In the seventh to tenth centuries CE, Arab chroniclers mention the
early development of the trade polities of Takrur, Ghana, and Kawkaw.
Is their development in the grasslands related to the breeding and use
of horses to expand political reach? Al-Bakri described small ponies at
the Ghana court in the eleventh century. Despite their small size, they
offered a way to move raiders quickly to targets, making warfare and
booty collection more efficient. They also would have facilitated. .
collection of trade levies and the patrolling of trade routes. Finally,
horses could be used as gifts to enhance a ruler’s prestige and wealth.
Future research will, I believe, demonstrate how essential the
development of horse breeding was to the emergence of the early
sahelian trade polities and the spread of peoples and ideas.
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association of horses with authority is further reinforced

¢h burial at Igbo Ukwu, in  Nigerian forest. Horses would
' ' " sickness there. Dated to

the later first

CE. The stunning array of bronze objects discovered by
‘ the burial and a nearby household shrine displays
artistic V1rtuos1ty Initially assumed to have

Yet the vast numbers of glass and
beads (perhaps found in the burial
connections through trade.
nfortunately, the state of archaeological research in West Africa is
such that the history of societies in the forest and forest margins during
the first millennium CE is largely unknown, except for brief, brilliant
flashes such as Igbo Ukwu. The picture between 800 and 1000 CE is
much clearer in the savanna and sahel. At this time, several patterns
are clear: monumental burial traditions, such as tumuli, became
widespread, from the Niger Bend to central and western Senegal; new
trade goods and systems of value were introduced as Arabo-Berber
trading towns were established in the southern Sahara at Tegdaoust
and Kumbi Saleh; political competition for trade, followers and status
was intense at sahelian centres on the Senegal (Takrur), and Niger
Rivers (Gao/Kawkaw), in the Awker (Ghana) and around Lake Chad
(Kanem-Bornu); earthworks and walls that can be interpreted as
defensive appeared at Jenne-jeno and in the Nigerian savanna at Old
Oyo and perhaps Ife.

But the Arab chroniclers tell us only about gold trade, Berber levies
on trade goods, slave-raiding, and gift exchange among West African
rulers of unequal status. If we want robust developmental histories
that transcend these few details for the period prior to 1000 CE, only
archaeology can provide the necessary information. West Africa still
has plenty of Jenne-jeno’s and Igbo Ukwu’s hidden beneath its surface.
If we can find this archaeological evidence and excavate the sites
properly before development and looting destroy them, we have many
additional surprises in store, and many future re-writings of West
Africa’s past to anticipate. '
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Ecology & Culture in West Africa

JAMES L.A. WEBB Jr

For tens of thousands of years, human communities in West Africa
grappled with some of the most varied and challenging environments
in the world. The members of these communities evolved strategies for
living on the arid grasslands of the Saharan edge, in the savanna
woodlands to the south, and even down in the wet green rainforests
north of the Gulf of Guinea. Like the successful Stone Age pioneers
elsewhere in the African and Eurasian tropics, early West Africans
drew upon a shared cultural tradition of tool-making to fashion
clothing, shelter, storage containers and weapons. They used fire to
shape their immediate domestic and natural environments. They cooked
meat, fish and plants, transforming the yields from their hunting, fishing
and gathering. In order to improve their hunting prospects, they burned
patches in the grasslands and woodlands to draw wild game to the
resulting fresh plant growth. In the rainforests, where lightning and
natural tree fall had already torn holes in the green canopies, they
charred out biologically productive edge environments, or ecotones,’
that likewise enhanced their opportunities to harvest wild game.

The ecological zones in which early West African pioneers struggled
can be depicted on a map as long and narrow bands that extend from
east to west across the region. These ecological bands are characterized
by distinctively different annual rainfall profiles as well as different
plant and animal populations. Over a mere 2000 kilometers, a succession
of highly diverse ecological zones begins at the southern edge of the
Sahara, known as the sahel, where only plants and animals that have
adapted to very arid conditions are able to survive. Below the sahel

1An ecotone is a transitional zone between two biotic communities — such as forest and field.
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begins the vast and open grasslands known as the savanna, and
at the southern edge of these grasslands, begins an ecological
with an even denser distribution of trees, known as the
These open forests in turn merge into the nearly full humidity
tropical rainforests and lagoons along the Gulf of Guinea.

For the countless " of pioneers, travel

The mobility and ° of small communities of hunters,
gatherers, and fishers in the early epochs of West African history also
established a common linguistic framework throughout the entire
region, and this helped to forge a common West African cultural
identity. Indeed even today, West Africans south of the Sahara speak
West African languages that are closely related and are thus considered
. by scholars to belong to a single West African language family.>
" To understand historical change in more recent eras, the diversity |

among these ecological zones presents special challenges for Interpreting

beings in West Africa, as in other parts of the world, were not so much
living in balance with nature as they were actively shaping
environments that permitted more intensive human use. From these
tindings, social scientists have Jettisoned outdated views that the
‘environment’ defermined ways of life. Put another way, the realities of
ecological adaptation and human Inventiveness were far more complex
and more interesting than simple environmental determinism would
allow.

From the natural sciences has come new knowledge about the patterns
of historical climate that has led social scientists to abandon the idea
that the peoples of West Africa were rooted in stable environments.
Over the early ages of human colonization, the rhythms of natural
climate change forced humans living in certain ecological bands to shift

* With the principal exception of the Hausa speakers of northern Nigeria, whose linguistic
ancestors were relatively recent arrivals.
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survwal strategies and relocate to areas that offered relief from
These ongoing movements, in combination with the

early West Africans lived and built with natural materials
trace, have meant that archaeological

West Africa’s tropical ecological zones were
and ecological knowledge these
environments were of great significance. They laid
upon which later West African communities would

Ecological zones and constraints

aforementioned pattern of elongated ecological bands is created
the interaction of a global system of wind currents. Every year, a
stem of humid air circulation moisture over the Gulf

circulation of arid ' wind blows from the

across the Sahara.? This annual pattern of wind

circulation results in a marked gradient of humidity that is highest
near the Gulf of Guinea, where rain falls all year long, and that then
tapers to a short season (at best) of intermittent summer rainfalls in the
southern Sahara. Over the course of the annual cycle, variations in
total rainfall are most dramatic in the northern, arid regions. The
sahelian and savanna zones are thus the most susceptible to drought.
Climatological research has also uncovered the existence of long
phases of arid and humid conditions in the deep past, as well as more
fine-grained understandings of fluctuations in climate in more recent
millennia. These natural variations forced the migrations of human
communities and changed the natural conditions under which they
struggled. During drier phases, such as the period 6,000-5000 BCE, the
ecological bands were compressed towards the south; during wetter
phases, such as the period 4,000-2,500 BCE, this compression was
reversed, and the vegetation bands migrated northward.* Because all

3 The interface between these wind systems is known at the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone.
For further information on West African climate, see Derek F. Hayward and Julius 5.
Oguntoyinbo, Climatology of West Africa (London, 1987).

‘See A.S. Brooks and P.T. Robertshaw, ‘The Glacial Maxima in Tropical Africa: 22,000~
12,000 BY’, in O. Soffer and C. Gamble (eds), The World at 18,000 BP, Vol. 2: Low Latitudes
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SAHARA

SAHEL

SAVANNA

Fig. 2.1 Ecological zones of West Africa

(Source: adapted from Map 1.2 ‘Rainfall Patterns and Ecological Zones’,
in George E. Brooks, Eurafricans in Western Africa, Athens, OH: Ohio
University Press, p. 3, with the permission of Ohio University Press)
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of West Africa is situated within the tropics and receives considerable
warmth from solar radiation during the year, rainfall, rather than
warmth, was the principal limiting determinant of the different
ecological zones’ floral and faunal productivity. Biological productivity
was lowest in the arid areas and increased progressively into the
rainforest zones.

These zones of diverse vegetal and animal biodiversity stretched
across broad plains at three different general elevations. Along the
Atlantic coast, much of the terrain 1s below 200 meters elevation; one
set of the interior plains extends at elevations between 200 and 350
meters, and another set at between 350 and 900 meters. From the
highland areas of the southwest are found the sources of the Gambia
and Senegal Rivers that drift north and west to the Atlantic Ocean,
and the Niger and Volta Rivers that flow in arcs north and east, and
then south to the Gulf of Guinea. These rivers pass through vast
(latlands, endowed with shallow top-soils and with the eenerally poor
sub-soils that are characteristic of the entire region.

Beyond the visible and complex worlds of flora and fauna, West
Africa — like the rest of tropical Africa — also harbored a Jethal universe
of microparasites. Two particular diseases — trypanosomiasis (also
known as African sleeping sickness) and malaria — became the most
significant of the microparasitic infections that influenced human
settlement patterns and culture. The indigenous mammals of West
Africa had developed, over evolutionary time, a relationship with the
trypanosomes; this allowed the mammals to serve as carriers of the
parasite without suffering from the symptoms of the disease. Human
beings, however, had evolved in a much more recent era and had not
achieved this symbiosis. Sleeping sickness for human beings was the
classic disease of the West African frontier, endemic throughout the
rainforest, woodland, and grasslands. Pioneering settlers succeeded in
reducing the disease threat through the extensive burning of the bush
habitat required by the tsetse fly, the carrier of the disease.’

Malaria was a fundamental challenge to West African pioneers across
all of the ecological zones, from the sahel south to the rainforest. It
imposed high burdens of morbidity and mortality. To counter malaria,
however, human communities evolved genetic defenses. An early

(London, 1990), 121-69; Susan K. Mcintosh and Roderick J. Mcintosh, ‘West African Prehistory
(from c. 10,000 to A.D. 1000), American Scientist, 69 {1981): 602-13; George E. Brooks,
Landlords & Strangers: Ecology, Society, and Trade in Western Africa, 1000-1630 (Boulder, CO,
1993), pp. 7-9.

s The classic work on this is John Ford, The Role of the Trypanosomiases in Africa History
(Oxford, 1972).
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mutation known as Duffy antigen negativity became common at some
point after 50,000 BCE and provided immunity to vivax malaria, a type
of malaria that caused general debilitation. So successful was this
genetic defense that vivax almost disappeared from West Africa. A
second mutation known as sickle-cell afforded some members of these
early communities limited immunity to the falciparum malaria, the
deadliest and most recently evolved type of malaria that is endemic to
West Africa. West Africans still died in appallingly large numbers,
particularly from falciparum infections in childhood, but they did not
die in the numbers they would have done without sickle-cell. The
downside to this imperfect form of ecological adaptation was that a
minority of West Africans with the sickle-cell mutation suffered from
the complications of sickle-cell anaemia.® Furthermore, malaria and
sleeping sickness were only two — aithough the most important — of
an array of formidable, deadly challenges to human settlement in the
region. The struggles and successes of West African societies in the
distant past stand out boldly when one considers that they were forged
in the most difficult human- and animal-disease environment in the
world.”

The first era

Throughout the micro-regions that were settled across all ecological
zones, the most important cultural advances in early West African
history were those that allowed human communities to increase
dramatically the number of calories they consumed. These advances
allowed for a more rapid increase in human populations, which in
turn brought about rapid transformations within the West African
biomes.® One of the most significant of these early developments was
agricultural innovation, which is thought to have progressed earliest
in the transition zones between the rainforest and woodland biomes.

Tens of thousands of years ago, early pioneers dug up tubers that
flourished naturally in moist ecotones with partial sunlight — in
woodland and rainforest clearings. Some tubers were richer in calories
than others, and over thousands of years the pioneers’ selection of the
better tubers eventually began to develop two varieties of genetically

* Georges C. Benjamin, ‘Sickle-Cell Anemia’, in Kenneth Kiple {ed.), The Cambridge World
History of Human Disease (Cambridge, 1993), pp. 1006-8.

7 See Emmanuel Akyeampong, ‘Disease in West African History’, this volume for more
information on this subject.

% A biome is a term that refers to a major ecological zone and the organisms that live in it.
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modified yams.” At some much later era — perhaps at approximately
(000 BCE — human communities began to plant these yams, rather
than simply gather them. And at a later period still—perhaps during
the first millennium BCE — the white and yellow Guinea yams became
staple food crops.” This was momentous; the settlement of the rainforest
srone — and the extensive rainforest clearance that made it possible —
was predicated upon the domestication of these two yam varieties that
flourished in the wet forest environment and stored well after harvest.
This horticultural revolution that began in the rainforest openings may
have preceded the agricultural revolution in the more arid zones. It
should be noted, however, that the horticultural revolution is not
possible to date with exactness. Moist conditions do not permit the
survival of plant evidence.

In the sahel and savanna, another process of agricultural innovation
unfolded. Over tens of thousands of years, communities had gathered
wild grasses in the floodplains and along the banks of the Senegal and
Niger Rivers and their tributaries. They had also fished and hunted in
the aquatic environments. In the fourth or third millennium BCE, a
long era of ongoing experimentation with wild grasses culminated in
the development of millets, sorghums and wild rice. As communities
began to plant these newly domesticated grains, this incipient
agriculture allowed for denser human settlements along the riverbanks
in the savanna and sahelian regions. Population growth was, however,
very slow. The agronomic systems were adapted to the unpredictable
rainfall and flood patterns, and even in good years produced very low
yields by contemporary standards.

Compelling evidence of these now all but unrecoverable early
ccological accommodations can be found, however, in the linguistic
record. The vast array of West African languages, all related yet distinct,
is testimony to the demographic impact of the horticultural and
agricultural revolutions, which offered positive inducements to
settlement and ultimately allowed for denser human populations and
the emergence of new languages.

Even before the horticultural and agricultural revolutions had
unfolded in West Africa, human communities in what are today the
Sudan and Turkey began to develop their own cultural breakthroughs
in the domestication of cereal grains and livestock.! By the sixth

? Dioscorea cayensis, Dioscorea rotundata: the white and yellow Guinea yams, respectively.

"Patricia J. O'Brien, ‘Sweet Potatoes and Yams’ in Kenneth F. Kiple and Kriemhild Coneeé
Ornelas (eds), The Cambridge World History of Food (Cambridge, 2000), vol. I, pp. 207-18,
especially pp. 212-15.

""'The relative timing of these breakthroughs is not agreed upon by experts. Christopher Ehret
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millennium BCE, the vast grasslands of the western and central Sahara
— to the north of West Africa — had become a far frontier of these
Anatolian and Nilotic centres of human innovation. A virtual continent °
unto itself, these grasslands were home to groups of cattle and horse
pastoralists, who lived from their animals, gathered, and hunted. Some
of these pastoral peoples may well have drifted west from environments
along the Nile River. They spoke languages that were branches of the
large Afro-Asiatic language family of northern Africa and southwest
Asia.

Over time, the northern developments of animal domestication and
grain production percolated into the sahelian and savanna regions of
West Africa. Owing to the limitations of the evidence, it is not possible
to date exactly when agriculture and livestock herding began to be
incorporated into the West African lifestyles. It probably happened
long before the dramatic climate shift that began in the middle of the
third millennium BCE, when the Saharan grassland pastoralists were
driven south during a period of marked aridity.

As the Sahara became drier, the central grasslands withered and
pastoralists were forced to the margins of the desert. This resulted in a
larger pastoral presence across the sahel and the northern reaches of
the savanna. Over time, the practice of herding cattle, goats and sheep
became widely adopted throughout the region. Although some villagers
incorporated livestock directly into their agricultural systems, the major
pattern to emerge was the formation of new social groups that
specialized in livestock herding to the exclusion of agriculture. This
development came about as people needed to move the herd animals
in order to take advantage of seasonal grazing lands. The specialization
of the pastoralists meant, however, that they were dependent upon
settled communities for grain and other goods and services. The
symbiotic relationship between livestock-herding peoples and
agricultural peoples remains a prominent cultural pattern in the -
sahelian and savanna regions into the twenty-first century.” The

has recently weighed the evidence and suggested that the complex of early human achievements
in food-gathering, planting, and iron-making took place in the Sudanic region of Eastern
Africa as well as in the southwestern region of Eurasia. For new historical perspectives on
early Africa, see Christopher Ehret, The Civilizations of Africa. A History to 1800 {Charlottesville,
VA; Oxford, 2002).

25ome of the most detailed and influential work has been done on the ancient communities in
the Niger Bend region, where the Niger River flows north into the desert edge, before turning
east to empty into the Bight of Benin. In the Niger Bend, the fluctuations in historical climate
were significant enough to force populations out of settled areas and into the pastoral
livestock-herding sector. This ‘pulse model” of historical change might be extended to unveil
new understandings of cultural identity in West Africa. Boundaries of all types — ecological
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Jdomesticated animals were slow to find a niche below the savanna,
due to the hostile disease environment. The trypanosome-carrying tsetse
ly in particular injected sickness and death into domesticated livestock.
I'he best defense against the trypanosomiasis threat to livestock —
burning out the tsetse fly habitats in order to keep the fly some distance
from the villages — was less practicable south of the savanna grasslands.
In the first millennium BCE, a new revolutionary technology that
wllowed for the smelting of iron came to West Africa.”” The new furnace
designs that were capable of generating the higher temperatures that
allowed for iron smelting had a profound influence on the evolution of
West African history. The ability to make iron agricultural implements,
land-clearing tools, and weapons of war gave dramatic advantages to
those who mastered the new technologies.™

Continuing along the time line, which must remain highly uncertain
owing to the limitations of the surviving evidence, larger human
communities began to form in the southern rainforests in the first
millennium BCE. This growth was possible because the ancient
knowledge of fire could be harnessed to the iron-working technology,
and because settled communities of good size had been able to form
when the productive capacity of the cleared forest-land had been greatly
increased through yam cultivation. These changes, in turn, made it
possible to clear large spaces in the rainforest, although only with truly
cnormous investments of labor. One scholar has estimated that the
clearing of a single hectare of mature rainforest — approximately 2.5
acres and 1400 tons of plant material — required 500 man-days.”

The process of Iron Age rainforest conversion, once launched,
proceeded to run its course. Communities learned to draw upon the
iron deposits of highly variable quality that occur throughout much of
West Africa. Yet relatively dense populations took root only in a few
rainforest areas. The growth of social and political complexity was
principally constrained by the disease environment, the nutritional

and cultural — were porous and changed over time. Roderick J. McIntosh, ‘Pulse Model:
Genesis and Accommodation of Specialization in the Middle Niger’, Journal of African History,
34(2) (1993): 181-200.

"Tron smelting is believed to have originated in Turkey or perhaps in Sudan.

“Nok culture on the great Jos plateau in what is today central Nigeria may mark the
southernmost extension of large-scale settled community life in the first millennium BCE,
and it is in Nok culture that one finds the earliest evidence of smelting iron in West Africa. On
the importance of metallurgy in African history, see John lliffe, Africans: The History of a
Continent (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 18-36.

" yor Wilks, ‘Land, Labor, Gold, and the Forest Kingdom of Asante: A Model of Early Change’,
in Ivor Wilks (ed.), Forests of Gold: Essays on the Akan and the Kingdom of Asante {Athens, OH,
1993), pp. 58-9.
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limitations of the yam-based diet, and the scarcity of people to carry
out the necessary labour of forest clearance.

By the beginning of the first millennium CE, West African settled
communities, which were more complex than hunting and gathering
societies, were well ensconced in all of the various ecological zones.
These successes were built upon a deeply rooted knowledge of the local
ecologies. Yet, despite this knowledge, West African societies were
engaged in an ongoing struggle to achieve social and political stability
in the face of a difficult environment. They developed new ways of
organizing their societies. For example, in the northern regions, the
communities developed the institution of endogamous caste, which
allowed for individual and small-group mobility and supported the
transmission of advanced technical knowledge within specialist sub-
groups. In the woodlands and rainforests, the communities organized
themselves around the institution of the clan, which allowed for those
in authority to control access to and to assign responsibility for the
agricultural fields, which had been cleared through prodigious effort.
Furthermore, across all regions, people developed new cosmological |
systems that linked their own struggles to those which had come before
them. Their artisans worked with local materials and achieved
impressive artistic successes.

Over time, this more intensive human settlement generated a wealth
of new ecological knowledge about regional flora, fauna, climate, and
mineral resources that the growing communities could put to use.
Through fire, hunting, gathering, land clearance for agriculture and
horticulture, and the introduction of domesticated animals, West
African communities, like other Iron Age communities elsewhere in
the world, began to have a great impact on their local environments
and to generate more significant environmental change. Livestock herds
grazed selectively and began to modify their environments.
Agriculturalists and horticulturalists burned and simplified their local
biotic environments, thereby producing more biologically productive
edge environments for smaller animals and birds. West Africans, like
other Iron Age communities, worked to reduce their own exposure to
dangerous wild animals, pushing them away from villages and their
environs. Some of these initiatives were strikingly successful. To cite
only one example, the elephant, once a capstone species prominent
across West Africa’s ecological zones, was pushed close to regional
extinction.® |

*One of the most striking results of these initiatives is the virtual disappearance of the
elephant from West Africa. See Jonathan Kingdon, Island Africa. The Evolution of Africa’s Rare
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New northern influences

In the millennia before the common era, the introduction of
tlomesticated animals and iron-making technology had profound
Impacts on the course of West African history. In the last centuries of
the first millennium CE, new northern influences had helped to redirect
the course of West African historical change. Camels came to replace
horses and oxen as the principal beasts of burden in North Africa c.
300-600 CE, and by c. 800 CE camel caravans were regularly traveling
ncross the Sahara.l

The more regular contact between West and North Africa had
important repercussions. The complex changes taking place in the
societies of the Mediterranean region, including more intensive market
exchange, began to stimulate new forms of economic activity in West
Africa. The demand for West African export goods was highly
ypecialized, and because the distances from West Africa to the
Mediterranean markets were great, only export goods that, in economic
terms, had a high value-to-bulk ratio could bear the cost of transport.
The two principal goods that met this requirement were gold and
captives.®

Local political authorities near the sahelian gold fields built more
claborate political structures both to organize gold mining and to raise
and maintain military forces capable of protecting the high-value
exports. Ultimately, these military forces were bolstered by the
availability of new steel weapons and cavalry horses imported from
North Africa. In brief, this meant that the cultural and political
Implications of the export of West African gold and captives were highly
significant, because the long-distance trade across the Sahara
underwrote the successive growth and elaboration of the celebrated
cmpires of Ghana (c. 800-1240 CE), Mali (1240-1464 CE), and Songhai
(1464-1591 CE). This would not be the last time that international trade
would prove to be a ‘double-edged” sword; although the export of gold
itself does not seem to have had a deleterious effect on West Africa’s
path of development, the political violence that generated slaves for
export produced immense sutfering among the societies of the sahel
and savanna that found themselves under assault. The growth of empire

Animals and Plants (Princeton, 1989), p. 94.

“The one-humped camel, the dromedary, was first domesticated in Arabia ¢, 1200 BCE.

¥ Arabic texts are the principal sources for our understanding of the early trans-Saharan trade.,
See Nehemiah Levizion and ]J. F. P. Hopkins (eds), Corpus of Early Arabic Sources for West
African History, trans. ]J. F. P. Hopkins (Cambridge, 1981).
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meant that even those communities which were not raided, but which
lay within the imperial sphere, were forced to give up some of their
agricultural product to augment state coffers.

Even beyond the arid zones of the sahel and savanna, the influence
of international economic demand was considerable. In the case of
Asante, for example, which was the largest precolonial polity carved.
out of the West African rainforest, the export of gold to international
bullion markets produced an inflow of slaves, rather than an outflow.’
Asante’s gold sales allowed for the massive importation of workers
both from the savanna and from coastal lands along the Gulf of Guinea
into Asante, whose labor could be committed to a truly massive
clearance of rainforest. The result was the elaboration of the kingdom
of Asante, a polity that replaced earlier hunting and gathering
communities with the great matriclan system. These political and-
cultural institutions evolved along with the massive '
transtormation of the rainforest in the course of the fifteenth, sixteenth,
and seventeenth centuries.?

The introduction of Islam was also fundamental in redrawing the
cultural map of West Africa. Islam percolated south into and
the Sahara in the course of the seventh and eighth centuries and very
gradually began to produce a new line of cultural demarcation between
the sahel and savanna to the north, and the forest regions to the south.
The Islamic worldview was conducive to trade: it also brought with it
literacy, and insisted upon a code of conduct and belief that was
consistent with practices of the great intercultural Muslim zone of th
Mediterranean and southwest Asia. ' |
societies in West Africa grew increasingly distinct; indeed, one eminent
historian held that these divisions between Islamic and non-Islamic
West African societies were so fundamental that one might dispense
altogether with the idea of a West African cultural zone 2 Yet from
other perspectives, such as that of state building in the arid zones that
were later Islamized, the case for grand cultural continuities — both
before and after Islam — is very strong. The empires of Ghana, Mali,
and Songhai flourished with the same general basis of political economy
before, during, and after the conversion to Islam. The cultural impact

“On slaves in early Asante history, see A. Norman Klein, ‘Slavery and Akan Origins’,
Ethnohistory, 41(4) (1994): 627-56 and Ivor Wilks, ‘Slavery and Akan Origins? A Reply’,
Ethnohistory, vol. 41(4) (1994): pp. 657-65.

“Wilks, ‘Land, Labor, Gold, and the Forest Kingdom of Asante’, pp. 41-90.

“ Philip Curtin, ‘Africa North of the Forest’ in Philip Curtin et al., (eds) African History (Boston,
MA, 1978), especially pp. 79-81.
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of Islamization, however, was without doubt broad and far-reaching,
Islamic conversion brought with it some familiarity with the ethos and
worldview of Muslims in northern Africa. Cultural influences from
West Africa also flowed north across the Sahara, although at terrible
cost. Muslim merchants and raiders funneled Africans who were
captured in West African warfare into the Saharan and trans-Saharan
slave trade, and in this manner brought about a further mixing of
cultural influences.

Atlantic influences

One of the staples of international trade in the period before c. 1500 CE
was the export of captives across the Sahara. This might at first appear
Hurprising because in West African communities, owing to the difficult
tlisease environment and to the low caloric yields from the principal
grain crops, labor was in chronically short supply. Indeed, because an
agricultural surplus was so hard won from the generally poor soils of
West Africa, virtually all West African societies across all ecological
sones developed cultural mechanisms for the control of labor, including
distinctive social identities for dependants and slaves.” Yet beyond the
need for an agricultural surplus, an elite ruling class required the services
of a powerful military to support its political dominance. For this reason,
West African political authorities were generally willing to sell captives
In exchange for military goods. |

The slave trades imposed high costs in human suffering. The economic
logic of the slave trade into and across the Sahara was cold: captives
were sold to import war horses and steel weaponry that in turn were
used to collect taxes and gather more slaves.?® This was also the
fundamental economic logic upon which the Atlantic slave trade was
built. West African political authorities purchased iron bars (that could
be transformed into weapons and agricultural implements) and guns,
in addition to consumable goods, in exchange for captives.* As in the
case of international trade with North Africa, the result was the growth
of larger and more complex political structures among the more

#?See Ismail Rashid, ‘Class, Caste, and Social Inequality in West African History’, this volume
for more information on this subject.

! James L.A. Webb, Jr, Desert Frontier: Ecological and Economic Change along the Western Sahel,
1600-1850 (Madison, WI, 1995); Robin Law, The Horse in West African History {Oxford,
1980).

“ John K. Thornton, Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World, 1400-1680 {Cambridge,
1992).
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powertul state participants in the trade, and a general increase in the

level of insecurity and suffering for those outside the umbrella of state

protection. Beyond the political and military realms, the consequences

of the Atlantic slave trade for West African societies were complex and
' ical '

crops with very high caloric yields ~
(manioc), and potato

caused in " by horticultural
revolutions and the introduction of iron technology. |

From the 1830s, following the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade,
communities in or near the coastal zones began to specialize in the
production of vegetable oil crops such as the peanut, palm kernel, and
palm oil.*® The reallocation of labor and productive terrain along the
coast had significant consequences for West African societies,

. the new opportunities for production of agricultural goods for export
" created pressures to create a new gendered division of labour, Often,
men took charge of the vegetable oil ‘cash crops’; women came
specialize increasingly in the grain ‘food crops’. Later these new
opportunities (and in some cases, colonial requirements) for the.
production of other cash crops were extended into zones far from
coast in the interior by the construction of railways, and in the second
quarter of the twentieth century by the construction of roads for long-
distance truck transport.

This new orientation towards export agriculture thus began well
before the establishment of European colonial rule and continued
throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. In

' with rapid population growth, this orientation

The ecological
set of costs and benefits, depending in part upon the characteristics of
the export crop, the soil endowment, and the style of cultivation. On
the cost side was damage to the soil; in the sahel and savanna, the
cultivation of cotton and peanuts was notorious for impoverishing the
soil. In the rainforest and woodlands zones, export crops could wreak
similar damage; in the cocoa regions of Ghana, for example, the soils
became depleted and degraded.? Another cost was the fact that

®Oceanic transport costs dropped sharply beginning in the 1830s, owing to the use of the
steam engine on ever larger ships.

#Kojo Sebastian Amanor, The New Frontier: Earmers’ Response to Land Degradation. A West
African Study (London, 1994).
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- planting large fields of a single crop ("mono-cropping’) could dramatically
" Increase the opportunities for insect infestation and fungal blight. These
- difficulties, of course, had also plagued the simple fields of millets,
gorghum, and rice; the difference was one of scale and the extent of
vulnerability. When the root-borer struck the cocoa plantations in the
Coast (Ghana) in the 1930s, the entire colonial economy — and

of the local producers — was threatened.

On the benefit side, at least potentially, lay opportunities for West
African farmers to increase the flow of income to their families and

to improve health and future prospects. According
' this new export orientation would produce
an economic stimulus general development, as well as
providing a financial foundation for the colonial state; however, the
real effects were less salubrious than those imagined by the theorists,
and the colonial authorities made sure that their state revenue bases
were secure before passing on revenue from export sales to producers.
But the increase in export trade brought larger numbers of West Africans
into the margins of a rapidly evolving international commercial culture.
Among the more significant cultural transformations that took place
over the colonial period was an increasing familiarity with the
European-style paper and metal coin currencies, which replaced the
cowry shell and brass manila currencies. With the general acceptance
of ‘modern’ European-style currencies, West Africans came to embrace
a new, and increasingly global, ethos of consumerism.

Other forms of ecological change within West Africa were initiated
directly by European colonialists who were guided by cultural values
that were profoundly different from those of their African subjects.
Late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century Europeans in
colonial service were, in general, unfavorably impressed by the low
productivity of West African agricultural systems, which they
understood to be a function of less advanced technology, a lack of
initiative, and primitive ecological practices. They identified the
agronomic practice of ‘shifting cultivation’ (that allowed for long fallow
periods) as responsible for environmental degradation. Thus the
colonialists, presuming that they had ecological knowledge superior to
that of West Africans with centuries of accumulated experience,
prescribed an intensification of agricultural production, to be led either
by market forces or by coercion. These beliefs may seem irrational today,
but they were a ‘logical’ extension of the hodgepodge of ideas known
as ‘pseudo-scientific racism’ that insisted on the general inferiority of
Africans. These beliefs were to prove remarkably resilient.
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Colonial and post-colonial interventions

One of the principal colonial ecological beliefs was that the Sahara
was expanding as a result of destructive human land-use practices.
Europeans believed that the ongoing process of desertification was
caused principally by the misuse of grasslands at the desert edge by
pastoralists, and by the destruction of trees by villagers. Taken together,
these deleterious practices were thought by European colonizers to have
allowed the arid landscape to expand and thereby to threaten the
' economies. In this view, sahelian ecological practices
and food scarcity. The idea that

by broader natural forces was not and nor was there an
appreciation that the - of short

f.and cultural change in earlier epochs.

The belief that West Africans were responsible for environmental
degradation, combined with the general frustration the colonial masters
felt with the low level of wealth creation from small-farmer export-
oriented agriculture, led colonial regimes before and after the Second
World War to begin planning for large-scale ecological interventions,
particularly in arid regions. One French colonial project — to bring in
African workers to the floodplains of the Niger River in order to develop
new ‘rational” models of irrigated agriculture — was a dismal failure.?”
In the post-war period, the emphasis shifted from the control of labor
to more overtly technological solutions. In the second half of the
twentieth century, both the French and the British, and later their
international partners, joined forces to construct large storage dams
on the major West African rivers (the Senegal, Niger, and Volta) to
make impounded water available for irrigation and to produce
hydroelectricity.

The rationale for these interventions appeared logical and purposeful
to its designers, who worked ‘from the top down” and did not attempt
to elicit responses, reactions, and suggestions from the villagers who
would be most directly affected by the interference. The building of
dams dramatically reversed ancient patterns of the floodplains and .

¥ Monica van Beusekom, Negotiating Development: African Farmers and Colonial Experts at the
Office du Niger, 1920-1960 (Portsmouth, NH, 2002).

48



James L. A. Webb Jr

ra1n~fed agrlculture, and involved the uprooting of communities. With

West African watershed ecologies were

an international model with mixed success. A parallel
took in the dryland systems where

ideas of international scientific agronomy. denigration of the
ndigenous ecological knowledge of West African communities by
outside ‘development experts” has proved remarkably persistent,
although in the small-farmer sector today there is an increasing
appreciation of local wisdom.”

Another major set of ecological interventions emerged from
professional ecologists’ concerns about the loss of global wildlife habitat.
By the 1980s, the ongoing conversion of the rainforest biome to
agriculture (under the aegis of European-owned plantation agriculture
as well as that of West Africans) began to cause alarm in Western
conservationist circles. West Africans were once again blamed for
environmental degradation, and chief among the charges was that of
profligate deforestation. The empirical reality of deforestation in West
Africa is extremely complex, and it is indeed certain that rainforest
habitat was shrinking. The forces responsible were numerous:
multinational corporations cut rainforest timber, as did West African
entrepreneurs; population growth generated political pressure to open
up new lands; and the net result was a loss of wildlife habitat.” With
~ the rise of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the last decades
~of the twentieth century, and with the global environmental ideal of
biodiversity protection honored at least in word in the agenda of the
World Bank, some NGOs such as the World Wildlife Fund for Nature
moved in aggressively to protect wildlife habitat. In the Central African
Republic, they did this by creating a small military force to keep forest
peoples away from protected areas, justifying their policies in the belief
that forest peoples were ecologically destructive.®

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries one of the most
significant transformations in West African ecology and culture has
come about as a result of the growth of urban centres. The roots of this
recent urbanization stretch back into the early colonial period, when
railroads and roads were built to facilitate the evacuation of cash crops
to the ports. Over time, large numbers of West Africans left their rural

#Michael Mortimore, Roots in the African Dust (Cambridge, 1998).

? James Fairhead and Melissa Leach, Reframing Deforestation. Global Analysis and Local Realities:
Studies in West Africa (London, 1998).

YTamara Giles-Vernick, Cutting the Vines of the Past: Environmental Histories of the Central
African Rain Forest (Charlottesville, VA, 2002).
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communities in search of better life prospects in the dense and sprawling;
urban These migrants, who often initially traveled to

have generally not returned. This has been
particularly pronounced since the 1960s, when West African
governments began to subsidize the importation of staple foods for
urban populations. These policies had the effect of reducing the
incentives for farmers to grow food for the urban market, thereby
encouraging more rural-urban migration.

In the cities, the children of first-generation urban settlers have grown
up without an unbroken, intimate knowledge of rural ways of life and
ecology. This cultural transformation is part of a broader pattern of
increasing globalization. In urban West Africa, rice flows in from
Southeast Asia; city-dwellers wear clothes woven on looms in Europe,
East Asia, and North America; and families watch television shows
that flood their compounds with new socio-cultural messages. These
influences also spill, to a lesser extent, into the rural towns and villages

& of West Africa. Globalization has created new desires for participation
in the culture of consumerism. Yet incomes in West Africa remain very
low by global standards, and most individuals are still unable to embrace
a Westernized lifestyle devoted to consumerism.

At least since the mid-twentieth century, population growth has been
rapid in both the burgeoning urban centres and in the countryside.
The expansion of West African population — even under the constraints -
of the HIV/AIDS epidemic and the continuing burden of malaria —
constitutes the single most important force for ecological change today.*
It exerts ongoing pressure to open up new lands for agriculture,
livestock herding, mining, and logging, as well as urban settlement.
The net result is an accelerated process of biome conversion that is part
of a global pattern throughout the tropics.
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Linguistics & History in West Africa

M.EE KROPP DAKUBU

Introduction: language and the historian of West Africa

This essay examines the contribution of one discipline, linguistics, to
the work of another discipline, history. But disciplinary contributions -
aside, it is worth noting that language is always important to the
historian, for the simple reason that by far the most important sources
of historical knowledge are those transmitted through languages,
whether as written documents or as oral testimony. A language is,
among other things, a highly sophisticated cultural artifact, which is
extremely sensitive to the social, psychological and political environment
in which it is used. It therefore behoves the historian to be sensitive to
the language in which sources are couched. There is also the practical
problem, that sources for the history of a given area in West Africa |
may be in any of several European languages or Arabic, and first-hand
control of oral sources may require familiarity with one or more African
languages. It is not always possible for the individual historian to master
all the languages required. One must then resort to translations, but
problems of interpretation are almost inevitable.

Textual criticism: J. O. Hunwick

The critical study of the language of older written texts has not been a
prominent feature of recent West African historical practice, no doubt
because, for most areas, written texts are of fairly recent origin (within
the past two hundred years). Outstanding have been J. O. Hunwick’s
assessments both linguistic and historical of mediaeval Arabic sources.?

' J. O. Hunwick, ‘The influence of Arabic in West Africa’, Transactions of the Historical Society of
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llis article, “The term “Zanj” and its derivatives in a West African
¢hronicle’, is a model of its kind, carefully unpacking the possible
meanings and nuances of a politically and ethnographically charged
lerm that is no longer used in the sense in which it appears in the text
(In'rikh al-Fattdsh, a chronicle of the Songhay Empire), but is important
o proper interpretation of that text.

The historical significance of language studies: P. E. H. Hair

| lunwick is a historian, not a linguist, albeit a historian who is an expert
on the Arabic language. Another historian writing in English who took
i close interest in language but from a rather different perspective was
the late P. E. H. Hair.? He was interested in the study of West African
languages from the point of view of social history, particularly the
circumstances under which the languages were first documented. As
he points out in his introduction to the 1963 edition of S. W. Koelle's
Polyglotta Africana,® African language study as we know it today has
its roots in the activities of Christian missions. No doubt the linguistic
poals of many missionaries went no farther than the requirements of
practical evangelizing, but a major aim of the British Church Missionary
Society’s linguistic activity in the mid-nineteenth century was also to
‘demonstrate the essential humanity of Africa’s tongues, . . . and thus
serve as a final argument in the humanitarian campaign against the
African Slave Trade’;* that is, language study was an important weapon
in the political and moral battles of the nineteenth century. The
missionary Koelle himself said that ‘the genuine humanity of the
Negroes can be proved in various ways: and one of them is
philological’ .

Ghana 7 (1964), pp. 24-41; 1. O. Hunwick, 'The term “Zanj” and its derivatives in a West
African chronicle’, in David Dalby (ed.), Language and History in Africa (London: Frank Cass
& Co. Ltd., 1970), pp. 102-8; J. O. Hunwick, ‘African [anguage material in Arabic sources —
the case of Songhay (Sonrat)’, African Language Review 15 (1973}, pp. 51-73.

*P. E. H. Hair, The Early Study of Nigerian Languages, West African Language Monographs 7
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967); P. E. H. Hair, "The contribution of early
linguistic material to the history of West Africa’, in David Dalby (ed.), Language and History,
pp. 50~-63. See also David Dailby and P. E. H. Hair, ° “Le Langaige de Guynee”: a sixteenth
century vocabulary from the Pepper Coast’, African Language Studies 5 (1964), pp. 174-91;
David Dalby and P. E. H. Hair, "A West African word of 1456", Journal of West African
Languages 4 (1967), pp. 13-14.

Y Sigismund Wilhelm Koelle, Polyglotta Africana (London: Church Missionary Society, 1854).
Reprinted (1963) by the University of Sierra Leone, with a historical introduction by P. E. H.
Hair.

* Koelle, Polyglotia Africana, p. 7.

* Koelle, Polyglotta Africana, p.10.
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where it has been spoken

African languages to questions, thereby contributing to
an understanding of population distribution in earlier times and
especially the impact on it of European contact. To continue with the
case of the Polyglotta, Hair's interest was not aroused merely by the
fact that a German missionary working in mid-nineteenth-century
Freetown took the trouble to compile a list of almost 300 words in more
than 190 languages from all over West Africa.® Koelle not only
performed this linguistic task with remarkable success, but he obtained

them, and how long ago the speaker by

of the speakers were former slaves or captives who

The result is a remarkable compilation’

of evidence concerning the geographical distribution of languages,

peoples and settlements throughout West Africa in the first half of the

nineteenth century. The re-publication of the Polyglotia Africana in 1963

was followed by a series of papers, published mainly in the Sierra Leone,

Language Review and in African Language Studies, a periodical of London

University’s School of Oriental and African Studies, in which linguistic

specialists identified the various languages and discussed the linguistic
and historical significance of the material.

Identification of a language can have more historical significance -
than one might expect. Hair” considered how early records of West .
African languages, even the briefest and most inadequate, can provide
important evidence for the presence of a community at a particular
time and place. He points out, for example, that the French Africanist
scholar Delafosse concluded in 1914 that material on the Soninke,
Malinke, Songhay and Fula languages found in mediaeval Arabic texts
indicates that these languages were recorded in places where they are
still spoken today. Dalby and Hair® considered one isolated African
word occurring in a Portuguese traveler’s description of a voyage to
the west coast in 1456, in an attempt to determine just how far along
the coast he may have reached. They did this by identifying the language

 He recorded many of them for the first time and in several cases provided the only
decumentation available until very recently.

7 Hair, "The contribution of early linguistic material to the history of West Africa’.

¢ Dalby and Hair, * “Le Langaige de Guynee”.’
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or at least the group of similar languages the word came from, and
concluded that it was probably the word for ‘elephant’ in a language of
the Atlantic language family spoken on the northern shore of the Rio
loba estuary. Rather more successful was the identification by the same
authors of a list of more than 80 words in a 1540s French manuscript
as a Kru language, probably Kra. The identification provides evidence
that Kra was spoken at that time on the coast of Liberia, where it or a
language very like it is still spoken today.

Lest it be thought that these conclusions are only to be expected,
sometimes the results of such a study are quite different. Farther east
along the coast and a few hundred years later, T. E. Bowdich® provided
a considerable amount of information about languages on the Gold
Coast in the early years of the nineteenth century, including a short
wordlist of a language which he labelled ‘Adampe’, spoken at Ningo, a
few miles east of Accra. The spelling ‘Adampe’ in European writings
generally refers to the people and language called Adangme (or
Dangme). Ningo is Adangme-speaking today and probably has been
since its foundation several hundred years ago. However, Bowdich’s
list is not from that language at all, but from a Guang language similar
to those now spoken in Larteh and Abiriw, hill towns some miles north
of Ningo, or in the Awutu area west of Accra.”’ This is best explained
by reference to the tradition that Guang-speaking people from
Akuapem were active in trading with Europeans through Ningo. It
may be evidence of their prominence in this trade relative to the
Adangme-speaking locals.

Occasionally, someone has collected words from a language that is
no longer spoken at all. Debrunner'! found traces of languages once
spoken in the hill area in the Ghana-Togo border region, that by mid-
twentieth century were remembered by only a few people. The
communities speaking these languages were apparently destroyed by
local wars that scattered their populations. This area today has a large
number of languages spoken by communities of only a few thousand.
This evidence of extinct, vaguely remembered languages reinforces other
cvidence that the region went through turbulent times in the nineteenth
century.

Old wordlists also provide evidence concerning the economic activity

" T. E. Bowdich [1819], Mission from Cape Coast Castle to Ashantee, Third Edition (London: Frank
Cass & Co., 1966).

WM. E. Kropp Dakubu, ‘Bowdich’s “Adampe” word list’, Research Review (Legon) 5(3) (1969,
pp- 45-9.

" Hans W. Debrunner, ‘Vergessene Sprachen und Trick-Sprachen bei den Togorestvilkern’,
Afrika und Ubersee 46 (1962), pp. 109-18.
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were written the language happened to be
the part of the coast most important to the European

was therefore useful for visiting traders, and

of the words recorded are related to that trade.

observations elsewhere on coast. It is no

commercial language of Elmina and
Historians of West Africa have thus

can indicate whether or not a and economic community

as a The historian may
' or in co-operation with
a linguist, as in the joint work of Dalby ' |

Both textual criticism and the consideration of old wordlists require
¥.,a combination of linguistic and historical skills, but do not depend
heavily on the more specialized techniques of linguistics, although they
may be helped by them. The discipline of linguistics, particularly the
sub-discipline known as ‘historical linguistics’, studies how languages.
change over time. It does this through close examination of a language’s
internal structure, and by comparing it to other languages. The findings
of such studies, especially when associated with evidence from other
disciplines (such as botany or archaeology) expand the resources
available to the historian in any field, but are potentially crucial for
historians working in areas where written records are limited. Jan
Vansina, writing on Central Africa, regarded modern vocabulary
studies as the most historically revealing of linguistic contributions,¢
and the third chapter of his Paths in the Rainforest consists of social
reconstruction based mainly on this kind of evidence. In West Africa,
however, the potential of this line of thought has so far been mainly
attractive to linguists and anthropologists, whose work we review later
in this chapter.

The contribution of linguistics to our knowledge of the past in West

2Dalby and Hair, * “Le Langaige de Guynee”,” pp. 189-90. .

BSee, for example, Denis Escudier (ed.) Voyage d'Eustache Delafosse sur la cote de Guinée, au
Portugal et en Espagne (1479-1481)}, Transcription du manuscrit de Valenciennes, traduction
et présentation de Denis Escudier, (Paris: Editions Chandeigne, 1992); also Pieter de Marees,
Description and Historical Account of the Gold Kingdom of Guine {1602), trans. and ed. Albert
Van Dantzig and Adam Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987).

" Jan Vansina, Paths in the Rainforest (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1990), p. 11.
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Africa may often seem to fall into the domain of pre-history, rather
than history, if pre-history is taken to signify the study of the past before
textual documentation (written or oral) is available. But the dividing
line is neither clear nor constant, and the general thrust is to push back
the beginnings of what can be considered “historical’. We now turn to
the main focus of this chapter, the contribution of ‘linguistics proper’
to history.

The methods of historical linguistics

The historian does not need to be an expert in linguistics, any more
than an archaeologist needs to be a chemist in order to use C14 or
thermo-luminescence for But in both some
basic understandin T '

This
understanding the findings. topic
will therefore be ° with a short review of the linguistic

principles involved. The linguistic sub-disciplines most relevant to
historical problems can be divided into two categories: (i) historical
comparative linguistics, or the reconstruction of past forms of related
languages and the classification of these languages according to their
most recent shared form, giving their ‘genetic classification’;'® and (ii)
contact studies, or study of the ways in which languages have influenced
each other. Particularly important is the study of the distribution of
- names for cultural goods among languages, regardless of their genetic
classification.

The historical problems on which these techniques can shed light
include principally pre-historic settlement, prehistoric migration
patterns, and certain aspects of culture history and pre-history,
particularly the sources and spread of diffused cultural items and
practices. Less directly, such studies shed light on past power relations,
since the weak are usually influenced by the powerful, and not vice
versa. If the linguistic criticism of documents, indeed of sources generally,
is an old tradition in historical studies and has been carried out as
much by historians themselves as by linguists, the use of the findings of
linguistics proper to reconstruct various aspects of cultural and political
history has mainly been the province of linguists with a historical bent,
or of historians using linguists’ interpretations. Africanists in particular
have been very conscious of the value of inter-disciplinary collaboration

* Note that ‘genetic’ here refers to genesis, common origins, not genetics and genes!
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in this area, as witnessed by the volumes edited by Dalby?

Ehret and Posnansky', and by Nurse’s article,’® that explain
discipline to another. We shall consider first the significance
diachronically oriented linguistic classification, and then the application
of contact studies.

The comparative method and genetic classification

Briefly, the ‘comparative method’ technique in linguistics is to compare
words of the same or very similar meaning across languages. If a pair
of languages turns out to have a number of words that are clearly:
related in both sound and meaning, the set of similar words is further
Investigated to see whether the sound structures of the pairs of words
differ from each other in a systematic manner. Systematic difference
means that there should be several pairs of words with the same meaning
that show the same difference in sound. For example, the Ga and
Adangme languages of Ghana have numerous words that are virtually
identical in sound and meaning except that wherever Ga words have
the sound f, Adangme words have p (tor example, Ga fee = Adangme
*pee meaning ‘do, make’; Ga fo = Adangme po meaning ‘cut’; Ga fu =
Adangme pu meaning ‘bury’). Where this situation of systematic
differentiation exists, we think that the only reasonable explanation is
that the words of both languages are derived from a common source.
If a number of such ‘comparative series’ can be detected, especially if
they involve most of the languages” sounds, and the words include
what might be called the basic vocabulary of both languages, we deduce |
that the languages as a whole are derived from a common source: an
‘ancestor language’ spoken at some time in the past and which lives on
in the modern languages. The technique excludes as evidence words
that are similar in sound but not meaning, and vice versa. It also excludes
words that are very similar in sound and meaning but unique. For
example, the fact that the English pronoun me strongly resembles a
pronoun with the same meaning and almost identical sound in several
Ghanaian Jlanguages is not proof of a common source for English and
these languages, because no other words can be found that show the
same kind of resemblance in sound, thatis, with m as the first consonant,
and meaning.” Such occasional resemblances can easily be due to

“Dalby, Language and History in Africa. ,

¥ Christopher Ehret and Merrick Posnansky (eds), The Archaeological and Linguistic Reconstruction
of African History (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1982),

®Derek Nurse, ‘The contribution of linguistics to the study of history in Africa’, Journal of
African History 38 (1997), pp. 359-91.

¥ In this case there is also ma or mami as an address term for “mother’, but this is certainly a
recent borrowing.
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chance or borrowing from other languages, but it is very unlikely that
gystematic correspondence involving many sounds and words of the
languages could be accidental.

The implication of the ancestor language hypothesis is that one or
normally both of the ‘daughter” languages, the languages compared,
have introduced their own changes into the common ancestral
“language. To take the example above, either Ga has changed p to £, or
Adangme has changed f to p, or the ancestral precursor of both of
them (the “proto-language’) used another sound in these words and
they have both changed it. Classification is possible when at least three
languages are related by such systematic differentiation, and it is
determined that two languages but not the third have made the same
~ alteration in the ancestral language. This ‘same alteration” is referred to
~as a common innovation. Again referring to the Ga-Adangme case, Ga
- has changed the ancestral p to f while Adangme has not. On the other
hand, all the Adangme dialects (the major ones are Ada and Krobo)
have made the common innovation of shortening words with double
vowels to one vowel, so that, for example, the word for ‘woman’ is yo
in Adangme but yoo in Ga, and river’ is pa in Adangme but faz in Ga.
Within Adangme, however, the Ada dialect has made its own unique
changes to the tone system, with repercussions in the grammar, while
the Krobo dialect has not. This allows us to draw the following diagram,
a ‘family tree’ of the Ga-Adangme language group.

Proto-Ga-Adangme
|
I
Ga Ada{ngme
| T
Ada Krobo

The branching process may be repeated ad infinitum, and there may
be not just two but three or more branches at the same level. This in
essence 18 the foundation of the genetic classification of languages. Note
also that the principle of common (and exclusive) innovation closely
resembles the principle of cladistic classification used in biology, which
is no accident since they both arise out of theories of evolution
established during the past 200 years. In both disciplines, the principle
results in an either-or, bi-unique classification: a language belongs either
to the Ga group or the Adangme group (or neither) but it cannot belong
to both, or to one for some purposes and the other for other purposes.
The principles of systematic differentiation and common innovation
together distinguish scientific, historically oriented language comparison
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from linguistically uninformed speculation about language origins and
relationships.? |

Of course, the correct application of these principles is not always
straightforward. In West Africa in particular, scanty and often
inaccurate data mean that much is still to be learned about the
classification of many languages. Nevertheless, the general outlines are
known. The work of J. H. Greenberg in the 1950s and "60s led to a
major breakthrough in the overall classification of African languages, -
and the synthesis he outlined? is broadly accepted, although corrections
continue to be made. Greenberg classified all the thousand and more
languages of Africa (except those originating from Europe and the
Austronesian languages of Madagascar) into four super-families or
‘phyla’: Khoisan, Nilo-Saharan, Niger-Congo, and Afroasiatic. In West -
Africa we find members of all the phyla except Khoisan, although Nilo- -
Saharan is represented only by Songhay, whose classification,
moreover, is still disputed, and by Kanuri at the far eastern edge of the .
. region. The great majority of West Africans speak a language belonging
to one or another branch of Niger-Congo, although one of the largest .
West African languages, Hausa, belongs to the Chadic branch of
Afroasiatic.*

Historical applications

These purely linguistic findings provide historians with food for thought
in two related spheres: migrations of peoples and the dating of these
migrations. But theorizing on these topics rests on a further set of
postulates having to do with the relationship between a language and
its speakers. It can normally be assumed that a language may be
identified with a community that speaks it, and vice versa. From a
historical perspective, it tends to be assumed that just as a language is
a continuation of a proto-language, its community of speakers is also

?For fuller discussion and exemplification of genetic classification see M. E. Kropp Dakubu,
‘Genetic Classification’, The Oxford International Encyclopaedia of Linguistics Vol. 2 (New York/
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 53~7; Bruce Connell and Kojo Maison, ‘A
Cameroun homeland for the Lower Cross languages?’, Sprache und Geschichie in Afrika 15
(1994), pp. 47-90; or any general textbook of historical linguistics, e.g. Terry Crowley, An
Introduction to Historical Linguistics (Auckland, NZ: Oxford University Press, 1992); or Winfred
P. Lehmann, Historical Linguistics: an Introduction (New York and Chicago: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1962).

# Joseph H. Greenberg, The Languages of Africa, Second revised edition (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1966).

# Arabic belongs to the Semitic branch of Afroasiatic, and the Berber languages and Ancient
Egyptian constitute additional branches.

60



M. E. Kropp Dakubu

descended from the community that spoke that proto-language. When
the proto-language divided into two or more languages, the community
that spoke it must have divided, each new community speaking one of
the ‘daughter’ languages. Thus one sometimes sees references to ‘the
Proto-Akan’ or ‘the Proto-Gur’, signifying a community whose members
were the ancestors, both linguistic and biological, of the Akan or Gur
language speakers of today.

Actually, we know that, to a considerable extent, the hypothesis of a
former unified community composed of the direct ancestors of a
corresponding modern linguistic community is a fiction. Large numbers
of people, including communities that today speak English or Spanish,
have recent ancestors who certainly did not speak those languages,
but belonged to different language communities. Even 1n situations
where many individual ancestors of a community spoke the same
language, it is unlikely that all of them did. The reason why this is
unlikely is that individual human beings are capable of learning new
languages, and whole communities can undergo language shift, in other
words, give up one language in favor of another.

Languages spread therefore in two ways: by assimilation of groups
that originally spoke other languages, and by migration, when speakers
of a language move to occupy a wider (or different) area. Blench® cites
Hausa as an example of the former, Fulfulde as an example of the
latter. Quite often the two modes combine; if speakers of one language
spread through and settle in a populated area, eventually outnumbering
the previous inhabitants, the latter may eventually be linguistically
assimilated, that is, shift to the new language. This seems to be the
pattern, for example, in parts of the Akan-speaking area of Ghana,
and also accounts for the spread of Ga eastwards along the Ghanaian
coast.? On the other hand, when the earliest Niger-Congo dispersions
occurred, for example when the speakers of proto-Mande first appeared
in West Africa and eventually divided into western and eastern
communities, it is quite likely that they were spreading into and
populating virtually uninhabited lands, which makes it much more
likely that these were indeed migrations of small communities.

Relevant to geographical language spread is the economy principle
in migration theory.? If we look at a map of linguistic distribution,

2 Roger M. Blench, ‘The westward wanderings of Cushitic pastoralists’, in Catherine Baroin
and Jean Boutrais (eds), L'honme et l'animal dans le bassin du lac Tchad, Actes du colloque du
Réseau Méga-Tchad, Orléans 1997, (Paris: Editions IRD, 1999), pp. 39-89.

“M. E. Kropp Dakubu, Korle Meets the Sea, a sociolinguistic history of Accra (New York and
London: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 110.

% The classic exposition is by Isidore Dyen, ‘Language distribution and migration theory’,
Language 32 (1956), pp. 611-26.
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such as is found in Greenberg,® it is evident that a family of related
languages generally occupies a continuous area, and
tend to be classificatory relatives. When a language spreads and
eventually divides, barring some special circumstance, it usually does -
s0 over a continuous area. Therefore, if we are interested in where a
particular language community or group of communities might .
originally have come from, we look for the location of the closest
linguistic relatives. The case of Fulfulde (Fulani) provides a striking
instance of the importance of this principle. As Greenberg pointed
out,? this language was long classified as Hamitic (an earlier name
for Afroasiatic), for reasons that had more to do with racial and
cultural stereotyping than with any linguistic evidence. The language
is also spoken in communities spread over a huge area, from the "
Atlantic to the Nile, usually among neighbors speaking entirely
different languages. Greenberg made a major contribution to the
destruction of racism in both linguistics and history by conclusively
establishing that Fulfulde is closely related to Serer-Sin and Wolof,
and belongs to the same northern subgroup of West Atlantic (now
called simply Atlantic), the most western branch of Niger-Congo. lts
homeland is therefore to be found in the west, probably in Senegal,
from which it spread eastwards, in nomadic migrations associated
with a pastoralist culture, apparently reaching present-day northern
Nigeria in the eighteenth century.®

The case of Fulfulde is especially dramatic. On a more local scale, if
close linguistic relatives are generally also neighbors, this tends to
support theories of the gradual process of division into separate
communities, where migrants do not migrate very far. Boahen® applied
this principle of gradual division to the work of linguists such as
Stewart®® and Painter® to propose that communities speaking Akan
dialects are the modern representatives of a proto-community that arose
and then spread within its present area in south-central Ghana. Using

% Greenberg, Languages of Africa.

¥ Greenberg, Languages of Africa, p. 24. |

BGee also W. A. A. Wilson, ‘Atlantic’, in John Bendor-Samuel (ed.), The Niger-Congo Languages
(Lanham, MD and London: University Press of America, 1989), pp. 81-104. Wilson points
out that the older attitude to the classification of Fulfulde dies very hard among non-
linguists, including African scholars.

% Adu Boahen, ‘The origins of the Akan’, Ghana Notes and Queries, 9 (1966), pp. 4-10.

0], M. Stewart, ‘Akan history: some linguistic evidence’, Ghana Notes and Queries, 9 (1966), pp.
54-8.

% Colin Painter, “The Guang and West African historical reconstruction’, Ghana Notes and
Queries 9 {1966), pp- 58-66.

62



M. E. Kropp Dakubu

the same basic principle, Owens®, in a detailed dialect study, traces
the spread of Arabic into Nigeria from southern Egypt via the central
Sudan, and examines the implications of this spread for population
movements in the area.

A corollary of the above principle is that the more uniform a linguistic
area is, the more recent the spread of the language or language group.
It is noticeable, for instance, that there is far less dialect variation in the
castern part of the Akan-speaking area than in the western. This
supports other kinds of evidence that the Akan, with their language
and particularly speakers of the Ashanti dialect, spread eastwards with
the expansion of the Ashanti empire, for example into Kwahu and
across the Volta. The Chadic languages are extremely diverse, but the
Hausa language extends comparatively uniformly over a very large
area lying west of all its relatives. This is a sign that Hausa has expanded
relatively recently into areas where no Chadic language was spoken
before.

When a language is not adjacent to its closest relatives, it is clear that
there has been a real population movement, although it may not always
be clear what kind of community moved. The Anufo language (also
known as Chakosi) is spoken in and near Sansanne Mango in northern
Togo and across the border into Ghana, and is surrounded by languages
belonging to the Gur branch of Niger-Congo’s closest relative. However,
it is clearly Anyi, a language of the southern border area of Ghana and
[vory Coast where it borders its very close relatives Nzema and Bawule,
and the slightly more distant Akan, all of which are part of the Kwa
branch of Niger-Congo.® It is therefore not surprising to find that
Chakosi speakers have a tradition of arrival in their present area from
the southwest, in the service of a Mamprusi king.

The actual words compared to reach a genetic classification may
provide important clues as to where the proto-language was originally
spoken and thus the area from which its daughters and their speakers
dispersed, as well as about the culture of those speakers, and may even
indicate an approximate dating for the dispersal. If it can be shown,
for instance, that the proto-language, on the evidence of its descendent
languages, must have had words for ‘slave’ and ‘market’, then we can
deduce that these social phenomena must have been known to the

2Jonathan Owens, ‘Nigerian Arabic in comparative perspective’, Sprache und Geschichte in
Afrika 14 (1993), pp. 85-176.

“For the composition of the Kwa group of languages see J. M. Stewart, ‘Kwa’, in Bendor-
Samuel, Niger-Congo Languages, pp. 217-495.
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speakers of the proto-language. Similarly, if the vocabulary of the proto-
language had words for savanna animals and plants, but not forest .
animals and plants, it is more likely that the language was spoken in
savanna country than in the forest. On this principle, Manessy* points
out that the vocabulary of Proto-Central Gur reflects a neolithic
agricultural society located in a wooded savanna country containing a
large river and that used the bow and arrow, made pottery, cultivated
rice and okra, brewed beer, and raised small cattle. The Oti-Volta branch
of Central Gur, a branch that includes such languages as Moore (the
language of the Mosi of Burkina Faso) and Dagbani (of the Dagomba
of Ghana), retains more of this ancient vocabulary in the northeastern
part of the present area in which Oti-Volta languages are found than
in other areas. Since this is also the area that best matches the flora and
fauna named in this vocabulary, Manessy suggests that Proto-Oti-Volta
was most probably spoken there, in the northwest of the present Republic
of Benin in the upper basin of the Oti River.

At the Proto-Central Gur stage metallurgy was unknown; that 1S, NO
vocabulary for it can be reconstructed. Saddle horses were not known

either, nor kings apparently, at least the type of kings historically

identified with these cultures. By the time of Proto-Oti-Volta, however,
all these cultural ‘items” were known to its speakers.® Since the first
archaeological evidence of iron working in West Africa dates from about
250 BC at Nok in northern Nigeria, Manessy further suggests that Proto-
Oti-Volta must have become a language distinct from other Central
Gur proto-languages after the arrival of the conquering horsemen who
founded the Mosi-Dagomba states, which were in existence well before
the early fourteenth century when the Mosi (or Moshie)} sacked
Timbuktu. Manessy thus arrives at an approximate earliest period for
the westward movement of the groups speaking Oti-Volta languages.
The date of the Mosi invasion of Timbuktu (1333) gives an approximate
latest date, putting the Oti-Volta dispersion and westward movement
rather firmly into the mediaeval period,

Dating is, of course, a major problem in West African mediaeval
history and pre-history. Genetic classification of a group of languages
may allow us to infer a relative chronology of the geographical and
social differentiation of the speaker population, but it rarely provides
dates of any precision. The most ambitious attempt at a linguistically

*Gabriel Manessy, ‘Langues et histoire des peuples voltaiques: signification et limites de Ia
comparaison historique’, Gur Papers/Cahiers Voltaigues 4 (1999), pp. 3-18.

*For a thorough discussion of the historical and cultural significance of this vocabulary see
Klaus Beyer, Pferde, Schwerter und Macht, eine historische-vergleichende Studie zu Kulturwortfeldern
tn den Oti-Volta-Sprachen, Gur Monographs Vol. 2 (Cologne: Ritdiger Koppe Verlag, 1998).
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based dating method is known as lexicostatistical glottochronology:*
‘lexicostatistical” because it is based on statistical manipulation of
comparative wordlists, that in some ways is similar to the traditional
comparative method of historical linguistics; ‘glottochronology’ because
it purports to deduce from these manipulations the number of centuries
that have elapsed since any two languages diverged from their common
ancestor. Glottochronology claims empirically that after one hundred
years a language will retain an average of 74 per cent of its ‘core’
vocabulary, the core vocabulary consisting of about 200 basic,
supposedly culturally neutral words.

This method enjoyed considerable vogue in the 1960s¥ but is now
largely in disfavour, at least as a method for dating the break-up of a
proto-language. Statistical problems apart, there seems to be no way of
establishing that the 74 per cent retention of core vocabulary per century
is valid for West Africa, especially since the standard wordlist used for
the purpose is itself problematic. The method continues to be used for
producing approximate genetic classifications, but dating of linguistic
divisions must rest on non-linguistic evidence.”

In their model paper, Connell and Maison® show how several kinds
of linguistic evidence can be used to evaluate oral history in a case
where related oral histories make incompatible claims. The time depth
of the divisions that must be accounted for is considerably less than in
the case of either Proto-Gur or even Proto-Oti-Volta, where the time of
split is much too far in the past to be reflected in oral history. The
particular problem concerns the likely homeland of the Lower Cross
eroup of languages and their speakers. The Lower Cross languages,
which include Efik (the language of Calabar) and Ibibio, are spoken in
south-eastern Nigeria at the mouth of the Cross River close to the ocean
and the Cameroon border, and are a division of the Cross River
languages. The Cross River languages in turn are a branch of Benue-
Congo, one of the major branches of Niger-Congo. The oral histories of
the area indicate arrival from the north towards Igbo country, from
the west near the Niger delta, or from the east, across the Cameroon

*The theory is explained and illustrated in Mauricio Swadesh and Evangelina Arana with J.T.
Bendor-Samuel and W.A.A. Wilson, ‘A preliminary glottochronology of the Gur languages’,
Journal of West African Languages 3(2), (1966), pp. 27-66. |

7R. G. Armstrong, ‘Glottochronology and African linguistics’, Journal of African History 3
(1962), pp. 283-90; Heine, Bernd, Die Verbreitung und Gliederung der Togorestsprachen (Berlin:
Dietrich Reimer Verlag, 1968); Painter, ‘The Guang and West African historical reconstruction’,

®See, for additional discussion, including on uses of lexicostatistics for historical purposes
distinct from glottochronology, Bruce Connell and Kojo Maison ‘A Cameroun homeland for
the Lower Cross languages?’ Sprache und Geschichte in Afrika 15 (1994), pp. 47-90.

¥ Connell and Maison, ‘A Cameroun homeland for the Lower Cross languages?’
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border.
to decide among them.

First, the languages of the particular area are all Lower
languages, thus each other’s closest relatives. Second, there is
linguistic evidence that any of the communities speaking Lower
languages have undergone language shift. This negative
consists of the fact that if there had been shift, at least some of

had do not. Therefore, it is all
emigrated from a single Third, the closest relatives  the
Lower Cross languages are the Upper Cross languages, spoken
immediately to the north, and not languages spoken to the east in
Cameroon. Finally, the vocabulary that can be reconstructed for Proto-
Lower Cross includes words for “forest’, ‘yam’, “palm oil’, and ‘hoe” but
not ‘sea’, ‘swamp’, or names of salt water fishes, as would be expected.
of a language that developed inland. However, words for river’, ‘canoe’,.
and ‘swim’ can be reconstructed. The ancient vocabulary theretfore
points to an inland, riverine environment, such as exists just to the
‘north of their present habitat. The authors therefore conclude that the
cradle of the Lower Cross languages can be posited as north of their
present location, that an origin on the coast to the east is highly unlikely, .
and that some group members probably came from the west in their
migration from the north. They also suggest that lexicostatistical .
. vocabulary retention rates (as discussed above) may be used to establish
a relative chronology of migration, so that the language with the lowest
percentage of the common vocabulary (namely Obolo) probably left
the homeland first.* However, actual dating depends on documentation *
and hypotheses concerning what impelled the people to move in the
first place. If this migration was precipitated by Igbo expansion, then it |
may have begun in the fourteenth or fifteenth century. Early European
documentation indicates that some Lower Cross people were in their
present location by the beginning of the fifteenth century, although the
migrations were not complete. For example, the Efik did not move into
the Calabar area until the sixteenth century or even later.

Languages in contact: the spread of words and things

The studies examined so far have been based on data derived from
internal developments in the languages. Yet a large part of the
vocabulary and structure of any language does not come from its

¥ Connell and Maison, ‘A Cameroun homeland for the Lower Cross languages?’, p. 82.
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ancestral forms, but has been added in later times. Very often, structural
modifications and vocabulary additions take place under the influence
. of other languages. The most obvious result is loanwords or borrowed
" words, when a language acquires new words by adopting them from
another language. This can only happen if the languages are in contact,
and languages, being immaterial things, can only be in contact when
someone speaks two or more of them.

Bilingualism implies contact between persons of different
communities. As a general rule, contact between communities that
results in one group affecting another in important ways is not
symmetrical. If one community has influenced the political system or
the agricultural practices of another, the chances are that the influencing
community had a more elaborate, or more successful, at least more
powerful political or agricultural system than the groups that received
the influence. These differences have consequences for vocabulary
acquisition; people learn the language and borrow the words of people
who are more powerful than themselves. To take an English example,
the words ‘cow’ and ‘sheep’ are old common Germanic words inherited
through Old English, but ‘beef” and ‘mutton” were taken from French
in late mediaeval times. Those words refer to the animals strictly as
prepared for eating, and reflect the influence of French culture in
culinary matters, and indirectly its political and military power as well.

Historical applications

In recent years a number of studies have used linguistic contact
phenomena, especially loanwords, to trace patterns of cultural diffusion
in West Africa that often have implications for political, social, and
cultural history.® Such studies often combine documented history with
the findings of linguistics. Greenberg® used both written and oral
sources to examine the social historical implications of Arabic loans in
major languages of northern Nigeria. An early historical essay was
Wilks’ 1962 examination of Mande words in Akan as a way of showing

that the Akan polities had been influenced by Mande at an early stage.®

“1For a general discussion of methodology see Christopher Ehret, ‘Historical inference from
transformations in culture vocabularies’, Sprache und Geschichte in Afrika 2 (1980), pp. 189-
218. .

“Joseph Greenberg, ‘Linguistic evidence for the influence of the Kanuri on the Hausa’, Journal
of African History 1(2) (1960), pp. 205-12; ‘Arabic loan-words in Hausa’, Word 3(1) (1945),
pp. 35-97.

8 Ivor Wilks, “The Mande loan element in Twi’, Ghana Noies and Queries 4 (1962), pp. 26-8.
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Wilks” suggestions are reviewed and extended by Dakubu* in a paper
that confirms that Mande cultural influence must indeed have been
far reaching. |

More recently, Reichmuth® examined Songhay loanwords in Yoruba.
He concluded that the nature of these loanwords, which include both
political and cultural terms related to war, horses, trade and Islam,
reflects intensive social interaction and confirms the importance of
Songhay contact for the Yoruba area at an early stage in its political
development. These words, moreover, point to the Dendi variety of -
Songhay as the main dialect involved in the contact. Dend; was a trade
language of the Borgu area, which in turn functioned as a centre for
the eastern diffusion of Mande cultural influence. Reichmuth attributes
these loanwords, and thus the political and social influences they reflect,
to the period of the rise of Oyo after the sixteenth century.

The combining of documentary and oral data in word studies that
incorporate linguistic data with those of other disciplines is particularly -
evident in a number of recent studies of plant and animal names. One
vexed question has been the path of the introduction of maize into

*» Alfrica, especially West Africa. It is a given that the ultimate source is
the New World, but a number of its local names, like masar 4 point to
the north and east, including Egypt, and not directly to the Atlantic
coast. Pasch* considered the names for maize over the whole of Africa,
and concluded that it appeared in different places at different times
and by various routes, and that it was infroduced into the lower Nile
valley from North Africa and then spread westwards into the western
savannah, and south from Lake Chad, although it was introduced
independently into Nigeria and Cameroon from the coast. She also
points out that crop names often reflect cultural assoctations that do
not necessarily match actual geographical sources. Much of Pasch’s
data is derived from historical accounts.

Blench, Williamson and Connell®® discuss the same problem with
specitic reference to Nigeria, and take the argument a considerable
step further. They point out that there is remarkably little early mention

“M. E. Kropp Dakubu, ‘The Mande loan element in Twi revisited’, Sprache und Geschichte in
Afrika 16/17 (2001), pp. 273-91.

®Stephan Reichmuth, ‘Songhay-Lehnworter in Yoruba und ihre Historischen Kontext’, Sprache
und Geschichte in Afrika 9 (1988), pp. 269-99.

*In some European languages it is known as ‘Turkish wheat’.

¥ Helma Pasch, ‘Zur Geschichte der Verbreitung des Maises in Afrika’, Sprache und Geschichte in
Afrika 5 (1983), pp. 177-218.

“Roger M. Blench, Kay Williamson and Bruce Connell, ‘The diffusion of maize in Nigeria: a
historical and linguistic investigation’, Sprache und Geschichte in Afrika 15 (1994), pp. 9-46.
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of maize on the West African coast, even though the Portuguese would
seem to be the logical intermediary with the Americas. They consider
the historical and anthropological documentation, and make a detailed
comparison of the names for maize in several hundred Nigerian
languages, reducing them to twenty base forms. They come to the
conclusion that, ‘In the south of Nigeria, there is almost no trace of a
Portuguese introduction . . .,* and that, ‘Excluding the single case of
Isekiri, all names for “maize”, even those on the sea-coast, refer directly
or indirectly to a northern origin.”*® The names reflect diffusion from
farmer to farmer, and also spread through trade. The most important
~ route through which maize arrived in Nigeria was from the north via
Borno (consonant with Pasch’s findings), although it also spread along
the Niger River, and in some places arrived from the east (Cameroon)
or west (Benin). It reached the sea coast from northern Yorubaland
and then spread eastward. We may note (the authors do not) that it is
commonly assumed that the establishment of trade with Europe on
the coast of West Africa meant that the northern link was completely
overshadowed as a source of major cultural innovation, which from
then onwards came from Europe. The saga of maize in southern Nigeria
demonstrates that the assumption is mistaken.

In a series of papers published together, Blench uses a wide range of
evidence, including linguistic, to reconstruct the history of animal
husbandry in Africa. Even though he rates the value and precision of
linguistic data for this purpose rather low,” it nevertheless makes an
important contribution in some areas. For example, on the basis of the
spread of the Hausa term for ‘pigeon’, which is probably ultimately
borrowed from Tuareg (a Berber language), he suggests that the practice
of pigeon keeping was brought across the Sahara.” The terms for
‘donkey’ are particularly revealing. The donkey was domesticated in
Africa from the wild ass that was once common across North Africa
and the Horn. Names of ancient origin are found in the languages of
those regions {Berber, Cushitic, Omotic), as well as Chadic and Semitic,
thus all branches of Afroasiatic. The implication is that these names
may well extend back to Proto-Berber and Proto-Cushitic, for example,

¥Ibid., p. 38.

NIbid., p. 39.

3 Roger M. Blench, ‘A survey of ethnographic and linguistic evidence for the history of livestock
in Africa’, in Roger Blench and Kevin C. MacDonald (eds), The Origins and Development of
African Livestock: Archaeology, Genetics, Linguistics and Ethnography (London, New York: UCL
Press, 2000}, p. 19.

2Roger M. Blench, ‘African minor livestock species’, in Blench and MacDonald, Origins and
Development, p. 329.
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which makes them very ancient indeed, but not as far back as Proto-

Afroasiatic itself, since each branch has a distinctive term. This suggests
that different peoples in the areas where the wild ass existed -
domesticated it separately.”® However, the Chadic branch is an
exception: it shares a name for ‘donkey” with the Cushitic languages
and a number of Nilo-Saharan languages (Mbay, Kanuri} that are
spoken on the southern edge of the Sahara, between the Chadic and
Cushitic areas. The wild ass was never indigenous to the southern edge
of the Sahara, only the north. This suggests that the donkey arrived in
the Chadic-speaking area from the east, perhaps brought by Cushitic
speakers, although in other more western parts of the Sahel it was
introduced across the Sahara from the Berber north 5

Whether the pig was domesticated in Africa or introduced as
domesticated is debatable, according to Blench,” who points out that
the Portuguese terms that have led some to regard it as entirely a
Portuguese introduction are of very limited geographical distribution.
The most widespread name by far* points to an ‘early spread of the
[small black] domestic pig, from the Nile to other regions of Africa both

. east and west’, to the west at least as far as Burkina Faso and northern
~#Ghana. These data suggest that pig-keeping culture in West Africa is
probably ancient to a degree not previously suspected.

One of the interesting outcomes of these linguistic investigations is
that they seem to underline the long-standing importance of what
Blench® calls the “inter-Saharan corridor’. Movement from east to west,
from Ethiopia and the Sudan into the Lake Chad basin, seems to have
been a major route for the introduction of innovative cultural goods
into West Africa from ancient times,?® throu gh the mediaeval period®
and into recent historical times.® The feeling among many linguists is
that an east-to-west pattern accounts for the distribution of the major
Niger-Congo families across West Africa. As the Mande family is the

* Roger Blench, ‘A history of donkeys, wild asses and mules in Africa’, in Blench and MacDonald,
Origins and Development, p. 447.

*1bid., p. 351.

> Roger Blench, ‘A history of pigs in Africa’, in Blench and MacDonald, Origins and Development,
p. 355.

**kutu. This is a summary formula for various manifestations of the name in a wide variety
of languages.

“Roger Blench, ‘The westward wanderings of Cushitic pastoralists’, in Catherine Baroin and
Jean Boutrais (eds), L'homme ef Unnimal dans bassin du Iac Tchad, Actes du collogue du Réseau
Méga-Tchad, Orléans 1997 (Paris: Editions IRD), p. 47.

»Blench, ‘The westward wanderings of Cushitic pastoralists’, p. 48. Blench, ‘A survey of
ethnographic and linguistic evidence for the history of livestock in Africa’, in Blench and
MacDonald, Origins and Development.

¥ Owens, ‘Nigerian Arabic in comparative perspective’.

“Blench, Williamson and Connell, “The diffusion of maize in Nigeria: a historical and linguistic
investigation’.
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most distantly related of the Niger-Congo languages, Welmers®' put
lorward the idea that it moved westwards first. Manessy, as we have
Heen, posits a cradle to the east of the present areas in Burkina Faso,
Cote d’Ivoire and Ghana for both Gur as a whole and for a later
descendant, Proto-Oti-Volta. An ultimate eastern point of origin for
the Kwa languages also seems reasonable, although there have certainly
been reverse movements more recently, for example the probable
castward spread of Akan already mentioned.®

We have seen that linguistics can provide evidence related to the
migration of people and to the migration of objects used by people. The
evidence may support broad hypotheses reaching far back to ancient
times, but it may also provide valuable evidence concerning small-scale
movements and developments of the more recent past. It must be
cmphasized that the possibilities have by no means been fully exploited.
The area is vast, and it is linguistically extremely complex. As linguistic
knowledge becomes more precise and detailed, and the documentation
of individual languages improves, there is every reason to expect that
the contribution of linguistics to African history will grow.

“William E. Welmers, ‘Niger-Congo, Mande’, in T. Sebeok {ed.), Current Trends in Linguistics
Vol. 7: Sub-Saharan Africa, (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1971), pp. 113-40.
It must be said that considerable doubt has recently been voiced (but not as yet published)
on the validity of the hypothesis of common origin for the group of languages known as
‘Kwa' of south-eastern Céte d'Ivoire and the southern halves of Ghana, Togo and the Republic
of Benin (but not Nigeria, see Stewart, 'Kwa’, in Bendor-Samuel, The Niger-Congo Languages).
It may weli be that there is no ‘point of origin’ to be determined. This, however, only pushes
the question of the diffusion of languages into the area back in time and makes it more

complicated. Many would still regard an ancient movement from east to west as likely.
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Oral Tradition & Perceptions of History
from the Manding Peoples
of West Africa

DAVID C CONRAD

The past in the present: living with the ancestors

Who are the Kanté around here?
Are there any Kanté here?

These questions were asked by a bard (jeli) of the Maninka people of
Northeastern Guinea. Performing away from home in a village where
he was unable to recognize everybody in the audience, the jeli was
being careful not to embarrass or offend anyone whose family name
was Kanté. The epic narrative on which the jeli was basing his
performance describes events that are alleged to have occurred in the
first half of the thirteenth century, but the people of Manding! societies
still identify closely with characters of that era whom they believe to be
their ancestors. The jeli asked if there were any Kanté present, because
in Manding epic tradition the king of Soso, Sumaworo Kanté, was
defeated in a climactic battle that led to the foundation of the Mali
Empire. Prior to asking these questions, the jeli had been describing the
battle but suddenly said,

I will stop here.
I cannot describe the rest.

' Within the broad Mande family of languages, the branch called ‘Manding’ includes, among,
others, the Maninka (Guinea and Mali), Bamana (Mali), Dyula (Céte d'Ivoire), and Mandinka
(Gambia). These terms describe both the people and their languages, which have a high
degree of inter-intelligibility. The core area or ‘heartland’ of the Manding peoples which lies in
southern Mali and northeastern Guinea, is called “‘Manden’.
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clothing were captured, but stressed that no harm came to the Soso :
king. It was at this point that he asked if there were any Kanté in the
audience or living in the village, and when he was told there were
none, he expressed his relief by saying ‘Praise God, His blessings are
upon us’.? The jeli had not wanted to describe the rest of the story
involving Sumaworo’s fate, out of concern that if he were to dwell on
the defeat and death of the Soso king, it would be humiliating for any
local people named Kanté. Most Manding jeliw who describe |
Sumaworo’s defeat avoid stating that this king was actually killed.?
Our primary goal in this chapter will be to explore how legendary |
West African ancestors, whose very existence has been questioned
according to strict Eurocentric standards of historiography, can remain
so vital in Manding village society more than 700 years after the erg
that is attributed to them.
Manding jeli perceptions of what is important in the distant past do

not always correspond to those of European historians. Moreover, the
jeliw’s methods for recalling the people and events of long ago do not
adhere to European standards of scholarship. Historians from outside

. Manding society are Very cautious in their use of oral tradition as a
" “source of information, and this is a fundamental difference between
the local African point of view and the perspectives of foreign academics.
On the most fundamental level, toreign scholars question the usefulness
of Manding epic as a reliable source of historical evidence simply because
stories that have been passed on by word of mouth for several
generations are bound to be problematic according to European ideas
of historical accuracy. Manding epic as narrated by the jeliw includes -
detailed dialogue between characters that were conversing centuries
before there was any way ot recording their words. The jeliw also
employ raw folklore, supernatural beings, improbable feats of magic,
and mythological elements in ways that provide insight into their beljefs
and values, but which clearly defy scientific credibility. Some historians
labor to analyse Manding oral sources in the belief that they can yield
evidence that has at least a reasonable degree of historical probability,
with many years spent scrutinizing every available version of the

* Mamadi Condé in David C. Conrad (ed.) Epic Ancestors of the Sunjata Era: Oral Tradition from
the Maninka of Guinea. (Madison, WI: African Studies Program, University of Wisconsin
Press, 1999) p.147.

* Djibril Tamsir Niane, Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali (London: Longman, 1965), pp. 67, 94;
Gordon Innes, Sunjata: Three Mandinka Versions (London: School of Oriental and African
Studies, 1974), p. 79; John W. Johnson, The Epic of Son-Jara: A West African Tradition
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1986) p. 176.
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tradition in search of useful clues. Such endeavors require thorough
knowledge of all aspects of the culture, including the social and spiritual
values underlying the deeply ingrained sense of a shared history
expressed through oral epic.,

In many rural West African communities, traditional social values
and customs have not been submerged by foreign influence, as has
been the case in capital cities and other urban centers. In agricultural
villages and market towns of the countryside, notions of what happened
in the distant past are still expressed through oral traditions that provide
part of the framework for the way people live from day to day. The
deeds of ancestral heroines and heroes are described in narratives that
are passed down from one generation to the next in chains of oral
communication that can be measured in periods of time ranging from
several generations to many centuries. In some cases, the discourse
rises to the level of epic that is filled with rich and colorful imagery in
both narrative and song, reflecting the values of the cultures that
produced them. Epic narratives vary in length, content and complexity
depending on the desires and composition of the audience, and on the
knowledge, purpose, and momentary whim of the performer. They
tell the stories of village communities, kingdoms and empires that were
peopled by charismatic leaders both male and female, who founded
family lineages and accomplished momentous deeds during periods
that are recalled as defining moments of the past. Here is the way one
of the great jeliw of Mali expressed his feelings about those glorious
times:

In those days the world was not like it is now.

They bent the world like a scythe and unrolled it like a road,

They walked the four directions of the world and settled at its center.
In those days the word of every human being could be relied upon.
There was nobility then.

In this chapter we explore the importance of oral tradition in West
Africa’s Manding culture, where musicians and narrative specialists
are responsible for preserving and performing oral narratives that have
evolved through many generations. We shall examine prominent
themes that demonstrate which aspects of life are most valued by the
people of the culture in question, how genres of oral tradition function

* Tayiru Banbera of Ngoin, Mali in David C. Conrad (ed.), A State of Intrigue: The Epic of
Bamana Segu According to Tayiru Banbera, Union Académique Internationale, Fontes Historiac
Africanae, Series Varia VI (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press for the British
Academy, 1990}, p. 63.
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as the voices of the people who created them, and how
provide avenues to understanding the rich fabric of the
Creative cultures from which the traditions emerge. West African
tradition rarely reveals facts about the past that can be
according to strict European historiographical standards because
past existence of people and events that is described in

usually ’

tradition does convey ' both literally
metaphorically, about African perceptions of the past and how
perceptions affect today’s cultural values.

The bards of Manding culture

One of the most impressive bodies of ora] tradition in all of sub-Saharan

Africa has emerged from the heartland of the vast West African Mande.
cultural complex which includes the Bamana of Mali, the Maninka of

“mortheastern Guinea, the Mandinka of Senegambia and Guinea-Bissau
the Dyula of northern Céte d'Ivoire, and many other

in present-day northeastern Guinea and Among
Bamana, Maninka and related peoples of the Mande heartland, oral
tradition is the domain of jeliw that were born into specialized
Occupational groups collectively known as nyamakalaw.® The
nyamakalaw are blacksmiths and potters (numuw), leatherworkers
(garankéw), jeliw specializing in Islamic texts (funéw or Jinaw),® and jeliw
who are musicans, oral traditionists and public speakers. The jeli
Occupation is most closely associated with music and the oral arts, but
any nyamakala with verbal or musical gifts and the opportunity to profit
by them could and would engage in those activities. For example, some
of the greatest musicians who specialize in singing the praises of hunters
have come from blacksmith (numuw) families.

* David C. Conrad and Barbara E. Frank (eds), Status and Identity in West Africa: Nyamakalaw
of Mande (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995).

* For details on the funé occupation see David C. Conrad, ‘Blind Man Meets Prophet: Oral
Tradition, Islam, and funé Identity’, in David C. Conrad and Barbara E. Frank (eds), Status
and Identity in West Africa: Nyamakalaw of Mande , pp. 86-7.
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The jeliw that we shall focus on here are the jeliw,
known by the generic term * - ' eliw
served as genealogists, musicians, = © ers,
diplomats.® b "

domain, and they are amous for the manner  which they us
metaphorical language to express the attitudes and values of
Manding peoples, using proverbs such as:

If you live at a time when roosters are used as horses,
You must attach the saddle to your own thighs.’

n mutually
centuries. In return for their as spokesmen,

powertul rulers in prosperous states like the Mali Empire or
Segu, they were very richly rewarded. '

jeli’s advantage to do everything possible to promote his
reputation and success. In ordinary day-to-day life t
performing duties like helping to settle a dispute

farmer or negotiating an advantageous marriage for one of the family
sons or daughters. More dramatic examples include known instances
where the patron conquered a neighboring people or was otherwise
elevated to a position of political leadership to which he had no
legitimate claim, according to local standards of authority. In these

tstory {(Cambridge:
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or alter the narrative to

of it will have inevitably experienced great distortion through centuries
of oral transmission so that what survives may have little resemblance
to the original. The intentional embellishment of patrons’ reputations
and the exaggeration of their accomplishments by the jeliw have
undoubtedly contributed to the distortions.

Clearly, the Manding peoples’ ideas of what is important in the past
. are quite different from the kinds of history that are studied and
appreciated by people of European descent. In Manding society where
matters involving kinship are of supreme importance, people are
identified by their jamu, which is the family name or patronymic
associated with one or more famous ancestors who are remembered
for important deeds that are alleged to have occurred in the first half of
the thirteenth century. There are no written records from that time,
though in the following century the respected Arab historian Ibn
Khaldun collected informative oral historical traditions from Malian
scholars.!® A general awareness of the heroes and heroines of ancient
times enters the people’s consciousness in childhood and remains there
throughout their lives. This occurs because the ancestors are constantly
evoked in praise songs and narrative episodes that professional jeliw
sing or recite on virtually any occasion that calls for entertainment.

In the customary elaborate greetings that are tendered during social
encounters, friends, acquaintances, and strangers alike salute each other
with reference to their respective jamuw, that is to say, family names
extending back to distinguished ancestors of the heroic past. In the
case of strangers meeting, they quickly learn each other’s jamuw or
patronymics, thus establishing their relative places in the cultural
landscape. Travelers meeting far from home soon establish relationships
through their jamuw because of links that were formed between their
ancestors during encounters that are described in the epic narrative.
Strangers arriving in distant towns or villages form immediate
connections with ‘related” families and find comfort and security with
their hosts. When elders meet in village council, the ancestral spirits
are felt to be present because, according to tradition, it was they who
established the relative statuses of everyone present, as well as the
administrative protocols to be followed and the values underpinning
every decision. It is no exaggeration to say that, regardless of gender,
the ancestors described in kuma koro, or ‘ancient speech’, define the

WLevtzion and Hopkins, Corpus of Early Arabic Sources, pp. 317, 333,
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identity of virtually everyone of Manding origin.

The most gifted and popular jeliw are often invited to private homes
to entertain the host’s invited guests. On these special family occasions,
a jeli might appear alone, personally performing the instrumental
accompaniment to his narrative. Most public ceremonies such as
marriages, circumcision feasts, funerals, and seasonal celebrations will
include jeli performances mvolving music, praising, and fragments of
narrative performances. On these larger occasions, the principal artist
will often arrive with a supporting cast of other musicians and one or
more female vocalists, depending on the size of the event. One of the
accompantsts will probably function as a naamu-sayer,'" encouraging
the performer with approving sounds or comments like 'yes!’, “we hear
you!” and “it’s the truth!. In any gathering, whether private or public,
the host will usually be the first to hear himself praised through
references to his ancestors in song or narrative.'” However, the jeliw
take pains to know the names of everybody attending the event, so
they can maximize their profits by structuring the performance
according to the identities of the people in the audience. As the
performance progresses and various members of the audience hear
their jamu mentioned, they come forward to reward the jeli with gifts
of cash.

The substance of Manding discourse

The Bamana Empire of Segu, which flourished from the late seventeenth
century to the middle of the nineteenth century, is the subject of one
Manding epic tradition.”® The nineteenth-century empire builders Al- ‘
Hajj ‘Umar Tal and Almami Samori Touré have epic narratives devoted
to their memory."* However, the epic narrative that provides the
fundamental framework for Mande cultural values and social
organization is the one that is popularly known by the name of one of

" More specifically, naamu naming, or naamutigiw (naamu ‘owner ). The term probably originates
from the Arabic na‘am.

“For an example see Conrad, Epic Ancestors of the Sunjata Era, p. 57.

“See Conrad, A State of Intrigue. :

“For Al-Hajj ‘Umar Tal, see Samba Diop (ed.), The Epic of EI Hadj Umar Taal of Fuuta (Madison,
WL University of Wisconsin African Stadies Program, 2000); and the definitive historical
study by David Robinson, The Holy War of Umar Tal: The Western Sudan in the mid-Nineteenth
Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985). Epic traditions of Almami Samori Touré are
collected in David C. Conrad, Almami Samori- Nineteenth-Century West African Conguest in
Maninka Epic Tradition (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin African Studies Program,
forthcoming).
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its principal heroes, Sunjata. The longer versions of that tradition can
run to many thousands of lines, and virtually all of the most prominent
old family names or jamuw of Manden are represented by a charismatic
ancestor who appears somewhere in the story.

The Sunjata epic comprises a series of episodes, some of which form
the core of the narrative and are the most frequently performed. These
are more or less familiar to most people of traditional Manding societies,
and the basic storyline and characters have become known to the outside
world through both popular and scholarly publications. Other, less
familiar episodes of the epic are known to relatively few of even the
most knowledgeable jeliw, and these are rarely performed publicly. In
any case, depending on the type of occasion, the time available and the
make-up of the audience, most performances mention only a few of
the episodes. At one end of the spectrum, in the course of a brief street
performance for example, a female jeli (jelimuso) might simply evoke
the name of Sunjata, Fakoli, or another of the epic heroes in one of her
songs. At the other extreme, jeliww have been known to narrate one
episode after another for five hours or more without stopping, and to
continue at that rate for several days.?

As the occupational specialists who preserved these traditions, the
jeliw have had enormous influence in establishing the identities or jamuw
of each of the descent groups. In village society, people and events
described in the epic are accepted as fundamental elements of the
historical record, as they explain kinship patterns and the social
relationships of today. For example, popular etymologies abound,
wherein statements made on particular occasions are said to have
become people’s names. One of the best-known examples of this occurs
in the Sunjata epic’s buffalo episode that will be described below: just
after the younger brother, Danmansa Wulanni, kills the great beast,
his excited older brother begins to praise him, thereby recognizing the
courageous younger sibling’s superiority. This is believed to have resulted
in two descent groups of different status: descendants of the brother
who killed the buffalo are said to be of the ‘noble” Traoré jamu, while
the offspring of the hunter who sang his brother’s praises became jeliw
who go by the name of Diabaté.

It was partly through stories like these that jeliw exercised the power
of ‘the word’, and part of that power accounts for the ancient speech

®In the author’s experience such jeliw include the late Tayiru Banbera, see Conrad, A State of

Intrigue, and the late Djanka Tassey Condé, in David C. Conrad (ed.), Sunjata: A West African
Epic of the Mande People (Indianapolis, IN and Cambridge, MA: Hackett Publishing Company
Inc., 2004).
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known as kuma koro. The basis of this power lies in the Manding peoples’
perceptions that jeliwo know the secrets of the past. Esoteric knowledge,
gives them the ability to create or destroy the reputations of key people:
through public performance of praise songs and narrated texts. The
best thing that could happen to a political leader, and by extension to
his descendants, was to have a praise song composed specifically for
him. Following the death of a popular mansa (king) of memorable
accomplishments, poetic praises would lament his passing and
contribute to the glory of his memory, as in the following lines that,
metaphorically describe a troubled and confused world left behind by
Monzon Diarra of Segu (c. 1787-1808):

The goat is sick,

The goat owner is ailing.

The knife is dull,

The goat’s throat is tough.

The day is drawing to a close,

. The ground is hot.

~ 2 We have no basket to sit on,

While we tell our troubles to the angels of God.

Praise songs and glory

An incident that occurs in a variant of the epic of Almami

Touré illustrates how seriously praise songs were regarded, both by
the jeliw who composed them and by those who were honored by them.
Almami Samori Touré was a Maninka conqueror who, between 1861
and the 1890s, established an empire in what are today Guinea, Mali,
and Cote d'Ivoire. Although Samori is a historic figure whose deeds
are well documented through eyewitness descriptions and even a few
photographs, he is also a legendary figure in his own society, and’
versions of his story are told in traditional narrative form by Maninka -
jeliw of Guinea. One of the episodes in this narrative is about a praise
song, which Samori sends to his brother Kéme Bréma, who is one of .
his best commanders, on a military campaign. Along with the troops, -
Keme Bréma is accompanied by many jeliw, including some who are -
from Samori’s household. According to the Mande system of power
and authority, the entire contingent is meant to represent Almami
Samori, performing all deeds in his name. However, during the course :

¥Tayiru Banbera in Conrad, A State of Intrigue, p. 171.
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of the campaign, the accompanying jeliw collaborate in composing a
song to praise Kéme Bréma. This behavior was condemned by Mamadi
Condé, the jeli who told the story in the late 1980s. He stresses that all
the troops including Kémeé Bréma owe total allegiance to Samori because
it is ‘his war’, and all praise songs should be for hum: “The song was
bad’, says Mamadi Condé, ‘because Keme Bréma was carrying firewood
for his brother, not for himself’. Indeed, to celebrate the success as if it
were Kéemé Bréma’s campaign instead of Samori’s is regarded as an
act of treachery. When Kéme Brema returns to his brother’s
headquarters, Samori expresses outrage that his brother has accepted
the jeliw’s praise as his own:

The jeliw sang that this was your war.
You never said, ‘It is my brother’s war’.
Do you have a war?

Samori then strips Kémeé Bréma of his horse and weapons and sends
" him home to work on the family farm, and it takes an emotional
intervention by their father to eventually reconcile the two great men.
Even so, once the quarrel is ended, Samori makes a final demand on
the jeliw:

Sing a song for me that will never be sung to anybody else.
I do not want to hear anybody else’s name in that song.
Sing a song for me like the one you made for Kéme Brema.
You will not go home until you sing my song."

The jeliw then realize that all the great praise songs they know are for
other heroes, and they are finally forced to compose a new song,
‘Almami Bolo’, for Samori. Nevertheless, to this day in Mali, Guinea,
Gambia, and other parts of the Mande world, the song ‘Kémeé Bréma’
is one of the most famous in the jeli repertoire. Relatively few great
praise songs were ever composed, and in those cases it guaranteed the
fame of those they honored, and brought ongoing distinction to people
claiming to be their descendants.

The spiritual dimension

In Manding societies there are still people who follow the old, pre-
Islamic spiritual practices of the ancestors, involving sacrifice and other

7"Mamadi Condé in Conrad, Almami Samori.
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forms of ritualized communication with a variety

inhabit secluded groves, rock formations, or bodies of water |
everywhere in the countryside. However, the majority of the Manding
peoples are either Muslims or they practice a mixture of the Islamic
faith and the indigenous system of belief. Thus, the oral performances
sometimes begin with a blessing in the local manner of speaking Arabic,
such as:

May God bless our master Muhammad,
Grant peace to him and his family,
Peace to our master Muhammad.®

Some peoples of the broader Mande cultural family have been’
exposed to Islam since at least the tenth century when Muslim traders
crossed the Sahara desert to conduct trade with the Soninke of the
Ghana Empire, which was locally known as Wagadu.!® At some point
the Soninke and other Mande branches, including the Manding, began
. to conceive of Islam as a source of significant spiritual power that could

" be added to the indigenous power sources that they already possessed. -
During the centuries when Islam was being integrated into Manding
societies and becoming an African religion, Manding jeliw assimilated
elements of Islamic tradition. Pilgrims returning from Mecca told stories
that appealed to Manding audiences, and some of these were borrowed
by the jeliw and woven into the fabric of previously existing narratives,
Among the Islamic ideals that were absorbed by Manding peoples was
the notion that direct ancestral links to the prophet Muhammed and .
his followers were especially desirable sources of prestige, and therefore
Islamic forebears began to appear in family descent lists.

Creating identities and establishing values

Performances of the Sunjata epic often include genealogies of some of
the most prominent characters. As noted earlier, one of the main
occupational responsibilities of the jeli was to establish or maintain his
patron’s status by recalling the latter’s ancestors in song and story and
praising the most distinguished among them. If, on occasion,
genealogies were completely fabricated for political leaders needing to

®Tayiru Banbera in Conrad, A State of Intrigue, p. 43.

The Soninke are a northern branch of the Mande peoples. Their ancient empire was Wagadu,
but it was known to the Arabs as Ghana, a name that might be derived from the Soninke
ruler’s title.
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have their claims to authority legitimized, there were also instances
where previously established lines of descent were adjusted to
accommodate changes in the culture’s socio-political needs, or its
religious values. In the Soninke legend of Wagadu, the great snake
Bida that protects the kingdom against all evil and guarantees its
prosperity is included in some versions of the royal genealogy.” In the
traditional genealogy of the Keita lineage of ancient Mali’s founding
hero Sunjata, most of the names that jeliw recite clearly stem from non-
Islamic times. However, when it became desirable to claim distinguished
Muslim ancestors, some of them were borrowed from Islamic tradition
and added to Sunjata’s descent list. This is why a character that the
jeliw call Bilali Bounama often appears in the lists of Sunjata’s ancestors.

Bilali originates in Islamic tradition as Bilal ibn Rabah,” a black slave
from Abyssinia and early convert to Islam who became the first muezzin
(Ar. mua’dhadhin) or caller to prayer. Bilal is described as ‘a faithful
Muslim, pure of heart’ whose master tortured him by forcing him to lie
on his back under the sun during the hottest part of the day with a
heavy stone on his chest, in a vain effort to make him renounce Islam.
Ransomed and freed by Abu Bakr, a fellow-convert who was impressed
by the strength of the slave’s conviction, Bilal is said to have joined the
company of Muhammad. According to tradition, when one of the other
companions sees in a dream how the faithful should be called to prayer,
Bilal is chosen as the first muezzin because of his penetrating voice.
Bilal becomes Bilali in Manding tradition, where in one variant the jeli
claims Bilali was born the day after Muhammad’s birth, and that at
the famous battle of Kaybara?he held the bridle of the prophet’s camel
and blew the trumpet to assemble the army. Other jeliw tell how one of
Bilali’s offspring wanders for many years until he settles in the ancient
land of Manden and engenders the Keita lineage, eventually producing
the epic hero Sunjata, who is credited with founding the Mali Empire
in the early thirteenth century.

2David C. Conrad and Humphrey J. Fisher, ‘The Conquest that Never Was: Ghana and the
Almoravids, 1076, 1. The Local Oral Sources’, History in Africa 10 (1983), p. 63.

2 Rabah was Bilal’s father, but he was sometimes called Ibn Hamana after his mother, which
is the case in Bamana tradition where he is known as Bilali Bounama, a shortened form of
Bilali Boum Hamama, in David C. Conrad, ‘Islam in the Oral Traditions of Mali: Bilali and
Surakata’, Journal of African History 26 (1985), p. 37. Local custom tends to identify the son
with the mother rather than the father as in the case of Sunjata, whose name derives from
Sogolon's Jara (jara = ‘lion”: So’olon Jara, Son-jara).

2 Kaybara is the Maninka pronunciation of ‘Khaybar’ which was the site of a battle remembered
as one of the most important fought by Muhammad’s supporters.
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Some famous episodes

The most familiar or core episodes of the Sunjata epic include one about

Kamissa, a shape-shifting sorceress of the land of Do, also known as
Buffalo Woman.” Her story illustrates the influence of hunters’ lore §}
and tradition in Manding discourse, as well as the importance of §}
divination and the notion that physical deformity is a sign of great #
spiritual power. Kamissa is denied her share of the tfamily legacy by
her elder step-brother, the mansa of Do. She seeks revenge by ${
transforming herself into a buffalo that lays waste to the countryside §{
and kills every hunter who tries to stop her. Two brothers, Danmansa 1
Wulanba and Danmansa Wulanni, arrive from a distant land and
befriend Kamissa in her human form. She reveals the secret of how to g1
Kill her buffalo wraith in exchange for a promise that they will deliver ¥
her younger sister Sogolon to Maghan Konfara (mansa or ‘king’ of
Konfara), the man she is destined to marry. A diviner has prophesied
that the Konfara mansa’s son, who is to be the future leader of an empire |
will be born to a wife he has not yet married. The younger of the two ¥}

hunters kills the buffalo, and their reward is the choice of any unmarried
girl of Do. Keeping their promise to Kamissa, they choose the ugly,

deformed Sogolon and after some misadventures tinally deliver her to |

Maghan Konfara, who will be the father of the hero.

The next major episode familiar to most Manding illustrates the
popular notion that a hero receives his power from his mother, and
that both mother and son must endure various humiliating and painful
ordeals on the road to eventual glory. In this story we learn of Sogolon’s
problems in giving birth to Sunjata, future founder of the Mali Empire.
Sogolon and her co-wife Sansuma Béréte, mother of Sunjata’s step-
brother and rival Dankaran Tuman, are both characterized as powerful
sorceresses, as are many female characters in the Sunjata epic.?
Sansuma and the other co-wives conspire against Sogolon, using their
sorcery to delay her son’s birth by many months, and then causing him
to be born lame. After years of suffering as a cripple, Sunjata eventually
gains his feet and becomes an accomplished hunter along with his

*See Stephen Bulman, ‘The Buffalo Woman Tale: Political Imperatives and Narrative Constraints
in the Sunjata Epic” in Karin Barber and P. F. de Moraes Farias (eds), Discourse and its
Disguises; The Interpretation of African Oral Texts (Birmingham: Birmingham University Centre
of West African Studies, 1989).

“David C. Conrad, ‘Mooning Armies and Mothering Heroes: Female Power in Mande Epic
Tradition” in Ralph A. Austen (ed.), In Search of Sunjata: The Mande Epic as History, Literature
and Performance. (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999), p. 195.

86

A

L

v " .
. .
f D
2

....

T ¢ H
Plvy - SONNE




brother Manden Bori. However, the elder, rival step-brother Dankaran
Tuman inherits their father’s position of power, and it becomes clear
that Sunjata’s life is in danger. The hero’s mother Sogolon leaves
Manden for exile in the distant land of Nema (or Mema), accompanied
by her sons and her daughter Kolonkan who is another of the epic’s
important female characters.

Another well-known episode involves the kingdom of Soso, ruled by
the great sorcerer king Sumaworo® Kanté. This story reinforces the
connection between music and the spirit world, and demonstrates the
importance of master jeliw in the lives of powerful rulers. While Sogolon
and Sunjata are in exile, Sumaworo conquers Manden and subjugates
its people. Sunjata’s jeli, Bala Fasaké Kouyaté, who had remained in
Manden, goes on a diplomatic mission to Soso and is detained there by
Sumaworo. One day, in the king’s absence, Bala Fasaké enters the sacred
grotto and sees for the first time a great balafon (traditional xylophone)
called the Soso Bala, which Sumaworo had acquired from the king of
the genies. It is taboo for anyone but the Soso mansa to touch the
instrument, but Bala Fasaké finds it irresistible and sits down to play it.
Sumaworo hears the music from a distance and returns intending to
kill the trespasser, but is enchanted by Bala Fasaké’s playing. Sumaworo
takes such pleasure in hearing his own praises sung that he spares the
jelt’s lite and claims him as his own jel:.

One of the most famous and influential of the epic characters is Fakoli,
who is claimed as the ancestor of several Mande blacksmith lineages,
including both the Koroma and the Dumbia.?® This man’s story provides
another example of the identification of physical flaws with spiritual
power and also reflects the close relationship between blacksmithing
and sorcery. Fakoli is recalled as one of the greatest of sorcerers and as
one of the most important generals in Manden’s war with Soso. He is
usually described as being of dwarf-like stature and 1s praised as “Big-
headed Fakoli, big-mouthed Fakoli’. One of the most complex characters
of the Sunjata epic, Fakoli is prominent in several episodes, two of which
are better known than the rest. In one of these, Fakoli is ridiculed by
other elders, because he stoops to enter the doorway of the council hall
even though the top of the door-frame is far above his head. Reacting
to the elders’ ridicule, Fakoli proves to them that his small size is no
indication of his power. Using his sorcery he causes the elders to flee

= This, or a variant of it, is how the name is pronounced by the Maninka of northeastern Guinea.
The Bamana jeliw of Mali pronounce it as Sumanguru, or a variant thereof.

® David C. Conrad, ‘Searching for History in the Sunjata Epic: The Case of Fakoli’, History in
Africa 19 (1992), pp. 174-5.
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from the building as he inflates his size until he fills the entire council
hall, towering above it and wearing the thatched roof as a hat?
Both divination and filial devotion to a mother motivate the action
in an episode where the people of Manden learn from a seer that the
only man who can deliver their land from Soso oppression is Sunjata.
The mission to find the hero and bring him back to liberate his homeland
is so important that many jeliw still recite the names of the
who were sent. After a long search the delegates arrive at Kuntunya,
the capital of Nema, and Sogolon hears that her eldest son is invited to
return to Manden and
old to make the journey home, and she explains to her children that
they must return without her. Sunjata refuses to leave before his mother
dies, and she passes away before her frailty can delay their departure.
Sunjata requests a burial plot from their host Faran Tunkara, the mansa
of Nema, but the king rudely refuses. The hero sends Tunkara a message
consisting of some broken pieces of pottery and calabash containing
dust and a few bird feathers. A wise man correctly interprets this as a -
. metaphor symbolizing the future ruins to which Kuntunya will be
“reduced if Sunjata is not given a burial plot for his mother, so Faran
Tunkara grants the request. .
In Manding epic narrative where warfare is concerned, one rarely
encounters detailed descriptions of actual fighting. The jeliw and their
audiences are more interested in the human relationships, political
dynamics, and interaction with the spirit world that lead to conflict.
Some jeliw do describe a series of battles between Manden and Soso
that were fought in various locations,”® but most variants emphasize a
deciding battle at a place identified as either Kirina or Dakajalan, in
which Manden defeats Soso and Sumaworo is finally vanquished by
Sunjata’s troops. As with all episodes of the Sunjata epic, details vary
considerably depending on the performer, but the Dakajalan/Kirina
battle episode often concludes with Sunjata pursuing Sumaworo as
the sorcerer king disappears into the mountain at a place called
Kulikoro, which is downriver from Bamako, the capital of present-day
Mali. Some jeliw have been known to describe the death of Sumaworo,
but the Kouyaté and Diabaté jeliw are normally quite careful not to say
that Sumaworo was slain by Sunjata, Fakoli, or anybody else. As we
saw at the beginning of this chapter, these things are taken seriously in
modern times because Manding peoples identify with the ancestors
whose names they carry. To give details of a humiliating defeat, even

“ For details of this episode see Conrad, ‘Searching for History in the Sunjata Epic’, pp. 162-6.
# For example, Jeli Mori Kouyaté in Conrad, Epic Ancestors of the Sunjata Era, p. 631
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one alleged to have occurred more than seven centuries ago, could
evoke bad feelings between the descendants of the victors and the
vanquished.

Great heroines stand tall with the heroes

An mmportant distinguishing feature of Manding epic tradition is that,
along with recounting the deeds of great men from the past, it also
describes the deeds of many important women. The same cannot be
said of the conventional written documentation of the Mali Empire
that is contained in Arabic sources. There, descriptions of prominent
women who are actually identified by name are extremely rare. One
instance where a woman is highlighted in the written sources is
provided by the North African traveler Ibn Battuta, who visited the
royal court of Mali in 1352-3. He describes an attempted coup d’état
by Kasa, a wife of Mansa Sulayman. Kasa apparently believed that the
army of Mali was prepared to abandon her unpopular emperor
husband if she called on their backing for a government takeover.
Unfortunately, we have only enough details to know that she must
have been an extremely interesting person whose full story deserved to
be told but was not.?

In contrast to such scarcity, Mande epic tradition from the era of
Sunjata to stories of nineteenth-century heroes is greatly enhanced by
descriptions of many powerful, independent women.* The epic that is
generally identified with Sunjata, which has many prominent male
heroes, is also particularly rich in colorful portrayals of mothers, sisters,
and wives, who played pivotal roles in crucial events. The Condé identity
or jamu is particularly well represented by three women who comprise
a fountainhead of Mande social identity. The force of their combined
impact on legendary events leading up to the foundation of the Mali
Empire is enormous, and it all begins with DO Kamissa the buffalo
woman. She is responsible for the fate of her younger sister Sogolon
Wulen Condé, who is destined to be Sunjata’s mother. Sogolon is the
best known of the three, but the third, Ma Ténénba, plays a very
significant role in her own right. Her complete name is Sumansa Sona
Ténenba, the first part of which, sumansa, praises her as a formidable
sorceress.” The identification of Ma Ténénba with occult powers is
appropriate, because she is both a sister of Do Kamissa, the buffalo

?Levtzion and Hopkins, Corpus of Early Arabic Sources, pp. 295-6.

*Conrad, "‘Mooning Armies and Mothering Heroes’,
' Sumansa is from subaga (suba) mansa, meaning ‘sorcerer king’.
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woman, and foster-mother of the great sorcerer and war leader Fakoli.

The episode describing Fakoli’s early life offers a useful example of
how extensive the network of powerful ancestral relationships can be,
as manifested in the Mande epic. It also illustrates degrees of closeness
within the nuclear family between co-wives, on the one hand, and -
brothers and sisters, on the other. These stand in contrast to stories of
deadly step-brother rivalry which characterizes, for example, the
relationship of Dankaran Tuman and Sunjata. Also demonstrated here
1s the characteristic Manding reverence for music and musical |
nstruments, and perceptions of how the business of everyday life -
interacts with the spirit world.

Fakoli’s father was Mansa Yerelenko of Ne geboriya. The oral evidence
indicates that Negeboriya was an important iron-producing region of
Manden, which helps to account for the tradition of Fakoli being the
ancestor of more than one blacksmith lineage.®> Mansa Yerélenko’s -
senior wife is Ma Tenénba Condé, sister of Sunjata’s mother Sogolon
and of Do Kamissa, the buffalo woman. Ma Téneénba is childless, so
_she encourages her husband to get a second wife. He eventually marries
" Kosiya Kanté, sister of Sumaworo the subamansa (sorcerer king) of Soso.
This marriage, which produces Fakoli, forms an alliance between the
greatest blacksmith family of Manden and the Kanté blacksmith lineage -
that rules Soso. In the story of how Sumaworo acquires the Soso bala
(xylophone) from Jinna Maghan, the king of the genies, Kosiya discovers |
that the genie mansa demanded that Sumaworo sacrifice a close family
member in exchange for the Soso balz. Determined to have her brother
acquire the Soso bala, Kosiya entrusts the infant Fakoli to her co-wife
Tenénba Condé, and sacrifices herself to the genies. Fakoli remains
with Tenenba Condé, who takes him on an initiation pilgrimage to all
the great power sources of Manden to acquire his dalilu (occult power)
and to prepare him for his role as spiritual “ancestor” of all later sorcerers.
On this pilgrimage the infant Fakoli receives protective medicine, magic,
and instruction from the most powerful pre-imperial mansaw (kings) of
Manden, including Kamanjan Kamara of Sibi, Tanan Mansa Konkon
of Kirina, Faran Tunkara of Nema, and Nyémogo Diarra of Do and
Kiri.® Thus, as virtual godson of all these powertul mansaw, as nephew
of Sumaworo of Soso, and as one of Sunjata’s most important military
commanders, Fakoli stands at the core of the Mande power structure.

Great as Fakoli is, Sunjata is the hero consistently acknowledged as
the leader who liberates Manden from Soso oppression and becomes

*Conrad, ‘Searching for History in the Sunjata Epic’, pp. 174-80.
* Conrad, ‘Mooning Armies and Mothering Heroes’, p. 205,
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mansa of the unified chiefdoms that subsequently expand into the Mali
Empire. For that reason, in today’s Manding societies the Keita jamu
carries special distinction, even for those n