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Pilgrimages to 'Pagan’ Mecca in Mandenka Stories of Origin
Reported from Mali and Guinea-Conakry

P. F. de Moraes Fanas

1. Different wusers and uses of African accounts of origin
couched in the terminology of Islam

The classificatory and explanatory idioms conveyed by Islam, and its
repertoires of erudite literature as well as oral lore, have brought into
Africa their own range of questions, and answers, as to the origins of
African peoples and institutions.

Modifications of existing stories or, alternatively, completely new
accounts of origin have been put forward, to attach every hypothetical
beginning to the monogenetic trunk which stems from Adam through Nuh
(the Biblical Noah), and which is rooted in the Middle East. The procedure
is comparable to that followed by Europeans after their discovery of the
Caribbean and North and South America: one way or another, native
Americans had to be traced back to Noah and the Biblical lands of origin.!
In Africa as in America, the nature of the enterprise required that tales of
local, independent genesis should be replaced by tales of long distance
migration {see Smith 1987). Every history and every inhabited land was
now to branch out of a single genealogical tree, and this applies not only to
Muslim reinterpretations of African traditions, but also to Christian
intellectual exercises of the type of Rev. S. Johnson's reformulation of Qy
stories of origin (1921: 3-11).

In African societies with a history of co-existence of Muslim and non-
Muslim ideas, practices, and group-identities, repertoires of narratives made
available by Islam have not been used only by people defining their primary
cultural identity as Muslim. Often those repertoires have been adapted and
adopted by votaries of cults originating in Africa, and have been used as an
altermative means (in addition to narratives and rituals couched in media
other than Islam's) to reaffirm those cults’ distinctiveness and importance.2

As it happens with ‘natural' languages, so with specialised cultural
idioms. The interaction of different groups within the same social system
leads to various forms of unilateral or reciprocal appropriation. In the case
to be considered here, these cultural idioms are the religious and
mythological narratives and terminologies of Islam on the one hand and of
non-Scriptural religions bomn in Africa on the other.




2. Kings, Blacksmiths and Muslims in the Manden's
Traditional Social Classifications

Mandenka traditions are the traditions of the Manden or Mande,
heartland of the Mali empire, which flourished from the 13th to the late
16th century. The Manden is centred upon the upper valley of the river
Niger (called Jeliba or Joliba in the region), across the border between the
Republic of Mali and the Republic of Guinea-Conakry.?

For many centuries, interactions between Islam's idioms and other
cultural idioms have taken place in the Manden (see Ibn Bamita 1968, IV:
397, 424; Sory Camara 1976: 138-59; Conrad 1985). Old issues have been
translated from other repertoires into Islamic repertoires, and thus could be
viewed and explored afresh (Moraes Farias, in press). Mushim repertoires
suggested, moreover, a number of ways to deal with new issues inaugurated
in the Manden only after the arrival of Islam in the region, among them the
need to account for the origin of the Muslims themselves, and the need to
demarcate the respective social loci and roles of Muslims and followers of
other religious orientations.

In Mandenka accounts of the origin of the Kdmd societies of initiation,
the theme of journeys to "pagan’ Mecca has been an arena for exchanges as
well as demarcations between Muslim and non-Muslim traditions. But it has
also been an arena for the representation and re-exploration of ambiguous
aspects of the relationship between royal lineages and other social
categories.

Tradition categorises the population of the Manden according to
different but overlapping systems of classification, based on socio-political
stratification as well as on religious differences, occupational specialisations,
patronymic-group appellations, etc.* Often, traditional accounts seem to be
putting forward classificatory tables frozen in time, which all but exclude
history. But the various classificatory criteria sometimes overlap uneasily.
By a closer examination of the points at which this happens, it may be
possible to glimpse more of the changes which have occurred over time.

One pervasive traditional classification employs three social categories,
namely the jonw, sing. jon (slaves), the hdrdnw, sing. horén (‘freebom
men', or 'noblemen’), and the professional, hereditarily specialised status-
groups (often referred to as 'craftsmen castes') jointly classified as
nyamakalaw, sing. nvamakala.?

In this classification, a firm distinction is established between the
horénw in general and those lineages categorised as masalenw or masarenw,
sing. masaren (‘those of mansa ancestry’, i.e. royalty). The typical
masarenw bear the jomu (patronymic-group appellation, plur. jamuw)
Keyta, derived from Sunjata Keyta - the Mali empire's founding figure - and
from his dynastic successors. However, some masarenw bear the related
jamu Kbnaaté, and other lingages - bearing the jamu Kulubali - are also
regarded as being of masaren stock (Monteil 1968: 25; Cissé and
Kamissoko 1977a: 328-9; D. Cissé 1970: 67; Cissé and Kamissoko 1988: 52-
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3, 384-5). Emphasis is placed on the exclusive right to kingship enjoyed by
the masarenw, to the exclusion of powerful hiron lineages known as tun-
tigiw or fon-rigiw (‘masters of the quiver', 1.e. warrior anstocracy), which
bear jamuw such as Tarawele or Tarawere (Traore), Kamara, Kbné or
Kondé, Kuruman (also known as Kuruma or Koroma), etc., though lists
vary. In actual history, the tun-tigiw are known to have resisted Keyta
authority in many cases (see Sory Camara, 1976: 63; Leynaud and Cissé
1978: 115; Bagayogo 1987: 99). Another sub-category excluded from the
right to kingship were the horonw regarded as faanga-tanw or faantanw,
‘those without faanga’, i.e. 'those without power’, ‘the poor' (Cissé and
Kamissoko 1988: 380-83), in other words the 'petty nobility’, though
‘commoners’ may also be tenable as an approximate translation.

A second much-quoted classification calls attention to groups classified
as bearers of Islam. It lists thirty (alternatively thirty-three) original
Mandenka groups: (A) five lineages of masaren status; (B) five lineages of
moriw, sing. mdri (specialists of Islam), often listed as the Tuure, the
Siise or Sise, the Berete, the Saganogo or Sanogo, and the Hayidara (though,
instead of some of these, other groups such as the Fofana may be listed); (C)
‘the sixteen "slaves” who took arms' (ton-ta jon tan-ni-woédrd ), a metaphor
for sixteen groups of freemen said to have swom to serve Sunjata Keyta as
allies (a category overlapping the tun-tigiw or ton-tigiw mentioned above),
in the various lists of which occur - among others - lineages bearing jamuw
such as Tarawere, Kamara, Dunbiva, Kbon&, Kulubali, Kuruman, and
Danyoho or Danyogo (Dieterlen 1955: 41; Konaré 1981: 133-4); (D) four
nyamakala groups.

The world has changed, and constant reaffirmation of the distinction
between masarenw (rovalty) and tun-tigiw (warrior aristocracy) has ceased
to be of much practical importance. Nevertheless, it remains enshrined in
traditional discourses, which are still largely centred upon the Keyta's
imperial glories. But, at certain levels, it is not recent but old historical
changes that may fail to be brought into focus by the mentioned
classificatory discourses. This can be surmised from an examination of the
nyamakala (craftsmen) category.

The groups listed as nyamakala include the garankew, sing. garanke
(leather-workers), the kilew, sing. kule (carpenters, basket-makers, canoe
repairers, etc.), the numuw, sing. nwmu (usually described as
‘blacksmiths’, though they have other specialisations as well), and a category
of bards and specialists of the word ('griots’) subdivided into the finaw or
finéw, sing. fina or finé, and the jeliw, sing. jeli. The jeliw are the
transmitters of the Sunjata epic and other accounts of the Mali empire. So
far the finaw have been less studied than the jeliw. Many of them are
specialists of Islamic chants, and are often referred to as Makan hordnw,
'Meccan freemen' (Seydou Camara 1979: 25 n. 1).

These nyamakala groups are of free status and were not enslavable.
They may intermarry among themselves but not with the hordnw, and -
according to classificatory theories - are excluded from the right to direct
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participation in political power. In the various parts of the Manden, jeli
groups bear jamuw such as Kwaaté (Kuyate), Jabaaté or Jabagaté (Dyabate),
Kamisoko, Kondé and Sisokd. Most finaw bear the jamu Kamara, while the
jamuw Dunbiya, Kuruman, Koromaka, Sisokd, Kanté, Sumaworo,
Bagayogd, and Sinayogd. are borne by numu groups.S

In their various versions, these overlapping classificatory systems
highlight the political importance of the Keyta and the relations between
them and their traditional horon (freeborn) allies/potential challengers.
They also highlight certain structural oppositions and complementarities
between horonw and nyamakalaw. In addition, they reserve categorial space
for the moriw (specialists of Islam). All this takes place in a context in
which the Keyta septenary ceremonies at Kaaba or Kangaba (Republic of
Mali) remain the official focus of Mandenka traditional rituals, while also
incorporating contributions from Islamic idioms. These ceremonies
overshadow the cultic roles associated with Tarawere and Kamara lineages
(Dieterlen 1955, 1957, 1959, 1975; Meillassoux 1968; Dieterlen and Cissé
1972: 307-8; Seydou Camara 1979).

In the hegemonic classifications and narratives, the activities of
nyamakala groups in their capacity as somaw (sing. soma ), i.e. as
specialists of traditional cults still alive in the Manden, are paid less explicit
attention than those of the mariw. Nevertheless, jeliw such as the Kamisdkd
of Krina (Republic of Mali), and the Kondé of Fadama (Republic of Guinea-
Conakry), are in charge of well-established local cults (MNiane 1974: 65;
Cissé and Kamissoko 1988: 262-3). These two jeli groups both claim non-
nyamakala paternal ancestry, and tell etiological tales which explain their
change of status in terms of marriages between their ancestors and jeli
women. As a matter of fact, the jamuw Kamisdbkd and Kénde or Kémé are
still borne by other lineages categorised not as jeliw but as hdronw
(Johnson 1986: 23; Cissé and Kamissoko 1988: 388). As it may be observed
in the classifications discussed above, some jamuw cut across social
categories, and may bridge over the divide between horbnw and
nyamakalaw (see also Sory Camara 1976: 103).

As to the numuw ('blacksmiths’), it is well known that they have played

a leading role in Kémd and other initiation societies (N'Diaye 1970a: 21,
71-3; Dieterlen and Cissé 1972: 31, 43). But, if certain notions proposed by
the Sunjata epic are accepted, this may be but a shadow of functions fulfilled
in the past by numuw. Indeed, a major theme in the epic - the ancestral
charter for masaren (royal) hegemony - is precisely the defeat of Sumaworo
Kanté, the numu potentate who wanted to rule the Manden. One
consequence of this defeat is the loss of political status by the numuw as a
group.
N Arguably, Sunjata's victory is presented as the substitution of imperial
rule for the earlier chiefdoms and priestly-chiefdoms on the one hand, and
for other forms of power and authority - underpinned by priest-like
functions cum blacksmithing - on the other.”
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It is in the general context of the relations berween numuw and masaren,
and of the division of cultic labour between nyamakala and hordn, that the
discussion of the traditions of journeys to non-Muslim Mecca may best
develop. The occurrence of the same jamuw in different social categories
will also need to be taken into account. Once all this is done, the meaning of
those ‘pagan pilgrimages’, in the specific context of the relationship between
Islam and autochthonous African religion, may become easier to examine.

3. Different Accounts of the Origins of the Komd Societies

The Komd and other male societies of initiation have not entirely
disappeared from the Manden. But they have been in steady decline since
the nineteenth century, under the impact of changing conditions of life and
changing attitudes. In the past, as an institution for the transmission of
esoteric knowledge and social norms alternative to Islam, the Kédmdw
(Kbmd societies) were an important channel for the education of young
males belonging to the hordn category, and to certain sections of the
nyamakalaw. The numuw have traditionally provided most of the Kdmd-
tigiw ('Kdmd masters’) and most of the carvers of Koémd masks (Dieterlen
and Cissé, 1972; Monteil, 1977, 266-74; Leynaud and Cissé 1978: 338;
Johnson 1986: 95-6; Cissé and Kamissoko 1988: 278-9, 315 n. 85, 390 n. 3).

Some jeli and fina groups are barred from the Kbombow, possibly as a
reflection of a division of tasks among the nyamakalaw, or for other - yet
obscure - historical reasons (Dieterlen and Cissé 1972: 36; Moraes Farias, in
press). But finaw bearing the jamu Kamara, and jeliw categorised as Bula
jeliw (such as the Dereba-Kamisokd of Krina), may be excluded from this
prohibition (Person 1968a, I: 79-80 n. 44).

Bula, Bila or Bla (plur. Bulaw, Bilaw or Blaw) is a denomination given
to a number of groups bearing jamuw distributed over the horon, numu,
and jeli categories. These groups are regarded as being among the earliest
to have settled in the Manden. Tradition associates with them the role of
somaw (priests), and in fact certain Bula lineages continue to be responsible
for a number of cults, not to be confused with the initiation societies
mentioned above. The jamuw listed as Bula include Kamara, Dunbiya,
Kamisoko, Bagaybgd, Sinaydgd, Kuruman, Danydgd and Sisdkd (Dieterlen
1975: 6-16; Leynaud and Cissé 1978: 150 n. 41; Gawlo Madani, SCOA
1980: 12; Johnson 1986: 193; Cissé and Kamissoko 1988: 384 n. 37, 385 n.
31).

Accounts of the introduction and propagation of the Komd are found in
jeli discourses, which often are external to the Komow, and which are well
known to borrow from Islamic idioms. But such accounts are also to be
found within the discourses and rituals of the Komd societies themselves.
The accounts fall into two catepories: those which postulate a borrowing
from Arabia, and those which propound a local Mandenka origin brought
about by numuw ('blacksmiths’). The first category subdivides itself into
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accounts which attribute the introduction of the Kémo to a borrowing made
by a royal figure, and accounts in which the agent of the introduction is
non-royal, usually connected with the numow and Bulaw.

One finds here, in another form, the same oppositions and symmetries
found in the confrontation between Sunjata the emperor and Sumaworo the
numu, rather than simply an opposition between Islamised and non-
Islamised accounts (see Moraes Farias, in press). In Mandenka traditions,
the idiom of Islam is not introduced only for the purpose of reducing pre-
existing traditional accounts to its own terms.

Some Komd ‘masters’, or 'chiefs' (Komo-tigiw) have been reported as
rejecting the totality of the Muslim repertoires of origin, to the point of
stating that 'Blacks and Whites do not "meet”, not even in Naby Nuhun [the
Qur'dnic Prophet Nuh, i.e. the Biblical Noah], hence even less in [Prophet]
Muhammad' (Cissé and Kamissoko 1977a: VIII; cf. Dieterlen and Cissé
1972: 268). In other words, these Komb-tigiw believe that there can be no
biological or cultural genealogy linking Black Africans and Arabs (or white
Europeans), despite the monogenism upheld by both the Qur'an and the
Bible. Though here formulated in the cultural idiom made available by the
religion of the Qur'an, this rejection goes well together with traditional
accounts which do not bear any of Islam's marks, and which attribute the
orgin of the Kdmo to ‘the seventeen men of the beginning of Komd', said to
have been numuw ('blacksmiths"), and symbolically represented by a
seventeen-link chain in wrought iron (Dieterlen and Cissé 1972: 15-16, 43,
195).

On the contrary, various jeli accounts, including a tradition collected by
Ly Tall, in 1972, from jeli Balla Jabaat® of Kela (a village near Kaaba or
Kangaba, and associated with Kaaba's Keyta rimals), state that the sacred
objects pertaining to the Komd were brought from Mecca by Hiji Musa
("Musa the Muslim Pilgrim'), or Hiji-Taa-Musa ('Musa who went on Muslim
Pilgrimage"), referred to in other instances as Jigi Mansa Musa or Jigi Hiji
Mansa Musa.® Clearly, some of these references (though, as we will see, not
necessarily all of them) are to Al-Hajj Mansa Musa the most famous
pilgrim ruler of the Mali empire, who is also known by his Mandenka name
Kanku Musa or Kankun Musa, and who went to Mecca in 1324-1325. A
tradition published at the beginning of the century and recorded among the
Banmana or Bambara, who are culturally related to the Mandenka, also
attnibutes the introduction of the Kémd to Mansa Musa (Henry 1910: 130-4;
cf. Monteil, 1977: 270).

Other traditionists have attributed the bringing of the Kdmd from Mecca
to the Manden not to Mansa Musa, but to a figure called Makan-Taa-Jigi or
Makan-Taa-Dyigi, i.e. Jigi who went to Mecca' (Cissé and Kamissoko
1977a, VIII; cf. Johnson 1986: 180, 219). According to yet other strands of
tradition, initiation secrets were brought from Mecca by Bala Susogd, an
ancestral figure of groups classified in the enigmatic Bula category. The
introduction of the Komo has also been attributed to Fakoli Sisoko, said to
have travelled to Mecca together with Hiji Musa (Monteil 1977: 270).
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Makan-Taa-Jigi, Bala Susdgd and Fakoli Sisdkd basically stand for the
priestly role of the Bula nuomuw ("blacksmiths’), as we will see below.®

As to information originating inside the Kdmb societies and postulating
an origin for them outside the Manden, it is on record that in the Segu area,
among the Banmana (Bambara), the introduction of the Kombd was
attributed to Masa [Mansa] Juru Kali Nany from Arabia, on whose alleged
tomb Komd sacrifices are offered. In the Beledugu, another Banmana area,
the propagation of the Komd societies was seen as the work of Soma
Mariba, whose name may be interpreted, etymologically, as meaning both
"Traditional Priest' (Soma) and 'Distinguished Muslim' (Mdri-ba ). Soma
Moriba was invoked in the course of Kbmd ceremonies. Makan-Taa-Jigi
(Jigi who went to Mecca') was also invoked in Kdmd ceremonies, in the
south-west areas of the Manden (Republic of Guinea-Conakry) and
elsewhere (Traoré 1947: 25; Dieterlen and Cissé€ 1972: 16 n. 1).

Juru Kali Nany, or - in Arabic - Dhi 'l-Qamayn, is a legendary figure
who occurs in the Qur'an (18:93-98). In classical Muslim tradition, he is
often made to correspond to Iskandar ("Al-Iskandar’), i.e. Alexander the
Great of Macedonia, who is also the hero of the Alexander Romances of
medieval Jewish and Christian literatures. His putative link with the Kémé
may be explained in a number of ways. He is favourably mentioned in the
Qur'dn, and he is also referred to in some versions of the Sunjata epic, as a
great conqueror who prefigures Sunjata’s conquests, and as a ‘'mighty king
of gold and silver' (Niane 1960: 21, 50; see also Diabaté 1970: 34). His
Arabic name means "Master of the Two Homs', and this may have helped to
establish a link between him and the homed masks of the Kdmb societies (on
these masks see Monteil 1977: 271). In addition, the Kdmbd claims to
embody a comprehensive knowledge of the world, while Muslim tradition
claims that Dhi ‘I-Qarnayn visited both the East and the West (including the
Lands of the Blacks), and further claims - on the strength of Qur'an 18:90 -
that he thus leamed about the whole of Creation (see Dieterlen and Cissé
1972: 16 n. 1; Southgate 1978: 196-201). As a king, and also on account of
his association with Sunjata, Juru Kali Nany falls within that category of
traditional accounts which attributes the introduction of the Kémd to royal
figures.

The stories about the introduction of the Kdmd by a Mansa called Musa,
who may be the fourteenth-century Al-Hijj Mansa Musa or, perhaps, an
earlier ruler named Allakoy Musa Jigi (Levtzion 1973: 55), fall into the
same category. In addition, they postulate the co-existence of Islam and not-
Islam at three locations or dimensions. First in Mecca, and even afier the
triumnph of Islam had made that Holy City into the international focus of
Muslim prayer and pilgrimage. Second, in the behaviour of the imperial
pilgrim, who displays a dual interest in Islam and not-Islam: as reported by
Charles Monteil (1977: 270), failing to obtain forgiveness for his sins in
Mecca, Hiji Musa turned to 'the study of magic’. Third, in the Manden,
after the return of the pilgrim Mansa bringing the Komo as well as Mushim
books in his luggage.
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