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Here we will examine a particular case of the reproduction of African oral tradition in
the late twentieth century. The focus will be on the work of an individual traditionist,
Waa Kamisbkd (Wi Kamissoko), whose narratives are now in course of publication in
book format in the Maninka language and in French translation.' He was a citizen of the
Republic of Mali, and a jeii (oral traditionist or ‘griot”) of the Manden Duguba — the Manden
or Mande motherland which was the historical nucleus of the Mali empire (thineenth —
late sixteenth century). This nuclear Manden has as its geographical axis the upper Niger
from the outskirts of the capital of the Republic of Mali, Bamako, 1o the town of Korosa

or Kurusa) in the Republic of Guinea-Conakry. Its people call themselves ‘Mandenka®
or ‘Maninka' and call their own language ‘Maninka®, Their country is the heartland of
the Sunjata cvcle of songs a‘nd oral narratives, and of the oral stories about Kanku Musa
or Kankun Musa (Mansa Musa), the Mali emperor who performed the pilgrimage to Mecca
in 1324-25.

Waa Kamisbkd was born ¢. 1919 in the village of Krina, an important centre of Mandenka
oral tradition on the left bank of the Niger, ¢.40 km south-west of Bamako. He died in
1976 and was given a state funeral by the Malian government. Reticent as he so often
was, nevertheless it was widely believed that he had been killed for revealing esoteric
knowledge, or for ‘attempting to become the equal of the great masters of the Kéma [in-
itiation society]’. Though the medical diagnosis was bone cancer and excluded foul play,
it has been written that a number of people had to die because of his death.’

Waa Kamisbki's career was in many aspects unique. But it is of general interest, because
it embaodies a compact of characteristics which appear in more diluted form elsewhere,
in many of the situations in which African oral tradition is nowadays uttered, recorded,
and interpreted. Without distancing himself from his primary identity as a feli, he developed
an unusually close relationship with the world of modern academic scholarship. His par-
ticipation, as a central figure, in two international seminars held at Bamako (1975 and
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1976) will be discussed later in this paper. His friendship and collaboration with the noted
Malian ethnologist ¥. T. Cissé extended over several years,

In spite of remaining a jeli, he transgressed the roles conventionally ascribed to the in-
formant/performer. He did so by weaving critical comments into his narratives, or parallel
to them, and by re-expressing tradition in ways which risked being perceived as eccentric
adulterations of traditional sapience. The substance of what he said can be shown to belong
to the Mandenka pool of criss-cross traditions and counter-traditions, and can be artested
from other oral sources. But inherited information was liable to be organised by him in
new patterns (including new time patterns), and to be presented in the form of new nar-
rative episodes, in the light of his personal interpretation of it.

Bagayogo (1987 has cogently argued that in the Republic of Mali, on account of specific
characteristics of its modern intelligentsia and its modern political rulers, Mandenka royal
traditions have been deliberately mobilised to justify modern versions of political
authoritarianism and social inequality. For this purpose, hereditary experts in tradition
have been systematically recruited by state-entrenched groups (Bowrgesisie d'éar). However,
in certain contexts such experts may also become a source of cniticism of the status quo.?
In Waa Kamistkd's case, both conservatism and social critique will be seen at work, and
their nature and mutual relationship will become clearer.

His critical stance manifested itself at three levels. At one level he criticised the behaviour
of communities and individual figures situated in the past. At another level, he expressed
critical opinions about states of affairs in contemporary Malian society. At yet another
level, he commented on the historical formation of some of the traditions he conveyed,
calling attention to the fact that older accounts had been overlaid with later ideas and
stories. The three levels interacted, and ar all of them his critical views were couched in
the inherited idiom of tradition or extrapolated from it.

Two aspects of his renderings of traditional materials have proved especially controver-
sial. The first was his presentation of Sunjata as a leader who put a stop to the practice,
then current among the Mandenka, of capturing members of the Mandenka lineages
themselves in order to export them as slaves. As stated by Waa Kamisoka, this was the
reason why Sunjata was able to mobilise support for his unificarion of the various Mandenks
chiefdoms into one kingdom. This is a theme not found in any other available version
of Mandenka tradition, In a recent summing up of his impressive research on slavery,
Meillassoux displays an inclination to accept this account of Sunjata as historically reliable;
he writes thar it makes intelligible at last the emergence of the unified Mandenka state,
which otherwise remains a sudden inexplicable cvent. Nevertheless he adds that ‘there
is some doubt, which I share, about the precise period to which some of these statements
apply'.* W¢é will return to this question later,

The second controversial aspect is Waa Kamisika's accounts of Islam in the Mandenka
past. He spoke about the subject from the coign of vantage of somebody equipped with
a complex cultural identity, which combined Islam (he believed in Allah and in
Muhammad's Prophethood) with traditional religion (he was a votary of the cult of the
Kirina Kéng or ‘Bird of Krina’, which is centred on his native village). His narratives
were often very critical of what he perceived as Islam’s destructive effects on older
Mandenka culture. At various points, comparisons are suggested with Muslim attiudes
towards traditional religion in the 1960s and 1970s. Waa Kamistkd participated in an
ambience affected by contemporary African debates on *African’ and *“Muslim® identity.
Tao facilitate the understanding of his position, one may construct rwo ideal-type figures,
the ‘neo-traditionalist® and the ‘Muslim “‘reformist™ *, which will embody the more
extreme aspects of such debates.
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‘African authenticity’ and ‘Muslim identity’

The ideal-type neo-traditionalist will tend to see Islam as essentially alien 1o African culture,
and will be reinforced in this attitude by some of the scholarly traditions inherited from
the colonial period. More often than not, no effort will be made by him or her to grasp
the symbolic lexicon and syntax of Islam’s international idiom, let alone to understand
it from the inside through imaginative empathy.

Conversely, the ideal-type Muslim reformist will tend to see non-scriptural African
religions, and many other aspects of traditional African cultures, as essentially alien to
Muslims and as something participating in the nature of jahiliya, the ‘state of ignorance’
abaolished in Arabia following the triumph of Islam. He, or she, will be reinforced in this
artitude by the influence of strong contemporary trends in Muslim thinking, which come
from within as well as from outside Africa. More often than not, imaginative empathy
with traditional practices will be so intensely rejected that even their study as past cultural
history will be excluded.

Meedless to say, real men and women are quite different from these ideal-types, and
murual respect between Muslims and followers of traditional cults continues to exist. One
should not forget what is prescribed by Qur'an 6: 108 (sura Al-An‘am, ‘Carde”): *‘And
revile not those 1o whom they pray apart from Allah, or they will revile Allah in revenge
without knowledge.”

Nevertheless, by the late 1950s there were reports that some Muslim activists were in-
citing their followers to burn sacred Kémd groves in the Manden, in order to stamp out
‘pagan’ cults.* Conversely, statements about Islam’s supposedly ‘foreign’ character were
not difficult to hear or read. Neo-traditionalist attitudes have found support in scholarly
notions of an inevitable and unmitigated conflict between Islam and traditional culture.
Delafosse was writing in this vein when he asked the following rhetorical question:

Should one be surprised . . . by the resistance opposed [by African rraditional religions]
io the foreign conceprions of an imported religion which, on the basis of totally un-
familiar notions, would change from top to bottom the order of things established
thousands of years ago?

Yet the guardians of pre-Islamic traditions have not felt systematically compelled to
reject all the concepts and symbols made available to them by the “foreign’ Islamic reper-
toires. And once incorporated into traditional narratives, Muslim themes have not
necessarily displaced non-Muslim ones.” Syntheses of Muslim themes with themes of
other origin are as conspicuous in Sunjata traditions collected in 1898 as in those recorded
in 1958 or heard today, and this certainly applies to Waa Kamisdkd's contributions.

Charles Monteil adopted a subtler approach than Delafosse’s.® In his work on the

Bambara (Banmana), who are culturally close to the Mandenka, he calls attention to the
interpenetrations of Islam and traditional religion, and points out that Islam has provided
traditional culture with new repertoires. But in his opinion Islam itself had been
‘Sudanised’, and generally speaking was no longer Islam except in name. Later the idea
of the *Sudanisation” of Islam became a dogma, and led to neglect of the study of un-
diluted Islamic traits alive in local culture.

Culrural features which have remained most recognisably Muslim came to be mistaken
for something else, to the extent that perfectly orthodox Islamic notions have been described
as evidence of Sudanisation. Thus, in his monumental work on Samori Tuure, from which
all of us will continue to learn, the late Yves Person has an illuminating chapter on Islam,
as practised in the context of Juula (Dyula) culture, which is related to Mandenka culture.
Bur he finds it stranee that Tuula Muslims should describe rivers of 42l (millet or sorghum
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beer) flowing in Paradise.” He suggests that this cannot but be a most unorthodox idea
from the Muslim point of view, and a surrender to local *paganism’, especially if it is
taken into account that the drinking of dalé became tantamount to idolatry in the eyes
of nineteenth- and twentieth-century strict Muslims. Yet in the Qur'an itself (Sira
Muhammad, 47: 15), rivers of khamr (*fermented beverage’, usually translated as *wine")
do flow in the Garden of Paradise.

This type of scholarly tradition has marginalised Islam’s specific inputs to West African
culture, because it simply fails to recognise many of Islam’s actual manifestations. But
in fact, more often than is usually realised, many of the rules of orthodox Muslim discourse
have been adopted by oral rraditionists, and have been deployed in their narratives in
combination with other rules. This should not be surprising: symbolic ‘grammars’ need
rules in order 1o function, and the rules provided by Muslim orthodoxy are means of
discourse as serviceable as any, even from the point of view of those whose primary religious
identity is not Muslim, or combines Islam with other cultural inheritances. Without under-
standing this one cannot grasp the complexities of discourses such as those of Waa
Kamisdkd,

Years ago Niane proposed a way out of the neo-traditionalist dilemma:

The impring of fslam on the cultures of the peoples of the Sudan is strongly visible
in the works of the Tombukiu scholars. But it is no less manifest in certain oral tradi-
tons, and Manding (Mandenka] tradivions are proof of this . . . It is necessary not
to fight against the idea that, for many of the peoples of the Sudan, Tslam is a funda-
menial cultural elemeny. Only too often, while raking stock and establishing the balance-
sheet of Black cultures, one tends to discard Islam as a foreign, non-African element.
According to some, only that whick s typically Animist can be African and Black.
But we believe thar this is not the corvect way to look at things, for ten centuries of
presence in the Sudan should grant Islam cinizenship in the region. Fust as, in ceriain
paris af Europe [Slav and Nordic countries], ten cemturies of Christianity’s presence
have gramted local citigenship to this religion from the East '0

But cultural developments since Niane wrote this have not facilitated the maintenance
of a balanced, sympathetic interest in both the Islamic and the pre-Islamic (or simply non-
Islamic) aspects which are present, in parallel or in combination, in so many West African
cultures.

In ‘French-speaking’ as well as ‘English-speaking” West Africa, many among the non-
Muslim leaders of thought — including some of the best among them — have continued
to believe that African authenticity can only be defined in ways which exclude Islam. !
Conversely, the reinforcement of Muslim ‘reformist’ movements in Mali has added sen-
sitivity to these issues there.!? Responding to these contrary tendencies in Mali, Waa
Kamisdkd looked at the past and the present in ways which were often critical of Islam’s
cultural impact. Yet Muslim cultural repertoires are constitutive of his discourse and in-
separable from it. Pious references to Ala (Allah) and His Messenger punctuate his nar-
ratives and comments.

Islamic repertoires in Waa Kamisoko’s
discourse

Consider the rwo following quotations from Waa Kamisakd, to be referred to henceforth
as Quotation A and Chuotation B:
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Quotation A"

Sulaaméya nana ko tyaaman véléma shivaw yéré sinti la; o ro sa, béé ye bénba-ké
myini § yéré la Dyigin Kitaabu Naani in kono, and tagrikulu. Aw yéré m'a fo k'ow
bora Dyulu Kara Nayni no, sanu gere ni wan pere falenna ale nin kun na. Kuma
bé n'a kore do; o yoro bi yen.

N'o té, dyénsén kit ka bo Wagadu, a san baa fla am san kimé wolonwula, an’a
kun-kan-fin, an fIé o le ro bi. O, suya dun ka doko Manden yan bi ni min bénba-ké
ma ve Fara-ko-ba kéné kan, bé ka na p ko, ka na ka n't sigi-yoro re o ro, Manden
yan. Fana Makan-Taa Dhag waa Komo ta Makan ka na n’a n Manden yan, n'k’o
san ba-kelen, am san komonion, amt mur-muru, n'k’s de f1é min ye, min ko fila béé
dun y'a sore Kela ma na. Koy bé ten ten de.

The arrival of Islam wrought many changes in the very origins of the descent
groups; in this that people searched out ancestors for themselves within the Four
Descended Books and Arabic historical writings. You yourselves [the Cissé or
Sise], don't you say you are descended from Dyulu Kara Nayni — he on whose
own head grew a golden horn and a silver horn? Each account has its meaning
[or: has a secret meaning]; this ‘passage’ exists [in the traditions of onigins].

Onherwise, from the departure and dispersion out of Wagadu up to the pre-
sent day, two thousand and seven hundred years have elapsed, and more. And
surely few are the lineages of present Manden whose ancestors were not seen
in the area of Fara-ko-ba [*The Marsh of Separation'], whence each came 1o
establish a home of its own within the Manden. Furthermore the journey of
Makan-Taa-Dyigi, who fetched the Kémd from Makan [Mecca)] to the Manden,
happened a little longer than one thousand and nine hundred years ago. Surely
both these events ook place before the advent of the Messenger [Prophet Muham-
mad]. Indeed this is the way things happened.™

Quotation B»

N'Ala mi Kira sonn’a ma, a na don yan, fa-ké dakun ma na se a ma lon woo lon,
an n'a ka Kuraané bé tvé o lon k'a bé ki tota kimd, ka waa fa-kéy dom ka na ay
la a kora, N'a ma sém 0 ma sa, o mma, &, an bé a labd, min ma na bén an ma,
an n'o k¢ a la wula kind.

(Sabula moki té Manden yan bi, ni Kankun Musa dimi & moki min no, k'a la
mun a lanbe-sila, ),

O kb, a nalen, a b'a fé k'an na doo béé tinya; a nalen, a b'a fé, an na ko woo
ko, a b'a fé k'a béé kirdbd. An na ko woo ko, a ko ko nin shi 12 s2bé ko .

[Some said:] “Allah and the Messenger willing, when — upon his [ Kanku Musa's]
return [from Mecca] — his turn comes to take charge of the paternal heritage,
on that day we shall gather his Qur'ans and other books 1o throw them into the
trenches from which building-clay is extracted, before we lay the paternal heritage
at his feet. If he does not accept it, we shall take him out into the bush o do
to him what we consider required.’

[Waa Kamisbkd then comments: ‘For there is nobody in the Manden today
who does not resent Kanku Musa and who does not blame the road he took.’]...

[They also saia:| “In addition, since his return he has been attempting to spoil
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all our cults, to expose [or: to put to the test] the foundations of all of them.
He says that none of them is a serious matter,’

Quotation A ms:ukanmwnrdsammpmmh&wmlﬂnmmdumdtrﬂlmmam
other traditions, whereas Quotation B takes a sharper, more or less uncompromising
attitude. But what is most striking about both quotations is their ambiguity as regards
Islamic themes. Islam’s cultural idioms are abundantly used, even though the point
being made is precisely that other traditions should take precedence over those brought
in by Islam, and even when what is being accounted for is an institution (the Kémd
society, of initiation) which, depending on the point of view, has been seen as a bastion
of culwral authenticity and ‘resistance to Islam’ or, on the contrary, as a vestige of
‘paganism’ the sooner eliminated the better. Those who threaten to throw the Qur’an
into a ditch will do so if Allah wills,

According to the translation proposed by Y. T. Cissé (who was familiar with Waa
Kamisbkd's parlance), in the dates suggested within Quotation A the word kémé was used
with the meaning ‘a hundred’, which is widely perceived to be associated with Islam,
rather than with the alternative meanings ‘sixty’ or ‘eighty’. In other words, what was
being used by Waa Kamisbkd was the Silaaméva kémé or “hémé of Islam’, not the Manden
kémé or ‘kémé of Manden®.'®

The picture drawn in Quotation B, of a conflict between Muslim ruler and traditional
religion, is quite different from the sitvation found by Ibn Battuta in Mali, onlv fifteen
years after the death of Kanku Musa (Manse Musa). What the Arab traveller saw then
was coexistence of Islam and rraditional religion, not conflict between them. '

Both Quotation A and Quotation B show that Waa Kamisbki not onlv provided historical
narratives, but also commented on them. His comments did more than clarify points left
obscure in the narrated material (as traditionists often do). Moreover he reflected not
only upon the past, but also upon present-day attitudes. To place all this in context, n
is necessary 1o examine some aspects of his education and career. First we must look at
Krina, his home-place and cultural base, in which he achieved the status of jeli-ba | senior
traditionist).

In spite of being the centre of a non-Muslim cult, in the nineteenth century Krina
supported Almaami Samori Tuure, 21 a time when he was systematically enforcing the
replacement of traditional religion by Islam. For this support, on 18 February 1886
French-commanded sirailleurs burnt Krina to the ground, and later most of its population
was deported 1o Kira." The colonial administration also intervened in the land disputes
between villages, favouring those which had asked for French protection to the detrimem
of those which had supported Samori. To this day a dispute of this nature, complicated
by French intervention, continues to exist between Krina and the nearby village of
Jeliba."® According to its own traditions, Krina is very close to the site of the decisive
battle of Krina, mentioned in the Sunjata traditions. In Waa Kamisokd's account
Sunjata’s tomb is also near Krina, though similar claims are made elsewhere in the Manden.

A centain proportion of the inhabitants of Krina are said to be descended from slaves,
and many of their ancestors are said 1o have come to Krina via “donations’ made by Almaam
Samori Tuure. But most of the local population are jelite (*griots’), and bear the jamu
— i.e. patronymic-group appellation — Kamisbkd, which also belongs 1o lineages living
elsewhere in the Manden and classified not as jelrro but as hérdnw (freemen not belonging
to the nyamakala or hereditary professional groups which include oral traditionists and
blacksmiths). The Kamisbkd of Krina themselves, according to local tradition, originallv
were not jelitw but somaw (priests), a claim which is somewhat reminiscent of Ibn
Battuta’s description of the fourteenth-century jula ‘poets’.

Even now, the Kamisbkd of Krina are noted not only as griots (feliee), burt also for their
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cult of the Kinna Kimd (*the Bird of Knina"). The Kinna Kimd 15 assimilated to the bird
which flies over the Krina battlefield in the Sunjata stories, and which is secn and heard
by Sumaworo as an omen of his defeat by Sunjata. The chief of Krina is the cult’s high
priest, N'Fa Soma (*My Father the Priest”). Linle information about this cult has been
publicly available, but some aspects of it have been reported.” These aspects combine
ritual prescriptions which exclude Islam with an account of origins which in a sense brings
Islam back.

Upon his accession, N'Fa Sema not only must renounce his wives and begin a life of
sexual abstinence, but also — very significantly — if he was a Muslim he must now cease
to pray. Yet, according to Waa Kamistkd's account, the Kring Kond came to the Manden
thanks to a Muslim Prophet.

Allegedly, the cult of the Kinna Kind was at first held in the sacred grove which existed
at a place called Samin. When this sacred grove was destroyed by fire, the Kinna Komd
survived: it passed into the possession of Naby Sumaila, i.e. the Qur'anic Prophet (Arabic:
Nabuy) Ismafil. It was Naby Sumails who later handed on the Kirina Kimd 1o the ancestor
of the Daraba or Dér¢ba, a Kamisbkd lineage to which Waa Kamisbkd himself belonged.
According to Y. T. Ciss€’s editorial notes, it was explained by Waa Kamistko that the
ruins of Samin (also transcribed as Sami or Sami) were to be found ‘in the land of the
Israelites’ {(Bani-Sraila, from the Arabic Banu Isra i), and that there had been at Samin
llﬂ!ﬂﬂrg}fﬂmiﬂkmuhbd yélin-yélin sen, i.e ‘a ladder to the sky'. In Arabic
samiy and samin mean ‘high’, ‘towering up'. The contents of the story are a reference
not to the Biblical episode of Jacob’s ladder (Genesis 28: 11-13), but to two passages in
the Qur'an (16: 27, and 28: 38), which refer to high monuments of ‘paganism’. The first
passage concerns the destruction of a structure which Muslim tradition identifies with
the Tower of Babel built by Nimrud (the Biblical Nimrod), the ‘pagan’ king who clashes
with Prophet Ibrahum (the Biblical Abraham), the father of Prophet Isma‘il. The second
passage deals with Pharaoh's order that a tower should be built, so that he could climb
up 1o the God of Musa (Moses). The context of both passages is the destruction of great
centres and sources of ‘paganism’ by the God of Abraham, Moses and Muhammad.

The prescription that the high priest of the Kiring Kénd should not perform Muslim
prayers may seem somewhat in contradiction with this version of the cult's putative
transmission. But the contradiction is at the same time reiterated and resolved within the
account of transmission itself. Why should a prophet of monotheism preserve and transmit
a ‘pagan’ cult? Yet this is what Naby Sumaila supposedly did, and it amounts 1o a kind
of symbolic assent 1o the survival and reproduction of not-Islam. At the same time, the
not-Islam nature of the Kirina Kind cult is made clear in the very idiom of Islam, namely
through the association of the cult with the centres of anti-monotheism mentioned in the
Qur’an. That N'Fa Soma should not pray makes the same point at the level of ritual.

Waa Kamisbkd's account of transmission, given the role it attributes to Naby Sumaila,
can-pperate as & charter for coexistence with Islam. It can do so without renouncing the
Kirina Kénd cult's non-Islamic nature, even though the idiom of the account is Islam’s.
But the same account can also be used, if need be, as a charter for resistance to Islam,
without need to abandon Islam’s idiom as its medium. In either case, the narure of the
Kirina Kéng cult will be represented in a perfectly unambiguous manner.

At Krina Waa Kamisokd had the traditional education of a Mandenka jeli (‘griot’). In
addition, he somehow became an expert in Kémd matters, though it has not been reported
that he was a Kdmd initiate, and though the felne — contrary to the mumues (blacksmiths) —

are said to be excluded from the Kémdé societies.”' Clearly, he gained
access to several registers of traditional knowledge. He was initially taught by his father,
Mori Musa Kamisbkd, and by his mother, N'Koro Kumannian Sumano, a well-known
song-composer and singer. Another of his teachers was a numu (blacksmith), Baa-Lamim
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Sinaba, of the village of Balandugu between Krina and Bamako. Moreover from 1965
he became the ‘spokesman” for the dénsd-rén (hunters’ association) of the Badugu area,
around Krina.

Besides all this, Waa Kamisbkd had direct experience of several West African popular
cultures. He travelled extensively not only within the Manden and other parts of Mali
and Guinea-Conakry, but also (as a kola-nut trader) in the Ivory Coast and Ghana. He
visited Paris once, towards the end of his life. However, one of the most crucial aspects
of his career was the work he did together with the Malian ethnologist Youssouf Tata Cissé,

Waa Kamisbkd and Y. T. Cissé first met in 1959, Great trust and friendship gradually
developed between them. They travelled and worked together in the Manden in the 1960s,
and again from 1971 onwards. Between 1972 and 1975, Cissé recorded on tape a very
large amount of material from various oral genres provided by his friend, in addition to
other information, and comments, which Cissé was allowed to write down only. All this is
being gradually published by Cissé, in careful transcriptions of the Maninka discourses
accompanied with translations and very helpful annotations in French. Waa Kamisoki's
close friendship and protracted co-operation with Cissé, and his participation in interna-
tional seminars in Bamako (1975 and 1976), brought him much closer to the academic
world than other Mandenka traditionists who have also worked with modern scholars.

Y. T. Cissé is well known as an ethnologist, but his work has also been helpful two
historians: it has suggested explanations for the beginning of the Mali empire.” He was
born in San (Mali), went to Qur'anic school for ten vears, and was later a student of
Germaine Dieterlen’s and Jean Rouch's, and has also worked together with them as a
colleague. Being a Cissé (Siise or Sise), he is greeted in traditional-culture environments
with epithets appropriate to a scion of that lineage. The Sise are of Soninke origin, and
arc believed to have been among the earliest propagators of Islam in the Manden. They
continue to play an important role in Qur'anic education in the area. Cissé's mother is
of Mandenka royal lineage.

If by parrilineal descent and early education Cissé would be expected to be a mdr and
karamoko, i.e. a specialist of Muslim learning, he has nevertheless become an authority
on the hunters® associations and the Kémd initiation societies, and has devoted himself
to the study and defence of Mandenka pre-colonial and pre-Islamic traditions. He has
denounced the destructive impact of alien influences on Mandenka culwral identity. His
critiques have been directed, on the one hand, against the rebagbuya ("Europeanism’),
to be blamed for producing the tubaabu fing or iubaabu fima (*Europeanised Black’) tvpe
of person. On the other hand, he has also criticised the influence of Islam and of its “foreign
mythology’, and has condemned Muslim preachers who incite their co-religionists o burn
Komd sacred groves.?

Cissé’s love of pre-Islamic culture does not prevent him from acknowledging the need
to study the Muslim aspects of Manden's culture. He sees this as another avenue towards
the understanding of the Manden; ‘o 12 ko sa’, ‘the one thing does not cancel the
other’.? But his main interest clearly lies with traditional accounts that are as free from
Mouslim repertoires as possible. In this he may be said to side with those we have classified
above as ‘neo-traditionalists’. His stance has been once more made clear in his most
recent publication. In it, he decided that some of the accounts provided by Waa Kamisaki
himself are too influenced by a ‘mythology borrowed from Islam’, to the point of sup-
posedly ‘clashing’ with the rest of Waa Kamisikd's oral materials. For this reason. Cissé
removed those accounts from the main printed text and demoted them to an appendix,
though the main text itself remains pervaded by Islamic motifs. ™

Two points are to be made here. The first is about Cissé’s undisputed scholarly
integrity: he has not suppressed the accounts, and his conduct has been exemplary in
making available to the scholarly community the materials he collect. .. The second point
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is about the degree of autonomy preserved by Waa Kamisokd within his relationship with
Cissé: the traditionist did not abandon his Muslim repertoires, no matter how dismissive
of Islam’s influence he himself could sometimes be.*®

In this respect, the complexities of Waa Kamistkd's discourse are underlined by the
fact thar, on the one hand, he condemned contemporary Muslims who turn aggressively
against the Komd, and characterised them as ‘Silsamé kuura minwe’ (‘the new, small
Muslims"); but on the other, he could glorify the Sise ancestor Bugariba Sise for having
fought against the Kdmd initiation societies, and against the jiné or dyvind {Arabic, jinn),
i.e. the ‘genies’.”

Of course it was to be expected that, while talking to Cissé, Waa Kamisbkd would
regularly praise Cissé’s ancestors, though he was perfectly able 1o subject Sise (Cissé) tradi-
tions of origin to critical scrutiny (Quotation A). But attention must be paid to the fact
that Bugariba Sise is praised for the kind of deeds which, in other contexts, neither Waa
Kamisbkd nor Y. T. Cissé would have described as praiseworthy. Clearly, an established
praise-partern is being adhered to on this occasion against all odds. This indicates the
extent to which Waa Kamisbkd's discourse remained governed by inherited patterns. He
did not systematically revise them in the light of his own perceptions and criticisms of
contemporary life, or of his views about the past and about the evolution of tradition.

We do not know how far Waa Kamisbka's critical reflections may have emerged from
exchanges with other traditionists, or in response to the reactions of audiences of tradi-
tional performances.”® The evidence available so far shows only the occurrence of those
reflections in the presence of modern scholars, or in dialogue with them. Yet it would
be presumptuous to decide a priori that the traditionist’s reflections about tradition may
not have preceded the onset of these dialogues, or that during the dialogues he was unable
to maintain and develop a line of thought of his own.

We have two possibilities to consider in this connection. If the intellectual initiative
was the traditionist’s and independently taken in the absence of direct stimulus by modern
scholarship, then his praxis was one in which — to refer again to Yai's concerns — tradi-
tion and eritique of tradition were not watertight compartments, and were both performed
from within orality, even if transgressing or transcending old established ways. In such
a situation, the critical activity performed upon tradition does not exclude the guardian
and performer of tradition, and possibly will react upon the production and reproduction
of the body of tradition itself.

If, on the contrary, immediate contact with the modern scholarly world was the trigger
of a new way for the traditionist to think out tradition,™ the situation would still be one
with the makings of a critical, as well as exegetical, activity able to include traditionists,
even though it partly transcends the sphere of traditional culture. Such an activity — for
berter or worse — need not remain without effect upon the production and reproduction
of its oral object. Similar situations have emerged during the study of other African
cultures.® However, this type of exchange need not be a one-sided attempt to inject
‘modern views® into tradition. Nor need any conceivable attempt of this sort be a priori
expected to succeed.

An examination of Waa Kamisokd's performances at the SCOA Seminars will clarify
these questions.

The SCOA seminars on oral tradition
(Bamako, 1975; Bamako, 1976; Niamey, 1977)

The SCOA seminars — 1o a large extent a brain-child of Jean Rouch and Germaine
Dicterlen, with the enlightened support of private businessmen (L. Nestérenko,
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G. Sabouret, ]. Joigny, and others) — were an inleresting experiment in bringing together
oral traditional and modern academics in a non-traditional ambience.*' Oral materials
provided by Waa Kamistkd, and transcribed and translated by Y. T. Cissé, were distributed
in advance to all participants, among whom were other oral traditionists. The purpose
was to discuss, or at least to clarify those materials, rather than to recreate traditional
performances. This format had its own problems, of which the organisers were not
unaware, 2

The Niamey seminar (1977) took place after Waa Kamistkd's death, though materials
recorded by him were once again made available to the participants, and were studied
and discussed. In the Bamako seminars of 1975 and 1976 Waa Kamisbkd had been the
central figure, and his stance had often led to a division of opinions among the academics
present.”® Some, like the seminars’ much-respected doven, Amadou Hampdié Bd, were
of the opinion that no maner what his unusual traits, Waa Kamisbkd should still be
approached in the usual way one approaches a traditionist planted and rooted in one par-
ticular body of tradition. In other words, he should be listened o without interference,
and when the time for discussion came it should focus on comparisons between the ‘texts’
provided by him and other oral texts, collected from other traditionists and from other
parts of the Manding-speaking world. It would be neither necessary nor tactful to point
out anachronisms, etc. in Waa Kamisbkd's contnbution, lest his discourse should be thrown
off track. Hampdté B also made the point that by speaking extensively and publicly about
certain subjects, Waa FKamisokd was displaying considerable courage and exposing himself
to certain risks, which was another reason for not pushing discussion oo far in cermain
directions. ™

(ther participants, among them Meillassoux, held the view that Waa Kamsoko was
best understood as a man who not only had travelled and gathered knowledge from dif-
ferent traditional sources (which is not unusual for oral traditionists w do), but who was
also engaged in the less usual enterprise of gathering a body of individual erudition which
was not part of established tradition, and which did not derive entirely from it. He should
be seen, on the one hand, as “the holder of a tradition belonging to a corpus and transmit-
ted by him in a form which is fixed" and, on the other, as an emudite, i.e. as the holder
of a body of knowledge which should not be mistaken for something handed down in
fixed form since remote ages. In his capacity as an erudite, Waa Kamisoko should be
acknowledged as a colleague, i.e. as one who, with the means at his disposal, worked in
a way not essentially dissimilar to the work of the seminars” academic participants. At
this level, it was legitimate to ask him to participate in critical, courteous, and relatively
open discussions of his own contributions.*

Throughout the two seminars, discussions oscillared between these two poles, sometimes
with some of us moving from the one to the other. This largely reflected the fact that
Waa Kamistkd did not sit still either in the role of modern erudite or in that of performer
of tradition. He was wont to establish the authority of his information by referring 1o
the traditional teaching he had received, and displayed occasional resentment against ques-
tions which struck him as unneccessarily sceptical.* In his contributions about Sunjara
distributed in advance, one easily recognised well-known themes and episodes of the Sunjata
traditions, to the extent that some seminar participants stated later that not as much new
information as hoped had been added by Waa Kamisbkd to previously known tradition.
Surely, innovation for its own sake was not his business.

But at the same time, some of Waa Kamisokd's main material, and some of his asides
and extended comments, seemed to treat certain themes in a novel way (or at least with
an unusual distribution of emphases), or even to introduce unfamiliar themes into the
Sunjata narratives, such as Sunjata’s anti-slavery stance,

With hindsight, one may suggest that the unusual in Waa Kamisokd, and in his



