- CHAPTER 16 -

Praise splits the subject of speech:
constructions of kingship in the Manden
and Borgu

Paulo Fernando de Moraes Farias

To focus on ‘praise’ practices, and to scize the configurations of
subjects of specch posited by praise genres, is to zero in on what
Amselle has described as the intra-ethnic and inter-ethnic ‘politics of
the concept of person’ and of concepts of group identity (1990:
201-4).* Kingship and its mode of construction have been traditionally
central to this politics, and continue to facilitate insights into the
management of the act of praise.

‘Praise’ does not always mean praise in the conventional sense of the
word (see Barber 1991: 13). Sumanguru’s praises in the Sunjata epic
celebrate what may be described as Sumanguru’s violence and cruelty
= his dressing himself in human skin. What praise discourses postulate
i their capacity to seize upon the ‘truth’ of the praisee’s being, and to
activate it and generate acknowledgement of it by the praisee’s private
self and by the public at large. To achieve this, praise operates on ‘the
individual® nat as if on an entity primarily defined by its boundedness,
but rather as if on one whose singularity is constituted precisely by its
participation in what lies beyond its boundaries. In this perspective,
the *person’ is a swirling forcefield which is widely responsive to other
force fields (Hampaté Ba 1973: 181, 191; Beattie 1980: 316—7; Barber
1991: 36-7, 75). It brings together what we call persona and what we
call self, and office and office-holder, ethnic/professional identity and
personal identity, in constellations that may not always fit the
descriptive models mobilised by modern scholarship.?

The praisees are never passive recipients of praise, not even when
they would wish to be so — i.e. when the praise act awakes disturbing
agitations within them against their will (Kendall 1982: 202; Camara
1976: 182, 246). Rather, the praisees actively participate in the praise
performance, even if they do this silently. Praise is a negotiation in
which the community gives to the individual (to set in motion what
s/he already possesses), but also places unavoidable demands on him/her.
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If praise is celebration, nevertheless it is also an exercise in intrusion
into the depths of one’s being. It is hence a source of mixed feelings. In
the Manding-speaking world, parallel traditions extol the truthfulness
of praise specialists or, on the contrary, decry their ‘mendacity’.”
Thus, at one level, an emblematic figure of jeli, ‘griot’, commemorated
in connection with the rulers of Segu in the second half of the
eighteenth century and early nineteenth century, is remembered as
Tinyetigiba — from ba, ‘grand’, and tinye-tigi, *he who possesses the
truth’ (Bazin 1979: 457). An even more emblematic figure, Sunjara’s
jeli Bala Faseke, is depicted as one whao felt compelled to proclaim the
truth and oppose lies: following Sumanguru’s defear, afrer Sunjara’s
army had been searching for Bala Faseke for a long time without
success, it sufficed to shour an obviously untrue statement loudly for
his voice to be heard in the distance in protest, allowing him to be
located at last (Diabéré 1970b: 75; Moser 1974: 313-14). In this light
{and this is central to the argument of the present chapter), praise
draws on knowledge born from participation in the self of the other,
and this participation permits praise to be a veridical discourse that
talks about what is ‘really there’, or what has the right and ability to be
there. Itis in principle categorically different from the language of lies,
disguise and exaggeration.

However, at another level, praise is ralked about in a rather
different way. Zahan (1963: 141) maintains that Banmana speakers are
generally agreed that the jeliw are socially necessary ‘liars’, because
their role is to generate enthusiasm, courage and valour, and all these
are qualities of character based on one’s illusion to be greater than one
really 1s. Nakamura (1988: 331-2, 343) states that the Markajalan
among whom he did his research often describe the jelir as but
‘rapacious people’, who will say no matter what for gain. And he
himself argues — along Zahan's lines — that ‘embellishment” and lying
inhere in jeli praise. Needless to say, the resentment against the
‘rapacity’ and ‘sycophancy” of those who practise whart is disparagingly
referred to as griotisme, or griotage, is in part a result of rapid social
change, which has led jelitw to abandon their tradinional patrons in
search of new ones (Diawara 1994). But, as we will see from the stories
of Sumanguru and Sunjata, resentment of griot intrusiveness has
probably existed for as long as enjoyment of praise has also existed.

This ambivalent relationship between praiser and praisee has been
perceptively discussed, in a number of West African contexts, in its
political, textual, ‘cosmological’, sociological, and psychological
aspects.® It will be useful to take now a closer look into the
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relationship, in its capacity as an operation whose logic alternatively
postulates the amalgamation and the splitting of subjects of speech,
and also postulates permutations of the positions of addresser and
addressee, human voice and instrumental music.

In the context of kingship, at one extreme of praise’s range of
manifestations (in the Sunjata epic of the Manden), ‘praise’ addresser
and addressee are described as being originally the same human being,
but as becoming later two separate vet simultaneously present
subjects. Both the voicing of praise and the response to it are depicted
as taking place, at first, wholly within grammar’s first person, albeit
with the help of an ‘inanimarte’ (though ‘magical’ or *genie-produced’)
musical instrument. The subject and object of language, the praiser
and the praisee, are one. There is no silent praisee. At the other
extreme of the range (in the kingship festival of Niki, in Borgu), praise
postulates an ‘absent’ or ‘inanimate’ addresser — in a manner
reminiscent of Jakobson's suggestion that an absent or inanimate
addressee 15 postulated by the magic or incantatory function of
language (1963: I, 216—17). Yet that ‘absent’ or ‘inanimate’ addresser
{embodied in a musical instrument) is in a powerful sense the essential
part of the live king who is present at the festival.

All this suggests that, within the Manding-speaking and other
African cultural worlds, practices of praise and kingship move on the
edge of horizons of thought where clashing perceptions of being and
communication are opposed to one another, and are temporarily
reconciled ad hoc. When we talk about ‘praise’ and ‘kingship® we are
referring to dynamic conceptions of being, and to the manipulation of
its ebbs and flows. In this dynamic sense, praise empowers (and even
forces) people to be what they ‘are’, or — in a very literal sense — what
they have it in them to be.

THE EVIDENCE

In this essay | compare two regions which are geographically far apart
in West Africa, and two different orders of evidence: kingship riruals
from Borgu (more precisely from the Gaani festival of Niki, in the
north of the R{.:public of Bénin) recorded on video in October 1990,
and classical narratives concerning the origins of praise told in the core
of Mande culture (in the Republic of Mali and the Republic of
Guineca-Conakry), and in other Mandekan-speaking areas. The link
between the two regions and orders of evidence are the gesereba (sg.
gEsere), a category of Borgu traditionists with roots in the Manding-
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speaking cultures of the western Sahel and upper Niger valley. These
oral specialists are the counterpart of the geseru (sg. gesere} of the
Soninke heartlands in north-western Mali, southern Mauritania, and
eastern Senegal. The geserebd migrated into Béninois Borgu via Sonoy
{Songhay) centuries ago. They perform in Wakpaarem, a language
derived from Soninke, but often bear patronymic-group names
borrowed from Mandekan-speaking areas: thus they call themselves
Tarawere (pronounced Tarawere, Tarawele, or Traoré in Mali),
Fifana (Fofana in Mali), etc. They preserve at least one of the
best-known aetiological tales about praise from the Mande, and their
traditional specialism is to praise the kings of Niki, the title-holders
{*princes’) belonging to the various segments of the royal dynasty, and
other members of the Wasangari social estate, which includes most of
the chiefly lineages of Béninois Borgu. The gesgreba play a crucial role
in the annual Gaani festival.

PRAISE A5 'INTRUSION": THE SUNJTATA EPIC

Let us first examine the striking image of the origin of praise offered in
Mande epic narratives (see Bulman 1990: 337—45). In the Mandekan-
speaking cultures, that which is subsumed under the label ‘praise’ by
contemporary scholarly literature in fact belongs to a number of
interlocking oral genres. There may be no single agreed word for what
we call ‘epic’. Rather, performances of the matter of Sunjata and
Sumanguru are referred to as fali, ‘the action of telling a tale and/or
playing a tune’, kumat or komaw (sg. kuma or koma), *word’, kuma
kora, ‘discourse of old’, kokora, ‘olden-day matters’, maana, ‘meaning’,
‘sense’, (from the Arabic manan), fasaw or faasaw (sg. fasa or faasa),
‘praise chanting’, etc. Some genres find niches within other genres.
Thus within the epic one encounters kan fin, *black discourses’ (i.e.
archaic sayings), nzana, ‘proverbs’, and also fasaw or faasaw — in the
sense of relatively short ‘praise’ songs sung to well-known tunes such
as the ‘Janjon’, the *Kala jata’, {‘Lion with the bow’), sometimes
referred to as Sunjata Fasa, and the ‘Boloba’ (‘Big arm’). Other names
for overlapping genres that fall under the label *praise’ are mato, *praise
centred on one’s personal tagoor ta, “name/renown™’, majamu, ‘praise
centred on one’s jamiue or patronymic-group name’, and balimali or
balemani, ‘a panegyric which is recited, not sung, but which may he
incorporated in fasa songs’.* The etymology fa siya, ‘father’s progeny’,
‘paternal genealogy’ is often proposed for the word fasa (see Diabete
1970a: 43). But the homophonous word fasa, ‘muscle’, ‘tendon’, plays
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a central role in stories about the origins of praise, and the meaning of
‘something meant to foster muscle-like vigour and tonicity’ seems to
be attached to the name of the fasa praises (Zahan 1963: 133).

Tales about the origins of praise are narrated in the Sunjata epic and
are centred on the performance of fasa songs/panegyrics, but other
tales about the same topic are told independently of the epic.

Sunjata Keyta's great rival, Sumanguru Kante the ruler of Soso, was
a numu (a label often reductively translated as ‘blacksmich’, ie. a
transformer of both ‘the physical and the supernatural’ (McNaughton
1988: 151). He either obtained from a supernatural helper or produced
with his own skills a ‘magical’ bala or xylophone, which he played
while singing his own praises.® Several tellings of this story explicitly
state that this was the first bala to have appeared on earth {Innes 1974
200-1; Johnson 1986: 148). According to most versions, Sumanguru
kept the instrument locked awayv from all other human beings, in his
secret chamber. It is not at all stated, nor implied, that his self-praising
was a fatuous game of self-indulgence and self-delusion. Rather, it
appears as part of the secrets of Sumanguru’s actual power and
invulnerability. In other words, it is probably to be seen as part of his
daliluw or ‘means to success’ (on this notion see Bird and Kendall
1980: 16; McNaughton 1988: 42-3). To praise himself was to call his
being forth as an inner response, and to make his power actual. And so
it was until the day somebody else intruded into Sumanguru’s inner
chamber of secrets (or got hold of the bala in some other way) in
Sumanguru’s absence, and played the magical instrument (Konare Ba
1983: 60-3). In nearly all versions of the epic that contain this episode,
the intruder (described as Sunjata’s jeli or griot) is called Jakuma
Daka, *Daka the Cat’ or dialectal variants of this name, or alternatively
this is said to be his father’s name.

But though there had been yvet nobody to take up the griot role by
replacing Sumanguru’s voice with his own, self praise already required
an alter ego for the praisee — in the circumstances an ‘inanimate’ one.
The bala was Sumanguru’s alter ego. He and the musical instrument
are shown being both addressed as Soso kemoe or Soso kemoka, ‘the
Grand Man, or Patriarch, of Soso’, and Sumanguru himself referred to
the bala in this way. In other words, both of them are categorised as
maga’maka, *thuman being’, and as ‘male’ (k) (Ly-Tall et al. n.d.: 50,
204-7; Cissé and Kamissoko 1988: 128-9). So intimate was the link
between Sumanguru and his xvlophone thart, in spite of the distance
between them on that occasion, he immediately knew somebody else
was playing it. He rushed back to his palace to kill the intruder. But the
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musician Doka the Cat escaped death by singing Sumanguru’s ‘praise’
{without having been taught it). Though enraged by this appropriation
of what was solely his own, suddenly Sumanguru discovers something
new:

A ko Jakuma Doka jaga moagd fasa ka di mogo gwede da i veds di!
He said: “ah, Doka the Car, a person's fasa is sweeter in another person's
mouth than in one’s own!" (Ly-Tall er al. n.d.; 204-7)

{In some variants of this tale, statements similar to this are made by
Doka the Cat himself, who thus underlines his own indispensability,
and his power to change the praisee’s emotions by moving them from
rage to pleasure — see Diabeté 1970b: 57-8). Sumanguru then decides
to keep Daka the Car by his side at all costs, cuts his Achilles’ tendons
(fasa) to prevent his departure, and renames him Bala Faseke (or
Faseke) Kuyate (or Kwaatg).” If Sumanguru and the xylophone until
then had been addressed by the same title, now the musical instrument
and its new player were both called Bala. A process of transference and
assimilation taking place between these three entities is implied in the
tale. The instrumental alter ego remains the same, whether the
praising voice attached to it is Sumanguru’s or Bala Fasgke’s. But
hasn’t Bala Fasgke then become Sumanguru’s alter ego too? Consider
the following: the Kuyate, whose acknowledged ancestor is Bala
Faseke, are traditionally the griots of the Keyta Masaremuw (royalty)
descended from Sunjata, and in addition have a joking relationship
(sanankupa) with them (Innes 1974: 60—1; Camara 1976: 37-9). This
link with the Keyta is a fundamental darum of Kuyate identity. But, at
the same time, there are Kuyate panegyrics virtually identical to those
of the Kante, Sumanguru’s patronymic group (see Cissé and Kamissoko
1991: 1067, 114-15; 1988: 232-3). This is probably not the result of
indiscriminate borrowing. Rather, it is a continued affirmation of Bala
Fasegke’s sharing of Sumanguru’s identity,

At one level, what the tale of Sumanguru’s encounter with Doka the
Car/Bala Faseke portrays is the *perversion’ or inversion of another
tale, told in the dialects of Mandekan both within and without the
Sunjata epic, and also told in Soninke as the story of origin of the
Daraame oral specialists of the Soninke heartlands (on these ‘people of
the mouth’ see Diawara 1990: 40—4), It is also told wichin other
linguistic communities in contact with Mandekan speakers and
Soninke speakers.® In the Mandekan versions outside the Sunjata epic,
it is the story of the partaking of the flesh and blood of an anonymous,
prototypical, patron and praisee {in other words a bharon, i.e. a free
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man who is not a member of the pamakalaw or *casted’ groups}, by an
equally anonymous, prototypical, jeli (hence naturally a pramakala).
However, at the beginning of the story there is very little difference in
status between the two characters. They do not belong to different
social categories (see Bulman 1990: 334-5). Rather, they are brothers.
As they travel rogether, the junior brother suffers from hunger to the
point (in some versions) of coming close to death. Since no game nor
any other food is available, the senior brother secretly cuts a piece of
his own calf, or of his thigh, roasts it, and feeds it to the junior brother.
Later the junior brother discovers what had happened, is filled with
gratitude and admiration and becomes the senior brother’s praiser or jeli.

A game of oral and ‘muscular’ metaphors of exchange is played out
in this story. The senior brother sacrifices muscle (fasa) in order to
satisfy the junior brother’s hungry mouth and belly, 1.e. in order to
preserve his vigour. In compensation, the junior brother uses his
mouth to sing the other’s praise (fasa), i.e. to invest the other with
vigour and ‘muscle’ (fasa} by making language into ‘lesh’.

A very similar tale is part of the gesere tradition of Béninois Borgu,
of which I speak again later. The Tarawere gesereba, ‘oral specialists’,
and the Wasangari royal and chiefly estate, are described as respectively
descended from two brothers who journeyed together into Borgu. As
they travelled, the junior brother began to chant a refrain indicating
that he was hungry. The senior brother then cur a piece of flesh from
his own thigh, roasted it and fed it to the junior brother. Later the
junior brother again felt hungry and chanted, and was fed again in the
same way by the senior brother. This establishes the paradigm of the
relationship between patron (the Wasangari senior brother, who takes
responsibility for feeding the other) and griot (the Tarawere gesere
junior brother, who inaugurates the use of chanting as the means to
proclaim his need to be fed by the other).”

By contrast, Sumanguru both cuts Bala Fasgke’s tendons and
demands praise from him. The logic of exchange that presides over the
story of the two travelling brothers is entirely disrupted. The whole
burden of the relationship falls on Bala Faseke’s side. Sumanguru
imposes a loss of fasa (tendon matter, vigour) on the jeli and not only
fails to compensate him for that, but instead extracts fasa (praise-induced
vigour) from the victim: a case of the debtor insisting on being paid by
the creditor. This outrageous behaviour is one among other illustrations
offered by the epic as to Sumanguru’s lack of commitment to proper
social arrangements. This is set against the image of orderly social
exchanges between specialised groups characterising the rule of
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Sunjata, who does not have to sing his own praises, nor cripple a griot
to keep him by his side. Actually, in some versions of the epic it is
Sunjata who, as in the tale of the two brothers, from his own flesh
feeds Bala Faseke (see Bulman 1990: 334).

However, in yvet other renderings of the epic it is Sunjata who
obrains the primordial xylophone from a genie and plays it by himself,
but later gives it to Bala Faseke (who, according to some tellings, is
caught playing the bala without permission thus incurring Sunjata’s
anger). Having discovered the pleasure of hearing the bala played by
another hand, Sunjata cuts the jeli’s Achilles’ tendons to force him to
stay around and ‘make the xylophone talk’ (Innes 1974: 213-14;
Bulman 1990: 337-8). Or, alternatively, after Sumanguru’s defeat it is
Sunjata who — as he listens again to Bala Faseké — confirms
Sumanguru’s insight by saying ‘it is sweet to be sung by another’
(Diabere 1970b: 77).

Bala Faseke Kuyate not only is the acknowledged ancestor of all the
Kuvare or Kwaate jelire, but he is also described as the ancestor or
prototype of all jelie (Innes 1974: 281). Non-Kuyate griots may also
refer to him as ‘father’ (see Johnson 1986: 149). The tune he plaved on
the magical xylophone is said to be the first praise hymn (fasa) known
in the Manden — sometimes this is said to have been the ‘Janjon’,
sometimes the ‘Boloba’, etc. (cf. Cisse and Kamissoko 1988: 164-5;
Johnson 1986: 149-350, 210). Thus, whether linked to Sumanguru or to
Sunjata, the bala episode operates as a story of the origin of praise
singing, and as an ontology of the fasa genre.

The professional hereditary praiser is shown as having become
indispensable once he has transgressed into the praisee’s inner world
and has incorporated this world in his own. He discovers that which
the praisee kept for himself alone, and opens up and colonises that
which until then had been only virtual space: the space between
addressee and addresser combined into one in the self-praising
singer/player. Alternatively, in the story of the two travelling brothers,
griots become griots by assimilating to their bodies, and communing
with, some of the physical substance of their patrons. Significantly,
this establishes between the jeli-to-be and the patron-to-be an even
closer flesh-and-blood link than that which they already had as brothers.

Hence praise is postulated to occur within a close dyadic relationship
between subjects of speech who share their singularity. First (in the
myth) the relationship is between the hero as addresser and the hero as
addressee (something quite different from any paralysing narcissistic
self-absorption). Then (in the myth and in historical time) it is between
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the intimate partners who are kings and their griots. The enraged
Sumanguru (or Sunjata) instantly recognise themselves, i.e. their own
message to themselves, in Bala Fasgke’s praise. They do not suspect
him of insincere flattery, even though they knew he was singing to save
his life. Bala Faseke gives to Sumanguru/Sunjata what they know to be
theirs beyond doubt. Even when coming from another, ‘praise’ is
instantly one’s own. In Bazin's words: ‘the royal actor, no matter how
self-possessed [certain de soi] he may be, is separated from his ‘truth’,
which somebody else — his alter ego placed as a mirror — holds and
makes acknowledged’ (1979: 457). The colonisation of the praiser/praisee
space by the oral specialist signifies the opening up of state politics.
Praise is no longer a private exercise in Sumanguru’s secret chamber or
in Sunjata’s compound. Rather, it now affirms itself as a public
exercise. While its first aim is still the inner and outer deployment and
enjoyment of the praise addressee’s own powers, now (in the historical
eras that have the Sunjata imperial era as their paradigm) the
construction of the king is an investment and a complicity mobilising
the whole community through the jelite (see Bazin 1979: 458-9). It 15
this that makes kingship viable. And it is also this that makes the
imperial Sunjata epic a deliberate celebration as much of griotship as
of kingship.

In all this the king as addresser of his own praise is removed from
the open scene. But we will see that at the royal Gaani festival of Niki
(‘Nikki’ on most maps), in northern Bénin, praise chanting is still best
understood as something that happens in the space between an
addresser and an addressee who in a very fundamental sense are the
same. Yet the addresser and the addressee are separately embodied,
and the space between them requires mediation by griots.

THE GE£SEREBA OF BENINOILS BORGU

Borgu is a region displaying considerable linguistic diversity. The
majority language is Baatdnum (a Gur or Voltaic language). Other
important languages are Bo'o or Boko (a variety of Bo'o — Busa, a
Manding language), Fulfulde, and Dendi — a variety of Sonoy
(Songhay) established in the country by a pre-colonial diaspora of
long-distance traders (Heine 1970: 161).""

Since the early colonial period, Borgu has been divided by an
international border, which formerly ran berwen the French and the
British colonial empires, and which now runs between the Republic of
Bénin and the Federal Republic of Nigeria.
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The gesere category is one of several ‘griot’ categories reported from
the Beninois part of Borgu, but they are ranked above all other local
griots. The gesereba (sg. gesere) are Muslim and play a central role in
the management of tradition in Béninois Borgu. They are praise
chanters and specialists of the past, traditionally attached only to
kings, princes and chiefs (the Wasangari social estate). The geserebd
are associated with the string instrument known as moroku or moragu,
but often they chant without musical accompaniment.

Gesere formal praise performances divide and complicate the
process of emission and reception of praise. These formal performances
are ina Soninke-derived language (Wakpaarem), which is unintelligible
to all other sectors of the local population. A translation into
Baatdnum has to be intercalated by auxiliary gesere performers, or by
non-gesere performers schooled in the role of interpreters.'® This is a
limit-case of the type of communication in which a performance has to
be relayed by another performance, and in which intermediaries are
inserted between addressees and addressers.'?

Moreover we will see that the conventional distinction berween
addressee, mediator, and addresser, becomes problematic in unexpected
ways in the context of the Gaani royal festival of Niki (the main
traditional political capital of Béninois Borgu). This is a useful
reminder that little has been done so far, at the theoretical level, to
clarify what exactly distinguishes formal praise from other uses of
language,

It should be noted that the survival of the special performance
language works to the benefit of the Wasangari patrons. Wakpaarem
(which nevertheless is not understood by the Wasangari) has been
made into a distinctive attribute of theirs, as much as of the gesersba.

THE ROYAL GAANI FESTIVAL OF NIKI

The Gaani is the principal festival of Borgu's traditional polities."® The
festival lends its name to the third lunation of the royal calendar,
which corresponds to the third lunation (Rab® al-*awwal) of the
Islamic calendar,

In 1990 at Niki, over two days (1 and 2 of October), all ceremonies
were centred on kingship. They constituted a ritual arena for the
enactment of the relations between the Sing Boko, ‘king’, and the
various categories of his subjects. On the first day this included visits
by the king, in procession, first to the Imam — who recites Arabic
prayers on the occasion —and later to a number of shrines. The Imam



