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In his work Wilks has repeatedly called attention to the "Suwar-
ian” tradition in West African Islam.! This tradirion has as its
putative fountainhead of teaching authorirty the figure referred to
as Al-Hajj Salim Suwari, who has been tentatively dated by mod-
ern scholars either to the late fifteenth century.? or to several gen-
erations earlier.? From the Middle Niger and the headwaters of
the Niger and Senegal, exponents of this tradition spread across
West Africa, to the Volra basin and to the east of it, in the wake of
the Wangara trade diaspora. They carried with them Manding
patronymic-group names, and a distinctive understanding of the
way in which Islam could, and should, be lived in partibus infi-
deliuwm. Wilks has described this understanding as “an ideology of
pluralism,” to be contrasted with “the ideology of Aijra and
jihidd,” and as “a praxis to enable Muslims to function within es-
sentially non-Muslim societies.” He sees it as “a delicate balance
of priorities” that pursued cooperation with unbelievers and re-
frained from proselytizing them, but that tenaciously worked for
tajdid; that is, for the maintenance and renewal of the specific
cultural identity of the Muslim communities themselves.*

In the interaction with non-Muslim communities, the Suwar-
ian tradition and other homologous Muslim traditions helped
to create cultural practices that recur with similar characteristics
across the linguistic map of West Africa, and that involve non-
Muslims as well as Muslims. Hence Muslim traditions of this
type are relevant not only to the history of Islam in the strict
sense, but also to the history of the construction of the West Afri-
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can cultural panorama over and above religious differences. Yer
this wider constructive role runs the risk of being overlooked and
obscured from opposite sides.

First, from the intellectual stance adopted by the African Mus-
lims who claim theﬁhfi&'tradirinn as their own, Suwarian and sim-
ilar traditions can be perceived as ideologies of ignorant, or unprin-
cipled, accommodation and “mixing.” Therefore, these traditions
may be seen as part of a lower stage in the history of Islam in West
Africa, not worthy of the same admiration and research attention
as are lavished on the West African jibad movements.

Second, and by contrast with the first point of view, from other
modern African intellectual stances Islamic culture can be per-
ceived as irremediably alien to African authenticity. Hence not
only jihdd movements, but also Muslim traditions of the Suwar-
ian type, tend to be seen as unmitigatedly negartive. According to
this line of thinking, the history of the relations between Muslims
and non-Muslims has been, inevitably, a history of “resistance” to
Islam, in which Muslim communities have made no constructive
contributions to the culture of non-Muslim populations.

To avoid both these extreme views, | shall apply Wilks's in-
sights to aspects of the contemporary culture of Borgu, a region
divided by the border berween Nigeria and the Republic of Bé-
nin, and in which Muslims and non-Muslims have a long history
of cultural exchanges, kinship linkages, and political solidarity. I
shall focus on two yearly Borgu festivals, with particular reference
to their celebration in the kingdom of Niki (MNikki on most
maps) and the chiefdom of Banikpaari (Banikoara), both of
which are situared in the Béninois part of Borgu. | shall situare
these two festivals within the general map of the historical expan-
sion of Muslim long-distance trade. But [ shall also discuss the
specific role played by one of them—the Gaani festival—in the
local culture of Borgu.

The Historical Construction qf‘Bargu:r Cultural Space

Borgu was shaped, and given a degree of historical coherence, not
only by its network of kingdoms and chiefdoms,® bur also by the
network of Muslim trader communities distributed over both Bé-
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ninois and Nigerian Borgu. Cultural exchanges and murtual ac-
commodation took place where nodal points of the two networks
coincided, and it is to this that is owed much of the special Havor
of Borgu's traditional culture, as can be clearly seen in the yearly
(aani festivals and other festivals,

The two major languages of Borgu's precolonial kingdoms and
chiefdoms are Baird>nim (a Gur language thar is the majority lan-
guage of Béninois Borgu, and that is also spoken in parts of
Nigerian Borgu) and Boko-Busa (a Mande language known as
Boko or Bo'o in Béninois Borgu). By contrast, in those Borgu
communities that owe their origin to long-distance trade, Déndi
(a variety of the Sopoy or Songhay language) became established
as the commercial lingua franca, and as the medium of their resi-
dent Muslim culture.® These communities were created during
the expansion of a Sonoy-speaking trade network over vast areas
of West Africa, an event that has been dated to the fifteenth, or
perhaps the fourteenth, century.” They mostly lived in wards
separate from the (non-Muslim) royal and chiefly wards.® The
wards ﬂriginall}r established by Muslim traders were, and still are,
called Mare (in Baichnim), Firdndi (in Déndi), or Wangara (a
more general term for trading diasporas, current across language
divisions in several regions of West Africa).

Given their origin in foreign trade, the Déndi-speaking com-
munities of Borgu are traditionally called soobu (sing. $3; “for-
eigners”) in Baathnim. It has been assumed by some observers
that the Wasangari aristocracy of Béninois Borgu (the region with
which the present paper is mostly concerned) did not intermarry
with the soobu,? partly because the Muslim traders supposedly
displayed strice adherence to Muslim law in not allowing their
women to marry “pagan” Wasangari men.!® However, as con-
cerns present times, it is clear that the Wasangari not only give
their daughters and sisters in marriage to men of the $35 commu-
nities, but also marry Muslim women from these communiries.!!
Furthermore, marriage exchanges between the Wasangari and the
sabue clearly go back a long way in time.

Actually, the Déndi-speaking Mare communities are closely
connected with the traditional rulers of Borgu from the very be-
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ginning. The economic and ritual activities of Muslims contrib-
uted to the power of chiefly and kingly lineages virtually from
the start. In the case of the Niki polity, this transpires not only
from traditions collected among the Muslims of the Niki-Maro
ward,'? but also from other—Wasangari-centered—traditions.
Gesere royal traditionists insistently state that slaves were first
traded in exchange for horses by Sand Dobidia, who is repre-
sented as the second ruler of the Niki kingdom and founder of its
capital, and as the king under whom Wasangari power first be-
came effectively established in the area.!? It is also said char dur-
ing his reign Muslim traders sertled in Niki, Kpdgn Yobu (the
Yakpdgu or Kpdgu market) was established there, and the first
Gesere praise-chanters (who are generally believed to have come
to Borgu from Sonoy or Songhay) were brought to the court.’ It
is stated that one of the wives of Sand Dobidia was the daughrer
of a Hausa trader, who is sometimes described as of Katsina, or
alternatively of Zaria, origin.!® She is said to be the mother of
King Kpee Laafia or Kpee Daaha, and as such the ancestress of
the Yari-Laafiaru or Yari-Daaharu, one of the royal-lineage seg-
ments that compete for the Niki kingship.'® In this competition,
the Yari-Daafiaru have traditionally drawn on the support of the
Muslims of the Niki-Maro ward.!”

Another carly king, represented as a son of Sind Dobidia by
another wife, and as the ancestor of another of Nikis royal-
lineage segments, is depicted as having benefited by his associa-
tion with Muslims ar a crucial moment in his career. He was
Kpee Gunu Kaba Wuke ("Kpee Gunu who ceared away the
grass,” or “who cleared the ground™). It is said that Niki had been
abandoned during wars following the death of Szn) Dobidia, but
was reoccupied (or founded a second time) by Kpee Gunu Kaba
Wieko, after its site was cleared of overgrowth!'® with the ritual
help—said to have included the sacrifice of a white cock—of a
Muslim divine, who had to be brought in from outside because
the Muslims of the first Niki had dispersed during the wars. In
the reestablished Niki, Kpee Gunu Kaba Wike is said to have es-
tablished new Muslims bearing the patronymic-group names Tar-
uwere and Ture.!?
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An c:lrl}r bcginning for Muslim lﬂng-distamx trade across
Borgu is also suggested by other evidence. The mid-seventeenth
century Asl al-Wangariyyin (an anonymous document on the his-
[ory of the Wangarawa of Kano) mentions the presence of Wan-
gara traders in “Barghﬁ” and “Busa,” pmisibly with reference to
the fifteenth century.2? The fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Ar-
abic epitaphs at Kukiya (modern Bentiya), an old Sonoy center in
the territory of the Republic of Mali, near the border with Niger,
are likely to reflect the presence of traders engaged in contacts
with areas further to the east and the south, including Borgu.?!
In fact, c. 1664, but most probably drawing on earlier informa-
tion, one of the Timbukmu chronicles describes B.r.ku” (Barku or
Borgu) as a source of excellent cola nues, 22

The Perception of “National” Festivals in Recent Discourses
of Borgu Identity

Since the late 19705, an intense interest in history and cultural
identity has flourished among Badtdniim-speaking and Bo'o-
speaking members of the intelligentsia of Béninois Borgu. This
interest has nurtured a discourse of ethnic identity that endeavors
to ground a sense of Borgu nationality on a pristine pre-Islamic,
and pre-Christian, past. But though in principle this discourse
equally rejects Islam and Christianity as alien, in fact it borrows
abundantly from misperceptions of the history of Islam current
among Christian missionaries and European writers during the
colonial period in West Africa.??

The (iaani festival is regarded as the quintessential encapsula-
tion of the unique character of Borgu culture, which is said to be
fundamentally alien to anything Islamic. But actually the name
and certain characteristic features of the Gaani, and also of the
D35 K3ru (“Fire Throwing”) festival, which is celebrared earlier
than the Gaanz, at the beginning of the lunar year, follow patterns
that are widespread in West Africa. Moreover, neither the D35
K3ru nor the Gaani of Borgu can be understood withour raking
into account Islamic cultural idioms, and the way in which these
idioms have been made to operate within local non-Muslim cul-
re.
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Both festivals recur yearly according to a computation of lunar
months and days of the week modeled upon the international 1s-
lamic calendar. There are twelve lunations in this calendar of fes-
tivals. As with Islam-derived calendars elsewhere in West Africa,
the names of the lunarions refer to the preparation, celebration,
and aftermath of rites that coincide with high points of the Is-
lamic year. The high points referred to in this particular calendar
of festivals include the fasting during the ninth month
( Ramadan) of the Islamic year, and the Ibrahimic/Abrahamic sac-
rifice of a sheep at the 7d al-Kabir festival, on the tenth day of the
twelfth month of the Islamic calendar (Db I-Hijja). However,
in this paper we need mention only the names of the first luna-
tion, 135 K3ru (named after the festival), the second lunarion
D55k35 Wonné (the junior brother of D3 K5ru), also known as
Gaani Gobi Kaso ( preparing money/ resources for the Gaani), the
third lunation (Gaani), and the fourth, Gaani Banna, defined as

the aftermath of Gaan:.24

The D% K5ru (Fire-Throwing) Festival

The name of this festival is formed with the Baathnim words &35
(fire) and A5ru (the act of throwing). It is celebrated throughout
Borgu, and descriptions of it are available from Niki and Banik-
paarti (Banikoara).

In Niki, as in Banikpaari and elsewhere in Borgu, D55 K5ruis
the New Year festival. It falls on the tenth day of the first luna-
tion, which begins—in accordance with the Islamic calendar—at
sunset, in the evening of what would still be the previous (ninth)
day if the modern Western calendar were being used. The Sina
Boke (king) goes in procession to the west of the city with lit
straw torches, and throws them there 2%

In Banikpiari, the Bara Sind (the head of the drummers) plays
in the carly evening before the palace of the Na Siind (the tradi-
tional chief of Banikpairi, who—arypically in Borgu—combines
his chiefly authority with the function of supreme earth priest in
the area). Later in the evening, the N Siind goes with a large fol-
lowing to a point situated to the west of the town, to throw
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torches—a ritual exorcism of evil influences. The procession then
returns to the palace, before which a dance connected with the cult
of twins is performed. The following morning, the local Muslims
under the leadership of their fmam (called the Bad Deman in
Baathnim) come to visit the NF Sitnd to recite from the Qur'an,
and to predict the important events of the year. Larter, digniraries
and male and female descendants of the Nz Sind visit his palace,
and his “grandsons” and “grand-daughters” enjoy the license to
openly criticize decisions taken by him. Music playing, singing,
and dancing continue in the following days.?®

These descriptions of the D55 &5ru of Niki and Banikpaira
(Banikoara), in the Béninois part of Borgu, demonstrate beyond
doubt that this festival belongs in the same category as several
other West African celebrations of the new lunar vear. They also
point to links with North Africa.

Evidence from Morocco and Tunisia shows thar water and fire
rites, associated with the “death” of the elapsed solar year and the
beginning of the new solar year, were detached from the seasonal
cycle and fitted on the Islamic lunar calendar. They were made to
move over the seasons in association with the first festival of the
Islamic year. This is the ‘Ashiird festival, which is the New Year
festival for Muslims, and which is celebrated on the tenth day of
Muharram, the first month of the Islamic calendar. North African
purificatory rites during ‘Ashird'include the fumigation of houses
and animals with lit branches.?7

On another side of Africa, in Somalia, the New Year festival of
Dab-shid (Kindling Fire) also includes fire rites. It is alternatively
referred to as fd Fara'tin, “the Festival of Pharach."2® Conceiv-
ably, this Arabic name could indicate thar the festival is perceived
to have non-Islamic roots. Bu it is likelier that the name simply
refers to the association, which is not exclusive to Somalia, of the
festival of ‘Ashird with the commemoration of the death by
drowning of Pharaoh and his armies.??

In Iran and elsewhere, Shi‘ite Muslims commemorate at this
time of the year the martyrs death of Husayn, grandson of
Prophet Muhammad, in 61 A.1./680 A.p. or, alternatively, com-
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memorate together his death and those of his brother Hasan and
his father ‘Ali. Though Morocco now has no significant Shi‘ie
population, Moroccan lore also uses the pre-Islamic idiom of cel-
ebration of the death of the year to commemorate the death of
figures of early Islam. Thus Moroccan celebrations of ‘A shiird are
associated with the mourning for ‘Ali’s sons, and sometimes also
with the mourning for Prophet Muhammad’s own death (though

classical Muslim authorities place his death at a different time of
 the year, the date accepted by most of these authorities being the
twelfth or the thirteenth day of Rabi® al-awwal, the third month
of the Islamic year).

The linkage of fire rites with the ‘A shiira’ festival was probably
carried by North African Muslims to West Africa. Alternatively,
or perhaps additionally, seasonal fire rites practised in West Africa
before the arrival of Islam in the region were amalgamated with
‘Ashiing' south of the Sahara.®® Whichever the case, evidence of
such syntheses of different idioms is reported from New Year fes-
tivals in different West African cultures. While some of these cul-
tures (Hausa, etc.) have a long tradition of Muslim rulers, others
(v.g. Daxomt or Dahomey, Mamprugu) do net.

In Hausaland, ‘Ashird is celebrated in Kano as the Islamic
MNew Year. One of the Hausa names for the month of Mubarram
is Watan Wounwe (the lunation of burning), because on its nine-
teenth day boys throw torches ar one another.®' Nadel recorded
that, among the Nupe, the rites of the Islamic new year involve
“play with lit torches and bonfires.”32 Actually, the first lunation
of the Nupe Muslim calendar is called Etsiwa Navin, “the luna-
tion of torches.”3? In Abomé or Abomey, the capital of the pre-
colonial kingdom of Daxomi (Dahomey), the night of the New
Year celebrations introduced by Muslims became known in the
Fo or F3 language as F it zd, “one throws fire.”4 In Dagbon or
Dagomba, in the north of the Republic of Ghana, ‘Ashind’ is
known as Bugum (“fire,” in the Dagbani language). On its night,
torches are lit in Dagbon’s capital Yendi, and are taken to a place
to the west of the town, where they are thrown.?3 Siill in north-
ern Ghana, among the Mamprusi—the inhabitants of Mam-
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prugu—one of the twelve lunations of the year is equally called
Bugum, a word that also means “fire” in their Mampruli lan-
guage.® The rites of the Mamprusi Bugum festival, which is cel-
cbrated during this lunation, are centered on the throwing of
torches, which in the capital—Nalerigu—are lit from a torch
held by the Mayiiri (the overall traditional ruler of Mamprugu);
in other areas they are lit from a torch held by the local chief.
These Mamprusi rites also include drinking and sprinkling water
in which Muslim prayers written in chalk have been dissolved.
Local Muslims regard this festival as the beginning of the lunar
year.?’

All this attests to the pervasive role of Islamic, nonseasonal,
calendrical idioms in the reorganization of the order and layers of
institutional time, in societies that nevertheless were dependent
on careful seasonal distribution of their economic activities. 38
Such reorganizations of calendrical time were not necessarily
geared to the recurrence of Muslim long-distance caravans, nor to
the specific customs of local Muslim minorities. Rather, as we will
see in the case of the Gaanid festival, they often had much to do
with reconceprualizations of the position of local non-Muslim
rulers. 3

After ‘Ashira, the next festival in the international Islamic cal-
endar is the Mawlid al-Nabi (Propher Muhammad’s birthday) on
the twelfth of Rabi’ al-awwal, the third month of the Islamic year.
In Borguy, it coincides with the Gaani festival.

The Gaani Festival
The Gaani is a traditional festival not only in Niki, but also else-
where in Nigerian and Béninois Borgu, in large poliries such as
Busa,*® and Kpane or Kpande,! and in smaller chiefdoms such
as Banikpaarh and others.#? It is the most conspicuous Borgu fes-
tival,43

In the colonial period, two opposed ways of explaining the
Craani were proposed by European observers. The colonial ad-
ministrator Bramoulle, when he was the head of Niki’s adminis-
trative sous-division, categorized both the D35 K5ruand the Gaan:
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as nothing but transposed and distorted Islamic festivals.®4 By
contrast, Lombard has stated, with reference o the Gaani, that
the coinciding Islamic festival was nothing but a pretext for the
celebration of a “tribal” and “animist” festival. However, neither
of these explanations is tenable. First, the Gaani is not centered
on Islamic worship but on the celebration of kingship. It makes
no place in its rites for the commemoration of the birth of
Propher Muhammad. But, second, though the Gaani is not an Is-
lamic festival, it is precisely its calendrical link with the Mawlid
that enables it to be purely a kingship festival. This calendrical
link is not a mere pretext. Rather, it is an essential part of the
Gatani.,

As we have written elsewhere,

[by| being attached to the Muslim calendar, which moves over the
scasonal year, the Gaans severs any links it may have historically had
with scasonal rites. In other words, it has been freed from other func-
tions and concentrated entirely on kingship gua kingship.45 It is a
striking example of the usefulness of the Muslim calendar for non-
Muslim rulers, 6

Neither Lombard nor other European observers have provided
any derailed ethnographic description of the Gaani. I recorded
aspects of the Niki Gaani on video in Ocrober 1990, and later
provided a description of some of them in writing.4” Bur it is ac-
tually to Borgu scholars that we owe the first preliminary descrip-
tions of this festival %8 These scholars have found in the Gaan:
what is, in their view, a most perplexing Muslim presence. Being
too honest to suppress this evidence, they have tried to explain it
away within the parameters of the particular brand of cultural
nationalism that brands Islamic culture as essentially alien to
Borgu.

In the case of Niki, the festival has been described as having a
first phase that runs over three days, and a second phase that
takes place seven days after the end of the first. According to this
now received description, the first phase consists of a so-called
Gaani eve (allegedly the “first” day), followed by the Gaani day
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proper ( Gaani Tori), which is then followed the next day (known
as the Kaayesi) by other ceremonies centered on kingship. The
second phase, known as the Y33 K335gii Gaani (the Gaani of the
Y33 K53gi) is said to happen a week after the final day of the
first phase.#® The ¥33 K334, a vitle that approximately means
“the female elder in charge of the [sacred] razors,” occupies an of-
fice of royal rank.’® She must not be appointed from the same
royal-lineage segment as the one to which belongs the reigning
Sina Boko (king). Her role in the Gaani consists in initiating the
ritual shaving of the heads of the young Wasangari princes and
princesses, and giving them new, princely names. Without hav-
ing been through this rite de passage, none of the new male
princes will be allowed to compete later for the kingship of Niki.

However, some inaccuracies have crept into the received de-
scription of the Gaani. First, the beginning of each of the two
phases of the festival corresponds, respectively, to the commemo-
ration of Muhammad’s birthday on the wwelfth of Rabi al-awwal
(the third month of the Islamic calendar), and (judging from
comparative evidence from other parts of West Africa) to the
commemoration of Muhammad’s naming day (his ‘2giga) on the
nineteenth of the same month. Hence, in the past, the Gaani of
the Y33 K33gi appears to have been scheduled for the seventh
day after the beginning of the Gaani proper or Gaani of the king,
not for the seventh day after its end.5! (Ar present, however, both
in Niki and in Banikpairi—where the office corresponding to
that of the Y35 K33gii of Niki is called Bana Kura—the giving of
princely names begins on the day of the Kaayess; that is, on the
final day of the Gaani proper.)32

The Islamic celebration of the naming day (the lgiga) is the
sacrifice of umblemished sheep or goats (two for a boy, one for a
girl) accompanying the first haircut of a newborn child. Usually i
takes place on the seventh (or the sixth) day after birth and coin-
cides with the name-giving.>* In Niki the Gaans of the ¥33
K335gii borrows from the agiga, but the borrowings are adapred
to a different social purpose and displaced to a different stage in
the life of the individual. The points of contact between the two
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ceremonies are obvious: the Gaani of the Y35 K33gii involves
shaving and naming, and closely follows Prophet Muhammad’s
birthday. Bur the shaving and (re)naming of the Wasangari
princes is a collective, yet socially restricred, rite specifically
linked to aristocratic status; generally princes and princesses un-
dergo it when they are about seven years old, rather than on the
seventh day after their birth.54

A second misunderstanding embedded in the received descrip-
tion of the festival is the notion of the alleged “eve” of the
Gaani.>> Properly speaking there is no such “eve.” What actually
happens is that, following the Islamic computation of time, the
first day of the Gaani begins in the evening of what would still be
the previous day, if the modern “Western” or “Christian” calen-
dar were being adhered to. To clinch this point, it is worth noting
that whenever the Gaani falls on a Friday, it is postponed to Sat-
urday,*® so as not to coincide with the Muslim Friday rites, and
with the parallel homages to kingship that recur every Friday as a
matrer of routine (showing once again thar ritual manifestations
centered on kingship tend to gravitate to Islamically significant
days). Yet, in 1989, according to the Western calendar, the so-
called eve of the Gaani fell “on a Friday,” yer the festival was not
transferred to the following day—obviously because it had begun
on what was already Saturday according to the Islamic calendar.

In Niki, in the afternoon of the first day of the Gaani, the Sind
Boko (king) goes out of the palace in procession for ritual visits to
a number of stations along a prescribed itinerary.>” Most of these
stations are traditional shrines. Bur the king’s first two visits are,
respectively, to the Bad Deman's mosque (the only place at which
the king dismounts during the procession}, and then to the com-
pound of the Baa Deman's depury. In 1990, it was the Bad Deman
who closed the Kaayesi ceremonics the following day; on this oc-
casion he and his deputy were allowed to come closer to the per-
son of the king than any other officeholder.58

In Banikpaara, in the afternoon of the first day of the (Gaani,
the N Siin) goes in procession to the Jdi gigire (festival praying
area), a name derived (through Déndi) from the Arabic word Td
(festival) and from the Déndi word jingardi (mosque, praying

170



Borgu in the Cultural Map of West _Africa

area).>” The ruler's procession goes round the /di gigire three
times, and then moves on to visit a series of traditional shrines.5?

Those who still see Islamic culture as essentially alien to Borgu
regard this high profile of Islamic elements in the Gaani festival as
no less than “embarrassing,”! and “paradoxical."6? Bur their
perplexity is born from a historical misconstruction that sees the
presence of Muslims and Islamic cultural idioms in Borgu as a re-
sult of what is referred to as “invasions” by “jihadist” armies.®3
This is of course a reductionist approach that ignores the process
of peaceful penetration of Islam through trade thar characterizes
the history of many regions of West Africa, and of Borgu in par-
ticular. It is part of an ideology that has been widespread in West
African—and in Africanist—historiography since the colonial
period.®* This ideology reduces all patterns of the propagarion of
Islam in Africa to the pattern embodied in the warlike exploits
of the Sokoto jihid (which indeed sent armies inro Borgu), and
of other West African jihid movements. In the specific case of
Borgu, this anachronistic confusion of peaceful penetration with
armed invasion also found a champion in Frobenius.¢3

This misconstruction overlooks the political solidarity of Mus-
lim communities with non-Muslim rulers that has consistently
characterized the history of Borgu. But, actually, though some
traditions state thar, in the 1830s, under the influence of lgrin, a
Jjihid war was organized against Niki by the Déndi-speaking
Muslims of Gawdebere (Godeberi, in the Nigerian part of
Borgu), the same traditions also state that this jihid movement
was defeated precisely because the Déndi-speaking Muslims of
Niki preferred to side with Niki's king and princes, with whom
they shared political and economic interests and kinship ner-
works,56

Prevented by their own presuppositions from grasping these
solid historical linkages berween Borgu Muslims and Borgu non-
Muslim rulers, some modern cultural nationalists try to interpret
away the Islamic threads woven into the fabric of the Gaani, by
highlighting certain would-be explanations obtained from con-
temporary informants. Some of these alleged explanations stare
that the Gaani is celebrated on the twelfth and thirteenth day of
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Rabi' al-auwnwval, the third month of the Islamic calendar, in order to
commemorate the joy experienced by the people of Borgu art the
news of Muhammad's death (on the thirteenth), which supposedly
liberated them from Muslim pressure.%” Aleernatively it is stated
that during the legendary “Kisira” migrations,®® Kisira and his fol-
lowers were pursued by hostile Muslim armies, but these armies
stopped to commemorate the birth of the Prophet on the twelfth of
Rabi’ al-awwal, which gave Kisira’s party the opportunity to escape
and reach Borgu, where they were able to continue to practice their
traditional non-Muslim cules.®? It is then concluded that the coin-
cidence of the Gaani with the Mawlid must be a commemoration
of the lucky escape from the danger of enforced Islamisation.” Yer,
nothing in the public Gaani rituals of Niki and Banikpaari sug-
gests commemoration of resistance to Islam, or of joy for Muham-
mad’s death (as nothing in them suggests commemoration of joy
for Muhammad's birth either).™!

Another demonstrable misconstruction affects the attempts to
explain the origin of the name Gaani. Lombard, and recent
Borgu authors, are aware that the word Gaani is homophonous
with the Deéndi word gdani, which means “dance” (the main
Baathnim word for “dance” is ydaba).”? However, Lombard dis-
misses this Déndi etymology, on the assumption that “dancing”
cannot have been the original meaning of the name of the festi-
val. As to Borgu's contemporary cultural narionalists, some of
them have strenuously searched the Baithnim and Bo'o lan-
guages for etymologies for the name of the festival.

On the Bo'o-speaking side, Gaani has been said to derive from
the expression gafili-le dakpe, in which ga7iili means the wooden
structure of the horse’s saddle, /& means “to hit,” and dakpe
means “feast”; hence “the feast in which the saddle’s wooden ar-
mature is hit."”3 In this view, after escaping the pursuing Muslim
armies, the Bo'o-speaking party led by Kisira decided to com-
memorate the event by shows of horsemanship, during which the
saddles were rhythmically hit.

On the Baatbniim-speaking side, this Bo'o etymology has been
rejected, and a derivation from the Baathnim verb gane (to ward
off, to prevent) has been proposed, in accordance with the pre-
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supposition that the Gaani commemorates the prevention of mil-
itarily enforced Islamization.™

It is hence clear that the proposed Bo'o and Baathnim ery-
mologies are closely connected with basic historical and eth-
nographic misapprehensions abour the Gaani. In fact, these over-
ingenious ctymologies are totally unnecessary. Why the Gaani
bears this name is fairly clear. If one plots on the map of West Af-
rica the available evidence about the commemoration of the
Mawlid, it is easy to recognize two internally consistent families
of Aftican names for this Islamic festival, and for the African rites
coinciding with it. Each of these families of names is distribured
over a wide geographical area. In one area the names are Manding
or derived from Manding languages, while in the other area they
belong to the Sonoy or Songhay language or are derived from it.

Throughout both areas, dancing seems to have a historical as-
sociation with local commemorations of, or during, the Mawlid.
Actually, in the Middle East too, the Mawlid has been tradi-
tionally associated with music, dance, and merrymaking; this is
one reason why its celebrarion has been regarded with mistrust by
many Muslim jurists, and why it is forbidden in Saudi Arabia.?>

Turning to the more westerly of the two areas, one finds that
among the Mandenka or Malinke of the Republics of Mali and
Guinea-Conakry the Mawlid is known as Damba or Denba,
meaning “Big Day [of festivity],” a name also given to the month
in which the Mawlid is celebrated, while the month preceding it
is known as “the month before Donbda."”® The same name occurs
among the Juula or Dyula of the northern Céte d'lvoire, among
whom dancing was associated with the Mawlid, although danc-
ing during this festival is now frowned upon by local Muslim
scholars.”” North of the Republic of Ghana, among the
Dagomba, the Mawlid covers the commemoration of Muham-
mad’s birthday, on the twelfth of Rabi” al-awwal, and of his nam-
ing day on the nineteenth of the same month. This is a pattern
repeated in other West African cultures, including Borgu in the
past.”® The Mawlid is commemorated with dancing by the

Dagomba, who give it the (clearly Manding-derived) name
Damba.™
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