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Note on chronology

It has been agreed to adopt the following method for writing dates. With
regard to prehistory, dates may be written in two different ways.

One way is by reference to the present era, that is, dates BP (before pre-
sent),the reference year being + 1950; all dates are negative in relation to
+ 1950.

The other way is by reference to the beginning of the Christian era.
Dates are represented in relation to the Christian era by a simple + or —
sign before the date. When referring to centuries, the terms BC and AD are
replaced by ‘before the Christian era’ and ‘of the Christian era’.

Some examples are as follows:

(i) 2300 BP = —350
(ii) 2900 BC = —2900
AD 1800 = 41800
(iii) sth century Bc = 5th century before the Christian era
3rd century AD = 3rd century of the Christian era

vii



List of figures

1.1
2.1
3.1
3.2
5.1
6.1
6.2
6.3

The Old World, ¢. 230/845 15

The expansion of the Islamic state 50

The Islamized areas of Africa by ¢. 1100 58

The Islamized areas of Africa by ¢. 1500 77

West Africa in the eleventh century 124

Bantu expansion 144 :
Early Iron Age pottery (Urewe) from Rurembo, Rwanda 153
Early Iron Age pottery (Urewe) from Kabuye, Rwanda 153

6.4(a)(c) Profiles of reconstituted Early Iron Age furnaces in the Butare area,

9.1
IL.I

12.1
13.1
13.2
14.1
14.2
14.3
14-4

14.5
14.6
14.7
14.8
14.9
14.10
16.1
16.2
16.3
16.4
17.1
17.2
17.3

Rwanda 158

Arab Egypt 167

Christian Nubia 197 ‘

The mosque building in Old Dongola 201

Plan of the Christian site of Debeyra West 20§

Plan of Kasr al-Wizz, a Nubian monastic complex 205

The Second Period in the development of Nubian church architec-
ture 218 ‘

The Third Period in the development of Nubian church architec-
ture 220

The Arab conquest of the Maghrib 230

The Sahara 279

The Maghrib in the first half of the fifth/eleventh century 316

The Almoravid empire: towns and monuments 338

Localities on the Senegal in the Almoravid period 358

The desert area to be crossed: map showing present-day isohyets 370
Trade routes described by Ibn Hawkal 375

Gold mints on the eve of the Fatlmld conquest 393

Minting of dirhams in the Western Maghrib during the Idrisid

period 394
Minting of gold in the Western Muslim world after 910 395

Almoravid gold coinage: mints 401

Al-Bakr?’s itineraries: western part 407

Al-Idrist’s itineraries: western part 411

Sites of trans~Saharan trade, ninth to eleventh centuries 415
Gold production areas in West Africa 424

The Guinea zone: places mentioned in the text 463

Plan of the Wassu site 472

Two stone circles at Wassu 473

The lyre stone at Kerbatch 474

Towns and sites mentioned in the text 489

Language groups, peoples and kingdoms mentioned in the text 490
Tenth- to eleventh-century painted pottery from Begho, Republic of
Ghana 497

ix



List of figures

17.4 Seventh- to ninth-century pottery from New Buipe, Republic of

Ghana 498
17.5 Seventh- to ninth-century pottery from New Buipe, Republic of
Ghana 498

17.6 Pottery from period II at Nkukoa Buoho, Republic of Ghana 500
17.7 Kintampo Culture artefacts from period I at Nkukoa Buoho, Republic of

Ghana 500
17.8 Middle Iron Age Shai Dangme pottery from Cherekecherete, Republic of
Ghana 503

18.1 West Africa: major physical regions 532

18.2 Language families of West Africa 535

18.3 Manding peoples and languages 537

18.4 Population movements in the Upper Guinea region 542

19.1 ‘The Horn of Africa 561 :

21.1  Pottery excavated at Mro Deoua, Comoro Islands 596

21.2 Old Shirazi mosque of Domoni Anjouan, Comoro Islands (eleventh cen-

tury) 597

22.1 Major eastern African societies from about the seventh to the ninth cen-
tury 618

23.1  Archaeological cultures in eastern and southern Africa 645

23.2  Archaeological sites in central Africa 647

23.3 Pottery and an ivory bangle from Sanga, Zaire 652

23.4 Luangwa tradition pottery from Makwe rock-shelter, eastern
Zambia 660

23.5 Modern Lungwebungu tradition pottery 662

24.1 Some of the ethnic groups defined by ceramic style in southern Africa
between 700 and goo 666

24.2 Ethnic groups and movements in southern Africa between 950 and
1000 668 ‘

24.3 Spatial organization of the Bantu Cattle Culture 670

24.4 Stylized reconstruction of the K2 site, ¢. 1050 675

24.5 Stylized reconstrugtion of Mapungubwe at 1075 and 1150 677

25.1 Madagascar and the Comoros 683 .

27.1 Relations between the different parts of Africa from the seventh to the
eleventh century 735

The publishers would like to thank the following for supplying maps and/or draw-
ings for this volume: Professor B. W. Andah, Professor J. Anquandah, Professor
A. Bathily, Professor T. Bianquis, Professor J. Devisse, Mme B. Domenichini-
Ramiaramanana, Professor C. Ehret, Professor 1. Hrbek, Professor T. N. Huff-
man, Professor S. Jakobielski, Professor, S. Lwanga-Lunyiigo, Professor F. de
Medeiros, Professor D. W. Phillipson, Professor Thurstan Shaw, Professor P.
Vérin.



List of plates

Cover page The Karawiyyin in Fez, founded in 245/859: front view.
2.1 Representation of Medina 34
2.2 Representation of Mecca 36
2.3 Qoran leaf 39
3.1 Detail of a minbar from the Mosque of Kayrawan 6o
5.1 The Mosque of Tegdaoust/Awdaghust 136
6.1 Banana plantation at Rutare . 154
6.2 (a) Reconstruction of an Early Iron Age furnace in Rwanda:
Nyaruhengeri I 156
6.2(b—d) Excavations of Early Iron Age furnaces:
(b) Kabuye XXXV 156
(c) Nyaruhengeri I 157
(d) Gisagara VI 157
7.1 The Mosque of Ibn Tuliin in Cairo 175
7.2 Fatimid Mosque: eleventh-century decoration of the fagade 175
.3 Tomb from the Fatimid era at Fustat I 76
7.4(a—b) Egyptian (Fatimid) lustre-painted ceramics
(a) Tenth-century vase 187
(b) Eleventh-century bowl 187
7.5 Babal-Nasr 191
7.6  Al-Djuyushi Mosque 192
8.1 The royal building in Old Dongola 201
8.2 Portrait of Kyros, the Bishop of Faras (866—902): 2 mural from Faras
Cathedral 203 -
8.3 Glass chalice found in Faras Cathedral 208
8.4 Portrait of Marianos, the Bishop of Faras (1005-36): a mural from Faras
Cathedral 214
8.5 View of the north transept of Faras Cathedral with the great mural of the
Nativity, ¢. 1000 222
9.1 Arch of Caracalla, Tebessa 234
1o.1 General view of Fez 257
10.2 Minaret of the Karawiyyin Mosque in Fez 257
10.3 The Kubba Baradiyym in Marrakesh 259
10.4(a—b) The ribat of Siis
(a) View of the surrounding wall 262
(b) Inner courtyard 262
10.5 The great lake of Rakkada, near Kayrawan 272
10.6 West fagade of the Mosque at Cordoba 273
1.1 Tenth-century mosque at Tozeur, Djarid 296
11.2  One of the oases of the Mzab 3or :
12.1 The peninsula of Mahdiyya 320
13.1 Marrakesh: excavations in the first Almoravid palace 349



List of plates

13.2(a-b) Almoravid decoration

3.3

14.1
14.2
14.3
14.4
14.5
14.6
14.7
14.8
14.9
15.1
15.2

15.3

(a) Detail of a bronze door 352

(b) Bronze door-knocker 353

(a) Almoravid coins and minting tools found in Algeria 362
{b) Almoravid gold coins 362

Tegdaoust/Awdaghust: locally made ceramics 390
Tegdaoust/Awdaghust: Fatimid glass weight 398
Tegdaoust/Awdaghust: gold wire 404
Tegdaoust/Awdaghust: half-ingots of gold 404
Tegdaoust/Awdaghust: silver chain 405
Tegdaoust/Awdaghust: pottery oil lamp 418

‘Tegdaoust/Awdaghust: imported glass goblet 419

Tegdaoust/Awdaghust: anthropomorphous statuette 430
Tegdaoust/Awdaghust: hammer-wrought iron scales 434

Bronze objects from excavations at Houlouf (northern Cameroon) 442
Anthropomorphous earthenware jar from Houlouf (northern

Cameroon) 442

Deguesse hill (northern Cameroon) 443

16.1(a-h) Igbo-Ukwu excavation finds

17.1

17.2

17.3

(2) Miniature bronze pendant head 478

(b) Bronze pendant representing a decorated ram’s head 478

(c) Bronze skull of a leopard 478

(d) Bronze pendant in the form of a bird and two eggs, w1th crotals and
beads attached by copper-wire chains 478

(e) Bronze cylindrical bowl 479

(f) Bronze ‘altar stand’ 479

(g) Bronze shell surmounted by an animal 479

(h) Bronze crescent-shaped bowl 479

Terracotta head from a figure of an oni (king), excavated at Ita Yemoo,

Ife 509
Terracotta head from a figure, possxbly of a queen, excavated at Ita Yemoo,
Ife 510

Terracotta head found beside the Ifewara Road, Ife sIr

17.4(a~f) Igbo-Ukwu excavation finds

19.1
19.2
19.3
21.1
23.1
23.2
25.1

xii

(a) Bronze pendant ornaments in the form of elephant heads 518
(b) Bronze staff-head 518

(c) Bronze pendant ornament in the form of aram’s head - 518
(d) Bronze roped pot, with bronze ‘altar stand’ 519

(e) Globular pot 519

() Pottery vessel 519

Coinage of King Armah 562

Gospel book of Abba-Guerima 569

Interior of the Church of Tchergos (St Cyriacus) at Agowo 571
Site at Manda 592

Early Kisalian tomb, Kamilamba site 650 -

Tomb from the classical Kisalian period, Sanga site 651
Cinnamon tree 687



List of plates

26.1  The Battle of the Clans, from Khamsa of Nizam1 713
27.1  Transhumance of shepherds in the Sahel region of Mali 737
28.1(a-g) Cattle breeds in Africa
(a) Afrikaander cows, Zaire 754
(b) Lugware bull, Zaire 754
{c) Bull from Rwanda 754
(d) Devon and Afrikaander cross-bred heifer 754
(¢) Ndama bull, Zaire 755
(f) Herd of Friesian cows, Zaire 755
(g) Jersey heifer, Zaire 755
28.2  House built of clay brickwork: a vaulted chamber 763
28.3 Sixth-tenth century terracotta statuettes (Republic of Niger) 765
28.4 Terracotta female torso from Kumbi Saleh 766
28.5 Potsherd pavement, Ita Yemoo, Ife 767
28.6 Gold filigreed jewelry found at Tegdaoust 769
28.7 (a) and (b) Igbo Ukwu: carnelian and glass bead pendants and strings of
glass beads 771
28.8 (a)and (b) Trapezoidal tunics from Tellem 774
28.8 (c) Skull with cotton cap from Tellem 774
28.9 Spindle whorls found at Tegdaoust 775
28.10 Indigo dye-pit in northern Cote d’Ivoire 775
28.11 Salt production at Walata: a caravan carrying bar-salt 777

xiii



Acknowledgements for plates

Brett, Dr M., 9.1, 11.1

Centre national de la recherche scientifique, Paris, 28.2

Devisse, J., 7.3, 14.1, 14.5, 28.9, 28.10

El Fasi, HE Mr Mohammed, 10.1

Fehervari, Dr G., 7.6

Freer Gallery, Washington, 7.4 (a), 7.4 (b)

Gado, B,, 28.3

Hachette (Albert Shoucair), 7.5

Holl, A., 15.1, 15.2, 15.3

IMRS, Nouakchott, 5.1, 14.2, 14.3, 14.6, 14.7, 14.9, 28.4

Jansen, G., 28.8 (b), 28.8 (c)

Maret, P. de, 23.1, 23.2

Meillassoux, C., 27.1

Ministry of Culture and Tourism, Algeria, 13.3 (a)

Ministry of Culture of Ethiopia, 19.1, 19.2, 19.3

Ministry of Culture, Morocco, front cover photograph, 10.2

Musée royal de I’Afrique centrale 28.1 (a)~(g)

Museum d’Histoire naturelle, Paris 25.1

Nantet, Bernard, 3.1, 13.3 (b), 14.4, 14.8, 28.6, 28.11

National Commission for Museums and Monuments, Lagos, 16.1 (a)—(h)

National Institute of Archaeology and Art, Tunis, 10.4 (a), 10.4 (b), 10.5

Office de la topographie et de la cartographie, Tunis, 12.1

Research Centre for Mediterranean Archaeology, Polish Academy of Sciences,
Warsaw, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5

Réunion des musées nationaux, Louvre, 2.1, 2.2

Shaw, Thurstan 17.4 (a)}Hf), 28.7 (a), 28.7 (b)

Stelling, F., 28.8 (a)

Terrasse, H., 13.1

Topkapi Saray Museum (Reha Giinay), 26.1

UNESCO 7.1 (A. Khalil), 13.2 (a)~«(b) (Dominique Roger)

Unwin, Sheila 21.1

Van Grunderbeek, M. C., Roche, E., Doutrelepont H., 6.2 (b)-(d)

Van Grunderbeek, M. C., Roche, E., Doutrelepont, H., Craddock, P., 6.2 (a)

Van Noten, F., 6.1

Werner Forman Archives, 2.3, 10.6, 11.2

Willett, Frank, 17.1, 17.2, 17.3, 28.5

Xv



Preface

AMADOU-MAHTAR M’BOW
Former Director-General of Unesco

For a long time, all kinds of myths and prejudices concealed the true his-~
tory of Africa from the world at large. African societies were looked upon
as societies that could have no history. In spite of important work done by
such pioneers as Leo Frobenius, Maurice Delafosse and Arturo Labriola,
as early as the first decades of this century, a great many non-African
experts could not rid themselves of certain preconceptions and argued that
the lack of written sources and documents made it impossible to engage in
any scientific study of such societies.

Although the fliad and Odyssey were rightly regarded as essential
sources for the history of ancient Greece, African oral tradition, the collec-
tive memory of peoples which holds the thread of many events marking
their lives, was rejected as worthless. In writing the history of a large part
of Africa, the only sources used were from outside the continent, and the
final product gave a picture not so much of the paths actually taken by the
African peoples as of those that the authors thought they must have taken.
Since the European Middle Ages were often used as a yardstick, modes of
production, social relations and political institutions were visualized only
by reference to the European past.

In fact, there was a refusal to see Africans as the creators of original cul-
tures which flowered and survived over the centuries in patterns of their
own making and which historians are unable to grasp unless they forgo
their prejudices and rethink their approach.

Furthermore, the continent of Africa was hardly ever looked upon as a
historical entity. On the contrary, emphasis was laid on everything likely to
lend credence to the idea that a split had existed, from time immemorial,
between a ‘white Africa ’ and a ‘black Africa’, each unaware of the other’s
existence. The Sahara was often presented as an impenetrable space pre-
venting any intermingling of ethnic groups and peoples or any exchange of
goods, beliefs, customs and ideas between the societies that had grown up
on either side of the desert. Hermetic frontiers were drawn between the
civilizations of Ancient Egypt and Nubia and those of the peoples south of
the Sahara. -

xvit



Preface

It is true that the history of Africa north of the Sahara has been more
closely linked with that of the Mediterranean basin than has the history of
sub-Saharan Africa, but it is now widely recognized that the various civili-
zations of the African continent, for all their differing languages and cul-
tures, represent, to a greater or lesser degree, the historical offshoots of a
set of peoples and societies united by bonds centuries old.

Another phenomenon which did great disservice to the objective study
of the African past was the appearance, with the slave trade and coloniza-
tion, of racial stereotypes which bred contempt and lack of understanding
and became so deep-rooted that they distorted even the basic concepts of
historiography. From the time when the notions of ‘white’ and ‘black’ were
used as generic labels by the colonialists, who were regarded as superior,
the colonized Africans had to struggle against both economic and psycho-
logical enslavement. Africans were identifiable by the colour of their skin,
they had become a kind of merchandise, they were earmarked for hard
labour and eventually, in the minds of those dominating them, they came
to symbolize an imaginary and allegedly inferior Negro race. This pattern
of spurious identification relegated the history of the African peoples in
many minds to the rank of ethno-history, in which appreciation of the his-
torical and cultural facts was bound to be warped.

The situation has changed significantly since the end of the Second
World War and in particular since the African countries became independ-
ent and began to take an active part in the life of the international commun-
ity and in the mutual exchanges that are its raison d’étre. An increasing
number of historians has endeavoured to tackle the study of Africa with a
more rigorous, objective and open-minded outlook by using — with all due
precautions — actual African sources. In exercising their right to take the
historical initiative, Africans themselves have felt a deep-seated need to re-
establish the historical authenticity of their societies on solid foundations.

In this context, the importance of the eight-volume General sttory of
Africa, which Unesco is publishing, speaks for itself. .

The experts from many countries working on this project began by lay-
ing down the theoretical and methodological basis for the History. They
have been at pains to call in question the over-simplifications arising from a
linear and restrictive conception of world history and to re-establish the
true facts wherever necessary and possible. They have endeavoured to
highlight the historical data that give a clearer picture of the evolution of
the different peoples of Africa in their specific socio-cultural setting.

To tackle this huge task, made all the more complex and difficult by the
vast range of sources and the fact that documents were widely scattered,
Unesco has had to proceed by stages. The first stage, from 1965 to 1969,
was devoted to gathering documentation and planning the work. Opera-
tional assignments were conducted in the field and included campaigns to
collect oral traditions, the creation of regional documentation centres for
oral traditions, the collection of unpublished manuscripts in Arabic and
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Ajami (African languages written in Arabic script), the compilation of
archival inventories and the preparation of a Guide to the Sources of the His-
tory of Africa, culled from the archives and libraries of the countries of
Europe and later published in eleven volumes. In addition, meetings were
organized to enable experts from Africa and other continents to discuss
questions of methodology and lay down the broad lines for the project after
careful examination of the available sources.

The second stage, which lasted from 1969 to 1971, was devoted to shap-
ing the History and linking its different parts. The purpose of the inter-
national meetings of experts held in Paris in 1969 and Addis Ababa in 1970
was to study and define the problems involved in drafting and publishing
the History; presentation in eight volumes, the principal edition in English,
French and Arabic, translation into African languages such as Kiswahili,
Hausa, Fulani, Yoruba or Lingala, prospective versions in German, Rus-
sian, Portuguese, Spanish and Chinese, as well as abridged editions
desxgned for a wide African and international public.!

The third stage has involved actual drafting and publication. This began
with the appointment of the 39-member International Scientific Com-
mittee, two-thirds African and one-third non-African, which assumes
intellectual responsibility for the History.

The method used is interdisciplinary and is based on a multi-faceted
approach and a wide variety of sources. The first among these is archae-
ology, which holds many of the keys to the history of African cultures and
civilizations. Thanks to archaeology, it is now acknowledged that Africa
was very probably the cradle of mankind and the scene — in the neolithic
period — of one of the first technological revolutions in history. Archae-
ology has also shown that Egypt was the setting for one of the most brilliant
ancient civilizations of the world. But another very important source is oral
tradition, which, after being long despised, has now emerged as an invalu-
able instrument for discovering the history of Africa, making it possible to
follow the movements of its different peoples in both space and time, to
understand the African vision of the world from the inside and to grasp the
original features of the values on which the cultures and institutions of the
continent are based.

We are indebted to the International Scientific Committee in charge of
this General History of Africa, and to its Rapporteur and the editors and
authors of the various volumes and chapters, for having shed a new light on
the African past in its authentic and all-encompassing form and for having
avoided any dogmatism in the study of essential issues. Among these issues
we might cite: the slave trade, that ‘endlessly bleeding wound’, which was
responsible for one of the cruellest mass deportations in the history of man-

1. Volume I has been published in Arabic, Spanish, Portuguese, Chinese and Italian;
Volume IT in Arabic, Spanish, Portuguese, Chinese and Korean; Volumes IV and VII in
Spanish.
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kind, which sapped the African continent of its life-blood while contribut-
ing significantly to the economic and commercial expansion of Europe;
colonization, with all the effects it had on population, economics, psycho-
logy and culture; relations between Africa south of the Sahara and the Arab
world; and, finally, the process of decolonization and nation-building
which mobilized the intelligence and passion of people still alive and some-
times still active today. All these issues have been broached with a concern
for honesty and rigour which is not the least of the History’s merits. By
taking stock of our knowledge of Africa, putting forward a variety of view-
points on African cultures and offering a new reading of history, the
History has the signal advantage of showing up the light and shade and
of openly portraying the differences of opinion that may exist between
scholars. A :

By demonstrating the inadequacy of the methodological approaches
which have long been used in research on Africa, this History calls for a
new and careful study of the twofold problem areas of historiography and
cultural identity, which are united by links of reciprocity. Like any histor-
ical work of value, the History paves.the way for a great deal of further
research on a variety of topics.

It is for this reason that the International Scientific Committee, in close
collaboration with Unesco, decided to embark on additional studies in an
attempt to go deeper into a number of issues which will permit a clearer
understanding of certain aspects of the African past. The findings being
published in the series ‘Unesco Studies and Documents — General History
of Africa’? will prove a useful supplement to the History, as will the works
planned on aspects of national or subregional history.

The General History sheds light both on the historical unity of Africa
and also its relations with the other continents, particularly the Americas
and the Caribbean. For a long time, the creative manifestations of the des-
cendants of Africans in the Americas were lumped together by some his-
torians as a heterogeneous collection of Africanisms. Needless to say, this is
not the attitude of the authors of the History, in which the resistance of the
slaves shipped to America, the constant and massive participation of the
descendants of Africans in the struggles for the initial independence of
America and in national liberation movements, are rightly perceived for
what they were: vigorous assertions of identity, which helped forge the
universal concept of mankind. Although the phenomenon may vary in

2. The following eleven volumes have already been published in this series: The
peopling of ancient Egypt and the deciphering of Meroitic script; The African slave trade from the
fifteenth to the nineteenth century; Historical relations across the Indian Ocean; The
historiography of Southern Africa; The decolonization of Africa; Southern Africa and the Horn
of Africa; African ethnonyms and toponyms; Historical and socio-cultural relations between black
Africa and the Arab world from 1935 to the present; The methodology of contemporary African
History; Africa and the Second World War; The Educational Process on Historiography in
Africa; Libya Antiqua.
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different places, it is now quite clear that ways of feeling, thinking, dream-
ing and acting in certain nations of the western hemisphere have been
marked by their African heritage. The cultural inheritance of Africa is
visible everywhere, from the southern United States to northern Brazil,
across the Caribbean and on the Pacific seaboard. In certain places it even
underpins the cultural identity of some of the most important elements of
the population.

The History also clearly brings out Africa’s relations with southern Asia
across the Indian Ocean and the African contributions to other civilizations
through mutual exchanges.

I am convinced that the efforts of the peoples of Africa to conquer or
strengthen their independence, secure their development and assert their
cultural characteristics, must be rooted in historical awareness renewed,
keenly felt and taken up by each succeeding generation.

My own background, the experience I gained as a teacher and as chair-
man, from the early days of independence, of the first commission set up to
reform history and geography curricula in some of the countries of West
and Central Africa, taught me how necessary it was for the education of
young people and for the information of the public at large to have a
history book produced by scholars with inside knowledge of the problems
and hopes of Africa and with the ability to apprehend the continent in its
entirety.

For all these reasons, Unesco’s goal will be to ensure that this General
History of Africa is widely disseminated in a large number of languages and
is used as a basis for producing children’s books, school textbooks and
radio and television programmes. Young people, whether schoolchildren
or students, and adults in Africa and elsewhere will thus be able to form a
truer picture of the African continent’s past and the factors that explain it,
as well as a fairer understanding of its cultural heritage and its contribution
to the general progress of mankind. The History should thus contribute to
improved international cooperation and stronger solidarity among peoples
in their aspirations to justice, progress and peace. This is, at least, my most
cherished hope.

It remains for me to express my deep gratitude to the members of the
International Scientific Committee, the Rapporteur, the different volume
editors, the authors and all those who have collaborated in this tremendous
undertaking. The work they have accomplished and the contribution they
have made plainly go to show how people from different backgrounds but
all imbued with the same spirit of goodwill and enthusiasm in the service of
universal truth can, within the international framework provided by
Unesco, bring to fruition a project of considerable scientific and cultural
import. My thanks also go to the organizations and governments whose
generosity has made it possible for Unesco to publish this History in
different languages and thus ensure that it will have the worldwide impact
it deserves and thereby serve the international community as a whole.

xxi



Description of the Project

B. A. OGOT
Former President, International Scientific Committee
for the Drafting of a General History of Africa

The General Conference of Unesco at its 16th Session instructed the
Director-General to undertake the drafting of a General History of Africa.
The enormous task of implementing the project was entrusted to an Inter-
national Scientific Committee which was established by the Executive
Board in 1970. This Committee, under the Statutes adopted by the Execu-
tive Board of Unesco in 1971, is composed of thirty-nine members (two-
thirds of whom are African and one-third non-African) serving in their
personal capacity and appointed by the Dlrector-General of Unesco for the
duration of the Committee’s mandate.

The first task of the Committee was to define the principal characteris-
tics of the work. These were defined at the first session of the Committee as
follows:

(a) Although aiming at the highest possible scientific level, the history
does not seek to be exhaustive and is a work of synthesis avoiding dogma-
tism. In many respects, it is a statement of problems showing the present
state of knowledge and the main trends in research, and it does not hesitate
to show divergencies of views where these exist. In this way, it prepares the
ground for future work.

(b) Africa is considered in this work as a totality. The aim is to show the
historical relationships between the various parts of the continent, too fre-
quently subdivided in works published to date. Africa’s historical connec-
tions with the other continents receive due attention, these connections
being analysed in terms of mutual exchanges and multilateral influences,
bringing out, in its appropriate light, Africa’s contribution to the history of
mankind.

(c) The General H:story of Aﬁ'tca 1s, in partlcular a history of ideas and
civilizations, societies and institutions. It is based on a wide variety of
sources, mcludmg oral tradition and art forms.

(d) The Hmory is viewed essentially from the inside. Although a scho]arly
work, it is also, in large measure, a faithful reflection of the way in which
African authors view their own civilization. While prepared in an inter-
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national framework and drawing to the full on the present stock of scien-
tific knowledge, it should also be a vitally important element in the
recognition of the African heritage and should bring out the factors making
for unity in the continent. This effort to view things from within is the
novel feature of the project and should, in addition to its scientific quality,
give it great topical significance. By showing the true face of Africa, the
History could, in an era absorbed in economic and technical struggles, offer
a particular conception of human values.

The Committee has decided to present the work covering over three
million years of African history in eight volumes, each containing about
eight hundred pages of text with illustrations, photographs, maps and line
drawings.

A chief editor, assisted if necessary by one or two co-editors, is respons-
ible for the preparation of each volume. The editors are elected by the
Committee either from among its members or from outside by a two-thirds
majority. They are responsible for preparing the volumes in accordance
with the decisions and plans adopted by the Committee. On scientific
matters, they are accountable to the Committee or, between two sessions of
the Committee, to its Bureau for the contents of the volumes, the final ver-
sion of the texts, the illustrations and, in general, for all scientific and
technical aspects of the History. The Bureau ultimately approves the final
manuscript. When it considers the manuscript ready for publication, it
transmits it to the Director-General of Unesco. Thus the Committee, or
the Bureau between committee sessions, remains fully in charge of the
project.

Each volume consists of some thirty chapters. Each chapter is the work
of a principal author assisted, if necessary, by one or two collaborators. The
authors are selected by the Committee on the basis of their curricula vitae.
Preference is given to African authors, provided they have requisite quali-
fications. Special effort is also made to ensure, as far as possible, that all
regions of the continent, as well as other regions having historical or cul-
tural ties with Africa, are equitably represented among the authors.

When the editor of a volume has approved texts of chapters, they are
then sent to all members of the Committee for criticism. In addition, the
text of the volume editor is submitted for examination to a Reading Com-
mittee, set up within the International Scientific Committee on the basis of
the members’ fields of competence. The Reading Committee analyses the
chapters from the standpoint of both substance and form. The Bureau then
gives final approval to the manuscripts.

Such a seemingly long and involved procedure has proved necessary,
since it provides the best possible guarantee of the scientific objectivity of
the General History of Africa. There have, in fact, been instances when the
Bureau has rejected manuscripts or insisted on major revisions or even
reassigned the drafting of a chapter to another author. Occasionally,
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specialists in a particular period of history or in a particular question are
consulted to put the finishing touches to a volume.

The work will be published first in a hard-cover edition in English,
French and Arabic, and later in paperback editions in the same languages.
An abridged version in English and French will serve as a basis for trans-
lation into African languages. The Committee has chosen Kiswahili and
Hausa as the first African languages into which the work will be translated.

Also, every effort will be made to ensure publication of the General
History of Africa in other languages of wide international currency such as
Chinese, Portuguese, Russian, German, Italian, Spanish, Japanese, etc.

It is thus evident that this is a gigantic task which constitutes an im-
mense challenge to African historians and to the scholarly community at
large, as well as to Unesco under whose auspices the work is being done.
For the writing of a continental history of Africa, covering the last three
million years, using the highest canons of scholarship and involving, as it
must do, scholars drawn from diverse countries, cultures, ideologies and
historical traditions, is surely a complex undertaking. It constitutes a conti-
nental, international and interdisciplinary project of great proportions.

In conclusion, I would like to underline the significance of this work for
Africa and for the world. At a time when the peoples of Africa are striving
towards unity and greater cooperation in shaping their individual destinies,
a proper understanding of Africa’s past, with an awareness of common ties
among Africans and between Africa and other continents, should not only
be a major contribution towards mutual understanding among the people
of the earth, but also a source of knowledge of a cultural heritage that
belongs to all mankind.

XXv



Africa in the context of
world history

I. HRBEK

If an extraterrestrial visitor had looked at the Old World at the beginning
of the seventh century of the Christian era and had then revisited it after
five centuries — by 1100 — he might well have come to the conclusion that
the world was on the way to becoming Muslim.

At the time of his first visit, the community around the Prophet
Muhammad, who preached the new religious system, Islam, in the small
town of Mecca, lost in the boundless wastes of the Arabian desert, did not
count even a hundred people fighting for survival against the growing hos-
tility of their compatriots. Five centuries later the adherents of this faith
were to be found on a territory stretching from the banks of the Ebro, the
Senegal and the Niger in the west, to the Syr-Darya and the Indus in the
east, and from the Volga deep in the heart of the Eurasian continent to the
East African coast.

In the central parts of this territory the Muslims formed the majority of
the population whereas in some fringe areas they were rulers or traders,
expanding further and further the Islamic frontiers. Although at this time
the Islamic world had already lost its former political unity, being divided
into many mutually independent states, and had even lost some of its terri-
tories (in northern Spain, in Sicily and just at the end of the period also a
small territory in Palestine and Lebanon), it still represented a fairly homo-
geneous culture and civilization whose creativity was far from being
exhausted. '

In the meantime Islam had ceased to be an exclusively Arab religion; the
new faith showed the capacity to win over and assimilate ethnic elements of
the most diverse origins, fusing them into a single cultural and religious
community, Islam, born in the sun-scorched peninsula of Arabia, was later
able to acclimatize itself in various regions of the world and among such di-
verse peoples as the Persian, Egyptian and Spanish peasants, the Berber,
Somali and Turkish nomads, the Afghan and Kurdish mountain-tribes,
the Indian pariahs, the Soninke traders and Kanemi rulers. Many of these
peoples became in their turn fiery champions of Islam taking the torch
from the Arabs and expanding the faith in new directions.

No wonder that such a magnificent achievement would have impressed
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our hypothetical extraterrestrial visitor, as it has many historians who have
not hesitated to call the period from the seventh to the eleventh century —
and even beyond — ‘the Islamic age’. This label does not imply that the
Muslim peoples dominated the whole world or that they exercised a de-
cisive political, religious or cultural influence outside their own sphere. We
have to understand it in relation to other cultural zones and in the sense
that the Islamic world was during that period the most dynamic and the
most progressive in several fields of human activity. It would, of course, be
misleading to neglect the changes going on in other zones or to underesti-
mate the achievements of other peoples in Africa, Asia and Europe at the
same time, since there already existed germs of later evolution that did not
remain without impact on the destinies of the world.

The rise of Islamic civilization

The Arab conquest was in many ways similar to but also in many ways dif-
ferent from all other conquests known to the world. First, although
inspired by a religious teaching, the Arabs did not expect the conquered
people, in principle, to enter their religious community; the conquered
people were allowed to maintain their old religious allegiances. But after a
few generations the majority of the urban population adopted Islam and
even those who did not do so tended to use Arabic as a common medium of
culture. The Arab empire had been conquered by a pastoralist military
force but this force was led by urban merchants who were already
acquainted with the culture of the occupied lands. The empire created by
the Arabs, in contrast to those founded by other pastoralists, stayed in one
piece and endured. In contrast also to, let us say, the Mongols, the Arabs
did not adopt the local languages and religious systems but instead
imposed their own language and alleglance on the various peoples they had
conquered.

The Arab conquests in the seventh and eighth centuries produced two
momentous and enduring effects. The more immediate and dramatic was
the creation of a new world state in the Mediterranean Basin and the Near
East. The second effect, less rapid and tumultuous but no less important,
was the development of a new world culture within this state.

The Arab world state was launched as an imperial system with a rapidity
seldom matched in history. Within a century of their appearance on the
world scene, the Arabs held sway from the Pyrenees on the border of
France to the Pamirs in Central Asia. Spain, North Africa, Egypt, the for-
mer Byzantine territories south of the Taurus Mountains and the Persian
empire in the east were welded together into an imperial realm that rivalled
that of Rome at its peak.

For a little over a century the Arab conquerors were able to hold their
subject lands together. After the mid-eighth century, various regions began
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to break away and non-Arab Muslims began to assert their right to share in
the rule of state and society. In the west, Spain, North Africa and later
Egypt gradually achieved independence and went their own ways. In the
east, various dynasties of Persian and Turkish (but culturally Persianized)
origin emerged until they became masters of the eastern parts of the Cali-
phate. By the end of the eleventh century the original Arab empire had
long since ceased to exist. It was transformed into a bewildering array of
petty states, regional powers and contending dynasties, few of them of
Arab origin.

Thus the Arab empire of the first conquerors was transformed into the
Muslim world of the Middle Ages. It was a world and not an empire, a
political realm consisting of individual and often mutually hostile states,
yet aware of common identity that distinguished it from the other world
regions. It was Muslim, not solely Arab, based upon a common religion
rather than on ethnic bonds.

The second enduring result of the original Arab conquest was the cre-
ation, within this Muslim setting, of a new world culture. The Arab con-
querors used both their new faith, Islam, and their military prowess to
establish an empire but the culture they brought from their desert home
was rather unsophisticated and simple. Compared with the rich Classical,
Hellenistic or Persian heritage, found in the conquered countries, the
Arabs’ cultural contribution was rather limited although in many ways sig-
nificant. Apart from the religion, they contributed their language as the
main vehicle of administration, literature and science and also their poetry
and aesthetic values.

The distinctive and rich civilization that characterized the Muslim
world at its height came into being through the amalgam of varied tradi-
tions of all the people who adopted Islam or lived under its sway. It in-
herited not only the material and intellectual achievements of the Near
Eastern and Mediterranean world but also appropriated and absorbed
many elements of Indian and Chinese origin and transmitted them further.

It would be erroneous to see the Muslim civilization merely as a simple
conglomerate of bits and pieces of borrowed cultural goods. At first, of
course, many traits were appropriated directly without any reshaping but
gradually they were combined, enlarged and developed into new patterns
that served both as resource and stimulus to creative Muslim sciences,
artistic expression and technological innovations. In this way emerged the
Muslim civilization with its own distinctive pattern corresponding to the
new universalistic spirit and new social order.

Geographic and economic factors

The flowering of this civilization was made possible by a set of favourable,
dialectically interlocked factors. The Muslim empire was erected in the
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region of the most ancient world civilization. The conquering Arabs found
there an age-long tradition of urban life and urban economy; very quickly
they seized this opportunity and besides settling in ancient towns they
founded many new ones. It was this urban character of the Muslim world
and civilization that most profoundly marked its difference from the Chris-
tian West in the early Middle Ages. The existence of many populous cities
in the Muslim empire was of considerable importance for the economy of
the empire as a whole and especially for its commercial relations with other
parts of the Old World. It was in the Muslim core lands that the most im-
portant centres of economic and cultural life were to be found, Western
Europe offering at that time a quite different picture of scattered rural
communities with only a minimum of commercial and intellectual activity.
Thus the major trends of social and economic development in the Muslim
world were exactly contrary to those that characterized the history of
Europe at the same period. ‘

The incorporation of so many countries in the Muslim empire created
conditions for the expansion of trade activities on a scale that had been im-
possible to achieve when the region was politically fragmented. From the
late seventh century to the end of the twelfth century the Muslim empire
functioned like a free-trade area. The commodities produced in one part of
the world became available in other parts so that a uniformity of consumer
goods existed among a large, diverse population inhabiting a wide territory.
The Muslim world, lying midway between East and West, served also to
disseminate technological innovations among the peoples of outlying areas.
The increased commercial activity between various parts of the Muslim
world and beyond its frontiers stimulated local production of commodities
for markets in other places. It also stimulated advances in applied and
theoretical techniques, for example in navigation and the allied fields of
shipbuilding, astronomy and geography as well as in commercial and bank-
ing practices. -

The economic boom that had started in the eighth century and con-
tinued for some centuries was also to a great extent brought about by the
flow of precious metals to the central lands of the Near East. Gold dinars
were minted for the first time at the end of the seventh century by the
Umayyads and circulated mainly in the former Byzantine provinces where-
as the eastern parts had remained for a long time traditionally the silver
area. The increase of gold supply in the ninth century led to a change in the
monetary system of the Muslim empire: the countries where from time
immemorial only silver coins had circulated, went over to bimetallism and
all mints in the eastern parts of the Caliphate began to strike gold dinars. In
the western part of the Muslim world the situation was different; for a long
time the Maghrib and Muslim Spain remained in the orbit of silver cur-
rency, mainly for want of easily accessible gold mines. This began to
change only in the tenth century with increased gold imports from the
Western Sudan of West Africa, to reach its highpoint with the Almoravid
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dinar, a coinage that became internationally recognized.! The issue of
great quantities of excellent gold and silver coins had many consequences
for economic life in the Muslim countries. Production was stimulated as
people increased consumption of various goods but at the same time there
was a steep rise in prices.

As a region the Muslim empire was favoured also by its central position
in the heart of the Old World. By their domination of the isthmus area
between the two great maritime domains of the Mediterranean and the
Indian Ocean the Muslims gained a decisive advantage in long-distance
trade. The sheer extent of the Muslim world from the shores of the Atlan-
tic to the Chinese borders created a unique situation; it was the only one of
the great cultural areas to be in direct contact with each of the others — with
Byzantium, with Western Europe, with India and China. This geographi-
cal position also allowed it to enter into contact with the great frontier areas
and new peoples — in the Eurasian fluvial plains, in Central Asia, across the
Sahara in the Sudanic Sahel, in South-east Asia. These were the regions
where Islam expanded after the first wave of the conquests following
mainly the major long-distance trade routes, either the great continental
route — the route of steppes, deserts and oases going from Central Asia to
West Africa — or the maritime one leading to the countries around the
Indian Ocean and to East Asia.

This central position predestined the Muslim world to the role of inter-
mediary — or channel — between all the other regions of the Old World.
Together with commercial commodities transported by land and sea routes
went many new ideas and concepts, and innovations in technology and
sciences. Some of them were accepted only by the Muslim peoples but
many more were transmitted further to neighbouring areas. The actual
routes or dates of cultural or material borrowings are in most cases obscure
but there is no doubt that they were transmitted. The case of paper serves
as an early example of an important product that was sent all the way from
China to Europe via Muslim lands. Originally a Chinese invention, it was
introduced to the Muslim empire by Chinese prisoners-of-war who were
brought to Samarkand in 751. These Chinese papermakers taught the
Muslims the technology of its production and Samarkand became the first
place outside China to have a paper industry. From there the industry
spread to Baghdad, then to Arabia, Syria and Egypt and lastly to Morocco
(in the ninth century) and to Muslim Spain (in the first half of the tenth
century). There the town of Jativa (Arabic, Shatiba) became the main
centre of the industry whence the technology was introduced in the twelfth
century to Catalonia, the first European country to produce paper. It is not
necessary to stress the far-reaching consequences of the spread of one of
the greatest inventions for culture and civilization in general.

In a similar way the Indian invention of positional notation in mathem-

I. Cf. C. Cahen, 1981.
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atics, the so-called Arabic numerals, was early (already in the eighth cen-
tury) adopted by the Muslims (who called them Indian numerals) and at
some time between the end of the ninth century and the middle of the
tenth century the Western world came to know this system. The adoption
of positional notation by the Muslims made possible the evolution of
algebra, a branch of mathematics which until that time had not been the
object of any serious, systematic study; the algebraic mathematics then
became the foundation without which the modern branches of mathemat-
ics and natural sciences would have been impossible.

The Islamic world and Africa

Let us now turn to Africa and African peoples in the context of the Muslim
world and its civilization. At first we shall consider those parts of the conti-
nent that became an integral part of the Muslim empire as a result of the
first wave of conquests, i.e. Egypt and North Africa, then we will turn our
attention to the regions that felt in various ways the impact of Islam or
Muslim peoples without being politically integrated within any of the great
Muslim states of the time.

The history of Islamic Egypt between the seventh century and the end
of the eleventh century offers a fascinating picture of the evolution of an
important but rather peripheral province of the Caliphate to become the
core land of a new powerful Fatimid empire; from a2 mere granary to
become the most important entrep6t for trade between the Mediterranean
and the Indian Ocean; from the situation of a rather poor relative in the
field of Muslim intellectual activities to become one of the main centres of
Arab cultural life. In relation to other parts of Africa, Egypt played mani-
fold roles; it was the starting point both of the Arab conquests in the
Maghrib in the seventh century as well as of the Hilali invasion in the ele-
venth century. The first led to the Islamization of North Africa, the second
to its Arabization. It was from Egypt that Arab Beduins began their ad-
vance to the south and made their way gradually into Nubia thereby paving
the way for the eventual downfall of its Christian kingdoms and the Arabi-
‘zation of the Nilotic Sudan. Although Egypt lost its Christian character
during this period and the majority of the population was converted to
Islam, the Alexandrian patriarchate still retained its control over the
Monophysite churches in Nubia and Ethiopia and at times became the tool .
of Egyptian politics in these countries.

It must not be forgotten, too, that Egypt was the final destmatlon of
many black African slaves 1mported from Nubia (in accordance with the
famous bakt treaty), Ethiopia, and the Western and Central Sudan.
Amongst this unfortunate human merchandise was one slave — Kafur —
who emerged eventually as the virtual ruler of the country. Others, in their
thousands, served as members of the armed forces who wielded consider-
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able influence in domestic politics. The vast majority, however, were
employed variously in humble and menial positions.

Although the prominent role of Egypt as the champion of Islam against
the European Crusaders and the Mongol invaders came only later (in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries), it was made possible by the political and
economic consolidation of the prev1ous centuries.

In the Maghrib the conquering Arabs encountered staunch resistance
from the Berbers and it was not until the end of the seventh century that
the main regions were subdued. The majority of the Berbers then adopted
Islam and although they resented the political domination of the Arabs, the
Islamic faith gained vigorous new adherents among them who helped to
expand it across the Strait of Gibraltar as well as across the Sahara. The
Berber warriors formed the bulk of the Muslim army that conquered Spain
for the Umayyads, of the Aghlabid troops that took Sicily away from the
Byzantines, and of the Fatimid contingents in their victorious campaigns in
Egypt and Syria.

North Africa occupied an essential strategic place in the Muslim world
both politically and economically. It was from the Maghrib that the con-
quest of Spain and Sicily started with all its consequences for the history of
the western Mediterranean and Europe. It constituted the important con-
necting link that permitted contact between civilizations and through
which various influences flowed in both directions. Muslim domination
reintroduced the Maghrib into the orbit of an extensive world-wide econ-
omy in which it played a very important role; during this period it under-
went new demographic growth including major urbanization, and new
economic and commercial prosperity.

From the religious point of view the role of the Berbers was twofold.
First, their democratic and egalitarian traditions led them very early on to
adhere to the teachings of those Islamic sects that preached these tenden-
cies. Even though Berber Kharidjism was crushed after having flourished
for several centuries and continued to exist in only a few communities, the
spirit of reform and populism remained part and parcel of Islam in the
Maghrib. It revealed itself in the great movements of the Almoravids and
Almohads as well as in the proliferation of the sif7 brotherhoods.

The second important role of the Berbers — seen both in Islamic and
African perspective — was to introduce Islam to trans-Saharan Africa. The
caravans of the Berber traders that crossed the great desert to the more fer-
tile regions of the Sahel and the Sudan carried not only material products
but also new religious and cultural ideas that had found a response at first
among the commercial class and later at the courts of African rulers.? A
second wave of Islamization of the Sudanic belt came about in the eleventh
century with the rise of the Almoravids, a genuinely Berber religious
movement. The imprint of Berber Islam with its reforming spirit never

2. For further information on the spread of Islam, see Chapter 3 below.
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died out in the Sudan and it came to the fore most markedly in the
nineteenth-century djihads. :

It was the opemng up of the Sahara and the Sudanic zone that gave
North Africa it specific significance for the economy of the Muslim world.
When Sudanese gold started to flow in steadily increasing quantities to the
Mediterranean coast it brought about an economic boom permitting many
dynasties in the Muslim west to go over from silver to gold currency. The
exploitation of the Saharan salt mines became more intensive in response
to the growing demand for this indispensable mineral in sub-Saharan
Africa. According to a recent authority the trade with sub-Saharan Africa
was through many centuries probably the most profitable branch of the
Muslim foreign trade.?

The Sudanic zone of West Afrlca was one of the African regions that
were not conquered by the Arabs or other Muslim peoples and thus never
formed a constituent part of the Caliphate; nevertheless it felt an ever-
increasing impact from the Muslim world through commercial and cul-
tural contacts and became to a certain degree integrated into its economic
structure. A similar situation obtained, with some important deviations, on
the East African coast.

Since Classical times this coast had been visited for commercial pur-
poses by merchants from southern Arabia and Persia. After the rise of
Islam and the foundation of the Islamic empire there emerged on the
Indian Ocean a vast commercial network controlled by Muslims, mostly
Arabs and Persians; it had stretched from the Persian/Arabic Gulf* and
(later) the Red Sea to India, Malaya, Indonesia and southern China and in-
cluded the East African coast, the Comoros and also parts of Madagascar.
The prosperity of the coastal towns belonging to this network depended to
a large degree on the general economic situation of the whole Indian Ocean
area, particularly that of the Muslim countries. And since this economy
was steadily expanding in the period under discussion, especially after the
Fatimids had started to develop their commercial relations with the Indian
Ocean, East African coastal settlements with their exports of gold, iron,
hides and other commodities played a still more important role in the
whole network. Not only the material welfare of the coastal cities benefited
from this process but indirectly so did Islam as a religion and culture, con-
tributing thus to the flowering of the Swahili culture in the next centuries.

There is no doubt that the rapid expansion of Islamic power did con-
siderable damage to the economic life of Ethiopia by cutting it off from
access to the Red Sea and by monopolizing the trade in adjacent regions.
The repercussions of this were also felt in the political sphere; the country
was politically fragmented and for more than two centuries the central
authority of the state was weakened. Another result of the Muslim

3. E. Ashtor, 1976, pp. 100—2.
4. The official name is ‘Persian Gulf’.
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supremacy in the coastal regions was the shifting of the centre of the
Ethiopian state southwards and a more energetic expansion in this direc-
tion. These southern regions in their turn became the core from which the
revival of the Christian Ethiopian state started in the ninth century. From
the tenth century on there began a new period of Islamic penetration of the
Ethiopian interior by Muslim merchants from the Dahlak Islands and
Zayla® and also the foundation of the first Muslim states in the southern
parts of present-day Ethiopia. Thus by a combination of various factors the
essential conditions were created for the long struggle between Islam and
Christianity in the next centuries for the domination of the Ethiopian
region.

If one tries to sum up the role that the rise of the Islamic empire played
in regard to Africa during these five centuries, the conclusion will be as
follows:

(1) The Mediterranean fagade of the continent, from the Isthmus of
Suez to the Strait of Gibraltar, and the adjacent Atlantic coast
had been incorporated as an integral part of the Islamic world. It
had ceased forever to be part of the Christian world and even
served as the starting point for further Muslim expansion in
Spain and Sicily on the one hand and in the Sahara and the
Sudanic zone of West Africa on the other.

(2) Innorth-eastern Africa it had brought about the weakening of the
Christian states of Nubia and Ethiopia, though neither of them
was conquered. Whereas Nubia had come more and more under
the economic and political control of Muslim Egypt and nomadic
Arabs had begun to penetrate it so that it eventually lost its Chris-
tian character, Ethiopia had survived as an independent political
and cultural unit although it had to accommodate its external
relations to the growing Muslim influences surrounding it.

(3) The Sahara and large parts of the Sudan had now been linked
through the trade network to an Islamic economic sphere in
which their main exports — gold and slaves — played an increas-
ingly important role. The religion and culture of Islam had pene-
trated along the trade routes, becoming gradually incorporated
into the African ways of life.

(4) In East Africa the role of international trade controlled by the
Muslims was similar with the important exception that the Mus-
lim merchants had restricted their activities to coastal settlements
and Islamic influence did not penetrate into the interior. But the
growing demand, in Muslim countries and India, for Zimbabwe
gold even seems to have led to some changes in the Zambezi
region. Some parts of Madagascar and the Comoro Islands were
also made a part of the great Indian Ocean commercial network.

Thus in the first five centuries of the Islamic era large parts of the Afri-
can continent had come directly or indirectly under the impact of the new
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Islamic empire. In some regions this had helped break down former isola-
tion from the outside world, and the external contacts offered the possibil-
ity of cultural exchange and borrowing. The adoption of Islam by the
ruling classes of some of the West African states and East African coastal
towns forged the links of these states and regions with the Muslim world.
In West Africa where states had existed before the coming of Islam, their
further expansion into large empires seems to have been fundamentally a
reaction to the development of trade with North Africa.®

The contacts of the Muslim world with tropical Africa were important,
too, in another way: the accounts of Arab geographers and historians are an
indispensable and unique corpus of information about these regions.®
Without these we would know much less or hardly anything at all about the
politics, economics and cultures of many African peoples during a crucial
period of their history. This aspect, too, should not be forgotten in the
general assessment of the interaction between the Muslim world and
Africa.

Africa and medieval Europe in the age of transition

At the time when Muhammad started to preach the new faith in faraway
Arabia, the western peninsula of the huge Euro-Asiatic continental mass,
known as Europe, was divided into three areas that differed profoundly in
their stages of general development: the Byzantine empire, the former
Roman provinces of Western Europe now under the domination of various
Germanic peoples, and lastly the part to the east of the Rhine and north of
the Danube inhabited by Germanic and Slavonic peoples, many of them
still on the move to their more permanent homes

The Byzantine empire

Only the Byzantine empire could claim to continue Graeco-Roman tradi-
tion and to have a developed state organization with an efficient adminis-
tration, a prospering money economy and a high degree of cultural
activities in many fields. After surviving the upheavals of the first great
migrations of peoples the empire was able in the sixth century — under
Justinian — to reconquer and re-establish its domination in most of the cen-
tral and western Mediterranean and to make it again a Byzantine lake.
From its Asiatic provinces and Egypt, the part of the empire least touched
by migrations, the Byzantines attempted to re-open the trade routes to the
East both on land (the Great Silk Route to China) and on sea (through the
Red Sea to India). These attempts were, however, frustrated by the other
great power in the area, the Sassanid Persian empire, which ruled all the

5. J. D. Fage, 1964, p. 32.
6 Cf. Unesco, General History of Africa, Vol. I ch. 5 for an evaluation of these sources.
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Irano-Semitic core area save the Syrian end of the Fertile Crescent. The
struggle between these empires continued from the mid-sixth century until
the first third of the seventh century with supremacy alternating between
the Byzantines and Persians, although the latter eventually gained the
upper hand.

This heavy struggle had exhausted both sides financially and militarily
to such a degree that they showed themselves shortly afterwards unable to
withstand the onslaught of the new dynamic force of Muslim Arabs. This
onslaught spelt the disappearance of the Sassanid empire forever, whereas
Byzantium lost some of its most valuable provinces; Syria and Egypt, dur-
ing the first wave of the Arab conquest, and all North Africa by the end of
the seventh century.

Throughout the ninth and tenth centuries the fighting between the
Arabs and the Byzantines degenerated into frontier clashes in Asia Minor
and northern Syria without much changing the balance of power, even if
the empire was able to reconquer parts of Syria and Mesopotamia during
the time of political disintegration of the eastern Caliphate.

The Arabs — exhausted as a political force — were then replaced by the
Saldjuk Turks who resumed the Muslim advance in Asia Minor, definit-
ively taking its major part by the end of the eleventh century. This new
Muslim offensive constituted one of the main causes of the Crusades.

In relation to Africa the Byzantine empire ceased to play any significant
role in the course of the seventh century. Egypt was lost very quickly and
sporadic attempts to reconquer it from the sea were not successful; some
coastal regions of North Africa remained in Byzantine hands until the end
of the same century, the delay in ousting them being caused by civil wars
among the Arabs who for some decades stopped their offensive. The
Orthodox state Church of the Byzantines had never been strong in the
African provinces because the Egyptians adhered tenaciously to their
Monophysite creed, and the North African urban population to the Roman
Church. Whatever influence the Orthodox Church had had in previous
centuries, it lost for ever through the Muslim conquest. Although Nubia
had never formed a part of the Byzantine empire, Byzantine cultural and
religious influence remained comparatively strong there even after the
Arab conquest of Egypt, especially in Makuria, the central of the three
Christian Nubian states, which adopted — in contrast to the others — the
Orthodox (Melkite) creed. The administration was modelled on Byzantine
bureaucracy, the higher classes dressed in Byzantine manner and spoke
Greek. But gradually the links with Byzantine culture and religion were
weakened and at the end of the seventh century the king of Makuria intro-
duced Monophysitism into his state which was now united with the north-
ern Nobadia.” This change led to a strengthening of the ties with Coptic

7. On the question of Orthodox and Monophysite religion in Nubia cf. Unesco General
History of Africa, Vol. I1, ch. 12; Vol. III, ch. 8.
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Egypt and partly with Syria and Palestine, too, where Nubian Christians
found more inspiration in contacts with their Monophysite coreligionists.

During its struggle against Persia, Byzantium was interested in an
alliance with Christian, although Monophysite, Ethiopia. The Arab expan-
sion cut off Byzantium from the Red Sea and the trade with India, thus
making the alliance impossible as well as impracticable. As Monophysite
Christianity became more and more the symbol of the Ethiopian state and
nation, hostile both to Islam and to any other form of Christianity, it devel-
oped its own original identity without any reference to Byzantine models,
either in theology or in artistic and literary expression.

Western Europe

When we turn our attention to the western provinces of the former Roman
empire, i.e. the part we call usually Western Europe, we encounter here, on
the eve of the period under discussion, a situation totally different from
that of Byzantium. All the territory to the west of the Rhine and to the
south of the Alps including parts of the British Isles, had become, between
the fourth and the seventh centuries, the theatre of the great migration of
Germanic peoples.

These migrations left Western Europe to a high degree devastated;
urban life declined and social life became highly localized in small agglo-
merations of population. Western Europe ceased to be an urban civiliza-
tion, and became a civilization of small agricultural settlements which
maintained only vestiges of mutual relationship.

The general disorganization of life changed Europe between the fifth
and tenth centuries into a congeries of small disconnected territories. Its
societies lived practically in the forests and plains where people fought des-
perately to survive until the next harvest; to have enough to eat every day
was the prerogative of a few great and powerful men. These societies could
have hardly adopted the ways of classical urban civilization.

During these troubled times trade, local as well as long-distance, could
hardly progress; a tendency to autarkic economy on all levels led to the pro-
gressive disappearance of market exchange and the money economy. As
cash became rarer, payment for necessary goods and services was made in
agricultural products; the land and its tenure were now the chief source —
besides war — of wealth and power. The peasants working on these lands
entered, voluntarily or under duress, into various kinds of contractual re-
lationship with their landlords giving a greater or larger part of their prod-
ucts in exchange for security and defence against foreign or domestic
enemies. In this way there slowly emerged the feudal system which charac-
terized the historical process in Europe for many centuries to come.

During the seventh century, at a time when the Byzantine empire had to
fight against invaders from south and north, Western Europe, not yet
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threatened by external foes, was able to reorganize itself into some more-
or-less stable territorial units. In the west the Visigoths dominated the
entire Iberian peninsula, in Gaul and adjacent lands the Frankish Merov-
ingians established their domination and in England the Anglo-Saxons
founded their kingdoms. Italy was at the end of the century divided among
the Byzantines in the south and the newly arrived Germanic Longobards
in the north. In the course of the next centuries the Catholic creed was
adopted by all Germanic peoples in Western Europe. Thus, by the seventh
century Western Europe, divided ethnically, politically and economically,
acquired an element of religious and cultural unity.

The Arabo-Berber conquest of Visigothic Spain at the beginning of the
eighth century amputated a considerable part of the Latin West. The
Franks were able to stop further Muslim penetration into Gaul but Arab
incursions and raids on coastal places in southern France and in Italy con-
tinued for more than two centuries, contributing to general insecurity in
the Mediterranean. Nevertheless at the end of the same century the first
and for a long time the only successful attempt to give political unity to
Western Europe was made; it was the work of the Carolingians. Charle-
magne’s predecessors unified the Frankish territories between the Pyrenees
and the Rhine and repulsed the attacks of other Germanic peoples from the
east. Charlemagne (768-814) himself incorporated the majority of eastern
Germans into his state and established a frontier against the Slavs on the
Elbe. The northern half of Italy as well as some territories in northern
Spain also fell under Frankish domination and it is no wonder that Charle-
magne — as the most powerful monarch in the Latin West — was crowned
Emperor in 800. But many parts of Western Europe remained outside his
empire: the British Isles, the larger part of Spain under Muslim rule, and
southern Italy still in Byzantine and Longobardian hands.

With Charlemagne is connected the famous thesis of the Belgian histor-
ian Henri Pirenne that has led to vigorous debates concerning the relation-
ship between the emergence of the Muslim empire and the fate of Western
Europe.® The Pirenne thesis claims, in a generalized way, that it was not
the invasions of the ‘barbarian Germanic tribes’ in the fifth century that
ended Rome’s control of trade in the Mediterranean Basin but rather the
creation of the Muslim empire. The wresting of North Africa and the east-
ern provinces from Byzantium by the Arabs created a final break between
East and West. This forced Western Europe to turn inward upon itself and
its own resources, substituting for the maritime economy of the Merov-
ingtans the landlocked and continental Carolingian economy, so that West-
ern Europe became poor and barbarian. ‘Without Muhammad, no
Charlemagne’ runs the Pirenne formula; in this view the founder of the
Western empire appears rather as a symbol of renunciation than of a

8. H. Pirenne, 1937; A. F. Havighurst, 1958.
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renewed greatness and thus marks a change of direction in the destinies of
the Latin West. Stagnation was overcome only after the tenth century with
the emergence of anew European urbanism which, in the final analysis, en-
abled the rise of modern society.

Although this thesis has been finally rejected by the ma;orlty of histor-
ians, its main merit was to have drawn attention to important problems of
change in medieval economies and to the rise of European feudalism. It
also made historians aware of the impact of the Arabs and their domination
of North Africa on developments in Europe, a long-neglected theme. .

Whether there was a total closure of the Mediterranean and an interrup-
tion of long-distance trade as a result of the Arab conquests, or only a dimi-
nution in its volume — those were the moot points in the discussion — seems
to be less relevant in view of the chief weak point of the Pirenne thesis,
namely that this interruption should have had such far-reaching con-
sequences. The long-distance trade, however lucrative or voluminous, did
not play the decisive role in the social and economic life of Western Europe
attributed to it by Pirenne. Consequently its interruption could not have
caused such profound changes in the economic structure. The autarkic
latifundium, which seriously menaced even the existence of towns in the
empire, had existed long before the Germanic and Arab conquests.

The lasting Arab and Islamic impact on Europe did not result from the
military confrontation or the interruption of trade contacts across the
Mediterranean but rather from the long years of Muslim rule in Spain and
Sicily. Through the innovations brought to these regions, new crops, agri-
cultural processes and technology, and — mainly in sciences and philosophy
— new concepts were introduced into a Europe that was less developed in
these matters than the Islamic world. Although the European Renaissance
began later — from the thirteenth century onwards — the foundations from
which it arose were laid in the period of the greatest flowering of Islamic
civilization, between the eighth and twelfth centuries.

Eastern and Northern Europe

In the rest of Europe — beyond the ancient Roman frontiers on the Rhine
and the Danube — the westward migrations of Germanic tribes opened the
way for Slavonic expansion which took two general directions: southwards
across the Danube to the Balkans and westwards into the territory of
present-day Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary and the German Demo-
cratic Republic. In the Balkans the ancestors of Yugoslavs and Bulgars,
after crossing the Danube in the sixth century, attacked Byzantine Euro-
pean provinces and gradually settled there, changing totally the political
and ethnic pattern.

With regard to the Muslim world the Slavonic peoples were to play for
some centuries a similar role to that of black Africans; they were imported
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thither as slaves.? As victims of incessant wars and raids waged against
them mostly by their German neighbours, or of their own internecine
wars, they were not only retained as a labour force in Europe but were also
exported abroad to the Muslim countries. Those captured in central
Europe went through the Frankish state to Muslim Spain, whereas those
from the Balkans were mostly sold by the Venetians to North Africa.
Called by the Arabs ‘al-Sakaliba’ (sing., al-Saklabi) they were employed
mainly as soldiers, in state administration and, when castrated, in
harems.!® Whereas in Muslim Spain the term ‘al-Sakaliba’ soon expanded
to designate all European slaves of whatever nationality, in the Maghrib
and in Fatimid Egypt it retained its original meaning. And it was here that
the Slavs of Balkan origin did play an important role, participating as sol-
diers and administrators in the consolidation as well as expansion of the
Fatimid power.!' The most famous among them was Djawhar, the con-
queror of - Egypt, founder of Cairo and of the al-Azhar University.
Although the Slavs were soon absorbed, ethnically and culturally, by the
Muslim Arab society in the Maghrib and Egypt, they nevertheless did con-
tribute to the shaping of the destiny of these parts of North Africa in the
course of the tenth and eleventh centuries.

With the adoption of Christianity the majority of Slavonic peoples
entered into the community of European ‘civilized’ nations and ceased to
be sold as slaves abroad. At the end of the eleventh century the states of
Bohemia, Poland, Croatia, Serbia and Bulgaria already existed, whereas in
the east the state of Kiev accomplished the unification of the majority of
eastern Slavonic peoples.

Between the eighth and tenth centuries another group of peoples from
beyond the horizon of Mediterranean nations emerged on the European
scene, the Viking (or Norman) invaders, conquerors and merchant-
adventurers who from their Scandinavian homes attacked coastal regions,
and along rivers even some parts of the interior, from their technologically
advanced ships. These attacks and raids were repeated over many years
and caused heavy devastation and general insecurity in many regions such
as the British Isles and France; but some Normans (called by the Arabs
‘al-Madjus’) reached as far south as Muslim Spain and even Morocco. In
Eastern Europe the Vikings (known here as Varyags) combined raids with

9. It is significant that in all West European languages the word for ‘slave’ (Sklave,
esclave, esclavo, escravo, etc.) is derived from the ethnonym ‘Slav’, the name various Slavo-
nic peoples used for themselves. This points to the fact that during the formative period of
European national languages, which coincides precisely with the period under discussion,
the Slavonic prisoners of war must have formed the main bulk of the slave population in
Western Europe.

10. The castration, being forbidden by the Muslim law, was performed already in
Europe with the town of Verdun as the most important place so that Reinhard Dozy called
it a ‘eunuch factory’.

11. Cf. Chapter 12 below.
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commerce, establishing their factories along the Russian river system.
Descending the Volga they reached the Caspian Sea and made contact with
the countries of the Caliphate; sometimes they plundered the coastal
regions of Transcaucasia, sometimes they travelled as merchants as far as
Baghdad, trading in furs, swords and slaves.

Until the eleventh century the Normans, with the exception of the
above-mentioned raid on the Moroccan coast in 858 or 859 which re-
mained an ephemeral episode, did not enter into any direct contact with
Africa. A group of Normans settled permanently in northern France (Nor-
mandy) founding there a strong state. Apart from conquering England in
1066, these same Normans also carved out for themselves a state in south-
ern Italy. From here they undertook the conquest of Muslim Sicily making
it their base for further expansion directed partly to North Africa. For one
century the Normans of Sicily became an important factor in the political
history of Muslim North Africa.

The Muslim raids from the south and Norman incursions from the
north deeply influenced Western Europe. It became almost impossible to
offer a centralized and organized resistance to these sudden attacks on so
many places. Thus the local defence was organized by local lords; in con-
sequence they became more and more independent of their nominal rulers,
kings and emperors, and in many cases became even more powerful and
wealthy than these. This process of gradual dissolution of centralized auth-
ority had already begun in the mid-ninth century and strengthened the
already existing tendency to feudal fragmentation.

A relative security returned to Europe by the eleventh century; the dan-
gerous invasions and migrations with their accompanying upheavals came
to an end and in large parts of the continent 2 more-or-less permanent eth-
nic pattern emerged. From now on changes in political frontiers or the
emergence and disappearance of states were due mainly to dynastic policies
and aspirations, not to migrations of whole peoples.

It would not be inappropriate to call the period between the seventh and
eleventh centuries in Europe the age of transition or transformation, in the
sense that during these centuries there emerged a new Europe which dif-
fered profoundly from the Europe of Classical times.

New nations living in Antiquity beyond the horizon of the Greeks and
Romans and therefore not considered belonging to Europe, became
accepted into the European community by their adoption of Christianity
and its cultural values and by their adherence to the common political sys-
tem. The continent was politically and even more so economically frag-
mented into innumerable small units but already in the eleventh century
there was a vague but growing awareness of religious and cultural solidarity
especially vis~-d-vis the Muslim world. But this awareness was not strong
enough to stop the quarrels between the Orthodox and Catholic Churches
or to avert the great schisms of the mid-eleventh century.

The eleventh century also marks the end of the transitional period in the
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economy; serfdom was from now on the dominant mode of production in
medieval Europe in which ties of vassalage were also dominant, forming
thus the socio-political structure properly called feudal. In some parts of
Western and Northern Europe, after a long stagnation, agriculture went
through a process of innovation with the introduction of the heavy plough,
open fields, triennal rotation, all of which improved methods of producing
food. There also emerged new technologies in industrial production such
as the application of water power in cloth-making or to activate hammers
and bellows in producing more and better iron and iron implements.
Transport was made easier on land by the invention of the whippletree for
long wagons and the better harnessing of horses much improvement was
also made in ship construction.

No less important was the rise of European towns after so many centur-
ies of decadence. Most spectacular was the revival of Italian towns, es-
pecially the ports of Venice, Amalfi, Pisa and Genoa. Before the tenth
century their merchants had already started to develop trade with the
Byzantine empire as well as with Muslim countries of North Africa and the
Near East, exporting timber, metals and slaves, and importing luxury
goods such as silk fabrics and spices but also flax, cotton, olive oil and soap.
In the eleventh century the Italian merchant republics already dominated
the Mediterranean trade; the most active among them, Venice, was given
free-trade privileges in all Byzantine ports by the Byzantine emperor and
nearly monopolized maritime transport so that Byzantium became a com-
mercial colony of the Venetians. :

- In the eleventh century Western Europe, until then involved in the
struggle for survival in the face of many invasions, gained enough forces to
abandon the defensive and prepare to take the offensive.

The offensive started in Sicily; between 1060 and 1091 the Normans
conquered the entire island from its Arab rulers and founded a strong state
from which they attacked the North African coast and its towns. In 1085
Toledo, one of the most important Muslim cities in Spain, fell into the
hands of the Christians. Although the Christian offensive was then halted
by the interventions of Berber Almoravids and Almohads for more than a
century, this date nevertheless marks the real beginning of the reconquista,
the Spanish Muslims being driven permanently onto the defensive.

By the end of the century the First Crusade — the earliest serious over-
seas enterprise and one in which various European peoples were repre-
sented — had also achieved its first success with the conquest of Jerusalem
and some other towns in the Levant. For nearly two hundred years the
Europeans, called Franks by their Muslim enemies, animated at the begin-
ning by a sincere religious zeal and later by the more mundane interests of
feudal lords and Italian merchants, tried to incorporate the eastern
Mediterranean into their sphere of influence. But the Muslim counter-
offensives, in spite of further Crusades, gradually eroded the Latin states in
the Levant and succeeded at the end of the thirteenth century in expelling
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the last Crusaders from Palestine. In the meantime the Byzantine empire,
regarded by the Westerners with envy and hostility, became the main vic-
tim of the Crusades, emerging at the end much weaker than before. The
real victors of this two centuries’ long struggle were the Muslims and then
the Italian republics which became great mercantile powers.

In the preceding pages we have amply shown the various implications
which the Muslim presence on the southern shores of the Mediterranean in
North Africa had on Western Europe. Although we do not subscribe fully
to Pirenne’s thesis, it nevertheless remains a historical fact that with the
Arab conquest of North Africa the Mediterranean Basin ceased to be a part
of a single large cultural area as it has been in the preceding millennium
and became divided between the European (or Christian) and the Arabo-
Berber (or Muslim) zones, each with its own culture and going separate
ways.

From the Western European point of view, Africa became identified
with the Muslim world as it was from this region that the main incursions
and invasions, but also various influences and ideas, were coming. When
more intensive commercial contacts between the northern and southern
shores of the Mediterranean developed later, Africa, which the Europeans
then came to know, was still Muslim Africa. It is thus not surprising that
Africa was identified with the arch-enemy of Christianity, and its inhabit-
ants, irrespective of their colour, were regarded and treated accordingly.!?
The lack in Europe of any direct contacts with Africa beyond the Muslim
sphere must have inevitably led to the emergence of a very distorted image
of the continent and particularly of its black inhabitants. Some recent
studies, mainly those by J. Devisse and F. de Medeiros'? have clearly
shown how both this ignorance, and the presumed identification of black
Africans with Muslims, fashioned the European image of black Africans as
the impersonation of sin, evil and inferiority. It was in those early medieval
times that European negative attitudes, prejudices and hostility to peoples
of black skin emerged, to be later strengthened by the slave trade and
slavery.

Africa, Asia and the Indian Ocean

Since the general aspects of the Indian Ocean factor in African history,
particularly those of a geographical and oceanographical nature, are dis-
cussed in Volume II of the General History,'* we shall here examine only
such developments that were significant in the period between the seventh
and eleventh centuries.

12. The term ‘Moors’ (and other derivates of Lat. Mauri) signified for a long time both
the Muslims and the blacks; only later the distinction was being made between ‘white
Moors’ and *black Moors’ (Blackamoors); cf. J. Devisse, 1979a, pp. 53—4 and notes on p. 220.

13. ibid., pp. 47fT., and passim; F. de Medeiros, 1973.

14. Cf. Unesco, General History of Aftica, Vol. 11, ch. 22.
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In the course of the last two decades a few specialized colloquiums and
some collective studies have been dedicated to the problem of relations
between different parts of the Indian Ocean region;’® a common feature of
them was to call attention to extant problems and to indicate orientations
for future research rather than offering definitive answers to a. great
number of as yet unsolved questions of paramount interest for the history
of Africa and the adjacent islands.

The period under discussion is especially beset by these unsolved prob-
lems. The main difficulty arises from the fact that owing to some peculiar
coincidences — in contrast to the preceding and subsequent periods — our
knowledge about the hlstory of the Indian Ocean and the relations between
the countries bordering it, is based on rather slender evidence.

It consists up to now of a few, mostly second-hand accounts written by
Muslim authors after the tenth century, of some scattered archaeological
findings of goods of Asian provenance on the East African coast and on the
islands, and of some parallels in the material culture. The situation is not
helped by the insufficiency of historical material originating in South India
and South-east Asia whose history at this period is far less well known than
that of the Islamic countries to the west of India. Another difficulty con-
cerns the dating; in Africa we do find some plants of unquestionably Asian
origin, and some African languages — particularly Kiswahili — contain
many Indian loan-words, but to pinpoint the precise time of their intro-
duction is problematic. As for other problems and questions that are wait-
ing to be tackled, it suffices to look at the long list catalogued in the report
of the Unesco meeting on historical relations across the Indian Ocean’® to
see the enormous research that needs to be done before a clearer picture of
the mutual contacts in this region emerges. S

Muslim commerce

The important place that the Islamic empire held in inter-continental rela-
tions was demonstrated earlier on in this chapter and we do not propose
here to recount all the factors that played a role in establishing its pre-
dominance in the fields of economics, trade, navigation etc.

In contrast to the Mediterranean Sea, the Indian Ocean has been in
general an ocean of peace. The trade relations between its peoples, going
back to early times, though not always advantageous in the same way to all
participants, were only rarely disturbed by wars. Permanent trade tenden-
cies seem to have been stronger. than transitional political ones, the push
towards economic exchanges stronger than political antagonism. In the
early medieval Mediterranean, Muslim and Christian powers were
involved in a continuous struggle and although commercial contacts never

15. Cf. mainly D. S. Richards (ed.), 1970; M. Mollat, 1971; Colloque de Samt-Dems
1972; H. N. Chittick and R. I. Rotberg (eds), 1975; Unesco, 1980.
16. Unesco, 1980.
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totally ceased, the state of war was not generally favourable to trade. By
contrast, the expansion of Islam in the Indian Ocean had not negatively in-
fluenced Arabo-Persian trade activities since the merchants were anxious
not to disturb established commercial relations through forceful conver-
sion,

This does not mean, however, that the Indian Ocean trade has been an
idyllic one. In addition to the slave trade, which was often accompanied by
warlike deeds and the use of force, there existed throughout the period
large-scale piracy. But it should be pointed out that it never reached the
extent known from the Mediterranean where it was inflamed and even jus-
tified by religious differences.

There were some other negative factors that interfered with the other-
wise continuous prosperity of the Muslim enterprise. In the second half of
the ninth century two incidents seriously disrupted the Indian Ocean
trade. The first was the great Zandj revolt in the region of lower Iraq and
the Persian Gulf in the years 252/866—270/883.'7 Some of the most
important ports — Bagra, Ubulla, Abadan — were devastated and Baghdad
was cut off from access to the sea. The merchants of these ports who sur-
vived the massacres fled into the interior or to other ports, and many ships
were lost. For more. than fifteen years the maritime trade in this region
stagnated from want of merchant capital, goods and ships.

The second blow to the Muslim trade occurred almost simultaneously,
in 265/878, when the forces of the Chinese rebel Huang Ch’ao sacked Can-
ton and massacred a huge number of foreign traders, mostly from Muslim
countries. The lives of some merchants were apparently spared, for accord-
ing to the narrator of this disastrous incident, the rebels oppressed Arab
shipmasters, imposed illegal burdens on the merchants and appropriated
their wealth.'8

. Two calamities of this order could not, of course, occur without leaving
traces on Muslim merchant seafaring. The ports at the terminal of the Per-
sian Gulf went through a period of decline and in the East the Muslim
merchants preferred to stop at Kalah (on the west coast of the Malayan
peninsula) at that time a part of the Srivijaya empire of Sumatra (cf. pp
279 below) and to meet there with their Chinese counterparts.

In spite of the calamities of the ninth century, and the monopolistic ten-
dencies of the Srlvuaya rulers, the Muslim trade gradually recovered and
slowly started to regain its former importance. Not even some disasters of
the tenth century, such as the sack of Basra by the Karmatians from eastern
Arabia in 308/920, the burning of the whole Omani fleet in 330/942 by the
ruler of Basra besieged by this fleet, or the earthquake that destroyed Siraf
in 366/977, were able to stop the movements of Muslim ships on the sea-
lanes of the Indian Ocean.

17. Cf. Chapter 26 below.
18. G. F. Hourani, 1951, pp. 77-9.
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The eleventh century witnessed a major shift in the Muslim trade
caused by the decline of the Abbasid Caliphate in the Middle East and the
simultaneous rise of the Fatimids on North African soil. The age-old
rivalry between the route terminating in the Persian Gulf, and the route
leading through the Red Sea, was then resolved to the advantage of the
latter after many centuries in wh1ch it played a minor role in Indian Ocean
commerce. .

So far we have spoken about the role of the Muslim Arabs and Persmns
in Indian Ocean interrelations. What about the others; Africans, Indians,
Indonesians and Chinese? To what degree did these peoples participate in
these relations? Did their cultural and material interchange occur through
direct or only through indirect contacts?

All this is connected with another problem: do we not overestimate or
exaggerate the part played by Muslims in the Indian Ocean merely on the
grounds that the evidence and documentation for their activities is at
present the most abundant? Only a careful study of all available evidence
could bring a definitive answer; already the discovery of some new facts
and aspects of the question permits a better assessment of the role played in
Indian Ocean relations by non-Muslims. Nevertheless the overall picture
of Muslim predominance in this area seems to be unaffected by the recog-
nition of other peoples’ roles.

This i is only natural: the dominant position of Muslim trade did not
emerge ‘ex nihilo’, it reflected the dynamics of the whole socio-economic
structure of the Muslim world in these centuries as well as its favourable
geographical situation on the crossroads of continents. As mentioned
earlier, none of the cultural areas of the Old World was able at this time to
sustain continuous contacts with all the others; the Islamic area was the
only one to develop a truly intercontinental trade network. And the period
between the seventh and eleventh centuries was just the time when this
intercontinental trade evolved to reach its maturity, even if its greatest
expansion was to be achieved only later.

Chinese commerce

Now to the participation of other nations; we will deal firstly with the
Chinese, mainly for the reason that there are already some exhaustive
studies on their enterprise in the Indian Ocean and contacts with Africa.!?
Chinese contacts in ancient and medieval times with the other main areas
of the Old World — India, western Asia and the lands around the Mediter-
ranean — were established almost. entirely, through the export trade in
which the most important commodity was silk and, later, chinaware.
Although China already possessed the necessary technical knowledge

19. Cf. J. J. L. Duyvendak, 1949; T. Filesi, 1962, 1970.
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and means for long-distance sea voyages on the Indian Ocean under the
T’ang dynasty (618—906), she did not employ her own ships for trade
beyond the Malayan peninsula. The reasons for Chinese absence from the
Indian Ocean were of a cultural and institutional order.2° In the centuries
immediately preceding the rise of Islam, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) was the
main entrepot for sea trade between China and western Asia. Ships from
Champa or Indonesian states used to sail as far west as Ceylon; from here
westwards the trade was in the hands of Persians and Axumites.

The Chinese came to know the Indian Ocean through Indian, Persian
and later Arab intermediaries. They presumably were not aware of the
existence of another continent at the other side of the ocean. The fragmen-
tary accounts in Chinese literary sources about Africans and Africa seem to
be drawn from Muslim accounts. In consequence they came to think of the
Africans as subjects of Muslim rulers and of their countries as forming part
of the Arab empire.?! African commodities wanted and welcomed by
China were easily obtainable through foreign merchants who came in their
own ships to Chinese ports.

Among the African goods that reached China the most important were
ivory, ambergris, frankincense and myrrh as well as Zandj slaves.?? In the
well-known account of Ibn Lakis about the attack on Kanbalu (Pemba) in
the year 334/945-6 by the Wak-Wak people, the Chinese are also said to
demand tortoiseshell and panther skins.?3

For some time the opinion was held that the history of East Africa has
been written in Chinese porcelain.?4 Indeed, in East African coastal cities
an enormous quantity of Chinese porcelain has been found, so that this
ware must have formed an important part of Chinese exports to Africa.
Sherds which closely correspond to finds on the East African coast have
also been found in Somalia and South Arabia; all this indicates that the
whole area of the western Indian Ocean may be considered as forming one
single area from the point of view of imports of this type.2* But the bulk of
the Chinese porcelain belongs to a period later than the eleventh century. A
similar situation obtains for Chinese coins found on the coast. The evi-
dence thus points to the conclusion that whereas African commodities
formed a constant part of Chinese imports from early times, the arrival of
Chinese goods in significant quantities could be placed only in the period
after the eleventh century. As mentioned above, the exchange between
China and Africa was not direct, but passed through the Muslim trade
network in the Indian Ocean.

20. Wang Gungwu, 1980.

21. ibid.

22. Cf. Chapter 26 below.

23. Buzurg ibn Shahriyar, 18836, cf. also Chapter 25 below.

24. Sir Mortimer Wheeler, quoted by G. S. P. Freeman-Grenville, 1962a, p. 35.
25. ibid.
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Indian commerce

The entire problem of India’s role in the Indian Ocean, particularly in the
first millennium of the Christian era, is still open. It concerns mainly the
participation of Indians in international trade, and the Indian influence on
various parts of this region. The task of solving this complex problem is not
made easier by the almost total lack of evidence of Indian provenance in
the period under discussion. .

One of the first observations that sprmgs to mind is the great difference
between the Indian impact on the eastern and western parts of the Indian
Ocean area; throughout the whole of South-east Asia the Indian cultural
influence is more than evident both in material and spiritual spheres, not-
withstanding the fact that in some parts it was overlaid later by Islam. On
the opposite side of the Indian Ocean there is nothing comparable to Boro-
budur, the Old Javanese Ramayana epics, Balinese Hinduism, the Sanskrit
loan-words in dozens of languages and so on. It seems as if the Indians had
established a north-south line across the Indian Ocean, deliberately decid-
ing to turn their eyes only eastwards and to avert them from the west. This
must have occurred sometime in the middle of the first millennium; in the
first centuries of the Christian era there is enough evidence of Indian ships
plying between India and the western parts of the ocean and of Indian in-
fluence in Ethiopia and even Nubia, but as has been rightly remarked by
D. K. Keswani,?¢ this glorious period of Indian maritime activities did not
last very long. But even so, the Indian cultural impact in this part of Africa
is weaker than that in South-east Asia and not comparable with it. Later, at
the time of the flourishing of the East African coastal cities, the Indians
started to participate in steadily growing numbers in the trade between
Africa and India but it was then too late for Indian culture to exercise - any
deeper influence on the already Islamized coastal society.

In the period between the seventh and the eleventh centuries, rglations
between Africa and India seem to have been at their lowest ebb.2? Contact
nevertheless existed, and was mostly connected with the exchange of
goods. One of the most important African commodities exported to India
has always been ivory. The ivory trade flourished already in Antiquity and
there is hardly any Arabic source that does not mention it when describing
the East African coast. Al-Mas‘iid1 (d. 345/956) wrote that ivory from East
Africa was destined for export to India and China and adds that its main
entrepot was Oman. This confirms the already expressed suggestion that
there was no direct connection between Africa and India at this time.2® As

26. Cf. D. K. Keswani, 1980, p. 42.

27. There is evidence about the activities of Indian pirates operating from Socotra dur-
ing this time, but pirates do not usually fulfil the role of cultural apostles. Al-Mukaddasi,
1877, p. 14; al-Mas'idi, 1861-77, Vol. 3, pp. 36—7; cf. G. F. Hourani, 1951, p. 8o.

28. Cf. G. S. P. Freeman-Grenville, 1962a, pp. 201-2, who discusses the commercial
and nautical reasons for the lack of direct communications.
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for other export goods no evidence is available from these centuries but we
have to bear in mind that al-Idris?’s (d. 549/1154) well-known report of
African iron exports to India relates in all probability to earlier times and
therefore to our period. This African product played an important role in
the development of one branch of Indian industry, the production of steel
blades. It seems that this is one of the rare occurrences of African export
goods that did not belong in the category of primary commodities; it must
be stressed here that Africa did not export iron ore (in any case too bulky a
cargo for the capacity of contemporary vessels) but already a processed
product, probably pig-iron.2®

Although in later periods many people of African origin imported as
slaves came to prominence in India, nothing similar occurred in our
period. Some African slaves were certainly exported to India via Arabia or
Persia but so far no corresponding documents or other evidence has come
to light. Nor do we have sufficient indications about population movements
in the opposite direction, of Indians towards Africa. In many oral tradi-
tions from the coast and adjacent islands there are many references to
people called Debuli (Wadebuli) who are believed to have arrived at the
coast even before the Shirazi and thus before the twelfth century. Some
ancient buildings are connected with them. Their name is considered to be
derived from the great port of al-Daybul (Dabhol) in the mouth of the
Indus River.3° The date of their arrival at the coast is highly controversial,
some traditions placing it before the conversion of the coastal towns to
Islam, others connecting it with the introduction of firearms, and thus
rather late. Only one person with the nisba al-Dabuli is recorded, a man
whom the Portuguese installed as sultan of Kilwa in 1502.

All this does not exclude the possibility that some people of Indian ori-
gin had settled — most likely as traders — on the coast in earlier times. But in
any case their number would not have been great since otherwise more
concrete traces, in written sources or in material culture, would have been
preserved. Kiswahili contains, indeed, many loan-words of Indian origin
but until now it has been impossible to determine the epoch in which they
were introduced. However, owing to the well-documented increase of
Indian expatriates in later centuries, these loan-words seem to have been
borrowed comparatively recently, certainly not in the period under discus-
sion.

Contacts with Indonesia

Whereas the contacts between Africa on one hand, and China and India on
the other, have been, as indicated, indirect rather than direct, there existed
on the other side of the Indian Ocean one region that left indubitable traces

29. Al-Idrsy, 1970, Vol. 1, Iklim I/8, pp. 67-8.
30. Cf. ]J. M. Gray, 1954, pp. 25—-30; G. S. P. Freeman-Grenville, 1962a, pp. 202—-3.
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in at least some parts of Africa. The Indonesian contribution to the
peopling of Madagascar has been long recognized. At present one of the
main tasks of Malagasy history is to elucidate the process of mingling of
elements of Indonesian and African origin in the Malagasy culture. As
these and cognate problems of Malagasy history are discussed in other
chapters of this work,?! we shall deal here only with those topics that have
a direct bearing on the African continent.

It seems now that the impact of the Indonesians on the African main-
land has been exaggerated. There is virtually no evidence for direct Indo-
nesian penetration of East Africa similar to what obtains in Madagascar.
Until now no archaeological, linguistic or somatic data have been dis-
covered to demonstrate a prolonged presence of Indonesians. The theory
of H. Deschamps??2 that before settling in Madagascar the proto-Malagasy
made a stay on the coast of Africa where they mixed or married with Afri-
cans, lacks any supporting evidence. Raymond Kent has expanded this hy-
pothesis, assuming a movement from Indonesia into East Africa before the
arrival of the Bantu-speaking groups; later the Indonesians and Bantu met
and mixed in the interior and from this mingling the Afro-Malagasy popu-
lation resulted. The expansion of the Bantu to the coastal areas forced this
population to migrate to Madagascar.?3

These theories were developed on the ground that the Indonesians were
believed to be unable to accomplish a non-stop migration across the Indian
Ocean. As a corollary to this some further stopping places like the Nico-
bars, Sri Lanka, India, the Laccadives and Maldives are mentioned so that
the Indonesian migration is seen as a series of relatively short springs from
island to island with some stops in India and East Africa. Such a recon-
struction is in itself not impossible or improbable but similar stops must
have been of rather short duration as the Indonesians have left no discern-
- ible vestiges of their presence in these places.

-Much has been made, chiefly by G. P. Murdock of the so-called
‘Malaysian botanical complex comprising such plants as rice, bananas,
taro (cocoyam), yams, breadfruit tree and others that came to form the
staple food of many Africans. Murdock and others believed that this com-
plex had been brought to Madagascar during the first millennium before
the Christian era by migrants from Indonesia who travelled right along the
coast of southern Asia before reaching the East African coast. Leaving
aside the complex problem of the origin of these plants, it should be
pointed out that the diffusion of cultivated plants does not depend on phys-
ical migrations of the peoples who first started to cultivate them or had
earlier adopted them, as is more than clearly demonstrated by the diffusion
of some American crops through western and central Africa after the six-
teenth century. This, of course, does not exclude the possibility that some

31. Cf. Chapter 25 below and Unesco, General History of Afnm Vol II, ch 28.
32. H. Deschamps, 1960.
33- R.K.Kent, 1970.
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of the South-east Asian plants were introduced later to the African main-
land from Madagascar.

There is, however, no doubt that the Indonesians were capable and
accomplished navigators and that they undertook many voyages in all
directions from their island homes. Apart from being perhaps the first to
open maritime commerce with China, they were particularly active on the
sea routes towards India. In Sumatra and Java there emerged in the second
half of the first millennium great maritime powers such as the empire of
Srivijaya in Sumatra (seventh to thirteenth centuries) and the state of the
Sailendra dynasty (eighth century) in Java which later also came to power
in Srivijaya.’4

We are here concerned merely with those aspects of their history that re-
late to the general situation in the Indian Ocean region on the one hand,
and to their possible contacts with Africa on the other. The Srivijaya state,
with its first centre in south-eastern Sumatra, emerged as a maritime power
in the second half of the seventh century. During the following centuries
its territorial as well as commercial expansion continued and when in the
tenth century the first accounts of Arabic/Persian geographers started to
appear, the Srivijaya ruler became for them the ‘Maharaja’ par excellence,
being the most powerful and important sovereign of the whole region, the
‘King of the isles of the eastern seas’. The Srivijaya rulers imposed their
control on the main export ports in the region, thus securing a vast mono-
poly on the spice trade. The control of the Malacca Strait gave them an
enormous advantage since all maritime traffic had to flow through it and to
call at its ports. The relations with the Cholas in South India on the one
hand, and with China on the other, were continuous and friendly until the
first quarter of the eleventh century.

After the almost total destruction of the Muslim merchant colony in
China in 265/878 (cf. p. 21 above) and the ensuing decline of direct
Muslim—Chinese trade, the Srivijaya’s rulers seized the opportunity to in-
sert themselves into this lucrative enterprise; the eastbound Muslim ships
met with the southbound Chinese ships at Kalah in the Malacca Strait, a
port under the suzerainty of the Srivijaya empire. At the same time the
ships of Srivijaya participated in the Indian Ocean trade; the close contacts
with South India are documented by inscriptions in Buddhist monasteries
and schools of Negapatam. As for the voyages to the western Indian Ocean
we dispose of a few but extremely important Arabic texts. The first is the
well-known account about the attack of the Wak-Wak people on Kanbala
(Pemba) in 334/945-6.%° ‘

The mention of the whole year’s journey necessary to accomplish the

34. Cf. D. G. Hall, 1964, pp. 53fT.

35. Cf. Buzurg ibn Shahriyar, 1883-6, pp. 174—s5; a full translation of this account is to
be found in Unesco, General History of Africa, Vol. 11, pp. 706—7, where the second sen-
tence should read: ‘... they arrived in about a thousand of ships and fought vigorously
against them (inhabitants of Kanbali) but were not able to defeat them.’
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voyage from their homes to East Africa already led the narrator to the con-
clusion that the islands of Wak-Wak are situated opposite China.
G. Ferrand has shown that under the term Wak-Wak the Muslim authors
understood two regions or people, one somewhere in the south-western
part of the Indian Ocean, including Madagascar and the African coast to
the south of Sufala, the other in South-east Asia, in present-day Indo-
nesia.3® Various fables and ‘mirabilia’ were narrated about them and suc-
cessive authors added a lot of contradictory details so that the picture is
highly confused. But it seems that until the present nobody paid attention
to the curious coincidence that the Wak-Wak appear in Arabic geographi-
cal literature always in connection with those areas where people of
Indonesian/Malayan origin lived together with or were neighbours of or
mixed with the Negroids. This seems to be confirmed by al-Birun1*? who
says that the peoples of the Wak-Wak island are dark-skinned although in
their neighbourhood live others of lighter. skin and resembling the Turks
(the Muslim stereotype for the Mongoloids). Al-Biruni had in mind here
parts of South-east Asia and his Wak-Wak is either New Guinea (Irian)
where a locality called Fakfak is still to be found, or some of the Moluccas
Islands partly inhabited by Melanesians, or both. Many Muslim authors
were not always capable or they did not care to ascertain the precise ethni-
city of the people called Wak-Wak. So each single reference has to be
analysed in its own context before reaching the probable concrete meaning
of the term.

In this case some details of Ibn Lakis’ narrative point unmistakably to
South-east Asia as the home of these Wak-Wak people. And since we know
that at this period the Srivijaya empire was the major maritime power in
the eastern Indian Ocean, it is not too far-fetched to see in this long-
distance expedition an attempt to expand the area of Srivijaya’s trade
network in order to reach directly the sources of African commodities, thus
evading the Muslim monopoly. It was perhaps not the first voyage of this
kind, and it is possible that these expeditions began at the time when Mus-
lim commercial activities were severely restricted by the Zandj revolt as
well as by the expulsion of foreign merchants from Chinese ports in the
second half of the ninth century. How far these expeditions — and al-Idrist
confirms that Indonesian ships continued to visit African shores and
Madagascar in later centuries, too — were related to the new waves of Indo-
‘nesian migrations to Madagascar between the tenth and twelfth centuries,
remains an as yet unsolved problem. On the other hand it is not excluded
that these late migrations were in some way connected with the invasions
or raids of the South Indian Cholas on Srivijiya in the first half of the
eleventh century that considerably weakened the state and could have led

36. G. Ferrand, 1929. For the most up-to-date discussion on this problem, sée G. R.

Tibbets, 1979, pp. 166—77.
37. Al-Biriini, 1887, p. 164; for English translation, see 1888, Vol. 1, pp. 210-11.
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to flights and movements of population. The difficulty of coming to more
certain conclusions is due to lack of adequate sources for Srivijaya history.

Concluston

In comparison with the preceding period the extent and character of
mutual contacts between the African continent and other parts of the
Indian Ocean region underwent some quantitative and qualitative changes.

First we can observe a steadily increasing presence of Middle Eastern
peoples in all parts of the area and particularly on the East African coast.
There the Arabs and Persians were able to develop further their commer-
cial activities whose foundations had already been laid in the first centuries
of the Christian era. This new expansion was connected with the rise of the
Caliphate as a unifying political, cultural and economic great power. With
this background it was possible for the Muslims to monopolize the East
African trade and achieve a dominating position in the external relations of
this region. While these contacts undoubtedly contributed to the flourish-
ing of some coastal cities as centres of international trade and led to the rise
of an African entrepreneurial class, it should not be forgotten that at the
same time great numbers of African slaves were exported outside the conti-
nent to contribute to the economies of various Asiatic countries, mostly in
the Middle East.

Secondly there was a marked decline of direct contacts with India.
Before the seventh century Ethiopian ships traded with some Indian ports
and these relations are well attested by hoards of Indian (Kushan) coins
found in Ethiopia as well as by many traces of Indian influence in Ethio-
pian material and intellectual culture. Between the seventh and eleventh
centuries nothing comparable is to be observed; it was due mainly to the
passing of the traffic between India and Ethiopia into the hands of Muslims
who imposed their own cultural layers on these relations.

Thirdly, nothwithstanding the Muslim preponderance in the Indian
Ocean the Indonesians were still able to maintain contacts with Madagas-
car and even with some parts of the African coast. Their impact on the
mainland, however, must have been negligible; assertions of some scholars
about the decisive contribution of Indonesia to African culture are to be
considered as hypotheses without sufficient evidence. The situation in the
case of Madagascar is, of course, quite different as the Indonesian connec-
tion is more than evident.

We shall now investigate the role played by peoples of African origin in
the Indian Ocean context. In assessing it we should bear in mind that dur-
ing this period only a tiny part of the African continent, i.e. the narrow
coastal strip, was in contact with the outside world. The number of Afri-
cans with any opportunity to exercise any influence or to be exposed to it,
must have been rather restricted. There was thus a substantial difference
from the situation obtained in West Africa where cross-cultural contacts
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occurred on a wider and deeper front. But even so, their role has been in no
way negligible, on the contrary, it was the Africans who contributed sub-
stantially to profound changes in the destinies of a great empire. The Zandj
revolt, an authentic social rising, had far-reaching consequences in many
fields — political, social, economic. The uprising shattered the unity of the
Muslim empire as great provinces broke away from the Caliphate, and it
paved the way for the downfall of the old Abbasid regime. The political
crisis ushered in by the Zandj revolt had deepened the cleavage between
the social classes, and the well-to-do classes, being afraid for their privi-
leges, began to put their confidence in the professional armies of Turkish
and other mercenaries as the only force capable of keeping order; this her-
alded the new era in the history of the Muslim Middle East. The revolt also
taught a lesson to the Muslim ruling classes; never again do we find in the
Muslim East any large-scale enterprise based on concentration of slave
labour and it seems that the exploitation of slaves in agriculture and irriga-
tion was abandoned. This in turn led in the next century to the rise of
feudalism as the prevailing mode of production in eastern Muslim coun-
tries, the slave exploitation giving way to the feudal one. Whether there
was as a consequence a decrease in the number of imported African slaves
is, in the absence of any statistics, an open question. Another consequence
of the Zandj revolt seems to have been a hardening of racial feelings in
those times; the black Africans came to be held in contempt, in spite of the
teachings of Islam, and there emerged in Muslim literature many pre-
viously unknown themes expressing a negative attitude towards blacks.

Other aspects of African history during this period were partly due to
the interaction of various Indian Ocean regions. Among them we should
mention the growth of the participation of towns on the East African coast
in the international maritime trade. Even if the shipping was controlled by
foreign merchants, the producers and exporters were African coastal
peoples. Although the full flowering of Swahili political, economic and cul-
tural life occurred in the next centuries, it was in our period that its
foundations were laid.
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The coming of Islam and
the expansion of the Muslim
empire

M.EL FASIand . HRBEK

In Chapter 1 an attempt was made to look at the main events in the Old
World in their relations to African history in the period between the first/
seventh and fifth/eleventh centuries. This survey indicated that one of the
most dynamic forces at work during this period was Islamic society in all
its manifestations in the spheres of religion, politics, economics and
culture.

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the coming of Islam, its polit-
ical expansion and doctrinal evolution, as the background needed for a
better understanding of historical and ideological issues that will be dealt
with or touched upon in this as well as in the remaining volumes of the
General History of Africa.

Preliminary remarks

From the Islamic point of view it is not correct to say that the Prophet
Muhammad is the founder of Islam or that he was preaching a new faith.
Islam is not the name of some unique faith presented for the first time by
Muhammad, as he was the last of the prophets each reiterating the faith of
his predecessor. This is based on the following Islamic doctrine: God
having, since He created men, sent prophets to guide them and to show
them the best path to follow on earth and prepare for their eternal bliss, de-
cided at last that mankind had reached such a degree of perfection that it
was fit to receive His last revelation and to understand and appreciate the
laws that should govern its behaviour in every field. His choice for the role
of this last prophet fell on an Arab from the town of Mecca called Muham-
mad ibn ‘Abd Allah, belonging to the tribe of Kuraysh.

Muhammad’s predecessors in the prophetic missions were — apart from
some lesser figures — Abraham, Moses and Jesus Christ, who all preached
belief in one unique God on the ground of scriptures that were sent and
revealed to them from Heaven. Those who believed in those prophets and
scriptures, Jews and Christians, are called a4/ al-Kitab (people of the Book)
and as possessors of a part of the revealed truth, have the right to special
consideration from Muslims. It was God’s purpose from the start to let all
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mankind believe solely in Him as the highest being. Thus the successive
messages contained two main tenets: monotheism and universality. The
first people to be given this message were the Jews but in the course of their
history they deviated from the original message by usurping the mono-
theistic belief for themselves and denying it to others. To rectify this devi-
ation from His original purpose God sent Jesus, who indeed restored the
universality of monotheism. But the Christians, like the Jews, deviated,
this time by proclaiming Jesus son of God and thus abandoning the mono-
theistic creed. And it was Muhammad who was entrusted with the mission
of bringing the whole of humanity back to genuine universal monotheism,
Islam. Muhammad is thus not the founder of Islam, a religion that already
existed,! but the last in the chain of the prophets, being the ‘Seal of the
prophets’ (khatimu l-anbiya’). Islam thus venerates all preceding prophets
as messengers of God’s will. According to the Islamic doctrine, Jesus was a
mere mortal, although it was God’s will to make his birth a miracle like the
creation of the first man, Adam, ancestor of the human race. It does not
follow that he had the least particle of divinity. His mother, the Virgin, our
lady Miryam — mawlatuna Miryam as the Muslims call her — enjoys the
greatest respect in the Islamic world. Jesus was not killed by the Jews but
God recalled him to His presence. He did not need to redeem the sin of
Adam since God forgave Adam before compelling him to leave paradise
and live on earth.

Muhammad himself insisted that he was only a man and made a clear
distinction between his humanity and his role as Prophet: ‘I am a mortal
like you. In matters revealed to me by God, you must obey my instruc-
tions. But you know more about your own worldly affairs than I do. So my
advice in these matters is not binding.’? But since it was inconceivable that
Muhammad as the Messenger of God would act contrary to Divine will,
belief in his guidance in worldly matters became firmly established in the
Islamic faith. We will return to the role of Prophetic tradition (sunna) later.

The life of Muhammad

It would obviously take too long to recount the Prophet’s life here in detail.
Since there exists a vast literature in several languages dealing with it, we
will point out only the main events.

The Arabian peninsula on the eve of the seventh century of the Chris-
tian era was inhabited by a great number of politically independent tribes
who together formed a linguistic and cultural community. The majority of

1. C. Qoran, 28:53 where the people of the Book say: ‘Verily before it [i.e. the Qoran] we
were Muslims’.

2. Itis therefore erroneous to call the Muslims Muhammadans or Islam Muhammadan-
ism. These words were introduced into European languages on the model of Buddhism and
Christianity, religions in which the founders are worshipped as divine beings.
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them were nomads (Beduins) but in South Arabia as well as in numerous
oases sedentary populations practised agriculture. Along the ancient trade
route leading from the shores of the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean
existed a few towns whose inhabitants were engaged in commerce but still
retained the customs and moral code of the nomads. Mecca was the main
commercial and religious centre of Arabia. The religion of the pre-Islamic
Arabs was largely animistic and gods or spirits believed to inhabit blocks of
stone, rocks, trees or wells were worshipped. Some of the gods were of
astral origin (the Sun, the planet Venus). There was also a notion of a
supreme being called Allah but he was not the object of worship; more
important seems to have been the worship of Al-Lat, ‘the goddess’. The
idols of some of these gods were set up in an ancient sanctuary in Mecca
known as the Ka‘ba. In general the Arabs in these times — both nomadic
and sedentary — cared little for religious matters, religion being for them
only a part of the customs of their forefathers.

In Arabia there were also large settlements of people of Jewish faith;
many of them were converted Arabs who lived mainly in oases and had a
similar ‘tribal’ organization to the Arabs, who practised traditional religion.
Christianity had found its way into Arabia very early; its main centres were
in South Arabia (Nadjran) and on the fringes of the desert in Mesopotamia
and Transjordan. Individual Christians were scattered in all towns while in
the desert lived solitary monks.

But it was first to the pagan Arabs that Muhammad was sent with the
Divine message. Born in Mecca after his father’s death and early orphaned,
he had spent his life as a trader until he was 40. He was known for his prob-
ity and justice in all his dealings; in no other way was he distinguished from
the others. In about the year 610 of the Christian era he received the first
revelation of God. Dictated to him by the angel Gabriel this ordered him to
preach Islam to his fellow men. These first revelations centred on the unity
of God and the last day and exhorted men not to neglect religion in favour
of worldly business. They also contained a statement of the principles of
equality of all men without regard to their social position or wealth.

When Muhammad started his preaching and assembled around himself
a small community of believers, the Meccan oligarchy of wealthy mer-
chants and bankers soon became aware of the revolutionary content of the
message and considered it a threat to their privileges. There was also the
danger that Mecca as the centre of Arabic traditional religion with its sanc-
tuary of the Ka‘ba would lose its importance through the new religion. The
annual pilgrimage visited by thousands of the Arabs from the whole penin-
sula, was a source of considerable profit for the Meccan merchants. And
although Muhammad at the beginning did not aspire to any political
leadership in Mecca, his moral and intellectual qualities strengthened by
his Prophetic mission and communication with God made him in the eyes
of the oligarchy a dangerous rival. So the history of Muhammad and his
community until the year 622 is a story of persecution and even attempts
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The coming of Islam and the expansion of the Muslim empire

on the Prophet’s life. Under these circumstances the Prophet ordered
several of the new converts including one of his daughters and her husband
to emigrate to Christian Ethiopia where they were friendlily received by
the Negus.? The idea of leaving a country where injustice, oppression and
persecution are prevalent, and taking refuge somewhere else where the
Muslims can gather their forces before returning to renew their quest for
life according to Islamic principles, is a key idea in Islam, repeated often in
the subsequent history of many Islamic revivalist movements.

When the persecutions reached their peak, Muhammad and his fol-
lowers moved to the oasis town of Yathrib, subsequently called Madinat
al-Nabi (the City of the Prophet), shortly to be known as Medina. This
happened in the year 622 of the Christian era and that date is the first year
of the Muslim calendar. The transfer from Mecca to Medina is called
hidjra; the usual translation ‘the flight’ is incorrect as the true meaning of
the Arabic word is ‘severing previous tribal ties and entering into new
ones’.

Muhammad was invited to Medina by its inhabitants who came to be
known as Amnsar (the Helpers); the Meccan emigrants were called
Muhadjirin (those who undertook the kidjra, or Emigrants) and these two
groups form together the Ashab — the Companions — (of the Prophet). In
the next years until his death in 11/632 the Prophet strengthened and gov-
erned the Muslim community (Arabic, umma), beat off the attacks of his
Meccan enemies and gained supremacy by means of diplomacy and war
over a wide confederacy of the Arab ‘tribes’. When he was sufficiently
strong he returned to Mecca as the victor and religious and political leader
whose authority was supreme. At the time when God recalled him from
this life, Muhammad was virtually lord of most of Arabia and already pre-
pared to expand Islam outside the peninsula.

The Qoranic teachings

Both in Mecca and Medina the Prophet received a continuous flow of
revelations in the form of verses (aya, pl., ayat) arranged in chapters (sira,
pl., sarat). The 114 siras of unequal length form together the Qoran.

The Qoran is not a ‘holy book’ written by Muhammad. The word means

3. Cf. Chapter 19 below.

PLATE 2.1 Representation of Medina: this plaque shows, in elevation, the Mosque of Medina
built on the site of the house of Muhammad, whose tomb is situated in the prayer room. After
accomplishing the pilgrimage to Mecca, many Muslims come to Medina to honour the memory of
the Prophet. These plaques, which decorated the walls of the mosques from the seventeenth cen-
tury onwards, were probably donated by pilgrims.
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The coming of Islam and the expansion of the Muslim empire

recitation and what Muhammad did was to recite the word of God spoken
to him by the angel Gabriel. “The Qoran is purely divine, while at the same
time being intimately related to the inmost personality of the Prophet
Muhammad. The Divine Word flowed through the Prophet’s heart.’* It is
not, as generally believed, the Bible of Muslims; the position of the Qoran
in Islam is quite different because for Muslims the Qoran is what Christ
himself is for the Christians: the Word of God. The nearest parallel in
Islam to the Christian New Testament as the record of Jesus’s deeds and
sayings is the kadith. It would be therefore highly blasphemous to attempt
to apply textual criticism to the Qoran as was done with the Bible, whereas
criticism of the kadith is permissible and has since early times been exer-
cised by Muslim scholars.

The teachings of the Qoran are comprehensive and destined to give man
guidance in his relations with God as well as with other members of human
society. The Qoranic precepts and principles form the basis of the Islamic
faith.

The first principle is the absolute monotheism expressed in perhaps the
shortest and simplest credo of any religion in the world: “There is no god
but God and Muhammad is the Prophet of God.” T'o pronounce this short
sentence (shahada) is all that a convert to Islam needs to do to become a
Muslim. The belief in Muhammad’s prophetic nature is an integral part of
this credo because without his prophetic mission the perfection of Islam
would not exist.

The shahada thus forms the first of what are called the ‘Five Pillars of
Islam’ (arkan al-islam). The second is the duty of every Muslim to perform
ritual prayer (sazlatr) five times a day. The prayers fix the minds of the
believers on God throughout the whole day. It is recommended that
prayers should be performed in common with others standing and sitting
in ordered rows; all believers pronounce them facing the direction of
Mecca. An indispensable part of the prayer is the prescribed ablution
before its performance. Thus the prayers have also a practical hygienic
value and instil in men the values of collective discipline.

The third pillar is the fast (saum) which consists of forgoing all material
pleasures (eating, drinking, sexual relations etc.) from dawn (not from

4. R. Fazlur, 1966, pp. 33ff.

PLATE 2.2 Representation of Mecca: this plaque, which was made in Iznik, shows in elevation,
the plan of the Great Mosque of Mecca with its seven minarets. In the middle of the courtyard
one can see the Ka'ba — said to have been built by Abraham — in an angle of which is embedded
the Black Stone that every Muslim should, if possible, come to worship at least once in his life-
time. Each small building — and eack door — is designated by its name in Naskhi script. Above the
plan a Qoranic inscription, also cursive (Sara 3: 9o—2), recalls the duty of pilgrimage.
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sunrise as is often believed) to sunset during Ramadan, the tenth month of
the lunar year. Hence the expression ‘to observe Ramadan’, meaning to ob-
serve the Muslim fast. The sick, persons travelling during Ramadan,
women in labour, workers engaged in arduous tasks and warriors in cam-
paign are exempt from the fast provided that they fast for an equivalent
number of days at another time of the year. Fasting is an act of renunci-
ation, of self-denial and as such enhances the spiritual life. It also teaches
the rich to undergo the pangs of hunger and so to sympathize with the poor
who suffer these privations during the whole year.

The fourth pillar is a highly important obligation to society. It is the
compulsory alms known as zakat which consists in giving to the poor and
to certain categories of needy persons a part of the goods that have re-
mained in one’s possession for the whole year. This portion varies from 2.5
per cent to 10 per cent. The zakat not only emphasized the importance of
charity but was also necessary in the early days of Islam to sustain the com-
munity which was composed largely of poor emigrants without any means.
The zakat was collected by the Islamic community (umma) and then
divided among the categories indicated by the Qoran. It corresponded to
the modern social welfare of the state.

The fifth pillar is the annual pilgrimage to Mecca (hadjdj). This institu-
tion reflects Islam’s continuous concern that men should get to know one
another and meet as often as possible. It is in the kadjdj that the universal
message of Islam is most visible and evident as the Muslims from every
corner of the world assemble in the month of Dhu l-hidjdja at Mecca to
perform various ceremonies whose purpose is to commemorate Abraham’s
sacrifice at this place. The pilgrimage is obligatory for every Muslim but he
is compelled to carry out this duty only if he has the means to do it, if there
is no danger on the journey, or if his health is good. He must also be able to
leave his family with sufficient means during his absence. For all these
reasons the number of people able to carry out this duty is small in relation
to the total number of Muslims. But even so, the £adjdj is the largest multi-
national gathering of human beings on the face of the earth today. Those
who perform it are given in these few days a visible proof that they are
members of a vast worldwide brotherhood of Islam without distinction of
race or language. It fills the pilgrim with a deep awareness of Islamic values
and makes him a venerated person after his return as one who was present
at the place where the Prophet Muhammad lived and where God revealed
the Qoran.

Another set of Muslim beliefs is contained in Sura 4, verse 135: ‘Believe
in God and in His Prophet and in the Book which He has sent down to His
Prophet and the books which He sent down formerly. He who disbelieves
in God and His angels, His books and His apostles and the Last Day, has
strayed away [from the truth].’

The Day of Judgment is one of the cornerstones of the Islamic faith; the
whole history of mankind will find its end by the resurrection and the Day
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FLATE 2.3 fderam feaf'in Kufic script, wiath ceuenry, Abbasia (fragh

of Judgment. The dead await this hour in their tombs whereas the
Prophets and martyrs go directly to paradise. All people will appear at the
Last Judgmenrt before God to be judged according ro their decds and then
sent either to paradise (diaana, lit, garden) or to hell,

The Quran also containg a number of prohihitens and recommenda-
tioms for the worldly life. It forbids the cating of pork and sume other ani-
mals and the drnking of wine and other aleoholic drinks. In Sira 17,
verses 23—40 we find guidance for everyday behaviour: ostentatious waste,
pride and haughtiness are condemned and the Fasthful are ordered ta give
just weight and measure,

Although slavery is considered to be a recognized institution, slaves
must be kindly treated, allowed to marry and encouraged to buy their
liberey. Masters are recommended to free slaves who are belicvers. ®

Islam proclims the cquality of men and women. The Prophet pro-
claimed that “Women are fully men's sisters before the law.' Customs
whaolly ahicn to the orthodex doctrine have masked chis fine aspect of Islam.
Rutin law Muslim women have enjoyed 2 legal stamus that women inather

5. Foradiscussion of the IsTamic animude to slavery, of, Chaptor 26 helow,
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religious systems might until recently have envied them. Muslim women
have always had the right to go to law without referring to their husbands
and to administer their property independently of them. A woman is not
required to bring her husband a dowry, it is the latter who is compelled to
pay the bride a certain sum and to give her certain gifts, all of which
becomes the wife’s personal property.

The Qoran allows a man four legal wives; it thus constituted progress
compared with pre-Islamic times when polygamy was unrestricted. Islam,
moreover, subjected polygamy to such conditions that it could be regarded
as having taken a step towards the abolition or at least a diminution of this
social phenomenon. This is clearly to be seen from these Qoranic verses:
‘Marry of the women who seem good to you, two or three or four; but if
you fear that you cannot do justice [to so many] then marry one only or any
female war-captive you may possess’ (4:3) and ‘You will not be able to deal
equally between your wives, even if you wish it’ (4:129).¢

Shari‘a and fikh

Islam is not only a religion, it is a complete way of life, catering for all the
fields of human existence. Islam provides guidance for all walks of life;
individual and social, material and moral, economic and political, legal and
cultural, national and international.”

The shart‘a is the detailed code of conduct comprising the precepts gov-
erning modes and ways of worship and standards of morals and life. It con-
sists of laws that allow and prescribe and that judge between right and
wrong. Though each Prophet had the same din (religious faith), he brought
with him a different shari ‘a that would suit the conditions of his time and
his people. Muhammad as the last Prophet brought with him the final code
which was to apply to all mankind for all time to come. The previous
shari‘a were thus abrogated in view of the comprehensive shari‘a of
Muhammad.

The sources of the Islamic skar7‘a are the Qoran and the hadith, i.e. the
words and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad preserved and handed down
by his Companions. Thousands of kadiths were sifted and collected by
scholars in collections of traditions, the most famous of them being those of
al-Bukhari (d. 256/870) and Abii Muslim (d. 261/875). The content of the
Prophetic tradition is called sunna, i.e. the conduct and behaviour of
Muhammad.

The science that codifies and explains the prescripts of shart ‘a is called
Jfikh and the scholars who are concerned with it are the fakiks (Arabic pl.,

6. The famous Egyptian thinker Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1323/1905) considered on the
strength of the interpretation of these verses that the Qoran imposed virtually monogamy.
Cf.R. Levy, 1957, p. 101.

7. K. Ahmad, 1976, p. 37.
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Jukaha’) or doctors of law; fikh being the Islamic science par excellence, the
Jfakihs are considered as scholars (‘ulama’, sing., ‘alim).

After the great conquest of many countries with different social and
economic conditions inherited from ancient times, a number of problems
were encountered by the Muslim community. Others arose from the estab-
lishment of a state widely different from and more complex than the
original community in Medina. Since the Qoran seldom deals with particu-
lar cases and sets out only general principles governing the lives of
Muslims, it soon became apparent that the answers to some problems con-
fronting the Muslim community were to be found neither in the Holy Book
nor in the hadiths of the Prophet. So two additional sources were added to
the Islamic law. First, the reasoning by analogy (kiyas) that consists of
comparing the case for which a solution is sought with another similar case
already settled on the strength of the Qoran or a particular fadith.
Secondly, the answer to a problem might be also resolved by the consensus
of eminent doctors of law (idjma°).

Between the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries eminent scholars
in various intellectual centres of the Muslim world, particularly in Medina
and Baghdad, codified the whole of the Islamic law into a coherent system,
Their individual approaches to this enormous task differed and so emerged
four legal schools (madhhab, pl. madhahib) named after their founders who
bear also the honorific title of Imam.

These four madhahib are the Hanafi, Maliki, Shafii and Hanbali
schools. All of them are completely orthodox (Sunmte) and differ mainly
on points of detail; it is not proper to call these schools sects. The founders
of these schools codiﬁed the law on the basis of the principles set out above
and added others. While unanimously agreed on the text of the Qoran and
on the kadiths regarded by all Muslim scholars as the most authentic, each
Imam by personal preference (known as idjtihad) gave priority to one or
other of the other sources of the law.

Although there were various shifts in the course of history, each of these
schools is now adhered to in specific geographical areas: the Hanafite
school is dominant in those regions that came under the sway of the
Turkish dynasties, i.e. Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Central Asia and northern
India/Pakistan; the Shafi‘ite madhhab is to be found mostly along the
shores of the Indian Ocean, from southern Arabia and East Africa to Indo-
nesia; Malikism very soon implanted itself in North Africa, Muslim Spain
and in the western and central Sudan. The last school, the Hanbali, which
was formerly widely adhered to in Syria and Iraq, is now virtually confined
to Saudi Arabia.

The differences between the various madhahib are not fundamental, they
mostly concern details of ritual and minor points of law. One of the central
features of Islamic law is the assessing of all human acts and relationships
in terms of the following concepts: obligatory (wadjib), recommended
(mandub), indifferent (mubah), reprehensible or disapproved (makruk) and
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forbidden (magzhir). The whole of Islamic law is permeated by religious
and ethical considerations such as the prohibition of interest on loans or
unjustified enrichment in general, the prohibition of gambling and other
forms of speculation, the concern for equality of two contracting parties
and the concern for a just average, together with abhorrence of extremes.

Another feature that distinguishes fikh from other legal systems is that it
was created and developed by private jurists. It did not grow out of an
existing legal system: it created itself. The state did not play the part of
legislator, it did not decree the laws and there were for a long time no
official codes of laws issued by state organs. Instead the laws were incor-
porated in scholarly handbooks that had the force of law and served as
references in actual juridical decisions.

Islamic religious structure, true to its egalitarian principles and con-
science, had never produced any form of external organization or any kind
of hierarchy. There is no priesthood and no church. Everybody is his own
priest and there is no intermediary between the believer and God.
Although it recognized :djma°, the consensus of doctors of law as a valid
source of doctrine, there was neither council nor curia to promulgate its de-
cisions.

The consensus was reached informally, either by tacit assent on the part
of those qualified to express their opinion or sometimes by prolonged de-
bate in writing before an agreement was reached by the majority. Thus the
elaboration of Islamic doctrine in all fields developed, pushed forward by a
number of eminent and brilliant thinkers who followed the famous saying
of the Prophet: ‘Seek science from the cradle to the grave.’

It happened, however, that the ‘u/ama’ in their quest for establishing Is-
lamic precepts for every minute detail of worship and everyday life were
too much absorbed by the formal side of the Divine law leaving not enough
place for individual devotion. Thus a reaction against the intellectualism
and formalism emerged in the form of Islamic mysticism, sufism.® There
was already a strong note of asceticism and mysticism among the early
Muslims and many famous mystics before the twelfth century contributed
positively to the intensification of the Islamic faith. On the other hand
some adherents of sufism were prone to neglect religious obligations of the
shari‘a, considering themselves absolved from the universal obligations of
the Muslim. In the eleventh century the great theologian al-Ghazal
(d.505/1111) achieved the incorporation of sufism into orthodoxy by
stressing both the necessity of a personal approach to God and the duty to
follow the prescripts of the shari‘a as being inseparable parts of Muslim
religious life. Soon afterwards the sifis began to organize themselves in
mystical associations or brotherhoods (Arabic, furuk, sing. tarika) around
different spiritual leaders known as skaykhs. The oldest of these tarikas is

8. From Arabic sif, wool, to denote the practice of wearing a woollen robe. In Arabic
Sufism is called tasawwuf.
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the Kadiriyya, founded in Baghdad by ‘Abd al-Kadir al-Djilani (d. 561/
1166) which soon expanded into various Muslim countries. With time
the number of the rarikas increased so that nearly every Muslim belonged
to this or that tartka and participated in the mystical exercises called dhikr
(invocation or litany).

From these respectable and recognized brotherhoods must be separated
the cult of saints who are called marabouts in the Maghrib; many of these
marabouts exploited naive Muslims by pretending to perform miracles, by
preparing various amulets and talismans, and by claiming to have a direct
access to God thus being able to intercede for others. This is highly un-
Islamic as every Muslim is his own priest and only God may be venerated
and directly approached. Islam makes man completely independent of all
beings except God. From the point of view of genuine Islam the cult of
‘saints’ is the result of a parasitical excrescence.

The Islamic sects

The origin of the main divisions into sects is political; it became a matter of
doctrinal divisions only later.

The chief problem around which the opinions of early Muslims revolved
was that of the succession of Muhammad, not as a Prophet — as he was the
last of the Prophets — but as the head of the Islamic community. During his
lifetime the Prophet indicated on several occasions that the valid system for
governing the community was shura or consultation, today known as
democracy. After his death his immediate successors were elected and
began to be designated as caliphs. The first four caliphs, called by Muslims
al-khulafa’ al-rashidun (the rightly guided caliphs) were Abu Bakr, ‘Umar,

‘Uthman and °‘Ali; all of whom belonged to the Kuraysh tribe and were
related to Muhammad by marriage. ‘Ali, moreover, was the Prophet’s
cousin. When the third Caliph, 'Umman, was murdered by a group of
Muslims who had revolted because they were offended by some of his poli-
cies, ‘Ali ibn Ab1 Talib was elected Caliph in Medina, then the capital. His
appointment, however, was not accepted by some companions, particularly
Mu'iwiya, Governor of Syria. The result was civil strife between the fol-
lowers of ‘Alr and those of Mu‘awiya. The Caliph “Al1 agreed to the setting
up of an arbitration commission consisting of two members, one represent-
ing him and the other Mu‘awiya. But many of ‘Ali’s followers rejected that
solution and expressed their disapproval by seceding from him; hence their
name Kharidjites (from Arabic, kharadja — to go out). They regarded the
arbitration — which did not end favourably for ‘All — as an act of treason
against God, the sole arbiter. During the first/seventh and second/eighth
centuries, and in some places even later, the Kharidjites revolted again and
again against the caliphs and the central government of the Umayyads and
then the Abbasids, mostly in Iraq, Arabia, Iran and adjacent countries.
The Kharidjites very early split into many sects that differed both in theory
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and practice. But there were some common features. They insisted on the
importance of acts, not only faith, and asserted that anyone guilty of grave
sin was an unbeliever and an apostate and should therefore be killed. One
of their main doctrines concerned the Imamate, that is the leadership of the
Muslim community. In contrast to other Muslims who considered that the
Imamate (or Caliphate) is the prerogative of certain lineages (either the
Kurayshites in general or specifically the family of ‘Al1), the Kharidjites
insisted that anyone, even a black slave, could be elected as the head of the
Muslim community if he possessed the necessary qualifications of piety,
integrity and religious knowledge. These democratic tendencies, verging
sometimes on anarchy, attracted many people who were dissatisfied with
the government for one reason or another. In general the Kharidjites,
although democratic, pious and preaching a purified Islam, repulsed many
by their intolerance towards other Muslims and thus constituted only
minorities in the eastern lands of the Caliphate. In the Maghrib some of
the Kharidjite sects, the Ibadites, the Nukkarites and the Sufrites found a
fertile soil for their doctrines among many Berbers dissatisfied with the op-
pressive Umayyad regime.®

Those Muslims who stayed with ‘Ali were those who were persuaded
that the Caliphate (they preferred to call this institution /mamate) should
go to the family of the Prophet, represented by ‘Ali and his descendants
from his marriage with Fatima, the daughter of Prophet Muhammad.
They were called Shi‘atu “A#l, i.e. the party of “Alf, whence their name
Shi‘ites in European languages. Whereas the Kharidjites differed from
orthodox Islam on political and ethical issues only, the Shi‘ites went
further and added many new doctrines of purely religious content. The
Shi‘ites rejected the principle of the consensus of the community, and sub-
stituted for it the doctrine that there was in every age an infallible Imam to
whom alone God entrusted the guidance of mankind. The first Imam was
‘Ali, and all succeeding ones were his direct descendants. The Imams are
considered to be divinely appointed rulers and teachers of the faithful, and
to possess superhuman qualities which were transmitted to them from the
first man, Adam, through Muhammad. For these reasons they are the only
ones to have the right to lead the Muslim community; the Shi‘ites believe
that even after the last /mam has ‘disappeared’ from the world, he con-
tinues his guidance as the ‘hidden Imam’. He will reappear one day to re-
store peace and justice to the world as the Mahdi (the divinely guided one).

Shi‘ism very soon split into a large number of sects between which the
main difference arose from the question of who should be the ‘hidden
Imam’. The most important in the course of history became the group
called the Twelvers (/thna‘ ashariyya) which recognizes the twelfth
descendant of ‘All, Muhammad al-Mahdi, who disappeared in 266/880.
The stronghold of the Twelvers today is Iran where this brand of Shi‘ism

9. See Chapters 3, g—12 below.
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has been the state religion since the eleventh/sixteenth century. Significant
groups are found also in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and India. During the Abba-
sid Caliphate the adherents of Twelver Shi‘ism were more numerous,
mainly in the b1g cities.

Those Shi‘ites who recogmzed the seventh [mam Isma‘l, separated
themselves from the main body and became known as Isma"llyya or the
Seveners (Sab'iyyina). Apart from beliefs held in common with other
Shi‘ites, the Isma‘iliyya developed a set of special doctrines based mostly
on Neo-Platonism, such as the theory of emanation of the world intellect
that manifests itself in Prophets and Imams. In their exegesis of the Qoran
they looked for hidden meanings accessible only to initiates. The
Isma‘iliyya functioned for a long time as a secret society; it came into the
open with the coming of the Fatimids who were the most successful among
all the Shr'ite branches and founded an empire that stretched from the
Atlantic to Syria and Hidjaz.'® Late offshoots of the Isma‘Tliyya were the
Druzes in Lebanon and Syria and then the ‘Assassins’ (al-Hashishiyyiin), a
terroristic sect, who were active in the period between the sixth/twelfth and
eighth/fourteenth centuries in the Middle East with centres in Iran and
Lebanon.

From the struggle among the Muslims orthodoxy at last emerged vic-
tortous in the shape of Sunnism, comprising adherents of the sunna, i.e. the
way of the Prophet. Sunnites comprise today more than go per cent of the
world’s Muslim population. The doctrinal differences between the Sunnite
and Shi‘ite Islam are these: the sources of Sunnite laws are the Qoran, the
hadith of the Prophet, the consensus of the community and analogy,
whereas the four bases of Shi‘ite law are the Qoran, the hadith of the
Prophet and of the Imams, the consensus of the Imams, and reason.
Although the Shi'ites perform the pilgrimage to Mecca, they prefer to visit
the tombs of ‘Ali and his son Husayn in the towns of Nadjaf and Kerbela in
Iraq.

Not all descendants of ‘Alt and Fatima — those who have the right to the
honorific title sharif — were eo ipso adherents of Shi‘ite doctrines. The
majority of Sharifs were and are Sunnites. In many parts of the Muslim
world where the sharifs came to power as sultans or emirs, as in Morocco
(the Idrisids and the two Sharifian dynasties of Sa‘dis and Alawis) or the
Hashimites in Hidjaz, Iraq and Jordan, they followed the path of ortho-
doxy and never claimed any of the supra-human qualltles ascribed to the
Imams by Shi‘ites.

Nevertheless one concept of Shr'ite origin, the bellef in the coming of
the Mahds, penetrated into Sunnite Islam. It was not an official teaching as
in Shi‘ism but on the level of popular religion in which the Ma#hdiis seen as
a Messiah who will return to the earth, slay the anti-Christ and fill the
world with justice as it was before filled with injustice and tyranny.

10. Cf. Chapter 12 below.
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Through the centuries Mahdis appeared in various Muslim countries from
time to time, the most famous examples being those of the Sudanese Mahd?
Muhammad ibn ‘Abdallah and the Somali, Muhammad ibn “Abdille.

Islamic attitudes towards non-Muslims

Islam makes a sharp distinction between those non-Muslims who belong to
a religious system with revealed Books, that is the ak! al-Kitab (‘People of
the Book’) and those non-Muslims considered to be polytheists, idolaters
or adherents of traditional religions. In conformity with the doctrine of the
successive revelations and of the Prophetic chain, the Jews and the Chris-
tians as possessors of the Holy Books are not forced to adopt Islam. This
tolerance was applied also to the Zoroastrians as well as to the adherents of
some ancient Near Eastern religious systems known as the Sabeans and
later even to the Hindus (notwithstanding their multitude of gods) and the
Buddhists.

As regards the second group, since the Prophet Muhammad was sent to
preach Islam particularly to those who as yet have not received any
revealed guidance, he and his successors were obliged to combat traditional
religion and to convert the ‘infidels’. These were given the choice of either
becoming Muslims or fighting; in the case of defeat their lot was captivity
and slavery.

There are many erroneous conceptions about the djihad. This word is
usually, but erroneously, translated as ‘holy war’ but nothing of this sort is
encompassed in the term which means ‘effort to the utmost of one’s capa-
city’. The true meaning of the word is best illustrated by the saying of the
Prophet on returning from an expedition against an Arab kabila that
adhered to traditional religion: ‘We have returned from a lesser djikad to
accomplish the greater djikad’, that is, to struggle for inner perfection.

As far as the djihad as warlike activity is concerned, there was in the early
days a tendency to make it the sixth ‘Pillar’ of Islam, mainly among the
Kharidjites, but this was not generally accepted. The legal schools (with
the exception of the Hanbalites) considered djihad an obligation if certain
conditions were fulfilled, among them that the unbelievers should begin
hostilities and that there should be a reasonable hope of success. In special
situations djihad becomes an individual duty incumbent even on slaves,
women and minors; this happens when the enemy attacks Muslim territory
and whoever abstains from this duty is a sinner and a hypocrite.

The wars of expansion of the Islamic state after the death of the Prophet
were not directed to the religious conversion of the conquered peoples
since the majority of these adhered to religions with revealed scriptures,
being Christians, Zoroastrians and Jews. These peoples were obliged to
pay the poll tax (djizys) and then became protected (dhsmmi) without being
forced to abandon their religions. The conversion to Islam of individuals or
even of groups was a very minor part of the aim of the djikad; the essential

46



The coming of Islam and the expansion of the Muslim empire

aim was the expansion of the Islamic state as the sphere within which the
shari‘a was paramount. This came to be expressed in the distinction
between Dar al-islam and Dar al-harb, the sphere of Islam and the sphere
of war. The term Dar al-islam, or the Islamic ockoumene, does not imply
that all its inhabitants must be Muslims but rather that it is the part of the
world where Islamic social and political order reigns supreme and Islamic
public worship is observed. The Dar al-harb is the opposite of the Dar al-
islam, the rest of the world that is as yet not under Islamic sway; theoretic-
ally it will one day disappear and integrate into the Islamic oekoumene as
expressed in the Qoranic words (9:33): ‘He it is who sent his Messenger
with guidance and the religion of truth to make it prevail over all religions
despite the pagans.’

Nevertheless, from the third/ninth century onwards, when the universal
Caliphate broke up into smaller states, a relation of mutual tolerance was
established between the Muslim world and the Dar al-harb; its conquest
was postponed from the historic to the messianic time. Political and com-
mercial relations with European, Asiatic and African states were governed
by the recognition of some of them as belonging to an intermediate
category. Dar al-sulh, the sphere of truce. This provided the main legal
basis for peaceful contacts and communications with non-Muslim states.
Another measure to facilitate these contacts was the introduction of the
safe-conduct, called aman, which the head of a Muslim state could give to
the subjects of any non-Muslim state (they were then called musta’minan)
and this made possible not only diplomatic exchanges but also the resi-
dence of European and other merchants in Muslim countries.

Islamic expansion, the rise and fall of the Caliphate

Some aspects of the rise of the Islamic world and its impact on various
parts of Africa were already touched upon in the preceding chapter. Here
we propose to present a brief outline of the political history of the Cali-
phate from the death of the Prophet Muhammad to the end of the fifth/
eleventh century. As the history of the African parts of the Islamic world
are fully covered in a number of chapters in this Volume, we will focus our
attention more on the developments in its more eastern provinces. This is
necessary not only owing to the obvious importance of the Islamic world as
the leading cultural area of the period but more so because the repercus-
sions of the historical changes in Persia, Arabia and adjacent countries were
of immediate importance in the Indian Ocean region and thus in parts of
East Africa, too.

Under the first four caliphs (al-khulafa’ al-rashidin, ‘the rightly guided
caliphs’), Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman and ‘Al1;,’! Muslim Arabs started

11. Aba Bakr, 11/632-13/634 ‘Umar, 13/634-23/644 ‘Uthmain, 23/644-35/656 ‘Ali,
35/656—40/661.
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their expansion outside the Arabian peninsula. The nomadic Arab kabilas,
united now by the bond of a common faith and forbidden by it to continue
their internecine fighting, led by a pleiad of brilliant generals of Meccan
origin, won in a few years a series of victories over the armies of the two
great powers, the Byzantine empire and Sassanid Persia. The campaign
against the Byzantines in Syria took only two years before the emperor and
his troops evacuated these provinces forever in 15/636. The conquest of
Persia lasted longer and after initial setbacks the Arabs went from victory
to victory. The battle of Kadisiyya and the occupation of the capital, Ktesi-
phon, in 16/637 opened all the fertile lowlands of Iraq west of the Tigris to
the Arabs. From their newly founded military bases of Basra and Kiifa the
Muslim armies penetrated the Iranian highlands in pursuit of the retreat-
ing Persian armies. The last great battle at Nihawend (21/642) sealed the
fate of the Sassanid empire. The Muslims then occupied other parts of
Iran and pushed their advance to the east so that by 29/650 they stood on
the borders of India, in northern Iraq, in Armenia and on the Amu-Darja
(Oxus).

After the conquest of Syria the Arab armies turned towards Egypt which
offered an even easier field of conquest. Between 18/639 and 21/642 the
whole of Lower Egypt with its capital, Alexandria, fell to the invading
forces and Byzantium thus lost another rich province. It served later as the
starting point for a further Arab advance into North Africa.'?

One of the principal reasons for the lightning successes of the Muslims
was the financial and military exhaustion of both empires after their long
series of wars. In addition, the Byzantines were hated by their Semitic and
Coptic subjects because of their oppressive taxation and their persecution
of the ‘heretical’ Monophysite churches. The situation in the Sassanid em-
pire was somewhat similar; the most fertile provinces of Iraq were
inhabited by the Christian Aramaic-speaking peoples who stood in opposi-
tion to the Zoroastrian ruling classes. Just before the Arab onslaught
dynastic strife had torn apart the empire, weakening its political and mili-
tary structure. In general in most of the conquered countries the local in-
habitants offered no resistance to the invading Arabs as they had little or
nothing to lose by the change of masters; in some cases the Muslims were
even welcomed.

The civil war after the death of ‘Uthman between ‘All and Mu‘awiya,
which ended with the death of the former and the coming of the Umayyad
dynasty to power in 41/661, as well as the need for the dynasty to consoli-
date its power, stopped the external expansion of the Arab state for some
years. But already in the reign of Mu‘awiya the frontiers were expanded in
North Africa under “‘Ukba ibn Nifi‘, and in the east, where the entire prov-
ince of Khurasan (north-eastern Iran and Afghanistan) was conquered and
the River Oxus crossed (between 43/663 and 54/674). Twice at this time

12. Cf. Chapters 7, 8 and g below.
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the Arab armies penetrated to the walls of the Byzantine capital but in both
cases were unable to conquer it. A third and most serious attempt was
made much later, in 98/716—17, when the Arabs unsuccessfully attacked
Constantinople from sea and land. It was left to the Ottoman Turks to add
this bastion of Eastern Christianity to the Islamic world in the ninth/
fifteenth century.

A second wave of conquests on all fronts was launched under the
Caliphs ‘Abd al-Malik (65/685-86/705) and al-Walid I (86/705—96/715), in
the West the whole Maghrib was subjugated and Spain invaded, in the
north-east Central Asia (Transoxania) was conquered and at the same time
the Arab armies pushed as far as the Indus River, adding the new province
of Sind to the Caliphate. Campaigns in Transcaucasia achieved the incor-
poration of Georgia and Armenia into the orbit of the Arab empire.
Further advance in the West was stopped by the Franks, while the
attempts to the north of the Caucasus were frustrated by the Turkish
Khazars, so that for a long time the Pyrenees and the Caucasus marked the
limits of the empire.!3

Thus a hundred years after the Prophet’s death the Arab state already
comprised an enormous territory that became the core of the Islamic
world. At this time the Arabs were its undisputed masters and formed the
exclusive ruling class. The Umayyad policy was to perpetuate this situation
in which all non-Muslims had to pay taxes, whilst Muslim Arabs were
exempt and even had pensions paid out to them from these revenues. The
Arab ruling class did not look favourably therefore on mass conversions in
the conquered lands and the new Muslims, each of whom had to attach
himself to an Arab kabila as a client (mawla, plural mawalt), still had to pay
the taxes as before. On the other hand the conquered peoples, be they Per-
sians, Copts or Arameans (in Syria and Iraq) were employed in growing
numbers in an increasingly complex state administration. The Arabs, with
their unsophisticated background of nomadic life, were unable to cope with
the enormous administrative problems arising from the continuing expan-
sion. Thus they willingly adopted the Byzantine and Sassanid administra-
tive systems already existing in the provinces and left their running in the
hands of the converted natives. The contradictions arising from the fact
that a minority usurped all the political power together with the economic
privileges, while the majority, although already Muslim, was denied access
to them, were the main causes of the crisis that ended with the fall of the
Umayyads and the coming of a new dynasty, the Abbasids. The victory of
the latter was made possible by the support of all the dissatisfied elements,
mostly non-Arab Muslims, who claimed their full share in a community
founded on the principle of equality among all believers. The Abbasid
revolution put paid to the ‘Arab kingdom’ — as the Umayyad period is

13. The Arab troops defeated by Charles Martel at Poitiers in 114/732 seem to have been
merely a raiding party, not an army of occupation. Whether the campaigns against the
Khazars aimed at the total conquest of the South Russian steppes is open to question.
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sometimes called — and inaugurated the Islamic empire where distinctions
followed religious, not national lines. The Arabs lost the privileged status
conferred on them as the first bearers of Islam but Arabic continued to be
the language of the state, literature and science employed widely by
peoples of non-Arab origin.

Under the Umayyads the centre of the empire was Syria with its capital
at Damascus; although the eastern provinces were in no way neglected,
most attention was naturally turned to the Mediterranean world, Egypt,
North Africa and Spain.

The transfer of the capital from Syria to Iraq where the Abbasxds
founded Baghdad (in 144/762) was not only a geographical shift of the
centre of gravity of the empire, it was also a symbolic act opening a new
era. In place of the Umayyad emphasis on Arabism, their successors laid
stress on Islam as the basis of their regime and the promotion of orthodox
Islam became one of the chief tasks of the caliphal administration.

During the first century of Abbasid rule the territory of the Caliphate
continued to expand but on a less grandiose scale than before: the Caspian
provinces were annexed and in 212/827-8 the dependent dynasty of the
Aghlabids began to conquer Sicily. On the other hand the Abbasid realm
had been from the start much smaller than that of the Umayyads since
Muslim Spain never belonged to it. A totally independent dynasty had
already been founded in Spain by a scion of the house of Umayya in 138/
756 and this lasted for two-and-a-half centuries. In the course of the first
fifty years of their rule the Abbasids lost control of all the African provinces
west of Egypt either to the Kharidjites or the Idrisids; in 184/8c0 the
governor of Ifrikiya, al-Aghlab, became virtually independent and founded
his own dynasty.!+

The causes of the gradual disintegration of great empires in former times
are well known: the impossibility with the available means of communica-
tion to control effectively from one centre an enormous realm composed of
countries with heterogeneous populations on various cultural and econ-
omic levels, and, as corollary to this, the tendency of provincial governors
to break away from the central government. In the case of the Abbasid
Caliphate these general causes were intensified by the presence of dissident
movements of heterodox sects, often combined with social upheavals.

Until the second half of the third/ninth century, however, a succession
of remarkably efficient caliphs was able to maintain effective rule and con-
trol. But after the Zandj revolt!® the inevitable process of disintegration
gained momentum as an array of short-lived local dynasties emerged in

“Iran and Central Asia as well as in Arabia and Syria. During the fourth/
tenth century even the core of the Abbasid realm, Iraq, fell under the sway
of the Shi‘ite dynasty of the Buwayhids, who made the Abbasid caliphs

14. Cf. Chapter 10 below.
15. Cf. Chapters 1 above and 26 below.
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their puppets. In the west the Fatimids founded a rival caliphate and began
to put into effect their grandiose plans of domination over the whole
Islamic world. They did not succeed entirely but detached Egypt, Syria
and Arabia from the Abbasid territory. And since in 317/929 the Spanish
Umayyad ‘Abd al-Rahman IIT took the caliphal title of the ‘Prince of the
believers’ (amir al-mu’minin) there were for a while three caliphs in Islam.
Although in the mid-fifth/eleventh century the Turkish Saldjuks, who
adhered to Sunnite Islam, liberated the Abbasids from the yoke of the
Buwayhids, they were in no way prepared to restore the political power of
the caliphs of this dynasty.

The Central Asiatic Turks had been a dominating factor in Muslim
Near Eastern countries since the third/ninth century; the armies of the
Muslim states were composed mostly of the Turkish cavalry and Turkish
generals (amirs) soon assumed the role of kingmakers. The novelty of the
Saldjuk invasion was that a whole Turkish people was now on the move to
conquer most of western Asia for themselves. This move inaugurated the
era of Turkish pre-eminence in the political and military history of large
parts of the Islamic world. Taking the torch from the Arabs the Turks
expanded Islam in various directions. Already the predecessors of the
Saldjuks, the Ghaznavids of Afghanistan, had launched the military con-
quest of India to the east of the Indus River; in their steps followed other
dynasties so that the mightiest of them, the Great Mughals, who came to
power in the tenth/sixteenth century, could claim that the greater part of
India belonged to Dar al-islam.

The Saldjuks themselves added to the Islamic world many new territor-
ies in eastern and central Asia Minor, the great bastion of the Byzantine
Christian empire which had for so long stood in the way of Muslim ad-
vance. In the following centuries the rest of it fell under the sway of other
Turkish dynasties; the crowning of the new Turkish Muslim offensive
came about with the conquest of Constantinople in 857/1453 by the Otto-
man sultan Mehmed II Fatih.

In the eighth/fourteenth century the whole Islamic world with the
exception of the Maghrib and Muslim Spain came under the rule of the
Turkish or the Turkicized Mongol dynasties who gave a new vigour to
Islam. The great historian Ibn Khaldiin considered the almost universal
supremacy of the Turks in Islam as a proof of God’s concern for the wel-
fare of the Muslims. At a period when the Muslim world went through a
crisis and became weak and defenceless, God in His wisdom had brought
new rulers from among the Turks to revive the dying breath of Islam and
restore the unity of the Muslims. ¢

In terms of the development of Islamic rellglous thought the Abba51d
period represents a formative period for various branches of religious
sciences, particularly of jurisprudence (fik%) and of speculative theology

16. Ibn Khaldin, 1867, Vol. s, p. 371.
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(kalam). These branches evolved not in a straightforward way but they
took their shape as a result of fierce debates within the Muslim community
itself and of controversies with outside opponents, mostly Christians and
Manicheans (called zindiks).

A fundamental place in the birth and development of Muslim thought as
a whole is held by the Mu‘tazila. This is a name given to an early school of
Muslim religious thinkers who, influenced by Greek philosophy, wished to
place at the service of Islam the resources of reason and thereby take these
weapons from their opponents and turn them against them. In European
literature the Mu‘tazilites are sometimes called ‘freethinkers’ or ‘liberals’
but those labels are erroneous. The Mu‘tazila was not a sect and among its
adherents were numbered Sunnites and Shi‘ites alike; they tried to present
the dogmas of Islam as acceptable not only to faith but also to reason and
also to give a systematic presentation of religious beliefs. Among the
themes dealt with by the Mu‘tazilites the principal ones concerned the
nature of God, the nature of the Qoran and man’s relation to God. They
insisted on the unity and oneness of God, even rejecting the real attributes
of God and all forms of anthropomorphism. As far as concerns the Qoran,
they held the opinion that it was not eternal but created in time. The last
great theme derived from the Islamic tenet about the Divine justice. The
Mu'‘tazila found it difficult to reconcile the doctrine of predestination with
the goodness of God; it was abhorrent to them to think that man would be
punished for deeds which God had commanded him to perform. God is
always obliged to command good and since He does not desire evil, He
does not ordain it; it is man who creates evil. For some time in the first half
of the third/ninth century the Mu‘tazilite doctrine achieved the status of
the Abbasid state religion; the Mu‘tazilites were highly intolerant of the
view of others and insisted with force on having theirs widely accepted. But
after a brief reign as the dominant school they were in their turn persecuted
and suppressed. However, in spite of the rejection of its main doctrines the
Mu'tazila was of crucial importance for the development of Sunnite ortho-
dox theology. By forcing the orthodoxy to rethink some fundamental issues
of the faith it was indirectly responsible for the definitive formulation of
the beliefs of ‘those who are faithful to the tradition of the Prophet’ (ah/
al-sunna) as represented by the teachings of the prominent figures of the
Islamic theology like al-Ash‘ari (d. 324/935) and al-Bakillani (d. 403/1013).

These Sunnite theologians lived and worked at a time when the pro-
spects of Sunni Islam and of the Abbasid Caliphate were at their lowest
ebb. The schismatic Fatimids reigned over a half of the Islamic world and
threatened the rest ideologically and politically. The Shi‘a was flourishing
even within the Abbasid domain where the Buwayhids made the caliphs
into puppets. Petty Shi‘ite dynasties governed in parts of Arabia, in Syria
and northern Iran,

The coming of the Saldjuks did more than restore the territorial unity of
Islam; it was accompanied by a great religious revival of Sunni orthodoxy.
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It is interesting to note that this revival of orthodoxy and the reaction
against heterodoxies started almost simultaneously in the East (the
Saldjuks) and the West (the Almoravids); in both cases the bearers of the
orthodoxy were recently converted nomadic peoples from the fringes of the
Islamic world. The religious zeal and military prowess of the Turks and
Berbers also found expression in the renewal of the struggle on the fron-
tiers with the Christians, in Anatolia as well as in Spain.

Conclusion

The end of the fifth/eleventh century was thus marked in the Islamic world
by significant changes on many levels. In political terms it heralded the
definitive preponderance of the Turks in the East and of the Berbers in the
West. The Fatimids, whose power reached its zenith just in the middle of
the century, had by its end lost their Maghriban provinces (to the Zirids
and the Hilali Arabs) as well as Syria with Palestine but retained their hold
on Egypt and the Red Sea regions. The Saldjuk offensive against the
Byzantines in Asia Minor evoked reaction in Western Europe which took
the form of the First Crusade. Although the territorial gains of the Franks,
as the Crusaders were called in Muslim countries, were not excessively
large, the implantation of the Christians in the Holy Land and on the
Mediterranean shores of Asia introduced a new political factor into the
Near Eastern scene. It took nearly a century before Jerusalem was taken
back by the Muslim armies, and another before the last remnants of the
Christian states were wiped out.

In Muslim Spain the occupation of Toledo in 478/1085 and the Chris-
tian offensive against the Muslim mulizk al-tawa’if that followed threatened
for the first time the existence of Islam on the Iberian peninsula. The
danger was for a while stopped by the intervention of the Berber Almora-
vids. In the central Mediterranean the Muslims lost Sicily forever.

No less important were the changes in economy and trade. With the
arrival of the Saldjuks the institution of 7kza* — a kind of system of military
fief-holdings — became characteristic of the economic life and socio-
political structures in large parts of the Muslim world. In spite of various
interpretations of this institution it is clear that on it was built a production
system typologically corresponding to European feudalism. Although in
Egypt and the Maghrib this system developed fully only later, it became
universal and typical until the twelfth/nineteenth century.

The period of the fourth/tenth and fifth/eleventh centuries also saw a
gradual shift of the terminal of the Indian Ocean trade from the Arab/
Persian Gulf to the Red Sea and thus to the Fatimid orbit. Egypt profited
most from this change and became for a long time to come the main centre
of the transit trade between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. At
the same time the Italian merchant republics monopolized the European
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side of the transit trade and soon also the maritime control of the eastern
Mediterranean from where Muslim shipping almost disappeared.

We have already mentioned the triumph of orthodox Sunnite Islam in
the fifth/eleventh century. Although the Shi‘a lost much both territorially
and religiously, it continued to exist in many parts of the Islamic world;
none the less with the gradual decline of the Fatimids the Shi‘ite religion
was deprived of its powerful exponents and it had to wait some centuries
until the Safawid dynasty in Persia raised it once again to the level of a state
religion.

Two measures contributed substantially to the victory of Sunnite Islam
at this time: the first was the establishment of madrasas, higher religious
institutions for the education of the ‘ulama’. Although a few schools of the
madrasa type existed in the East already before the Saldjuks, it is generally
accepted that under this dynasty on the initiative of the famous vizier
Nizam al-Mulk (d. 485/1092) the madrasas became universal religious
teaching institutions, being quickly established in nearly all Muslim coun-
tries. The madrasa was founded as a counterweight to similar institutions
in Fatimid Egypt and to provide a more effective defence against the
organized spread of Isma‘li propaganda; the madrasa was rightly called
‘the bulwark of the orthodoxy’. The second contributory factor was the
recognition and incorporation of sufism into the fold of official Islam and
the emergence of sufi brotherhoods; ‘u/ama’ became their members and
were thus able to steer both the leaders and members towards orthodoxy
and away from heterodoxy. Orthodox sufism as practised by the recognized
tarikas, also stressed moral perfection, preached personal effort (the greater
djihad) as an indispensable basis of Muslim social values and insisted on
charitable acts and self-negation.
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of Islam and its
dissemination in Africa

M. EL FASIandl. HRBEK

General introduction

Islam — together with Buddhism and Christianity — belongs in the category
of missionary religions, i.e. those in which the spreading of the truth and
the conversion of ‘unbelievers’ were considered a duty by the founder of
the religion and then by the whole community. Muslims employ for the
proselytizing activity the Arabic word da‘wa, whose literal meaning is ‘call,
appeal, invitation’, in this case to the truth of the Islamic faith.

The duty to invite non-Muslims to accept Islam is contained in many
Qoranic Siras such as: ‘Call unto the way of thy Lord with wisdom and
fair exhortation; and reason with them in the kindest manner’ (16:126) or
‘Say to those who have received the Scripture and those who are ignorant:
do you accept Islam? Then, if they accept Islam, they are rightly guided,
but if they turn away, then thy duty is only to convey the message’ (3:19).
Similar exhortations.are found in many other Siiras.

During Muhammad’s life Islam became the religion of the Arabs; it fell
to his immediate successors, the first caliphs, to carry the new religion
beyond the borders of the Arabian peninsula. There the Muslims encoun-
tered a different situation; whereas the majority of the Arabs had been ad-
herents of traditional religion before their conversion (Arabic mushrikin,
polytheists) the surrounding countries were inhabited by Christians, Jews
and Zoroastrians, who were, according to the Islamic view ah/ al-Kitab,
people of the Book, that is those who made use of revealed Scriptures and
were thus adherents of a revealed, even if imperfect, monotheistic religious
system. The attitude to these peoples did not entail any obligation on the
part of the Muslims either to convert or to exterminate them, since ideo-
logically Islam discourages compulsory conversion. The appeal it hopes to
exercise consists in the existence and the availability of the ultimate truth
made visible through the life of the Muslim community in which it is em-
bodied. There was surely during the great Arab conquest no attempt to
convert the a#! al-Kitab by force.

Although generations of scholars have already clearly demonstrated that
the image of the Muslim Arab warrior with sword in one hand and the
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Qoran in the other belongs to the realm of mythology, this image still per-
sists in popular writings on Islam and is generally believed in non-Muslim
countries. This misinterpretation has arisen from the assumption that wars
waged for the extension of Muslim domination over lands of non-Muslims
were aimed also at their conversion.! Islamic political theory, in fact, re-
quires control of the body politic for the Muslims, but it does not require
bringing every subject of the Muslim state into the fold. The conquests
during the first century of the Aidjra were made not for conversion’s sake
but actually for the extension of the Islamic sphere of domination (Dar
al-Islam). The Muslims were more interested in the incorporation of non-
Muslims into the Islamic state, which in their eyes represented the ulti-
mate realization of a divinely ordained plan for mankind, than in their
immediate conversion.? Conversion was desirable from the religious point
of view, but not necessarily from a governmental point of view.

The ahl al-Kitab were given substantial autonomy in all ecclestastical
matters on the condition that they paid djizya, the poll tax. The Muslims
were exempted from this tax and Muslim Arab warriors and their families
were paid pensions from the central state treasury (diwan) and also enjoyed
a privileged social position. The obvious advantages of belonging to the
faith of the victors were not lost on conquered peoples and many of them
went over to Islam.

Under the Umayyads conversions became so numerous that the tax
revenue in many provinces had fallen alarmmgly low; the answer was an
official policy which discouraged further conversions by ordering that the
new converts should continue to pay land tax and poll tax as before. Only
during the reign of the pious Caliph ‘Umar II (gg/717-101/720) who is
said to have pronounced the famous sentence ‘God had sent Muhammad
to call men to a knowledge of the truth and not to be a collector of taxes’,?
was this policy stopped for a short time, but later the general practice
reverted to one of discrimination against newly converted Muslims. It was
not until Abbasid times that the neophytes were integrated as full members
into the Islamic community and that the Arabs lost their privileged posi-
tion as the ruling class.

Not until the second and third centuries after the kidjra did the bulk of
the Near Eastern people profess Islam; between the military conquest of
the region and the conversion of its people a long period intervened. The
motives which led to conversion were manifold — some were attracted by
the simple and straightforward teachings of Islam, others wanted to escape
tribute and taxes, and still others sought to identify themselves with the
ruling class and participate fully in the emerging Islamic culture.

It remains true, nevertheless, that the Arab conquest resulted — not im-
mediately but in the long run — in the Islamization of the majority of the

1. T.W. Arnold, 1913, p. 5.

2. I. Goldziher, 1923, p. 27.

3. Ibn Sa‘d, 1904—40, Vol. 5, p. 283.

57



H Diirection of further expansion

mmm Muslim constal settlemenis

AT
++++ Uhristians
e

¥1G. 3.1 The {efamized areas of Africa by c. fraa



Stages in the development of Islam and its dissemination

Near Eastern and North African populations. The rule of Muslim Arabs
created political, religious, social and cultural conditions that favoured
conversions to the religion of the politically dominant group without there
being any need to employ force.

Part I: The Islamization of North Africa

M.EL FASI

Egypt

Egypt — then a Byzantine province — was the first African country to be
invaded by the Arabs. Its conquest did not take long as the Byzantine
garrisons were not numerous and the local Copts did not offer any resist-
ance; on the contrary they welcomed the Arabs as deliverers from the
Byzantine yoke.* They had suffered not only from a heavy tax burden and
other forms of exploitation but also from religious persecution to which
they were subjected as Monophysites by the official orthodox Byzantine
church. This oppression had increased just before the Arab conquest
through attempts to forbid the Coptic form of worship and through relent-
less persecution of Coptic clergy.

It may be suggested that this struggle between the two Christian
churches in Egypt facilitated to some degree early conversions of Egyptians
to Islam. The interminable theological controversies of the most abstruse
and metaphysical character must have been unintelligible to the great mass
of Christians who were doubtless also wearied and perplexed by the futility
of them. Many of the Copts turned therefore to a faith that offered them a
simple and clear truth about one God and his Prophet. This helps to
explain the rapid spread of Islam in the early days of the Arab occupation.®
Although in later periods the Copts were from time to time persecuted by
some intolerant rulers and many of them were thus driven to abandon their
faith, such cases were the exception rather than the rule. Paradoxically, it
was under the Fatimids and Ayyubids — both dynasties considered to be
champions of Islam — that the non-Muslim subjects enjoyed a freedom of
religion rarely seen in earlier or later periods; this tolerance, by bringing
Muslims and Christians together, led to the gradual disappearance of the
Coptic language from everyday use and its replacement by Arabic. In the
sixth/twelfth century only the more educated clergy knew the language and
it even became necessary to translate liturgical books into Arabic to make

4. Cf. Chapter 7 below.

5. Even before the conquest was complete, thousands of Copts went over to Islam and
later every year witnessed mass conversions. Jean de Nikiou, 1883, p. 560; Severus ibn
al-Mukaffa‘, 1904, pp. 172-3.
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Stages in the development of Islam and its dissemination

them comprehensible to the majority of the lesser clergy and the mass of
Christians. The Copts filled many posts in the state apparatus, farmed the
taxes and held in their hands financial and administrative responsibilities;
in this they were not alone, as numerous other Christians (Armenians) and
Jews were similarly employed.®

The Islamization and Arabization of Egypt was also furthered by the
steady influx of Arab Beduins from the Arabian peninsula and the Fertile
Crescent who settled down as peasants, mixed with the native Copts and
thus increased the number of Arab-speakers and Muslims. Another factor
leading to conversions was the increasing corruption and degeneracy of the
Coptic clergy from the fifth/eleventh century onwards which resulted in
the neglect of the spiritual and moral needs of the people. In the seventh/
thirteenth century whole dioceses became Muslim since there were no
priests, owing to a long quarrel between contending candidates to the
Patriarchate of Alexandria, during which no new priests were ordained.”

The Islamization of Egypt was thus a rather complicated process in
which many factors — sincere religious adherence, fiscal and social advant-
ages, persecutions, the decay of the Coptic Church, and an influx of Mus-
lims from abroad — played their role. The combined result was that Egypt
in the Mamluk period was already a country with a Muslim majority and
Coptic and Jewish minorities.

The Maghrib

The religious situation in North Africa to the west of Egypt was at the time
of Muslim advance more complex than the one found in Egypt. The
Romanized population in the towns and on the coastal plains had for a long
time adhered to Christianity, whereas the Berbers in the interior remained
largely adherents of traditional religion although some of the mountain in-
habitants had adopted Judaism. Already under Roman and Byzantine rule
the Christianized Berbers had been given to sectarianism: the Donatists
and Circumcellions — sects that professed egalitarianism and a simple creed
—revolted many times against Church authorities and refused to pay taxes,
thus expressing the characteristic Berber love of independence and an
aversion to state authorities.?

The dramatic story of the Arab conquest and of the fierce Berber resist-
ance is fully discussed elsewhere in this Volume and does not need to be

6. Cf. G. Wiet, 1932, p. 199; C. Cahen, 1983, p. 87 et seq.

7. The decay is fully described by J. M. Wansleben, 1677 and by E. Renaudot, 1713.

8. Cf. on the situation in the Roman and Byzantine periods, Unesco, General History of
Africa, Vol. 11, ch. 19.
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repeated here;? our task in this chapter is to describe the Islamization of
the Maghrib.

The information we possess about the spread of Islam in this region is
rather meagre; moreover the beginnings of Islamization are coloured in
later Arabic sources by the ‘Ukba legend that transformed this gallant
warrior into a peaceful missionary. It nevertheless remains true that
through the foundation of Kayrawin in the year 50/670 ‘Ukba ibn Nafi*
created not only a military base but also an important centre for the radia-
tion and propagation of Islam.

Although Ifrikiya (present-day Tunisia) had already become an integral
part of the Caliphate in the course of the first century after the Aidjra and
the Arab domination here was more stable than in the rest of the Maghrib,
the process of Islamization even here went rather slowly. In many regions,
mainly in the Szhil, in the southern parts and in the zone of Mzab,
Romanized and Christian Africans continued to represent the majority of
the population during the first two centuries after the conquest. In more
remote parts, but also in some towns like Carthage and Tunis, small Chris-
tian enclaves were still found in later centuries: in Mzab in the fifth/
cleventh century, in Kafsa in the sixth/twelfth century and in some
Nafzawa villages in the eighth/fourteenth century.’® In the town of
Tozeur the ancient Christian population persisted until the twelfth/
eighteenth century.!! In the fifth/eleventh century there were forty-seven
bishoprics in the Maghrib; and in the city of Tunis a small community of
native Christians, quite distinct from foreign Christian merchants, formed
the bodyguard of the Hafsid sultans in the ninth/fifteenth century.'? But
the very fact that these Christian remnants evoked the curiosity of ob-
servers in later centuries indicates that already by the fifth/eleventh cen-
tury they lived among a majority of Muslims. Some papal documents from
this century, lamenting the lack of clergy, also bear witness to the decay of
Christianity in North Africa at this time.!3 This long survival of the native
Christians is a strong argument against the supposition of forced conver-
sion; as elsewhere it was general social conditions that led to a gradual
change of religion. The conversion was doubtlessly aided by the active mis-
sionary activities of Muslim clergy and pious men from Kayrawan and
other Islamic centres. And as in other parts of the Islamic world the spread
of Islam was more rapid among the townspeople than in the countryside.

Although we are not able — for lack of sufficient evidence — to answer
precisely why and how various Berber groups (and there were many dozens
of them) adopted the religion of Islam, we can at least discern some general
trends characterizing this process in its successive stages.

9. See Chapter g below.

10. T. Lewicki, 19512, pp. 424ff. See also A. Mahjoubi, 1966.
r1. H. R. Idris, 1962, Vol. 2, p. 761.

12. Leo Africanus, 1956, Vol. 2, p. 67.

13. T. W. Arnold, 1913, pp. 126—7.
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In the first stage many Berber groups, after offering a fierce resistance to
the Arab armies, were subdued and converted. Conversions under these
circumstances were largely formal and were probably restricted to chiefs
and clan elders, who by this act recognized the sovereignty of their new
masters. As soon as the Arab armies withdrew or were expelled — and this
happened many times during the first/seventh century — the Berbers
reverted to their traditional beliefs, considering themselves to be free of
any political or religious allegiance. This led Ibn Khaldiin to his famous
remark that the Berbers apostasized as many as a dozen times during the
first seventy years of their contact with Islam.'* When in 84/703 the last
great Berber revolt under al-Kahina was on the point of being crushed, this
intrepid woman sent her sons to the Muslim camp with instructions that
they were to embrace Islam and make common cause with the Arabs.
Whether this act was prompted by the realization that further resistance
was useless or by the wish to retain the chieftainship of the Djarawa
Berbers in her lineage, or both, is difficult to decide.

When the Arabs finally learned that it was beyond their capabilities to
subjugate the Berbers by force,’® they changed their policies: the famous
governor Miisa ibn Nusayr started to select young men of noble origin
from among the prisoners, liberate them on the condition that they
embraced Islam and then appoint them to high commands in the army.!¢
This policy soon bore fruit as many Berber warriors encouraged by the
example of their chiefs joined the Arab armies. The Arabs were aided in
their effort to convert the Berbers by the successful invasion of Spain
which almost immediately brought to their side large numbers of Berbers
eager to participate in conquest and receive their share of booty. The Mus-
lim army in Spain was composed mostly of recently converted Berbers and
its first commander, Tarik, was also a Berber. Thus shortly after the crush-
ing of the last great resistance against the Arabs and Islam, thousands of
Berbers joined both the armies and the faith of their enemy of yesterday.
These conversions, however, only touched a minority of the population
since large parts of present-day Algeria and Morocco remained beyond any
effective Arab control and it took a long time before Islam penetrated into
mountain areas.

Nevertheless, it can be said that during the first three or four decades of
the eighth century Islam made considerable progress among the urban,
rural and partly even the nomadic population in the plains and coastal
strips. And it was precisely at this time that the characteristic Berber
attitude towards the Arabs and Islam began to manifest itself: the Berbers
were ready to accept Islam as a religion, or even the Arabic culture, and did
so massively, but at the same time they resented being politically domi-

14. Ibn Khaldiin, 1925-56, Vol. 1, p. 21.

15. An Arab governor, Hassan ibn al-Nu‘man exclaimed: ‘To subjugate Africa is
impossible!”

16. Al-Makkari, 18403, Vol. 1, p. 65.

63



Africa from the Seventh to the Eleventh Century

nated by a foreign bureaucracy, representing a faraway sovereign, which
discriminated against new converts, exacting from them heavy taxes as if
they were unbelievers. To this was added the injustice suffered by Berber
warriors in Spain where they were allocated less-fertile lands, although
they had played at least as much part in the conquest as the Arabs.

Thus the stage was set for the next phase when the Berbers’ struggle
against foreign domination found its expression on an ideological level
within the Islamic context. As a protest against the oppression of the ortho-
dox Arabs they started to adhere to the doctrines of Kharidjism, the oldest
Islamic politico-religious sect.

The Kharidjite political and religious teaching was democratic, puritan
and fundamentalist, and in all these respects its adherents were radically
opposed to the orthodox and absolutist Caliphate. From their egalitarian
principles arose their doctrine concerning the choice of the Imam (the head
of the Muslim community): he should be elected and not hereditary, and
every pious believer, irreproachable in his morals and faith, whether Arab or
non-Arab, a slave or a free man, could hope to attain the office of Imam.!”

After leading several revolts against the Umayyads, the Kharidjites of
the eastern provinces of the Caliphate — soon divided into a number of
mutually hostile branches — were savagely repressed. Some survivors emi-
grated to North Africa to escape persecution and to preach their doctrine.
There it fell on fertile ground among the Berbers, many of whom enthusi-
astically adopted it as the ideology of their struggle against Arab domina-
tion. The principle of equality of all believers corresponded both to their
social structure and ideals as well as to the aspirations of those opposed to
the heavy taxation and harsh treatment meted out by the Arab bureau-
cracy. No less attractive was the teaching that since all Muslims are equal,
luxurious living and ostentation by some is sinful and that true believers
should live soberly and modestly, practising charity and strict honesty in
their personal or commercial dealings. This puritanical element must have
exercised profound influence on the frugal Berber peasants and semi-
nomads, scandalized by the luxury and immorality of the Arab ruling
classes. Nowhere in the whole Islamic world did Kharidjism gain so many
adherents as among the Berbers. As Reinhard Dozy aptly put it: ‘Islamic
Calvinism finally found in North Africa its Scotland’.18

In its two main forms — Ibadism and Sufrism — the Kharidjite doctrine
spread chiefly among the Berber population in the area of steppes stretch-
ing from Tripolitania in the east through southern Ifrikiya to southern
Morocco in the west, and particularly influenced the Berbers of the great

17. This doctrine was in opposition both to the Shi‘ites who insisted that the Imamate
could be held only by members of the Prophet’s family through his daughter Fatima and
her husband ‘Al and to the Sunnite view that only the members of the Kuraysh tribe from
Mecca are qualified for this office.

18. R. Dozy, 1874, Vol. 1, p. 150; see also A. Bernard, 1932, p. 89.
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Zanata family.'® In the middle of the second/eighth century the Kharidj-
ites created two theocracies: the imamate of Tahert which commanded the
allegiance of all Ibadites from Tripolitania to southern Algeria, and the
smaller Sufrite principality in Sidjilmasa. These states remained outside
the control of the central Abbasid government or of the semi-independent
Aghlabid governors of Ifrikiya until destroyed in the course of the fourth/
tenth century by the Fatimids.2°

It is obvious that the adoption of the Kharidjite doctrine by so many
Berbers had its roots in the social and national opposition to the domina-
tion of Arab ruling classes. The Berber Kharidjism was in no case an anti-
Islamic movement, on the contrary it was an expression of Berber accept-
ance of Islam as a religion. And through the incessant activities of numer-
ous Ibadite shaykhs and scholars a large part of the Berbers became better
acquainted with Islamic doctrine and duties, and were genuinely and not
merely nominally converted.

Similarly the Berber resistance was not aimed against Muslim Arabs as
such, but only against their ruling class. Berbers vigorously opposed any
forceful or arbitrary imposition of foreign rule or rulers, but were ready to
accept by free choice non-Berber Muslims as their chiefs. This happened
in the case of the Persian Ibn Rustum in Tahert, the Alid Idris in Morocco
and the Fatimid ‘Ubaydullah among the Kutama Berbers. In all these
cases these men were accepted not only as leaders of the anti-government
opposition, but also for their specific Islamic appeal. This fact indicates yet
again that the Berbers in question were already acquainted with Islam and
sought to give an Islamic character to their opposition, whether Kharidjite
(Ibn Rustum), orthodox Sunnite (Idris) or Sht'ite ("Ubaydullah).

There were also some attempts to found an exclusive Berber religion as a
counterpart to Islam, the most famous and durable being that of the Barg-
hawata, a fraction of the Masmuda, who lived on the Atlantic plain of
Morocco between Sale and Saft. Their chief, Salih ibn Tarif, proclaimed
himself a prophet in 127/744—5, composed a Qoran in the Berber language
and issued a code of ritual and religious laws based mostly on local cus-
toms. Although all this put the Barghawata religion outside the Islamic
fold, its Islamic inspiration is clearly apparent and it represents one of the
most original attempts to ‘Berberize’ the religion brought to the Maghrib
from the East.

This heresy encountered much success among the Moroccan Berbers.
Salih proclaimed himself ruler of a state independent of the Caliphate and
his successors continued to dominate a large part of the Atlantic littoral
until the fifth/eleventh century. They successfully defended their religion
and state against all outside attacks, being finally subdued by the Almora-
vids, whose founder, ‘Abdallah ibn Yasin, died fighting these heretics.

19. T. Lewicki, 1957, and also Chapter 13 below.
20. Cf. Chapter 12 below.
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In other parts of northern Morocco, among the Awraba, Miknasa,
Ghomara and others, Islam had already made some progress in the course
of the second/eighth century, but it seems that the real breakthrough and a
more profound implantation occurred here during the rule of the Idrisid
dynasty.2! The Berbers enthusiastically welcomed the founder, a scion of
the Alid family, as faith in the special baraka (blessing power) hereditary in
the line of Prophet’s descendants had already begun to take root among the
masses of believers, both in the East and the West. Invited to lead the anti-
Abbasid movement, Idris seized the opportunity and after being pro-
claimed Caliph (in 172/788) launched an offensive to bring under the sway
of Islam those Berbers who had not as yet been converted. This policy was
continued by his son, Idris II, so that in the course of the next century
northern Morocco was to a large extent Islamized, with the exception of
the heretical Barghawata. It should be pointed out that contrary to the
opinion of some scholars,2? the Idrisids could not be counted as a Shi‘ite
dynasty as they never preached the Shi‘ite form of Islam. The Islamization
of the Berbers in the Idrisid domain was aided also by the steady immigra-
tion of Arabs from Andalusia and Ifrikiya into the newly founded city of
Fez which played a role in the western Maghrib comparable to that of
Kayrawan in the eastern parts.

The Islamization of the whole Maghrib was substantially complete by
the fourth/tenth century; only in some regions and towns did small Chris-
tian and Jewish communities still exist and a few Berber groups in remote
mountain areas clung to their ancient beliefs while the ‘heretic’ Barghawata
were still unsubdued. But in the meantime the political and social con-
ditions underwent many changes that deeply influenced the whole religious
situation.

In these changes the role of the Fatimids was paramount, even if highly
paradoxical. By sweeping away the Kharidjite states of Tahert and Sidjil-
masa and by suppressing several Kharlglllte revolts, the Fatimids dealt a
mortal blow to Berber Kharidjism. But they were, howcver unable to
attract the Berber masses to their form of Islam, Sh1 ism. Rather the
Berbers now turned to Sunnite Islam and especially to the Mﬁlikite
madhhab (religious-legal school). The surviving Kharidjites either retired
to remote regions (Mzab, Djabal Nafusa, etc.) or gradually abandoned
their doctrines and went over to Malikism which was already firmly rooted
at Kayrawan in Ifrikiya and in parts of Morocco. Kharldusm ceased to be
the specific Berber form of Islam because at this time it lost its raison d’étre
as the expression of Berber opposition to foreign rule. There was no
foreign domination in the Maghrib after the Fatimids transferred the
centre of their empire to Egypt and left the Maghrib under the governor-
ship of the Berber Zirids who in due time proclaimed their independence

21. On the beginnings of this dynasty see Chapter 10 below.
22. For example P. K. Hitti, 1956, pp. 450-1.
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and swore allegiance to the Sunnite Caliph in Baghdad. Shortly afterwards
the western part of the Maghrib came under the domination of the Berber
Almoravids who exterminated the last vestiges of Kharidjism, Sh1‘ism and
the Barghawata heresy in this area, and established definitively the domi-
nation of the Malikite school of Sunnite Islam.

Part I1: The spread of Islam in Africa to the
south of the Sahara 1 HRBEK

Since the Islamization of the northern part of Africa came about as a result
of the Arab conquest, it is often thought that the spread of this religion into
tropical Africa followed a similar pattern, that is, that the local peoples
were first subdued by the Arabs (or Berbers) and then forced to adopt
Islam. The Almoravid conquest of Ghana is usually quoted as the most
outstanding case of this kind of Islamization but recent research has
demonstrated that such an interpretation of Ghana’s conversion is not sub-
stantiated by available evidence (see below). External conquest by Muslim
invaders played a negligible role except in the Eastern Sudan where ex-
tensive Arab settlement was of crucial importance for the dissemination of
Islam. Even here, however, the conversion of autochthones followed much
later. The conquest of African societies by local Islamized states was a sig-
nificant factor in the Chad region or in southern Ethiopia, although there,
paradoxically, the final extension of the Christian Amhara empire in the
nineteenth century had a far more profound and permanent effect on the
promotion of Islam than the military actions of previous centuries.?? But
in various parts of Africa to the south of the Sahara the normal course of
the spread of Islam has been quite different as will be seen presently.

The Sahara

The Berbers of the western Sahara could have got into contact with Islam
either through the Arab warriors who had penetrated their country from
al-Sus al-Aksa or through the Muslim merchants whose caravans from
Sidjilmasa or from other towns of al-Sus al-Aksa had appeared on the
western Saharan trade routes just after the Arab conquest of the Maghrib.
These contacts certainly led to the conversion of some individual Berbers
who served as guides and escorts for the caravans. In a few commercial and
political centres along the routes where the Muslim traders had established
themselves permanently, the influence of Muslim culture on the local
population must have been more strong and profound.

The oldest information about the contacts between the Arabs and the

23. I. M. Lewis, 1974, pp. 108—9.
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Saharan Berbers is an account of the expedition of ‘Ukba ibn Nafi* to
southern Morocco. In 63/682 he attacked the Massiifa Berbers to the south
of al-Sus al-Aksa and after making some of them prisoners, he retired.?* It
seems that that expedition had reached as far as Wadi Dar‘a (Oued Dra).
Although much embellished by the later ‘Ukba legend, this expedition
seems to have been only a kind of reconnaissance similar to that undertaken
by the same Arab general in 47/666—7 to the south of Tripoli towards
Fezzan and Kawar;?? it is highly improbable that such short forays would
have led to the Islamization of the local people.

Not much different were the campaigns of Miusa ibn Nusayr, the
Umayyad governor of Ifrikiya who between 87/705—6 and go/708—9 had
conquered, pacified and allegedly converted most of the Moroccan
Berbers. He, too, entered al-Sus al-Aksa and even arrived at Sidjilmasa and
as far as to the town of Dar®a on the frontiers of the Massufa territory.?®
But the same sources maintain that the definitive conquest of al-Sus al-Aksa
and the conversion of its inhabitants occurred only as late as the 730s as a
consequence of the expedition of Habib ibn Abi ‘Ubayda.??
The Arab army came back with many prisoners and a quantity of gold.
Amongst the prisoners was a considerable number of the Massufa; this in-
dicates that these Berbers refused to accept Islam.

Further Arab military expeditions to the western Sahara stopped after
the great Berber revolts in the 740s which had led to the decadence of Arab
domination and a general anarchy in the Maghrib.

The first of the Saharan Berbers whose conversion is attested seem to
have been the Lamtuna since Ibn Khaldin wrote that they had accepted
Islam shortly after the Arab conquest of Spain, in the second decade of the
second/eighth century. On the other hand, al-Zuhri (sixth/twelfth century)
speaks of the conversion of the Lamtiina, Massiifa and Djuddala during
the reign of the Umayyad Caliph Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (106/724—
125/743).2® Their Islam, however, must have been only a thin veneer for
many centuries to come; the whole history of the beginning of the Almora-
vid movement offers eloquent evidence about the superficial Islamization
among these three Berber peoples.

The Western and Central Sudan
Islam had been carried across the desert to the Western Sudan even before

24. Ibn Khaldiin, 1925-56, Vol. 1, p. 212; J. M. Cuoq, 1975, p. 330; N. Levtzion and
J. F. P. Hopkins (eds), 1981, p. 326.

25. Ibn *Abd al-Hakam, 1947, pp. 63-5; J. M. Cuoq, 1975, pp. 45-6; N. Levtzion and
J. F. P. Hopkins (eds), 1981, p. 12.

26. Al-Baladhuri, 1866, p. 230.

27. Al-Baladhuri, 1866, pp. 231—2; Ibn 'Abd al-Hakam, 1947, pp. 122—3; Ibn ‘Idhari,
1948-53, Vol. 1, p. 51; J. M. Cuogq, 1975, p. 46.

28. Al-Zuhri, 1968, pp. 126, 181; J. M. Cueq, 1975, p. 121; T. Lewicki, 1970.
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the Maghrib and the Sahara themselves were fully converted. According to
al-Zuhrf the rulers of the commercial town of Tadmekka, the Berbers of
Banu Tanmak, were Islamized seven years after the people of Ghana,
being forced to do this by newly converted Ghana.?® It is, of course, quite
possible that in this case the ‘conversion’ had meant the enforcement of
orthodox Almoravid Islam among a people that already professed the
Kharidjite faith. Tadmekka had been visited by Ibadi traders from North
Africa since the third/ninth century and had become a centre of their mis-
sionary activities among the Sudanese peoples. The famous leader of the
anti-Fatimid Kharidjite revolt in the fourth/tenth century, Abu Yazid, was
probably born in Tadmekka.3°

This brmgs us to consider the role of the Kharidjites, especially the
Ibadi sect, in the spread of Islam in the Sudan. Recent work by T. Lewicki
on the Ibadites in North Africa, in the Sahara and in the Sudan has thrown
much new light on the activities, commercial as well as missionary, of these
puritanical Muslims. It is quite clear today that Ibadi traders penetrated
the Sudan much earlier than orthodox Sunnites and it is likely that some of
the first converts among the Sudanese were won for Islam solely by the
proselytizing efforts of the Ibadites. The majority of the classical Arabic
sources did not mention these activities, as their authors, being orthodox
Muslims, were biased against the heretics;*! only sporadically or in an
indirect way do we learn from them about the Ibadite presence in the
Sudan.?? On the other hand, the writings of Ibadi authors from North
Africa are full of information about the Ibadi trade network in the Sahara
and the Sudan from the second/eighth century on. There is evidence of
settlements of Ibadi merchants who came from Tahert, Wargla, southern
Tunisia and Djabal Nafusa, in various Sudanese towns such as Ghana,
Gao, Awdaghust, Tadmekka, Ghayaru, Zafunu and Kugha. The
Kharidjites of the Sufri sect were ruling Sidjilmasa, one of the most im-
portant northern termini of the caravan trade until the fourth/tenth cen-
tury; the Ibadite dynasty of the Banu Khattab in Zawila (in the Fezzan)
dominated the northern end of the important trade route from Libya to the
Lake Chad Basin. The picture that emerges from recent research shows us
the great extent of these trade relations. Although reports about the mis-
sionary activities of these merchants are not numerous, it can be surmised
that their centuries-long presence in the most important Sudanese centres
exercised a religious influence on the local inhabitants. The first converts

29. Al-Zuhri, 1968, pp. 181-2; T. Lewicki, 1981, p. 443.

30. Ibn Hammad, 1927, pp. 18, 33—4; cf. Chapter 12 below.

31. Among many victims of the Almoravid conquest of the town of Awdaghust, al-Bakri,
1913, p. 24 (J. M. Cuoq, 1975, pp. 91—2), regrets only the death of a Kayrawan1 Arab, i.e.
Sunni Muslim, and passes without comment the massacre of the Zanata Berbers, in major-
ity Ibadites.

32. Ibn Battita, 1969, p. 395, mentions a group of white Ibadis in Zaghari. Although the
Ta’rikh al-Sadan, 1900, p. 61, describes Sonni ‘All of Songhay as a Kharidjite, it seems that
this term has here the general meaning of a heretic. Cf. T. Hodgkin, 1975, p. 118, n. 3.
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would have been, of course, their Sudanese partners in trade. On the other
hand, no traces of the religious tenets of the Ibadite faith remain alive in
the Sudanese belt. It seems that only in the religious architecture can we
detect more profound Ibadite influence: the minaret forms extant in many
parts of the Sudan came originally from southern Tunisia, whereas the
rectangular minbars are copies of those from Mzib, the main Ibadite
centre from the fourth/tenth century onwards.3?

The early Ibadite influences in the southern Sahara and the Western
Sudan were eradicated under the i impact of the Almoravids who preached
orthodox Islam and ensured that the Sudanese Muslims would thence-
forth adhere to Malikism. At the same time, in the fifth/eleventh century,
the invasion of North Africa and the northern fringes of the Sahara by the
nomadic Bani Hilal contributed further to the decline of Ibadi communi-
ties and the definitive loss of their commercial preponderance in the
caravan trade.

There are two curious episodes that could be interpreted as echoes of the
former Ibadi influence in the sub-Saharan region. The Hausa legend of
Daura contains the story of an Abuyazidu (or Bayadjidda), ‘son of the King
of Baghdad’ and the legendary ancestor of the Hausa ruling dynasties. This
Abuyazidu legend seems to be somewhat connected with the famous leader
of the anti-Fatimid Kharidjite uprising, Abui Yazid, who was killed in 335/
947. Although it is historically impossible to identify these two as one per-
son, it is nevertheless admissible to see in this legend a distant echo of an
Ibadrt tradition in the Sudan, the more so as we know that the historical
Abi Yazid was born of a Sudanese mother in Tadmekka (or Gao).3+

Al-Dardjin1 (seventh/thirteenth century), an Ibadite author from the
Maghrib, narrates an anecdote about his great-grandfather who about 575/
117980 travelled to the Sudan and there converted the king of Mali (situ-
ated inland of Ghana) to Islam. This anecdote reminds one of the well-
known story of al-Bakr1 about the conversion to Islam of a king of Mallel;
this must have happened before the work of al-Bakri had been written
(before 460/1068). The chronological discrepancy indicates that what we
have here is a pious deceit by al-Dardjini who has ascribed to his ancestor
the success of an anonymous missionary.3* But this does not diminish the
value of this anecdote as evidence for early missionary activities of the
Ibadites and the awareness of this in later centuries.

How effective or profound this first wave of Islamization was is difficult
to assess. Taking into account the situation of Islam in more recent times,
it can be surmised that in a general way this early Islam contained many
elements of various pre-Islamic faiths known in the Maghrib since the end

33. Cf.]J. Schacht, 1954.

34. H. R. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, pp. 132ff.; W. K. R. Hallam, 1966, and the criticism of
A. Smith, 1g70.

35. Cf. J. Schacht, 1954, pp. 21—5; T. Lewicki, 1969, pp. 72-3; J. M. Cuoq, 1975,
pp. 195-6; N. Levizion and J. F. P. Hopkins (eds), 1981, pp. 368—9.
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of the Roman epoch (Judaism, Christianity) as well as survivals from the
Berber and African religions. No wonder that the intransigent orthodox
(mainly Malikite) reformers of the type of Ibn Yasin were horrified by the
survivals of traditional religion and the ‘mixed’ nature of this early Islam in
the Sahara and the Sudan. It took many centuries before the genuine Islam
preached by a long chain of reformers and revivalists achieved some
success.

To the Ibadites belongs the undeniable merit of having been the first to
introduce Islam to the Sudanese peoples; even if their success cannot be
quantitatively measured — and it seems that it was not very great — they laid
the foundation on which later propagators ‘of Islam were able to build a
firmer structure.

The association of Islam and commerce in sub-Saharan Africa is a well-
known fact. The groups most commercially active in later centuries, the
Dyula, the Hausa and the Dyakhanke, were among the first to be converted
when their respective countries came into contact with Muslims. The ex-
planation of this phenomenon is to be found in social and economic factors.
Islam as a religion born in the commercial society of Mecca and preached
by a Prophet who himself had been for a long time a merchant, provides a
set of ethical and practical precepts closely related to business activities.
This moral code helped to sanction and control commercial relationships
and offered a unifying ideology among the members of different ethnic
groups thus helping to guarantee security and credit, two of the chief re-
quirements of long-distance trade. As it was well put by A. G. Hopkins:
‘Islam helped maintain the identity of members of a network or firm who
were scattered over a ‘wide area, and often in foreign countries; it enabled
traders to recognise, and hence to deal readily with each other; and it pro-
vided moral and ritual sanctions to enforce a code of conduct which made
trust and credit possible.’3®

Muslims in these early days tended to form small communities dispersed
along the main trade routes all over the Sahel and Sudan. In some capital
cities like Ghana or Gao the merchants and Muslims — in fact, these cate-
gories were in most cases identical — lived in separate quarters, sometimes
enjoying a certain political and judicial autonomy. This pattern was re-
peated until quite recent times not only in the trading centres but also in
many villages where Muslims preferred to live separately from the pagan
majority under the jurisdiction of their own shaykhs or kadss.

In their quarters they established mosques and soon acquired a distinc-
tive character through some of their habits and customs associated with the
practice of Islam such as the five daily prayers, the mode of dressing and
the total abstention from alcohol by some pious Muslims.

Thus Islam appeared first not as a moving frontier of mass conversion in
a continuous area but rather as a series of urban enclaves at the centres of

36. A. G. Hopkins, 1973, p. 64.
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trade and political power while the peasants were only little touched by
Islam.?? These settlements along the trade routes and in the major centres
constituted the nursery for the eventual propagation of Islam.

Of course, not every Muslim trader could have had enough time or in-
clination to do missionary work among the local people. But in the wake of
the traders and with the growth of Muslim communities in many parts of
the Sudan came Muslim clerics for whom religious activities were gener-
ally more important than commercial ones. At first they performed a
variety of clerical functions for established Muslim communities to which
they later added healing, divining and the manufacture and sale of charms
and amulets. It was in this way that they won respect and prestige among
non-Muslims whose religious tenets were not exclusive and who often
sought the aid of these clerics in attempts to manipulate the world of the
supernatural. The side of their activities that touched on magic and super-
stition constituted the major appeal of Islam in non-Muslim eyes in the
Sudan countries. Interpretations of dreams, healing by faith, divining the
future, belief in the power of prayer, especially of prayers for rain, were of
great relevance.38

Since its appearance in West Africa Islam has always had to contend
with non-Islamic customs and practices. For most converts, the acceptance
of the new religion has never meant a complete abandonment of all non-
Islamic practices associated with the African Traditional Religion. In fact,
many initially accepted Islam because early Muslim leaders were liberal in
their interpretation of what constituted the profession of Islam and were
therefore very tolerant of some non-Islamic practices.

The second social group — after the merchants — to be converted to Islam
were the rulers and courtiers. Whereas the adoption of Islam by the
Sudanese traders through their contacts with North African counterparts
went on gradually and unobtrusively for many years, thus failing to arouse
the curiosity of the Muslim authors of our written sources, the conversion
of a ruler had always attracted their attention, being an event duly recorded
as a victory for Islam. We are therefore much better informed about the
Islamization of the royal families and courts; moreover the given dates per-
mit us to put this process into a relatively sure chronological framework.

It is generally admitted that the first ruler in the Western Sudan to
become Muslim was War Dyabi of Takriir on the lower Senegal. He had
adopted Islam even before the rise of the Almoravids in the 420s/1030s.
According to al-Bakr1 he undertook to spread the new religion into the
neighbouring country of Silla;*® and in 448/1056 his son Labi joined

37. P.D. Curtin, 1975, p. 48.

38. H. J. Fisher, 1977, p. 316. But some clerics were less than zealous about spreading
Islam to the unconverted, preferring to claim the monopoly of esoteric powers for their own
group; cf. Y. Person, 1968—75, Vol. 1, p. 133.

39. Al-Bakri, 1913, p. 172; J. M. Cuogq, 1975, p. 96; N. Levtzion and J. F. P. Hopkins

(eds), 1981, p. 77.
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Yahya ibn ‘Umar in fighting the rebellious Djuddala. Although the Fulbe-
speaking people on the lower Senegal are today called Tukulor (but they
themselves do not use the name), a distortion of Takrur, it is not quite sure
whether they already inhabited this country in the fifth/eleventh century.
It seems more probable that the ancient Takrur was peopled by the
Soninke.*? In later centuries the name of Takrur tended to designate, in
North Africa and in Egypt, all the Muslim countries of the Western and
Central Sudan. Whether this usage goes back to the fact that Takriir was
the first West African Muslim country or to the fact that by the eighth/
fourteenth century the people of Takrur, at that time already Fulbe-
speaking, had begun to produce the class of Muslim clerics (the Torodbe)
who played such an important role in the Islamization of the whole West-
ern Sudan, remains unsolved.*!

An even earlier, pre-Almoravid, conversion of a local ruler occurred in
Gao (Kaw-Kaw), where in about 400/1009-10 the fifteenth Dya (Za) ruler
Kosoy adopted Islam.*? Al-Bakri does not mention the circumstances of
this conversion but reports that when a new ruler was installed at Gao he
was given a sword, a shield and a copy of the Qoran said to have been sent
from a caliph as his insignia of office. He adds that the king professed
Islam, never giving supreme power to anyone other than a Muslim, 43

But the court ceremonial at Gao described by al-Bakr1 was clearly non-
Muslim. This pattern of Islam as the official royal religion with the mass of
the populace non-Muslim and with a largely traditional court ceremonial
remained a general fashion in many Sudanese states and is an indication of
the very delicate balance which always existed between Islam and the in-
digenous religious structure.

To this same period also belongs the already mentioned conversion of
the king of Mallal, one of the earlier chiefdoms of the Malinke. The ruler is
reported by al-Bakri to have been gained for Islam by a Muslim resident
whose prayers brought a long-awaited rain to the country. Although the
royal family and court became sincere Muslims, the rest of the people con-
tinued in their traditional religion.*# This king proclaimed his allegiance to
the new religion openly, being called ‘al-Musliman?’; but already his col-
league, the ruler of Alukan, had to conceal his Islam before his subjects.

The first establishment of Islam in the Central Sudan occurred in the
fifth/eleventh century with the conversion of the mars of Kanem.*3 In the
mahram (grant of privilege) of Hummay Djilmi (¢. 472/1080—490/1097) we
read that:

40. War Dyabe is a Soninke proper name; cf. C. Monteil, 1929, p. 8. The immigration of
the Fulbe-speakers into the country on the lower Senegal began only later.

41. Cf. U. al-Nagqar, 1969.

42. Ta’rikh al-Sadan, 1900, p. 5.

43. Al-Bakri, 1913, p. 183; J. M. Cuoq, 1975, pp. 108—0.

44. Cf. note 35.

45. Cf. D. Lange, 1978.
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‘the first country in the Sudan which Islam entered was the land of
Bornu. It came through Muhammad ibn Mani who had lived in
Bornu for five years in the time of King Bulu .. ., fourteen years in the
time of King Umme (Hummay). Then he summoned Bornu to Islam
by the grace of King Umme ... Ma: Umme and Muhammad ibn
Mani spread abroad Islam to last till the day of judgment’.#¢

" It is interesting that already under the reigns of some of Hummay’s pre-
decessors (from the beginning of the fifth/eleventh century) there lived at
the court Muslim clerics who even instructed the rulers in Islamic precepts
and read parts of the Qoran with them; nevertheless none of mais publicly
professed Islam. It is for this reason that al-Bakri, writing a generation
before Hummay, considers Kanem to be still a kingdom of ‘idolatrous
Negroes’ although exposed to Muslim influences, illustrated by the inter-
esting story of the presence there of some Umayyad refugees who ‘still pre-
serve their Arab mode of dress and customs’.#? The son and successor of
Hummay, Dunama (490/1097-545/1150) undertook two pilgrimages to
Mecca, being drowned on the second occasion.*®

The fifth/eleventh century seems to represent the period of the first real
breakthrough for Islam in the Western and Central Sudan: from the lower
Senegal to the shores of Lake Chad Islam was accepted by various rulers
and chiefs, thus gaining an official recognition in the framework of African
societies. The same century also brought about the conversion of the most
famous and at the time most powerful of the Sudanese states, that of
Ghana.

It used to be thought that this conversion was brought about as a result
of the Almoravid conquest of Ghana in 469/1076. Recent research by
scholars such as D. Conrad, H. J. Fisher, L. O. Sanneh and M. Hiskett,*°
has, however, cast serious doubts on this view and it is becoming increas-
ingly accepted that no such conquest ever took place and that the two
powers in fact maintained friendly relations throughout. As a recent auth-
ority has concluded, ‘it seems more likely that the Soninke of Ghana were
on good terms with the desert Almoravids, that they became their allies not
their enemies, and were peacefully persuaded by them to adopt Sunni
Islam as the offical religion in the Ghana empire.”*® From Arabic sources,
principally al-Bakri, we know about a large Muslim community in the
capital in the pre-Almoravid period, consisting not only of merchants but
also of courtiers and ministers. The rulers of Ghana had thus already been
exposed to Islamic influences for a long time; it is also likely that Islam
came to Ghana first in its Kharidjite form. The conversion mentioned by

46. H. R. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. 3; reprinted also in H. R. Palmer, 1936, p. 14ff.
47. Al-Bakm, 1913, p. 11; J. M. Cuoq, 1975, p. 82; cf Chapter 15 below.

48. Diwan of the Sultans of Bornu; H. R. Palmer, 1936, pp. 85-6.

49. D. Conrad and H. J. Fisher, 1982, 1983; L. O. Sanneh, 1976; M. Hiskett, 1984.
50. M. Hiskett, 1984, p. 23.
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al-Zuhri — that the people of Ghana were converted by the Lamtuna in
469/1076%1 — could therefore mean merely an imposition of the orthodox
Malikite Islam on a previously Ibadite community as was earlier done in
Awdaghust. The most important achievement of the Almoravid interven-
tion was doubtless the conversion of the king and his court.5?

Also rejected by revisionist scholars is the view that the conquest and
enforced Islamization of Ghana led to a massive population movement of
the Soninke who opposed Islam and preferred to leave their ancestral
homes rather than abandon their traditional religious beliefs.53 Since no
such conquest or enforced Islamization took place the migration which did
occur could not be attributed to these factors.

It would be, of course, mistaken not to acknowledge the profound
impact of the Almoravids and the changes that their intervention brought
to the Sudan. But these changes were of a quite different order to those
supposed by the adherents of the migration theory. The Soninke really
started to disperse but it was a continuation of a process that had begun
much earlier. The Islamized Soninke merchants — the Wangara of the
Arabic sources — gradually established their commercial network in the
Sahel and to the south of it, towards the fringes of the tropical forest. Far
from being averse to Islam they in fact substantially helped to spread this
religion to non-Muslim parts of the Sudan where neither Arabs nor
Berbers ever penetrated. The Soninke who moved from Dya (Dia) on the
Niger to a new centre at Dyakhaba on the Bafing became known as Dyak-
hanke. They adopted the Malinke language and developed a closely knit
community in which clerical and commercial activities went hand in
hand.’* Other traders of Soninke origin, but often linguistically
Malinkized, developed other trade networks: the Dyula mostly to the
southern parts, the Marka in the Niger Bend and the Yarse in the Voltaic
states. Most of their history and their role in spreading Islam belong to
later centuries but it was in the period immediately following the Almora-
vid intervention in Ghana that this process gained its initial momentum.

There is no doubt that after the Almoravid intermezzo Islamic activities
south of the Sahara became more intensive. The Islamization of the Mai
Hummay of Kanem is sometimes ascribed to Almoravid influence but this
is unlikely. There were, as we have seen, other Sudanese rulers who
became Muslims before the rise of the Almoravids. It would seem that in
the fifth/eleventh century the dynamics of previous development in many
Sudanese states had reached a stage in which the adoption of Islam offered
a certain set of advantages to the ruling classes and to a widening group of

51. Al-Zuhri, 1968, p. 180ff; J. M. Cuoq, 1975, p. 119.

52. M. Hiskett, 1984, p. 26.

53- This concept stood at the roots of the theory that the ancestors of the Akan peoples of
the modern republic of Ghana (Akan being allegedly a corruption of Ghana) came from
ancient Ghana after its conquest by the Almoravids.

54. On the Dyakhanke cf. L. O. Sanneh, 1979; P. D. Curtin, 1971.
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local traders. These advantages became even more apparent in the follow-
ing centuries, in the period of the rise of the great Sudanese empires, Mali
and Songhay.

Reasons of state that led to a degree of Islamization in the formerly non-
Muslim empires were both internal and external. The external ones were
connected with trade since the function of these empires from the econ-
omic point of view was the control and exploitation of the Sudan’s trade
with North Africa. The ruling class had a real interest in presenting an
Islamized front — by the organization of its courts and by performing the
pilgrimage — in order to establish and improve good relations with its
North African clients and partners.® In the internal sphere one of the
great problems of the imperial rulers was how to secure the allegiance of
other subjected pagan clans and peoples which possessed totally different
ancestor and land cults from those of the ruling dynasty. A universal reli-
gion such as Islam seemed to offer a suitable solution; an effort was made to
implant it at least among the heads of other lineages and clans and to estab-
lish a new common religious bond. The increasing extent of the empires
made the effective administration of the realm more complicated; in this
respect the help of Muslim scribes and other literate persons was indis-
pensable for correspondence and control of state affairs. The influence of
Muslim clerics at the courts must have been great, thus preparing the
ground for the ultimate conversion of the ruler and his family.

This does not mean that the kings were necessarily very devout or deep
Muslims. They also had to reckon with the local customs and traditional
beliefs of the majority of their non-Muslim subjects who looked upon the
rulers as incarnations of or intermediaries of supranatural powers. None of
the rulers had the political power to enforce Islam or Islamic law without
compromising the loyalty of the non-Muslims. This helps to explain the
numerous pagan rites and ceremonies at the courts of Muslim kings like
the mansas of Mali and of the askiyas of Songhay, men who had performed
the pilgrimage and were commonly considered to be devout Muslims.

In the Mali empire the Islamization of its rulers occurred at the end of
the seventh/thirteenth century under the descendants of Sundiata.
Although Ibn Battiita and Ibn Khaldiin maintain that this founding hero
was converted to Islam,5¢ the Malinke oral tradition vehemently insists on
his character as a ‘pagan’ magician and denies any conversion. But already
Sundiata’s son and successor Mansa Uli performed the pilgrimage during
the reign of the Mamluk sultan, Baybars (658/1260—676/1277). Under his
rule Mali expanded over the Sahel and took control of the trading towns of
Walata, Timbuktu and Gao, thus coming into a more direct contact with
Islamized peoples than in the centuries before.’? From his reign onwards

55. C. Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1969, especially p. 73.
56. Ibn Battuta, 1969, Vol. 4, p. 420; Ibn Khaldiin, 1925-56, Vol. 2, p. 110; J. M. Cuoq,

1975, PP- 310, 344.
57. Cf. J. L. Triaud, 1968, p. 1320ff.
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the royal pilgrimage became a permanent tradition among the mansas. The
Islamic outlook of the empire took shape in the eighth/fourteenth century
under Mansa Musa (c. 712/1312—738/1337) and his brother Mansa Sulay-
man (c.738/1341—761/1360) who encouraged the building of mosques and
the development of Islamic learning. Ibn Battuta, an eye-witness, praised
the zeal of the Malian Muslims in memorizing the Qoran and in attendance
at the public prayers. The general feeling one has in reading his account is
that Mali in the mid-eighth/fourteenth century was a country in which
Islam had already taken root and whose inhabitants followed the main
Islamic precepts. He does not mention any pagan religious practices and
apart from the nakedness of women he did not observe anything prohibited
by Islamic law.58

The general security reigning during the heyday of the Mali empire was
favourable to the expansion of trade in the Western Sudan. Muslim traders
operated various trade networks across the entire empire and even ven-
tured beyond its frontiers. More and more Malinke were converted as well
as some people from other ethnic groups like the Fulbe in the Senegal
Valley and in Masina. An important development was the emergence and
growth of a local clerical class that was concentrated in the main political
and commercial towns, in Niani and Gao, but particularly in Jenne and
Timbuktu. There is sufficient evidence to show that at least until the ninth/
sixteenth century the majority of Muslim scholars in Timbuktu were of
Sudanese origin; many of them studied in Fez and excelled in Islamic sci-
ence and piety to such a degree as to arouse the admiration of foreign visit-
ors.’® All the main offices in Timbuktu (kadis, imams and khatibs) were
held by black Muslims who had come from the interior of the Mali empire.
A similar situation obtained in Jenne and also in Dyagha (Dya) whose
inhabitants Ibn Battuta praised as ‘Muslims of old and distinguished by
their piety and their quest for knowledge.’®® The establishment of a class
of learned Muslim scholars and clerics of Sudanese origin was an import-
ant event in the history of Islam in Africa south of the Sahara. It meant
that from then on Islam was propagated and spread by autochthons armed
with the knowledge of local languages, customs and beliefs; this knowledge
facilitated their missionary work and assured them a greater success than
that obtained by their North African coreligionists in earlier times. In the
eyes of the Africans Islam ceased to be the religion of white expatriates
and, because it was now carried by Africans themselves, it became an Afri-
can religion.

The influence of this new class of African clerics was felt as far as the
Central Sudan. Until the eighth/fourteenth century the region between
Lake Chad and the middle reaches of the Niger had formed something of a

58. Ibn Battiita, 1969, pp. 423—4; he encountered similar nakedness in the Maldive
Islands without doubting the genuineness of the Islamic faith of their inhabitants.

59. Cf. Ta’rikh al-Sudan, 1900, pp. 78-84.

60. Ibn Battura, 1969, Vol. 4, p. 395.
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backwater in the spread of Islam, Hausaland in particular having been
barely touched by missionary activities. Then, under the reign of Sarki
Yaji of Kano ‘the Wangarawa came from Melle bringing the Muslim reli-
gion’.®! According to Palmer’s chronology, Yaji ruled from 750/1349 to
787/1385; but the recently discovered eleventh/seventeenth~century
Chronicle of the Wangarawa explicitly states that these missionaries arrived
in Kano during the reign of Muhammad Rumfa (867/1463—904/1499)
having left their original home in the year 835/1431—2.%2 The chronologi-
cal difficulties in early Hausa history being well known, it is not surprising
that scholars disagree as to the date of the first introduction of Islam into
Hausaland. Notwithstanding the arguments forwarded by the editor of the
Chronicle of the Wangarawa it seems more likely that the entry of these
Muslims had occurred during the eighth/fourteenth century under Yaji
and not under Rumfa a century later. Yaji is presented in the Kano
Chronicle as a strict Muslim requiring his subjects to pray; and many
sarakuna between him and Rumfa, apart from bearing Muslim names, are
depicted as Muslims.®® Under the immediate predecessor of Rumfa,
Muslim Fulbe (Fulani) came from Melle ‘bringing with them books on
Divinity and Etymology’ whereas formerly the Hausa Muslims had only
had books on the Law and the Traditions, %4

It is, of course, possible that Hausaland received several waves of Wan-
gara Muslims at different times and that their earlier representatives had
succeeded in spreading Islam mainly among the traders whereas the group
recorded in the chronicles preached the new religion to the ruling classes.®$

It was in the second half of the ninth/fifteenth century that a strong Is-
lamic tradition began to be established. Three major rulers, perhaps con-
temporaries, Muhammad Rabbo in Zaria, Muhammad Korau in Katsina
and Muhammad Rumfa in Kano altered the character of Hausa develop-
ment by introducing or confirming Islam. Apart from the fact that he was
the first Muslim sarki of Zaria, nothing is known about Muhammad
Rabbo. The next ruler of Katsina, Ibrahim Sdra, is remembered as a
severe master who imprisoned those who refused to pray, whereas his son
‘Ali was called murabit (man of the ribar). Many of these rulers came under
the influence of the great Muslim reformer Muhammad al-Maghili who at
Rumfa’s request wrote the Obligations of Princes as a guide for the conduct
of Muslim rulers.¢® There are also accounts of the arrival of sharifs
(descendants of the Prophet) in Kano at that time; their presence led to the

61. Kano Chronicle, in H. R. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. 104.

62. M. A. Al-Hajj, 1968, p. 71f.

63. The main weakness of the Wangarawa Chronicle lies in the fact that it confuses the
arrival of the Wangarawa with that of the reformer al-Maghilt which happened at the end of
the ninth/fifteenth century. .

64. Kano Chronicle, in H. R. Palmer, 1928, Vol. 3, p. 111.

6s. Cf. S. A. Balogun, 1980, pp. 213~14.

66. On al-Maghili see A. A. Batran, 1973.
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strengthening of the faith and the elimination of some pagan survivals.
Islam was at that time still permeated by many local customs and practices
and some rulers asked guidance for correct conduct not only from al-
Maghili but also from the famous Egyptian scholar al-Suyit1.?

Even after these attempts to foster its strength Islam was by no means
generally accepted. It became the religion of small communities of traders
and professional clerics; the court circles were influenced superficially,
whereas the masses of people continued in their traditional beliefs. But
gradually Islamic concepts and attitudes became more pervasive creating a
situation of ‘mixed’ Islam. Important for further spread of Islam in those
parts of the Sudan was the ready acceptance of it by the Hausa traders who
became — after the Dyula — the second most active Muslim commercial
class. With the opening of trade routes to the kola-producing countries in
the hinterland of the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana) — where they met
with an eastward movement of the Dyula — they carried Islam to the forest
fringes.

By the tenth/sixteenth century the position of Islam had been further
improved by the policies of Askiya Muhammad of Songhay as well as by
the exodus of the mais from Kanem to Borno and the long rule of Idris
Alaoma. It is supposed that the intervention of that ruler in Mandara in
favour of one of his protégés paved the way for the introduction of Islam
into that country and it may be that at that time the Tubu adopted the reli-
gion. The newly founded Bagirmi became a Muslim state in the same cen-
tury and some time later, through inspiration drawn from Bagirmi, ‘Abd
al-Karim was able to weld Wadai into a state that was at least nominally
Muslim.

At the other end of the Sudanese belt, in Senegambia, that period also
witnessed an Islamic offensive. At the beginning of the tenth/sixteenth
century the great majority of the Gambian populations were already con-
sidered to be Muslim.%® In the second half of the century the spread of
Islam was even more manifest in connection with the progress of the
Tukulor in Futa Toro. Nearly everywhere on the coast Muslim clerics
(called by the Portuguese bixirim) circulated, propagating the faith of
Islam, prohibiting the consumption of pork and distributing amulets.
Three ribats on the bank of the Gambia specialized in the formation of
clerics who were then sent to proselytize in all neighbouring countries. ®®

There were also, of course, some setbacks in the progress of Islam. The
Mosi (Mossi) people in the Niger Bend had resisted the spread of Islam for
a long time in spite of their having already come into contact with it in the
eighth/fourteenth century when they had attacked and sacked Timbuktu

67. In his letter to Ibrahim Sura al-Suyufi wrote: ‘I have been informed that among the
people of Gobir are those who sacrifice a male or female slave if they are ill claiming that this
will be their ransom from death.’ Cf. T. Hodgkin, 1975, p. 119.

68. D. Pacheco Pereira, 1956, pp. 69-73.

69. M.F. de B. Santarem, 1842, p. 29.
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and even Walata.7° In the closing years of the next century Askiya
Muhammad launched a djshad against them because of their rejection of
his summons to adopt Islam. But not even the defeat of his army could per-
suade the Mosi ruler to abandon his traditional religion and the majority of
his subjects followed his example. The Mosi kingdoms started to be pene-
trated by Muslim merchants (Yarse) only after the eleventh/seventeenth
century and it was as late as the thirteenth/nineteenth century that some
Mosi were converted.

Another island of traditional religion was formed by the Bambara in the
territory of the ancient Mali empire. And even the Islamic culture of Mali
regressed after the decline of the empire; having lost their external pos-
sessions and being separated from the Saharan trade the Malinke lived in
small kafu (chiefdoms) without any central administration and without
urban life. Islam, being abandoned by the political class, was represented
by the commerctial group (Dyula) or by the clerics (moriba) only.”!

But in general, by the tenth/sixteenth century Islam was established all
along the Sudanese belt from the Atlantic to Lake Chad and beyond. The
ruling classes of all the great states and of the majority of the smaller ones
were at least nominally Muslim. In all the towns and in many villages there
lived communities of African Muslims of various ethnic origins, sometimes
Muslims only in name, but often men of piety and learning with a wide
outlook and in contact with the wider world to the north of the Sahara.
Although the majority of the peasants were only lightly touched by this
universal religion, Islam had become, after so many centuries of its pres-
ence, a familiar phenomenon, a part of the cultural scene in West Africa.

Nubia and the Nilotic Sudan

The Islamization of Nubia and the Nilotic Sudan has been — and indeed
still is — a continuing process. Although Nubia had been in contact with
Islam since the time of Arab conquest of Egypt in the early first/seventh
century, Islam’s spread there was blocked by the existence of the Christian
Nubian states and the attachment of the Nubians to their Christian faith.
The Muslims from Egypt tried in 31/651—2 to conquer Nubia and even
penetrated as far as Dongola but the fierce resistance of the Nubians forced
them to seek a truce. The ensuing treaty, commonly called the bakr,”? was
a non-aggression pact which allowed the Nubian state of al-Makurra to re-
tain its independent status. It conferred on the subjects of each side the
right to travel and trade freely in the other’s territory and stipulated also

70. It is, however, not sure, in the light of recent research, whether these Mosi were
identical with those of the Volta Basin, cf. Unesco, General History of Africa, Vol. IV,
ch. 19.

71. Y. Person, 1981, pp. 614, 641.

72. On the bakt cf. Chapter 8 below.
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that the lives of Muslims in Nubia were to be safeguarded.?* The treaty re-
mained in force for six hundred years, an exceptionally long term indeed
for an international agreement to last. It shows also that the Muslims had
abandoned the idea of occupying Nubia; they were more interested in put-
ting an end to Nubian raids and keeping the country as a sphere of in-
fluence. Although there were occasionally attempts to convert the rulers
(for example at the beginning of the period of Fatimid rule in Egypt), the
general policy of the Muslim Egyptian governments was to leave the Chris-
tian kingdom undisturbed.

The friendly relationship between Egyptian rulers and Nubian
monarchs opened the doors for the penetration of Muslim traders. In the
capital of al-Makurra there existed, from early times, settlements of Arab
merchants who inhabited — in accordance with the pattern established in
the whole Sudanic belt — separate quarters of the town. Although it does
not seem that these merchants actively propagated the Islamic religion,
they nevertheless brought the first elements of the new faith into this hith-
erto wholly Christian region.

The Islamization (and the Arabization, too) of Nubia was the work of
quite different agents. Already in the second/eighth century some Arab
nomadic groups had started to move from Upper Egypt towards Nubia,
choosing mainly the region between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea lit-
toral. In the fourth/tenth century they were already established in the
extreme north of Nubia and at the same time some of the Nubians to the
north of the Second Cataract had been converted to Islam.

Another gateway for the penetration of Islam, although of less import-
ance than the Nile corridor, was the Red Sea littoral. There the Arab mer-
chants had already started to settle in coastal towns like ‘Aydhab, Badi* and
Sawikin in the second/eighth century. The hinterland was inhabited by
the turbulent nomadic Bédja whose repeated incursions harassed Upper
Egypt for a long time. The Muslim governments tried to pacify them by
treaties similar to that concluded with the Nubians but as the Bedja were
without any centralized political organization, these treaties covered only a
part of their groups. Nevertheless the Bédja chiefs-allowed the settlements
of Muslim merchants on their territories, thus opening this region to the
influence of Islam.

" This influence was strengthened by the immigration of some Arab
nomadic groups into the Bédja country where their members intermarried
with the Bedja ruling families; their children became chiefs of some of the
Bedja groups. This process was repeated over a long period of time and
Muslims thus gained prominence. A similar process of intermarriage went
on in Nubia, too, and led to the establishment of powerful Muslim lin-
eages. The Islamization of the Bédja was also stimulated between the

73- Here we deal only with those parts of the treaty which have a direct bearing on the
spread of Islam.

82



Stages in the development of Islam and its dissemination

fourth/tenth and seventh/thirteenth centuries by the development of trade
routes across the Bedja country from the Nile Valley to Red Sea ports. The
northernmost Bedja groups, the Hadariba and ‘Ababda, gradually became
Arabized, even adopting fictitious Arab genealogies, but their ancient
beliefs were only thinly disguised by Islam. Other groups did not feel the
influence of the Muslim Arabs so strongly but even they in the long run
accepted Islam, or at least some of its precepts. It can be said that by the
eighth/fourteenth century the majority of Bedja were formally Islamized;
that is to say they considered themselves Muslims and were recognized as
such by their coreligionists but with many of their traditional beliefs and
practices still alive.

In the meantime northern Nubia witnessed an uninterrupted flow of
Arab immigrants; until the end of the sixth/twelfth century, as long as the
kingdom of al-Makurra still remained independent, this flow took rather a
form of gradual infiltration of small Beduin groups. With the Mamluk
interventions in the internal strife of the royal family, the Nubian kings
became vassals or puppet rulers. In 715/1315 the Mamluks chose as
Nubian king a prince who was already converted to Islam; this event
heralded the beginning of the decline of Nubian Christianity. The passing
of power into the hands of a Muslim turned Nubia from a Dar al-harbtoa
Dar al-Islam; the payment of djizya (poll tax) to the Muslim rulers of
Egypt ceased.”* The Islamization of the rulers also brought an end to the
bakt.

The disintegration of the northern Nubian kingdom, to which the earlier
penetration of Arab tribesmen had substantially contributed, facilitated the
great Arab breakthrough to the rich pasture lands beyond the Nubian
desert. Although these Arab Beduins were nominally Muslim, there is no
reason to suppose that their Islam was any less superficial than that of other
nomads. They can hardly be considered as fanatical proselytizers for their
faith. On the other hand the end of the Christian dynasty and thus the end
of Christianity as a state religion must have greatly facilitated the accept-
ance of Islam by the sedentary population along the Nile Valley. Addi-
tional factors contributing to the decline of Nubian Christianity included
the growing isolation from the outside world, and also the deterioration of
the status of Christians in Egypt from where most of the higher clergy
came. Christianity was not wiped out at once but it lingered on over a long
period and rather died out by internal weakness. Its place was taken gradu-
ally by Islam. In the more southerly state of ‘Alwa it remained alive until
the beginning of the tenth/sixteenth century when it was overthrown by
the joint action of Arab ‘tribesmen’ and the Fund,.

At this time the Arab nomads had already penetrated into the Djazira
(Gezira), between the Blue and White Niles, as well as into the Butana,
between the Atbara River and the Blue Nile. There they settled in the

74. Ibn Khaldun, 1956—9, Vol. 5, pp. 922—3.
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metropolitan area of “Alwa and in Sennar and progressed to the south as far
as the island of Aba on the White Nile. In a similar way the Arabs pene-
trated into Kordofan and southern Dirfiir.

In the wake of the nomadic Arabs came Muslim clerics and holy men.
They arrived from or had studied in the older lands of Islam and they were
the first to bring to this country some knowledge of the Holy Law (shari"a).
The earliest of these pious missionaries was a Yemeni, Ghulam Allah ibn
‘Ayd, who came in the second half of the eighth/fourteenth century to the
Dongola region; he found the Muslims in a state of ignorance due to lack of
teachers.”$ In the following centuries the missionaries of sif7 orders began
to settle in the Sudan and to contribute to the preaching of Islam. They
succeeded in converting the Fundj, a dark-skinned people, whose imme-
diate provenance was the upper Blue Nile. Under the rule of Fundj kings
Islam was encouraged and many scholars and pious men migrated to their
kingdom. By the tenth/sixteenth century the southern frontier of Islam was
stabilized along the line of the 13°N parallel of latitude. The process of
Islamization was accompanied by a process of Arabization that left its mark
on a large part of the country.”®

The Horn of Africa

The penetration of Islam into Ethiopia followed two major trade routes
leading into the interior from the Dahlak Islands and Zayla‘. The Dahlak
Islands had become Muslim at the beginning of the second/eighth century
and at the same time other coastal places on the Red Sea shores began to be
settled by Muslims, mostly of Arab or other non-African origin. From
these centres Islam was propagated among the local, predominantly
nomadic peoples along the coast, but the impact of Islamization was not
strong until after the fourth/tenth century.

Although the great number of Arabic inscriptions found on the Dahlak
Islands indicate the wealth and importance of the Muslim community
which developed later into an effective sultanate,’” the islands do not seem
to have played a great role in the spread of Islam into the interior regions of
Ethiopia. The main obstacle was the solid establishment of the Christian
Church in northern Ethiopia among the Tigré-speaking and Amharic-
speaking peoples. The rulers undoubtedly welcomed Muslim merchants
from the coastal settlements — Dahlak being for a long time the only com-
mercial outlet for the Ethiopian kingdom — but they forbade them to pro-
pagate their faith. Nevertheless in the third/ninth century Muslim
communities had already emerged in the main centres and along the major
trade routes. Trade in Ethiopia, and particularly the long-distance caravan

75. Y. F. Hasan, 1966, pp. 154=5.

76. On the spread of Islam in the Nilotic Sudan, cf. J. S. Trimingham, 1949.
77. On these inscriptions see B. Malmusi, 1895; G. Oman, 1974a, 1974b.

84



Stages in the development of Islam and its dissemination

trade had been monopolized since these early times by Muslims as the
Christian society had always looked down on commercial activities and
crafts.”® Traces of early Muslim communities have been found in the fully
Christian province of Tigré;”® the merchants presumably had freedom of
movement and were allowed to settle with their families and servants in the
Christian kingdom.?°

While the Dahlak Islands were certainly the gateway for the founders of
Muslim communities in northern Ethiopia, those in the south, in the Shoa
province, must have received their inspiration from Zayla’, an important
port in the Gulf of Aden. In this respect Zayla“ has been of greater import-
ance than Dahlak and it was in these southern parts of the Ethiopian region
that Islam was destined to play a most prominent role.

The situation in the hinterland of Zayla‘ was quite different from that
prevailing in the north: it was a frontier region for both Christians and
Muslims who started a struggle there to win for their respective faiths the
souls of the large indigenous population with traditional religious beliefs.
Side by side with this religious competition went the struggle for political
and economic domination which was to continue for many centuries to
come.

During the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries Islam became
firmly established in the coastal areas of the Gulf of Aden; during the next
centuries its political and religious significance in the whole region and es-
pecially in the interior increased. The conditions that allowed the growth
of Islamic influence were partly internal, the decline of the Christian king-
dom, and partly external, the rise of Fatimid power in the Red Sea fol-
lowed by a revival of trade. More and more Muslim traders penetrated the
southern interior, founding small communities and political units. This
created favourable conditions for the arrival of Muslim clerics who began
to convert the local people to Islam.

The early Muslim trading cities and principalities on the shores of the
Gulf of Aden began to expand along the Harar plateau at the end of the
fourth/tenth century. By the beginning of the next century the expansion
of Islam had led to the founding of Muslim sultanates among the Semitic-
speaking and Cushitic-speaking peoples of the region. A local Arabic
chronicle maintains that the first prince of the sultanate of Shoa had
already begun to rule at the end of the third/ninth century, but it is more
likely that the foundation of this state came about only at the beginning of
the sixth/twelfth century.®! The ruling lineage claimed an origin from the
well-known Makhzimi family of Mecca. There were also other non-
Makhzimi principalities of Arab origin in this region.

78. Cf. M. Abir, 1970, p. 123.

79. M. Schneider, 1967.

8o. Cf. al-Mas‘udi, 1861—77, Vol. 3, p. 34 on the Muslim families in ‘Habasha’ as tribu-
taries to the local peoples.

81. E. Cerulli, 1941, pp. 5-14; cf. Chapter 20 below.
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One of the more important Muslim kingdoms was that of Ifat, whose
rulers also claimed descent from the family of the Prophet Muhammad
through Abu Talib; in 684/1285 its greatest Sultan, “Umar Walasma,
annexed the sultanate of Shoa to the Ifat state.

Arabic and Ethiopian sources indicate the existence of at least three
Muslim kingdoms apart from Ifat: Dawaro (to the west of the Harar
region), Sharka in Arusi, and Bali, south of Dawaro. In later times we find
mention of some other states like Hadya, Arababni and Darah. Hadya in
particular became famous after the seventh/thirteenth century as a centre
of the slave trade.®? Ifat remained for a long time the leading Muslim state
thanks to its strategic position on the important trade route leading from
Zayla® to the provinces of Amhara and Lasta as well as to other Muslim
principalities.

Although from the seventh/thirteenth century on the Solomonid emper-
ors gradually annexed the Muslim states and principalities in the south, the
caravan trade on the plateau remained to a large extent in the hands of
Muslims.

How far and deep the Islamization of the local people, apart from the
merchants and courtiers, went in these early centuries, is difficult to assess.
The chronicle of the Shoa sultanate reports major conversions in the inter-
ior only by the beginning of the sixth/twelfth century, especially on the
eastern foothills of the Shoan plateau. In the Harar area Arab inscriptions
dated to the seventh/thirteenth century bear witness to the existence of
well-developed Muslim communities, thus confirming the importance of
Harar as a diffusion centre of Islam in this area.®3 During the Christian
offensive to the south Islam undoubtedly suffered losses in influence and
numbers; it nevertheless continued to be professed by many ethnic groups
not immediately touched by the offensive, like the Afar and Somali. When
in the tenth/sixteenth century Ahmad Graii started his djikad against
Christian Ethiopia, he was able to recruit into his army Afar and Somali
from the plains as well as the various Semitic-speaking and Cushitic-
speaking peoples from the plateau, who had long been under Islamic in-
fluence. Even if this attempt to found a Muslim Ethiopian empire in the
end failed, the eastern and southern fringes of Ethiopia remained firmly in
the Islamic orbit.84 .

While the early spread of Islam in Ethiopia can be traced with the help
of written documents, the beginnings of Islamization of the Somali are
more obscure. We certainly have some records of Arab geographers about
coastal towns like Zayla“, Berbera, Mogadishu, Brava and Marka, and even
some dated inscriptions from these places, but as far as concerns develop-
ments in the interior where the great mass of the Somali were living, only
some general traits can be deduced from historical traditions. There is no

- 82. Al-‘Umari, 1927, pp. 20ff.
83. R.P. Azais and R. Chambord, 1931, Vol. 1, pp. 125—9.
84. On the Islamization of Ethiopia cf. J. S. Trimingham, 1952.
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doubt that the Somali groups living along the coast of the Gulf of Aden
came very early into contact with Muslims. Arab and Persian merchants
seem to have been the first settlers in coastal towns where they inter-
married with local women and eventually merged with local Somali in-
habitants. They brought with them Islam as a religion, and influenced the
Somali living in these settlements and in the immediate hinterland, who
gradually became Muslim, too. But it took some centuries before the
impact of these Muslims achieved more permanent success. Somali tradi-
tions record that Shaykh Darod Isma‘il arrived from Arabia, settled among
the Dir, the oldest Somali stock, married a Dir woman and later became
the ancestor of a huge clan famxly called after him, Darod. This cannot be
dated with certainty but it is generally accepted that this event occurred in
the fourth/tenth or fifth/eleventh century. There is a similar tradition
about the arrival, some two centuries later, of another Arab, Shaykh Ishak,
the putative founder of the Isaq Somali, who settled to the west of the
Darod.®5 Although many traits of these patriarchs are legendary, it
appears that the traditions reflect a period of intensive Islamization among
the northern Somali, as well as the growth and expansion of the Darod and
Isaq clans at about this time. The creation of big clan families unified by
the bond of Islam released the internal dynamic forces and prompted a
general movement of these groups into the interior of the Horn in a gener-
ally southward direction. It can be surmised with some certainty that
during these migratory movements, the already Islamized clan families
exercised a proselytizing influence on the hitherto untouched Somali-
speaking groups. How long it took is impossible to ascertain.

The Somali living along the Indian Ocean coast became acquainted with
Islam from the coastal towns of Mogadishu, Brava and Marka in a similar
way to their counterparts in the north. Already in the first half of the
fourth/tenth century Arab and other Muslim merchants had established
themselves in considerable numbers in these towns. These first settlers
were later followed by many successive waves of immigrants from Arabia,
Persia and even India. An eventual merging with the local inhabitants gave
rise to a mixed Somali-Arab culture and society. It was not uniform
throughout the coastal towns but its most important common feature was
its Muslim character. These coastal towns, being primarily trading posts,
must have been in regular contact with the Somali of the hinterland.
Whether they contributed to the spread of Islam in the same degree as did
the profoundly Islamized northern groups, remains unknown.

A special feature of Somali Islam is that it was not accompanied by
Arabization. Although the Somali are proud of their traditions, which pro-
claim their descent from noble Arab lineages, and their language contains a
large number of Arabic loan-words, they never lost their own ethnic iden-
tity, in contrast to what happened in North Africa or in the Nilotic Sudan.

85. E. Cerulli, 1957-64, Vol. 1, pp. 60—-1.
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This can be explained by the fact that the Arabs never migrated massively
to the Horn of Africa but came rather as individuals, merchants or clerics,
who were soon absorbed in Somali society.3¢

The East African coast and the Islands

The coming of Muslim Arabs and Persians to the East African coast and
the Comoro Islands and Madagascar and their settlement there is dis-
cussed in detail in other chapters of this Volume.?” Here we will be con-
cerned only with the spread of Islam; in this respect the region offers - in
the period under review — a picture widely different from the parts of trop-
ical Africa already discussed. Whilst in the Sudan belt or among the Somali
Islam gradually penetrated entire peoples and influenced more or less the
lives of African ethnic groups, no corresponding impact was felt among the
Bantu-speakers and other peoples of East Africa. True, Islam flourished
here, but only as a religion of immigrants from overseas living in closed-
class communities in coastal or insular settlements. Although archaeology
as well as Arabic sources provide ample evidence for the Islamic character
of many coastal towns stretching from Lamu to Mozambique, at the same
time they confirm that Islam did not penetrate into the interior and that
neither the Bantu-speakers nor any other ethnic groups were touched by
this religion until the thirteenth/nineteenth century. Islam attained success
only among those coastal peoples who came into immediate contact with
the Arab and/or Persian expatriates in the towns. There are reports that
even villages in the vicinity of Muslim settlements were inhabited by
‘unbelievers’ (kafirs), victims of slave raids.?®

The society of coastal cities was doubtless Islamic but not Arabic. The
immigrants, never very numerous, intermarried with African women and
became integrated with the local inhabitants. Their descendants of mixed
blood soon abandoned Arabic for Kiswahili which gradually evolved as the
lingua franca for all Muslim communities along the coast. But for a long
time to come the Islamized element in East Africa was a tiny minority,
which looked towards the ocean rather than to Africa itself.

An exception to this general rule was the penetration of Muslim, mostly
Swahili merchants, into the hinterland of present-day Mozambique and
into Zimbabwe. Chinese and Persian ceramics dated to the seventh/
thirteenth and eighth/fourteenth centuries found in Zimbabwe are indica-
tions of commerecial relations with the coastal settlements, particularly with
Kilwa and its southern outposts like Sofala, Later, from the ninth/fifteenth

86. Many originally Arab families were gradually Somalized; the Mukri clan, from
which the chief kadr of Mogadishu has been always nominated, changed its name into a
Somali one, Rer Fakih. Cf. J. S. Trimingham, 1952, p. 2135.

87. Cf. Chapters 21 and 25 below.

88. Cf. Ibn Battiita, 1969, Vol. 2, p. 193.
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century on, at the time of the decline of the Kilwa-Sofala gold monopoly,
the traders based on Angoche and Mozambique entered into brisk trade
contacts with the rising Mutapa empire. The Portuguese sources from the
tenth/sixteenth century abound with accounts of the presence of thousands
of ‘Moorish’ merchants active in the Mutapa empire whose competition
was bitterly resented by the Portuguese. The importance of Muslim
traders in the empire is shown also by the fact that the second wife of the
mmwene mutapa was minister for Muslim affairs. The majority of these
traders were black Africans, either Swahili immigrants from the older
coastal centres to the north, or local people who had adopted the inter-
national trading culture of Muslim urban societies.

The penetration of coastal Muslims into the interior of south-eastern
Africa did not leave any discernible Islamic heritage among the peoples of
the region. To all intents and purposes Islam failed to be accepted as a reli-
gion by the Africans in the interior in spite of their centuries-long contacts
with Muslims. The traditional maxim that the spread of Islam followed the
activities of Muslim traders seems not to be applicable to this area for
reasons still to be investigated.

The coastal Muslims showed a more proselytizing spirit in the Comoro
Islands. The ‘Shirazi’, to whom the Kilwa Chronicle ascribes the Islamiza-
tion of Kilwa, are said also to have settled on Anjouan, and the local tradi-
tions on the islands confirm this in a general way. The chronology of these
events is rather uncertain but it is likely that the first Muslims came around
the seventh/thirteenth century; as everywhere they mixed with the local
Malagasy and Africans on the islands and gave rise to a people known as
Antalaotra (‘people of the sea’) whose language is a dialect of Kiswabhili
enriched by many Malagasy loan-words. According to recent studies the
final Islamization of the Comoro Islands occurred in the ninth/fifteenth
century.8?

In spite of the considerable progress achieved during the last few
decades in the study of Islam on Madagascar, there still remain more
unanswered than answered questions. There is no doubt that Islamized
peoples, be they of Arab or more likely of Kiswahili origin, were installing
themselves from the fourth/tenth century onwards on the north-western
coast and on nearby small offshore islands, as witnessed by archaeology,
oral traditions and early Portuguese accounts. The culture of the first
settlers offers many analogies with that of the East African coast between
Lamu and Kilwa. On the north-eastern coast there flourished between the
fifth/eleventh and eighth/fourteenth centuries a variant of the ancient Swa-
hili culture of the north-west. The Islamized inhabitants of these settle-
ments traded with East Africa, the Persian Gulf, South Arabia and East
India exporting, in particular, vessels made from chlorite schists. From the
north-east the Islamized peoples spread along the whole east coast as far as

89. Cf. C. Robineau, 1967.
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Fort-Dauphin. The ebb and flow of the Muslim immigrants seems to have
followed in a general way the expansion of the Indian Ocean trade network,
particularly of its East African component.

The traditions of some Malagasy groups claim an Arab origin for their
ancestors, not only in the north but especially in the south-east. Among
these groups the most important are the Zafiraminia, the Onjatsy and the
Antemoro. The ‘Arab’ immigrants were gradually assimilated to the local
Malagasy population and all that remained of their Islamic civilization was
the Arabic script — the sorabe — vague memories of the Qoran and some
socio-religious practices (mostly in the field of geomancy and magic). The
scribes (katibo) and soothsayers (ombiasy), specialists in the writing and
interpreting of the sorabe were held in veneration — the veneration of the
written word is a typically Islamic feature — but there are traces neither of
any Islamic institutions nor of mosques. We could thus hardly speak of
these groups as Muslims.

On the other hand, the Muslims in the north, being in continuous con-
tact with the outside Islamic world, and strengthened by waves of new
immigrants, retained their religion and even spread it to some of their
Malagasy neighbours. The profoundly Islamic character of the settlements
is confirmed by early Portuguese visitors in the tenth/sixteenth century,
who spoke of many mosques and of shaykhs and kadis as representatives of
political and religious authority. As in the Comoro Islands, the inhabitants
of these city-states were known as Antalaotra, an expression still used today
to denote a category of Islamized inhabitants of Madagascar.

In conclusion it should be stressed that in Madagascar Islam did not
play the same role as in other parts of tropical Africa where in the course of
time it became the religion of entire ethnic groups and profoundly in-
fluenced African societies. It never superimposed its own culture over the
Malagasy one; on the contrary, in more remote parts of the island a reverse
process, i.e. the absorption of Islamized people by the local cultural milieu,
can be observed.®®

Conclusion

Between the first/seventh and tenth/sixteenth centuries Islam was estab-
lished through large parts of Africa. Its dissemination had not been a
uniform and linear process in all areas since in each part of Africa different
methods, ways and agents were employed We can roughly discern the fol-
lowing patterns of Islamization:

(1) The Arab conquest of Egypt and North Africa. Although it was

90. The problems of Islam and its influence on Madagascar are discussed in P. Vérin
(ed.), 1967; and in Chapter 25 below. See also Unesco, General History of Africa, Vol. IV,
ch. 24.
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not accompanied by any enforced conversion of the Coptic and
Berber autochthons, it nevertheless created social and economic
conditions which in due course led to the acceptance of Islam by
the majority of local peoples.

(2) The commercial activities of Muslims, firstly the long-distance or
overseas trade, later the regional one, functioned as a stimulus to
Islamization in much of tropical Africa. The first agents were
merchants of Arab (in the east predominantly from Arabia itself),
Persian (in the same region) and Berber (in the west) origin. From
the fifth/eleventh century on, the proselytizing was continued
through the activities of Muslim Africans: Soninke, Malinke,
Fulani, Kanembu, Hausa, etc.

(3) The clerics or holy men were the first to introduce Islam among
the Somali, whereas in other regions they contributed to the
deepening of faith among already formally Islamized peoples
(West Africa and eastern Sudan) and to spreading it further in the
wake of merchants.

(4) In the Nilotic Sudan Islamization followed the penetration of
Arab nomads, whereas in Somaliland the migrations of some clan
families to the south were a contributory factor to the spread of
the new faith to other groups.

In North Africa, in Nubia and in Ethiopia the incoming Muslims
encountered a rival monotheistic faith, Christianity. The resistance of local
Christians to Islamization varied according to local political and social con-
ditions. In the Maghrib where the Christians represented only a minority
(mostly of mixed or foreign origin), Islamization has been more complete
and Christianity died out by the fifth/eleventh century. In Egypt the pro-
cess took a longer time being accelerated only under the Fatimids; Islami-
zation has never been complete, as about 10 per cent of Egyptians still
belong to the Coptic Church.

In Christian Nubia, by contrast, the impact of Islam until the end of the
seventh/thirteenth century was minimal but during the next two centuries
Christianity gradually vanished, being superseded by Islam. Only in the
Ethiopian highlands were the Christians able to resist. Neither the peaceful
penetration of Muslim merchants nor the military campaigns of Muslim
states to the south of the plateau shattered the fidelity of Ethiopians to the
faith of their fathers. Although Christianity in Ethiopia emerged from this
centuries-long struggle victorious, it remained an isolated outpost amidst a
Muslim sea.

g1



Islam as a social system in
Africa since the seventh
century

Z.DRAMANI-ISSIFOU

Islam as a religion, and thus as a constituent part of spiritual and social cul-
ture, is one of the fundamental aspects of modern African civilizations, to
such an extent that many inhabitants of the continent often regard Islam
and Africa as being a single entity. Indeed, Africa and the religion of Islam
are old acquaintances. Even before the Aidjra certain companions and con-
verts, on the orders of the Prophet, had found refuge in Ethiopia at the
court of the ruler of Axum. This little community of refugees, which in-
cluded relatives of Muhammad and some of the first Meccan converts to
Islam, was very generously received by the sovereign. Hardly eight years
after the death of the Prophet, Islam was gaining a firm foothold in Egypt;
the conquest of the north of the African continent was to be completed
during the following century.

Islam was carried by a people — the Arabs — who had in pre-Islamic
times been the repository of varied forms of cultural life which arose in the
desert and in the towns and which the Byzantines, the Persians, the Chris-
tians and the Jews had endeavoured to influence. The message of Islam
was expressed in a language in which God had ‘sent down His word’; quite
apart from questions of linguistic pride,® it was invested with the certainty
of having brought about a unified Arab culture. Islam could therefore be
the bearer of a cultural hegemony which was a source of conflicts with
other cultures rooted in other types of societies. The pre-Islamic cultures
and societies dominated by Islam in the Near East were worthy of note, in
particular, by reason of their written heritage. There is no need to dwell on
the subject here. The case of African cultures and societies is more difficult
to deal with. As in many other cases, the oral transmission of their know-
ledge, the implicit nature of their rich and ancient cultural life, means that
factual evidence concerning them is often derived from external sources; in
this instance, the evidence comes from Arab historiography which is

1. In order to form an adequate idea of the.consequences of this sublimation of the
Arabic language it is necessary to remember the immense effort made in the third/ninth
century to translate into Arabic everything in pre-Islamic cultures that was of any signific-
ance. This is not without points of similarity with what had been accomplished by Latin-
speaking Christians three or four centuries earlier.
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marred by prejudice and by ideological assumptions which must be identi-
fied and clarified. If this is not done, there is once again the risk that the
history of Africa will seem to be a history without any inherent originality
and will appear, for long periods of time, as an ‘object-history’, the history
of a land that was conquered, exploited and civilized. Indeed, since, unlike
the inhabitants of the Near East and the Ethiopians, they did not possess a
Book which is the pledge of a Divine revelation, the black Africans and
their religion were, from the outset, categorized among the peoples without
a respectable religion, incapable of acquiring the status of peoples
‘protected’ by Islam and therefore as hardly likely to possess respectable
languages and cultures.?

Islam, African peoples and their cultures

Islam proclaims a profound unity which does not theoretically preclude
cultural diversity. It strongly affirms the unity of the human race and
recognizes all men as having an identical nature, created by God. They all
belong to the ‘race’ of Adam to whom God has granted, in pre-eternity, the
‘primordial pact’. At this level of theoretical generality the profound unity
of Islam could not raise any problems for Africans. It did, on the other
hand, raise very serious problems for the Egyptian Christians, the Ethio-
pians and in general for Christian and Jewish monotheists. The Stra
entitled ‘The Table’? establishes a historical continuity after Abraham,
through Moses, Jesus and Muhammad, three Messengers of a single God.
The human beings who received the message of the first two Prophets
failed to remain faithful to it; the rigour imposed by the third Prophet con-
cerning the observance of divine commands is explained both by man’s
tendency to infidelity and by the fact that the revelation through Muham-
mad is, historically, the last.

Underneath this unity which, except for Christians and Jews, is easy to
grasp and to accept, there appears a second level of contact with Islam: the
observances that denote that one belongs to the Muslim community and
thus, also, the possible prohibition on engaging in forms of religious life
other than those required by the Qoran. The obligations are well known:
they are contained in the ‘five pillars’ of Islam: the shahada or profession of
faith which is expressed in the affirmation ‘there is no divinity but God,
and Muhammad is the Prophet of God’; the salat or set of ritual prayers,

2. This question is important in that it was one of the most hotly debated problems at the
Arab-African Symposium held in Dakar from g to 14 April 1984 by the African Cultural
Institute (ACI) and the Arab Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (ALECSO)
on the subject of the ‘relations between African languages and the Arabic language’. The
general conclusions of the Symposium were that no African language suffered any adverse
effect at all as a result of its contacts with the Arabic language. This view of the matter is one
with which we do not at all agree.

3. Siira 5.
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five times a day; the fast of Ramadan, one month per year; the zakat or
legal almsgiving which provides for the support of the poor and of orphans;
and, lastly, the kadjdj, or Pilgrimage to Mecca, once in a believer’s lifetime,
if this is materially possible. Unity in the faith and in religious practice, the
fraternal solidarity among believers who are all ‘brothers’, hospitality and
justice which flow from this sense of community: these, similarly, pose no
serious theoretical problems. The social ideal of the Muslim faithful is seen
as being adapted to the forces of human nature by practising mutual assist-
ance, hospitality, generosity, the honouring of commitments towards
members of the Community (umma), first, but towards other communities,
too, and the tempering of desire. Beyond that, this ideal offers through
djihad (the holy war)* and the sacrifice of one’s life, the opportunity to
transcend oneself. This is the expression of the profound unity which char-
acterizes Islam and which gives it its uniqueness. This spirit of community
is clearly compatible with deep-seated African traditions of social organiza-
tion. Muslim texts coincide with underlying African assumptions in the
hadith of Gabriel, al-Bukhari wrote that Islam is also ‘giving food [to the
hungry] and giving the greeting of peace [salam] to those whom one knows
and to those whom one does not know’® or again: ‘None of you becomes a
true believer if he does not desire for his [Muslim] brother what he desires
for himself’.* However, this unity coexists with a truly personal moral
responsibility; no one can be charged with the fault of another; everyone
must be responsible for his own actions. Thus, the sense of community, the
feeling that one is part of a whole, is united, as though by a dialectical pro-
cess, with a concern for one’s own destiny and for one’s own obligations.
The believer is aware of being in a personal relationship with God who will
require him to give an account of himself.

It must at the outset be noted that the act of embracing Islam is an indi-
vidual one; if it is to be a responsible act it must be freely chosen: moral and
physical coercion are prohibited by the Qoran. But it is also an irreversible
act: it is a social conversion which denotes the act of joining a community of
a new type and severing links with other types of socio-cultural commun-
ity. This is a fundamental point at issue for the relations between the Mus-
lim world and the societies and cultures of Africa. Historical situations are
certainly varied, both in time and space. An African of a different religion
could not be forced to embrace Islam; however, his religious status — with-
out a Scripture — made him entirely dependent on Islam and with no pro-
tection vis-d-vis the Muslim community.

We have thus moved towards a third and much more dramatic level of
contacts: that of the law. It was almost three centuries before legal rules
were established in the Muslim world in accordance with the Qoran and
the teachings of the Prophet — the Sunna. These rules involved a compila-

4. Djihad means literally: ‘effort to achieve a certain aim’; cf Chapter 2 above.

5. Al-Bukhari, 1978, Vol. 2, p. 37.

6. Al-Nawawn 1951, pp. 21, 33, 36, 42, 43.
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tion of ‘all the [Prophet’s] sayings, deeds, ways of eating, drinking, dress-
ing, accomplishing his religious duties and of treating both believers and
unbelievers’.” The law — shkari‘a — gathers together the Qoranic prescrip-
tions® supplemented by the prohibitions and clarifications contained in the
jurisprudence — fikh. The law has been interpreted by four schools of juris-
prudence in varying ways and in a spirit which differed in its degree of
literalness and rigour. One interesting feature of the debate on the relation-
ship between Islam and African societies is that the legal schools of juris-
prudence with which the Africans had to deal were not the same in the west
of the continent as they were in the east. The west, from the Maghrib to
West Africa, bore the deep and almost exclusive imprint of Malikism. The
Maliki school, which was more formalistic than certain other juridical
schools, particularly after its triumphs in the fifth/eleventh century, was
brought in conjunction with Sunnism to a high degree of intransigence by
the jurists (fukaha'). These played a highly important role, in particular
from the fifth/eleventh to the tenth/sixteenth century. To the east,
Shafi‘ism, which was strongly established in Egypt and was more liberal,
was generally predominant in the Horn of Africa and on the East African
coast. Numerous subtle distinctions can probably be accounted for by this
fact.

Lastly, it must be added that the fifth/eleventh century witnessed a
movement in two directions which are contradictory only in appearance.
On the one hand, the increasing rigour of Sunnism, from the time when
the Turks became dominant in Baghdad, which was ultimately triumphant
and which tended to impose uniformity, through the law, on the authority
of the state and on education, and a single Muslim rite; on the other hand,
the reappearance of mystic currents of thought — sufism — which had long
been opposed and which sought to express religious feeling through
asceticism and rejection of the world. The Maghrib was the first to extend
a warm welcome to these mystics.? In the seventh/twelfth century sufi
brotherhoods began to appear, the first of which was that of the Kadiriyya,
associated with Baghdad; in Morocco, the Shadhiliyya brotherhood was
popularized by al-Djazull in the ninth/fifteenth century and played both a
political and a religious role. Both these fifth/eleventh-century trends had
profound repercussions on the relations between Islam and African socie-
ties. The first, which was dominated by Malikism, made the Muslim com-
munity more intransigent in its dealings with African cultural traditions.

7. R. Blachere, 1966, p. 92.

8. The juridical conditions governing the life of the Muslim individual in his community
are defined in the Mu’awalat of the Qoran. These consist mainly of Siiras 2, 4 and 5 and of
SOmMe 500 Verses.

9. According to H. Massé, 1966, p. 175: ‘Perhaps in no other Muslim country was the
cult of saints taken to greater extremes; it can be said without hesitation that it constitutes
the sole religion of rural people, particularly women accompanied by the rites of animism
and nature worship’.
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The other spread with great success the cult of holy men — the bearers of
the blessing (baraka) that was equal to that which the kadjdjis derive from
the Pilgrimage. These took on the role of healers and divines and thus
Islamized certain very ancient aspects of the daily life of the Africans. In
the eyes of simple people who are always ready to believe in miracles, the
saints and marabouts seemed more accessible than the majestic and distant
God of Islam. More important still, the cult of local saints sometimes
negated the obligation of the Pilgrimage to Mecca and sometimes incorpor-
ated an earlier cult. In this way there developed first in the Maghrib and
then, particularly after the eleventh/seventeenth century in West Africa,
the character of the marabout,'® a dominant social figure of western Islam.

Thus the development of Islamic law, its sponsorship of specialists sup-
ported by the state, and the rise of mysticism, concern the life of African
societies much more intimately than faith or mere observance. In these
doctrinal matters the meeting was not to be as easy as earlier meetings had
been. The danger here was one of confusion between the norms of the
social life of the Near East and the faith of Islam.

There was a risk that a fourth dimension would play a part: that of cul-
tural emulation of the Arab model, thus implying renunciation of African
cultural traditions and total endorsement of the values of the Arab world
whether they were regarded as desirable and superior or whether they were
imposed. In this context there was a possibility of confusion between Ara-
bization and Islamization.

This is something that can be gauged even before one embarks on an
analysis of the process whereby Islam became established as a social system
in Africa; it was a meeting between peoples, cultures and societies of differ-
ent traditions, a meeting the results of which depended on the extent to
which each side was able to distinguish between what was merely cultural
and what was of general religious significance, and this was ultimately a
question of the permeability of African societies and cultures, which were
in no sense passive, to the new influences that came from the east.!' This
also means that any approach to Islam as a social system implies a study of

10. The word does not have the same sense in the Maghrib and in black Africa. In the
former it applies both to the saintly founder of the brotherhood and his tomb; in sub-
Saharan Africa it denotes any person more or less versed in knowledge of the Qoran and
other sacred texts and who uses such knowledge to act as an intermediary between the
believer and God, while at the same time drawing on the traditional lore of divination and
on the practice of talismans. He is regarded by the public as a scholar, in the religious sense
of the term, as a magician and as a healer.

11. Many assumptions and propositions have taken this theme as their foundation. The
question whether a black Islam existed has been examined. To do so is perhaps to overlook
the monolithic nature of the religion in question and to dwell more on the sociological as-
pects of its place in the world than on the metaphysical and theological aspect of the matter.
The very clear approach which is that adopted in this Volume — the social system — seems,
at the present state of knowledge, to accord better with the conclusions that can be drawn
today.
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the phenomena of Islamization and conquest, the meeting of peoples. The
fact of geographical co-existence made it inevitable that there would be
dialogue between Muslims of diverse origins and between Muslims and
non-Muslims through the delineation of Islamic space within which the
following problem is posed: is there, or is there not, unity in the monolithic
meaning of the term or is there unity in diversity?

A period of easy co-existence: the fifth/eleventh century

The tenacious struggle of the Berbers against certain forms of Islamiza-
tion!?2 has all too often been cited as evidence to support the claim that in
black Africa the conquest was violent. In fact, the Arabs often halted in
their progress southwards when they encountered resistance which was too
difficult to overcome in historical and political contexts that were
unknown, little known or difficult to control: hence their very limited
incursions towards Nubia, towards the Fezzan and Kawar, towards the Sus
and the western Sahara.'3 In these regions, the leaders of the empire
applied the same policy as they did north of the Pyrenees or in central Asia:
being aware of the risks inherent in massive military defeats, they confined
themselves to incursionary expeditions entrusted to small groups. In spite
of the triumphal tone in which some of these incursions were later celeb-
rated, they did not have far-reaching effects and their results were in most
cases compromises which provided a safe means of supplying the Muslims
with slaves'4 but which ensured that the populations of the south enjoyed
peace. The Islamization of the north of the continent in Egypt and in the
Maghrib, took, in the long term, forms which are considered in other
chapters of this Volume.!$

In fact, the penetration of Islam into black Africa had very complex and
essentially non-violent aspects during this initial pertod as is shown by
many recent studies:"® the Berbers of the desert, or those of them who
embraced Islam, the Ibadite or Sufrite merchants, and the representatives
of Fatimid interests played roles that were different but were not marked
by significant violence. Opinions vary even on the methods employed by
the Almoravids in their dealings with the black peoples at the end of this

12. See Chapter 3 above.

13. See Chapter 3 above.

14. About 500 slaves a year delivered to Aswan by the King of Nubia; 360 — a symbolic
figure — delivered by the Fezzan and by Kawar (Ibn*Abd al-Hakam, 1948, p. 63); in other
words a total of some 1300 to 1500 slaves a year.

15. See Chapters 3 above, Chapters 7 and g below.

16. See Chapter 3 above and T. Lewicki, 1981; D. C. Conrad and H. J. Fisher, 1982,
1983. These authors have tried to show that the Almoravid episode was not as violent as has
hitherto been claimed. Cf. Z. Dramani-Issifou, 1983b; ‘The historical relations between the
Arabic language and African languages’, report to the Arab-African symposium in Dakar
(cf. note 2 of the present chapter). In that report see principally notes (11) and (26). See also
A.R.Ba, 1984.
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first period. There has no doubt been too great a tendency to rely on his-
torical writings that were of wholly Arab or Arab-Berber origin and were
strongly influenced by the victory of the believers over the unbelievers,
even if they were ‘people of the Book’ and the glorification of certain
heroes, the most popular of whom and the most widely celebrated in myth-
ology was ‘Ukba ibn Nafi".

This situation has given rise to a muted and subtle debate in which there
are differing ideological assumptions. The debate involves two opposing
tendencies in historical explanation, or rather interpretation, of the conver-
sion of Mediterranean Africa to Islam. In general, Eastern and Middle
Eastern historians, whether Arabs or otherwise, those from the regions of
Africa which have come under the cultural influence of the Middle East
(Egypt, the Sudan, Libya and Tunisia) and those of the rest of the Magh-
rib who are in addition specialists in Islamic studies, have difficulty in
accepting — or unequivocally reject — the thesis of the Arab conquest as a
preliminary to the conversion of populations. In support of their point of
view they argue that Islam does not allow conversions by force. The other
specialists in African history, almost all of them, like the former, specialists
in Muslim matters and the expansion of Islam, are divided between those
who support their analyses by referring to the phenomenon of the conquest
and those who accept the conquest as a fact but view it in its correct histori-
cal proportions as a long-term phenomenon. The latter include
Westerners, sub-Saharan Africans and, to a very limited extent, historians
of the Maghrib (particularly Morocco) specializing in Berber studies. Is
this no more than an academic dispute? We do not think so and we believe
tht this debate is important for the understanding of the entire range of
human and cultural factors which brought the Arabs into contact with the
peoples of Africa. In short, we think that the encounter between these
peoples was initially more a political and economic matter than a religious
one.

In fact, in the early centuries, the Muslim world had preoccupations
which were very different north of the Sahara on the one hand, and south
of the Sahara and in East Africa on the other.

In the first case the strategic considerations were of immense importance
both as a springboard for further expansion towards Spain, the Mediter-
ranean islands and Italy and for the defence of a bastion against any return
of the warring Christians who remained a constant threat.

Seen from this twofold standpoint, Egypt occupied a position of world-
wide importance of which the Byzantines were well aware. It was vital to
keep Egypt within the House of Islam — Dar al-Islam — and its inhabitants
had to be induced, by the most varied means, not to break the agreement
obtained from them at the time when the Arab troops established them-
selves. Here the highly structured organization of the Islamic community
predominated; Christians and Jews were obliged to take their part in it as
dhimma.
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In a few centuries, the Berbers occupied vast areas from the Atlantic to
the Nile; they travelled through them and controlled them by means of the
camel. They led highly varied forms of life ranging from the completely
sedentary to the fully nomadic.?’” To the north of the African continent
they were also obliged to conform to the warlike and therefore political de-
mands of the Dar al-Islam; although efforts were made by the orthodoxy to
climinate the dangerous — and persistent — traces of religious syncretism,
the Berbers were allowed to retain for a long time a degree of originality
within Islam and a certain linguistic autonomy. Moreover, for a long time a
tolerant view was taken of their respect for traditions which did not affect
the essential features of Muslim life. A striking example concerning Ibn
Tumart is given by Ibn Khaldun:

He took pleasure in frequenting the mosques and, in his youth, he was
given the nickname of Asafu, that is to say, Brightness, because of the
large number of candles that he was in the habit of lighting. 18

Ibn Tumart was thus showing a traditional Berber fondness for lights to
which Saint Augustine had also referred.!’® Other and more far-reaching
examples of the survival of these practices may be cited. In certain tribes of
the Awras, of Kabylia, of the Nile and the Atlas, the Berbers preserved
their language and their customs, the sources of their originality. For in-
stance, customary law and non-Qoranic judicial organization are character-
istic features of Berber law as exemplified by the collective oath as a means
of proof, as are the regulations and scale of penalties known by the name of
lkanun (kanun), and justice administered by judge-arbiters or village
assemblies. Such customs did not come into conflict with Qoranic law, but
they may have constituted an element of resistance to the standardizing
progress of Malikite Sunnism in the Almoravid period;2° in any case, we
find these features reflected in the organization of the Almohad empire. In
return for this relative liberty,?! the Berbers of the north allowed them-
selves to be integrated, and granted their military assistance even though
the latter was sometimes the subject of bargaining between rival princes, in
particular in the fourth/tenth and fifth/eleventh centuries. After the major
confrontations of the second/eighth century, the territorial and political
integration of the Berbers of the north was more or less an accomplished
fact; it was vital for the Muslim world.??2

17. See Chapter g below.

18. Ibn Khaldun, 192556, Vol. 2, p. 163.

19. For denunciation of funeral feasts in the cemetery with candles, see J.-P. Migne
(ed.), Vol. 33, p. 1.

20. The Malikite school considers al-‘amal, the customary usages, as one of the juristic
principles. The appeal to a custom is possible if it does not contradict Islam; it was thus
thanks to the Malikism that Berber customs were recognized in North Africa.

21. See Chapter 3 above, Chapter g below.

22. See Chapter 3 above, Chapter g below.
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South of the Atlas and on the East African coast there was no imminent
danger that required comparable policies. The mass of the nomadic
Berbers to the west joined Islam fairly quickly. Arabic sources remain
vague on this point. Even Ibn Khaldiin contradicts himself: he says, on the
one hand that the Lamtiina ‘embraced Islam some time after the conquest
of Spain by the Arabs’?3 and on the other, that they were converted ‘in the
third century of the hidjra’.?* As T. Lewicki shows, it appears from the
present stage of research that the Islamization of the Berbers in contact
with the black populations began during the years 117/735-122/740. This
was a beginning, for during the same decade the Massuifa Berbers resisted
Islam.? Thus, there was no haste and no pressure to achieve integration:
as late as the eighth/fourteenth century, Ibn Battiita noted that, in more
than one respect, the social traditions of the desert Berbers which he, as a
Muslim, found deeply shocking, remained intact: Muslim law was not
strictly respected, still less so the rules of marriage and the Arab principles
of decency.26

The Muslims, therefore, had strong reasons for showing prudence when
they entered regions of the continent inhabited by peoples with a strong
cultural and social identity — even if more than one author found this
coherent identity surprising — and where, contrary to what was for a long
time thought and written, there existed ancient states that were as powerful
as those in North Africa or in Western Europe at the same date. The world
of the Soninke, to the west, that of the Zaghiwa or the Kanembu in the
centre, that of the Bantu-speakers to the east, surprised the Muslims who
were not slow in making major ethnographical descriptions of them. They
did not seek to convert them and still less to make them abandon their re-
ligious, cultural and social practices, before the sixth/twelfth century. For a
long time they were content to coexist as merchants, a situation which was
of benefit to them and in which they enjoyed for the most part cordial rela-
tions with the black princes and merchants. This policy, moreover, was not
without benefit even from the religious point of view. We are now gaining a
better knowledge of the ways in which the conversion took place, probably
in the tenth century, of the princes and merchants in the Senegal Valley.??
We are also well aware of the case of Gao. The historian Ibn al-Saghir
wrote in 2g0/go2—3 a chronicle on the Rustumid imams of Tahert. He men-
tions that between 159/776 and 166/783 there were commercial relations
between Tahert and Gao, the ruler of which claimed to be a Muslim. 28

At Kanem, the rulers converted to Islam, probably during the fifth/

23. Ibn Khaldin, 1925-56, Vol. 2, p. 65.

24. ibid., p. 67.

25. See Chapter 3 above, Chapter 11 below.

26. J.-L. Moreau, 1982, p. 99.

27. See Chapter 3 above, Chapter 13 below.

28. J. M. Cuoq, 1975, pp- 55-6; Chapter 3 above; T. Lewicki, 1962, p. 515; Z. Dramani-
Issifou, 1982, pp. 162—4.
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eleventh century, even before the change of dynasty which brought
Hummay (478/1085-490/1097) to power;?? the latter may have been re-
sponsible merely for the introduction of Sunnism, in which case the event
was contemporary with what was being done further west by the Almora-
vids. It is likely that trade in the region of Lake Chad played an important
role in Islam’s progress southwards. To some extent, conversion was a
means of protecting oneself against being sold into slavery, a flourishing
trade on the route between Lake Chad and the Mediterranean according to
al-Ya‘'kaib1,3° as early as the third/ninth century. This is a form of social
change for African societies, somewhat unexpected for Islam but undoubt-
edly important.3! It did not probably play the same role at that time in
East Africa as there was a decline in the sale of Zandj slaves after the revolt
which bears their name and which ravaged Iraq in the third/ninth cen-
tury.>? Equally reliable information is not at present available on this
period concerning the East African coast and Madagascar as for West and
Southern Africa, apart from interesting descriptions such as that of
al-Mas‘udi.

Thus, without wars, without violent proselytism, Islam advanced on
African soil prior to the sixth/twelfth century.?® These advances had no
decisive bearing on Dar al-Islam; they were not irreversible; they took far
greater account of princes and merchants than of cultivators. At least it can
be said that, before the great efforts to extend Dar al-Islam which devel-
oped from the fifth/eleventh century onwards, certain major achievements
had been made. Coexistence had had more striking results than may appear
even if it was accompanied by major compromises.

Often what took place was no more than a formal conversion of the
prince: the anecdote relating to the conversion of a chief of Mallal, which is
cited several times by Arab authors, eloquently bears out this point;3# later
we shall refer to the somewhat surprising fact that the Mansa of Mali,
when in Cairo during the Pilgrimage, showed a very superficial knowledge

29. D. Lange, 1977, p. 99.

30. J. M. Cuoq, 1975, pp. 48—9.

31. For the region of Chad, this fact is of great historic interest judging by the persistent
references in the source literature, until the modern age of the sale of slaves from the
regions of central Africa.

32. See Chapter 1 above, Chapter 26 below.

33- The range of problems posed in general terms by the relations between the popula-
tions of Mediterranean Africa, the Sahara and Sudanic Africa (chronology, nature of these
relations, formation of states, etc.) have been raised and discussed with the help of appropri-
ate hypotheses by a considerable number of researchers. Among the most recent, the
following may be mentioned: T. Lewicki, 1976; J. Ki-Zerbo, 1978; J. Devisse, 1982; Z.
Dramani-Issifou, 1982. There are certainly many others whom we have not mentioned, but
we draw the reader’s attention in particular to the constructive scientific quality of the
studies by two young Senegalese researchers on Takriir and its associated problems. These
are Y. Fall, 1982, pp. 199—216 and A. R. Ba (1984) in his thesis on Takrir.

34. J. M. Cuoq, 1975, pp- 102 and 195—6. See also Chapter 3 above.
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of the Muslim rules of life.35 If this is true of the princes who were soon to
be criticized by pious jurists for their ‘false Islam’, what is to be said of the
‘converted’ merchants who were loyal associates for short-term commercial
purposes but were probably rather superficial Muslims. As for the rural
world, there was no question of influencing its beliefs and practices: that
would have meant disrupting an entire society and its modes of production.
It remains possible, moreover, like a king of the Kongo in relation to
Christianity at the end of the fifteenth century, that the rulers who con-
verted to Islam saw a very definite advantage in doing so: they were
thereby enabled to shed the numerous obligations inherent in the exercise
of power in Africa, with its organized counterbalances that controlled its
execution, and not to share the advantages of the new faith with their
dependants. Up to a certain point Islam was able, as long as there were no
strong religious counterbalances south of the Sahara, to exalt the ancient
powers and even the authority of kingship: the question is one that
warrants serious study.

Other types of compromise, even more important, emerge from Arab
sources. It is an often repeated commonplace to refer to the disappearance
of gold when the producers were converted to Islam. This possibility was
equally disastrous for the north (as the client) and for the rulers who were
the middlemen. Thus the gold producers were not converted, and they
were very numerous.?® In the eighth/fourteenth century thought was
given to endowing this exceptional situation with an appearance of legality:
al-‘Umart explains that the Mansa of Mali tolerated in his empire ‘the
existence’ of populations still practising traditional religions which he
exempted from the tax that was imposed on unbelievers but which he
employed in gold-mining.37 The situation appears to have remained much
the same until quite recent times. The fundamental reason really is that
gold prospecting and production were accompanted by a number of magi-
cal operations and were bound up with a system of beliefs of which we can
still discern traces.?®

The same applied to iron which provides perhaps an even clearer
example than gold. In many areas, accounts describing power relations in-
dicate the close association between royal authority and the master smelters
and smiths. The figure of the ‘blacksmith’ is also associated with magic,
with the dangerous power of the ironmasters. With the passage of time,
this ‘type’ becomes more and more antithetical to that of the marabout; in
1960 the Soviet'scholar D. Olderogge drew attention to this opposition and
developed a parallel line of reasoning to the above.3?

- The marabout — or, more simply, the bearer of Muslim law — was to

35. Al-‘Umariin J. M. Cuoq, 1975, pp. 273 ef seq.
36. See Chapter 14 below.

37. Al-"Umartin J. M. Cuoq, 1975, pp- 280-1.
38. J. Devisse, 1974.

39. D. Olderogge, 1960, pp. 17-18.
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eliminate the influence of the iron-worker: as A. R. Ba showed in his thesis,
‘Le Takrir des Xe-Xle si¢cles’, Islamization as it was becoming estab-
lished, even if it remained urban and gregarious, seems to have been
accompanied by a break in the earlier alliance between royal power and the
iron-workers. The latter were first debarred from all political influence and
were feared on account of their magical and economic power and gradually
formed an isolated group hemmed about by prohibitions but still feared.
They were not excluded from economic life, since their role was essential.
Gradually there arose around them the notion of caste: in the twelfth/
cighteenth century, their religious and social isolation was considerable:
the contempt in which they were held provides an indication of the fear
inspired by their magic and their longstanding reputation as men of power.
This example probably indicates what a long and slow process was the in-
troduction of the Muslim social system, and how cautious it was when it
first came into contact with such deep-rooted habits; it may also provide a
different insight into the account of the confrontations between the
Sumaoro, surrounded by ‘bad pagan blacksmiths’ and Sundiata who was
also an ironmaster but no longer gave in to pressures from adherents of
traditional religions. Hence the importance of the theoretical battle that
was joined concerning the personal commitment of the Sundiata to Islam.

The groups of Muslim merchants established south of the desert ulti-
mately agreed to live there in minority communities that were partly
Islamized by the Africans but in no way dominant; they accepted, from the
autochthonous rulers a treatment comparable to that accorded to Christian
or Jewish minorities in Islamic lands but were probably excused the pay-
ment of taxes. This explains the success of the Muslim quarters, close to
the royal cities and in many cases with their own mosques, which did not
however exert any pressure on the population as 2 whole.

The Ibadites*® clearly played a major role during this period. Their
easy relationship with the S#dan (Negroes) may be noted with some sur-
prise, particularly as they behaved with such acrimony towards other Mus-
lims. This is probably one indication of the excellent relations which, for
centuries, the Saharan Berbers maintained with the black populations.

Ibadite sources that have recently emerged from the obscurity in which
religious orthodoxy kept them for centuries*! give a good account of the
situation. They provide examples of genuine mutual religious tolerance
and of a large measure of understanding — which would probably have
been intolerable from the point of view of the Malikite Sunnis — towards
African cultures impregnated with traditional religion designated as
‘pagan’ and their social practices.

After the brilliance of the Fatimid fourth/tenth century, so important for
Africa, things changed everywhere with the triumph in the fifth/eleventh

40. The founder of this sect was ‘Abdallah ibn Abad, but as the spelling Ibad (and
Ibadites) is traditionally adopted, we continue to use it.

41. T. Lewicki, various works (see bibliography), and see Chapter 11 below.
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century of Sunni orthodoxy and the emergence of religious phenomena
that were far less ready to display tolerance, such as the Almoravid move-
ment, at least in its African aspects. Even in East Africa, the sixth/twelfth
century saw a hardening of Muslim attitudes towards African cultures and
societies. This was the beginning of a second period in which the efforts of
Islam were increasingly directed towards the standardization of patterns of
life in the lands under its control.

Social and cultural tensions related to the success of Islam
after the middle of the fifth/eleventh century |

The causes of tension

If the kadith which states that ‘the angels do not enter a house where there
is a dog’ were to be taken literally, there would have been no future for con-
tact between Islam and the peoples of Africa since, in African societies,
dogs are a permanent feature of domestic life. It is also to be noted that
Islam resolutely opposed the excessive manifestations of the keeping of
dogs, in particular cynophagy.

Everything depended in the last analysis in the social sphere on the per-
meability of African societies to any changes proposed or imposed by Islam
since there were no obstacles in principle to the adoption of Islam’s belief
in a single God.

The black African societies which were penetrated by Islam were rural;
they had functional links with the land and with all features of their imme-
diate environment (mineral, vegetable, air and water). In these agrarian
cultures, based on the oral tradition, it may be possible to see analogies
with certain socio-cultural aspects of the pre-Islamic Arab World. That
does not mean that the social structures of the Islamic world resembled
those of Africa. In African societies the nuclear family — man, wife, chil-
dren — was unknown as an autonomous unit; the extended family consist-
ing of the descendants of a common ancestor bound together by ties of
kinship and land, was the basic component, united by a high degree of
economic solidarity. The history of the flourishing of these basic social
groups, up to the limits of segmentation, the history of the various ways in
which they associated together in larger groups, recognizing a common an-
cestor — more or less fictive — or working a common stretch of terrain, need
not be retold here. The important thing is that these communities, what-
ever their size, considered that their bonds — even if they were fictive —
were religious and were shared by the totality of their ancestors, the living
and children as yet unborn, in an unbroken chain of generations, having a
sacred bond with the soil, with the bush, and with the waters, which pro-
vided food and were objects of worship. These socio-religious structures
could not be dissociated without destroying the entire balance of their life;
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they had a sense of oneness, thanks to a long historical awareness of a
common past and the slow pace of the changes to which they were subject.
Beside them, other more complex societies existed: those in which favour-
able geo-economic conditions had made it possible to amass reserves that
justified the existence of social categories specializing in distinct tasks.
Some categories were socio-economic in nature and ensured an increasing
division of labour. Others were socio-religious: they maintained, through
the activity of magicians, diviners, healers and intercessors between the
visible and the invisible, a social cohesion that would otherwise have been
threatened by the division of labour; still others represented a more highly
developed political organization than in the purely agrarian societies. In all
cases, however, the African man retained his vision of the world as a vast
confrontation of forces that were to be exorcised or exploited. As Joseph
Ki-Zerbo rightly puts it: ‘in this ocean of dynamic and conflicting currents
[man] made himself into a fish in order to swim’.4? Within two different
frameworks, one more urban and the other always rural, African societies
have taken widely divergent forms depending on whether the people were
savanna-dwellers or forest-dwellers, sedentary or nomadic, cultivators or
stock-raisers, hunter-gatherers or members of an urban community. Very
often, however, the unity of the religious perception of social relationships
prevailed over differences in material detail; very often, the role of the
mother and the woman in the transmission of property remained consider-
able. The forms of life remained very remote from that of the clan and of
the patrilineal family of the Arabs with which Islamic law is in almost per-
fect harmony.

It was, of course, in this field that tensions and conflicts arose, particu-
larly when, above all in West Africa, pressure was exerted by Muslim jur-
ists who would have liked to induce the Africans to commit themselves
more fully to a ‘model of society’ which such jurists assumed to be Islamic
even though it was perhaps primarily Near Eastern. However, the forms
taken by these tensions varied widely from one region to another and at
different times, depending also on relationships of strength of every kind,
primarily numerical, between Muslims and non-Muslims, and between
Muslims from the east and the north and African Muslims. Thus, when we
endeavour to appraise the way in which Islam transformed or failed to
transform the societies of black Africa, we are dealing with a rich and com-
plex history.

When the scene of events was a town, it was probably permissible in the
fourth/tenth century, as it is today in Rwanda,*? to abandon any reference
to ancient rural alliances and to change one’s name and merge into a new
Islamic community which satisfied all one’s needs, and to establish in that
community, when the time came, a new family on new ideological founda-

42. J. Ki-Zerbo, 1978, p. 177.
43. J. Kagabo, 1982.
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tions. The change of name permits an elegant and simple transfer, from the
social point of view, from the original community to the Muslim commun-
y.#4 In Sahelian Afnca this transfer seems to have been easy but, rightly,
1t does not denote a total break: a Muslim name, strongly Afrlcamzed -
Muhammad sometimes becomes ‘Mamadu, Ah becomes Aliyu*s — is
added to the existing African names: these are only Islamized in the long
term and in accordance with very precise codes. The process is one of slow
fusion whether in the case of kings, merchants or rural dwellers, even later
than the sixth/twelfth century. The same was not the case in other regions
of the continent where onomastic breaks were massive and dramatic.*®
The Muslims themselves were, of course, divided as to the attitude to be
adopted towards the African socio-cultural traditions. The jurists from the
north, armed with their learning and proud of the society they represented,
tended to see in the ‘non-conformist’ actions of black societies the proof
that they belonged to a world that was alien to Islam and must be opposed,;
the black Muslims who were born in these societies and who wished to live
in them, sometimes as small and tolerated minorities, were much more
inclined to regard the practices of African religions as not constituting a
real obstacle to the acceptance of Islam; their tolerance might be very ex-
tensive and their coreligionists from the north readily accused them of per-
missiveness, of collusion or even of treason to Islam. It was, however, the
latter rather than the former who, as we shall see, ensured the most lasting
successes of Islam from the sixth/twelfth to the tenth/sixteenth century.
Juridical intransigence, indeed, was a cause of extreme tension over the
question of altering the matrilineal rules of succession in favour of the
patrilineal practices imposed by the Qoran. No comprehensive study has
yet been made showing the successive stages of this conflict which
undoubtedly arose as early as the fifth/eleventh century and whose most
celebrated instance was the consultation of al-Maghili to which we shall re-
fer later: the author stated that those who rejected Muslim legislation and
applied a matrilineal line of inheritance were not Muslims.*” Pressure on
this matter was clearly exerted first of all on those who held power:
genealogies reveal hesitation between the two forms of succession.4®
It was probably in connection with the concept of the ownership of
goods that the incompatibility between one society and the other proved
the strongest. When al-Bakr1 spoke of the ‘bizarre decisions’ of ‘Abdallah
ibn Yasin,*® he displayed the distaste of an individual and individualistic

44. In Somalia this change was total.

45. Ben Achour, 1985. This is not restricted to black Africans only. In Berber languages
Muhammad becomes Hammu, Moha, Muh; Fatima becomes Tami, Tima, etc.

46. These examples are strictly comparable in the case of the conversion to Christianity,
for example after 1930 in Rwanda-Burundi.

47. J. M. Cuog, 1975, p. 424.

48. J. M. Cuoq, 1975, p. 344, for example.

49. Al-Bakri, 1913, pp. 319 et seq.; cf. Chapter 13 below.
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owner towards ‘socializing’ forms, equality and the redistribution of prop-
erty which the Almoravid cleric wished to impose. All the more reason,
then, that the African community of land, work and harvests was barely
comprehensible to Muslims accustomed to individual family and urban
wealth. Once more, the consultation of al-Maghili raises, in different
terms, the problem of the ownership of goods and his reply was, once
again, a radical one.*°

The apparently milder protests against ‘African immorality’ were
equally ineffectual: the excessive laxity in the behaviour of women, their
failure to wear the veil,*' nudity among adolescents; Arab writers could do
no more than record®? or denounce®? the ‘scandals’ which offended their
sight.

At all these levels underlying their respective and hardly compatible
forms of organization, the differences between Arab-Muslim societies and
African societies, whether they were Muslim or otherwise, remained un-
reconciled between the sixth/twelfth and the tenth/sixteenth centuries.
They no doubt tended to see these opposing forms of social life as indicat-
ing an incompatibility between Islam and African religion.

The role played by African rulers

Whether friends of Islam or Muslims, from the fourth/tenth century in the
Takrir, or from the sixth/twelfth century in Mali, for example, African
rulers in general accepted fairly readily a division of space and labour
which ensured that the administrators they required would be available to
them in the towns which had been wholly or partly Islamized, while the
rural world constituted an inexhaustible source of compliant agricultural
manpower whose conversion was not a matter of urgency. Islamic practice
seems to have adjusted to this situation: after all, it recognized a privileged
territory — Dar al-Islam — side-by-side with the territory inhabited by the
infidels and the pagans — Dar al-Kufr, Dar al-harb. Being content with the
conversion of the princes who, in the long term, were the guarantors of the
conversion of the masses, Islam probably adopted a ‘pastoral’ attitude
which was also to be found in Christian Europe at the same periods. 54
African rulers, even if they were Muslims, cannot by any stretch of the

s0. J. M. Cuoq, 1975, pp- 410 et seq.

51. Veil wearing is not a religious obligation in Islam and the veiling of women as under-
stood in some Muslim countries, is not orthodox.

52. Ibn Battiitain J. M. Cuoq, 1975, p. 311.

53. Al-Maghiliin J. M. Cuoq, 1975, p. 431.

54. Although historical comparisons must not be taken to unreasonable extremes, it is
none the less interesting to note that the methods used by both Christianity and Islam to
penetrate and establish themselves in ‘pagan’ societies often display important analogies:
the violence of Christianity, however, was incomparably greater, for example against the
Slavs and the Scandinavians.
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imagination be said to have been active proselytizers. However, there was
no lack of attempts to achieve political and social integration on the Islamic
model, both on their part and on that of their Muslim advisers from sub-
Saharan Africa. They are sometimes even accused of cultural imitation.
One thinks, for example, of Mansa Kankii Musa returning from the east
with the architect al-Sahili, or Askiya Muhammad I or the dynast of Kano,
Muhammad Rumfa, both of whom called on the services of the pious cleric
of Tlemcen, al-Maghili, or on those of the Egyptian al-Suyuti, or of the
emperor Mansa Sulayman of Mali (742/1341—761/1360), a friend of the
Marinid Sultan Abui‘Inan, who attracted Malikite scholars and clerics to
his court. Many authors tend to endorse the severe judgement pronounced
by al-Idrist: ‘men of learning and distinction are almost unknown among
them, and their kings only acquire what they know about government and
justice from the instruction of learned visitors from further north’.%% This
opinion probably overlooks two essential things; the first is that this judge-
ment does not allow for circumstances and it reinforces the pernicious
notion that nothing of importance came from Africa itself, but always from
outside. Furthermore, and this is still more serious, to think like al-Idris1 is
to forget that African societies, long before their contact with Islam,
invented forms of political organization of which we are today gaining a
better knowledge but of which both Muslims and Christians knew nothing
for centuries. The ways in which power was exercised, which formed an in-
tegral part of the African religious sense, could not be abandoned without
the consent of society as a whole and without total submission to Islam: we
have already referred to the anecdote which is told differently by al-Bakri
and by al-Dardjin1,%¢ concerning the conversion of a king of Mallal in the
fifth/eleventh century. He adopted Islam in highly dramatic circumstances
after a drought in order to obtain from the God of the Muslims the rain
that was necessary for the survival of his people: in so doing, he was acting
in accordance with an African model of power. The price of the conversion
was a heavy one: the destruction of all the instruments of the ancestral reli-
gion, the hounding of sorcerers, the devastation of age-old traditions. The
response of the people was unexpected: ‘we are your servants, do not
change our religion!”. We are thus entitled to wonder whether the black
rulers did not take from Muslim society, with its belief in a single God,
what was convenient and effective for the administration of their empire
and whether these attempts at ‘modernization’ did not constitute a series of
attempts to establish a balance between the ‘weight’ of pre-Islamic African
traditions and the ‘requirements of the new religion’

Using a few spec1ﬁc examples, we can examine the real scope of the royal
policy of integration with Islam.

The eighth/fourteenth century is often regarded in the historiography of

55. B. Lewis, 1982, p. 61.
56. J. M. Cuoq, 1975, pp. 102 and 195-6.
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Africa south of the Sahara as being the age which saw the high point of the
empire of Mali, characterized by remarkable economic development, polit-
ical influence on an international scale involving diplomatic relations with
Morocco and Egypt, and, above all, by the decisive establishment of Islam.
It was thus a triumph of the Muslim religion which is powerfully under-
lined by Jean-Luc Moreau when he writes: ‘With the empire of Mali,
Islam embarked on yet another phase in the Western Sudan: it was, at least
in part, the initiator of a new society’.*’ Joseph Ki-Zerbo represents
Mansa Miisa as ‘a fervent Muslim [who] gave new impetus to the expan-
sion of Islam’.%8

Although there is no doubt of the Islamic piety of Mansa Misi, the pil-
grim king, and without denying that, mainly in the towns, Islam was to
some extent established, we think that these two authors who are, more-
over, not the only ones, have been misled both by the relatively large mass
of documents on Mali in the eighth/fourteenth century®® and by the tri-
umphant euphoria of the Arab and Sudano-Berber sources of the eleventh/
seventeenth century. Moreover, Ki-Zerbo himself acknowledges that:
‘...the peasant masses (who formed the overwhelming majority of the
populations of Mali) retained their animistic faith and this was tolerated by
the Mansa in exchange for their obedience and their taxes’.%® Further-
more, we cannot see how Mansa Misa would have managed to give fresh
impetus to the ‘expansion of Islam’ as, in common with all the other rulers
of Mali, he did not launch a holy war (djihad).

Let us look one and a half centuries ahead: the end of the ninth/fifteenth
century and the tenth/sixteenth century provide other examples of the de-
sire expressed by certain Muslim clerics to bring about a profound trans-
formation of African habits, and of the indecisive response of rulers to such
pressure.

Askiya Muhammad, who seized power by means of a coup 4état, made
considerable efforts to achieve political and social integration in line with
the ethic of the Qoran. In order to legitimize his coup &’état he resorted to
every means afforded by the Muslim religion. With the support of the
‘Muslim party’ of the scholars of Timbuktu, he made the Pilgrimage to
Mecca at the end of the ninth/fifteenth century. The title of caliph (kkalifa)
invested him with spiritual authority in the Sudan. In the interior, he
sought the advice almost exclusively of Muslim scholars. Faced with the
difficulty of resolving the social problems raised by part of the inheritance
he had received from Sonni ‘Al1 the Great, he requested four consultations
from three outstanding jurists: “Abdullah al-Ansammaini of Takedda, al-
Suyuti, and al-Maghili. The latter appears to have taken the greatest
trouble. At the request of the askiya he wrote a kind of handbook of the

57. J.-L. Moreau, 1982, p. 103.

58. J. Ki-Zerbo, 1978, p. 136.

59. Ibn Battuta, al-"Umart, Ibn Khaldun, etc.
60. J. Ki-Zerbo, 1978, p. 136.
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perfect Muslim prince, the Answers to the Questions of the Emir al-Hadjdj
“Abdullah ibn Abii Bakr.%' At the request of another black ruler, al-Maghili
wrote a book in the same style: The Obligations of Princes (Risalat al-
Mulik), intended for the king of Kano, Muhammad Rumfa (870/ l465—
905/1499).

Askiya Muhammad, wishing to conform to the model of what was
required of a caliph, adopted the oriental insignia of power: a seal, a sword,
a Qoran; he declared Friday to be the day of the weekly audience, he
undertook holy wars — though without success — against the ‘infidels’. He
was no more successful however, than the emperors of Mali who had pre-
ceded him in distancing himself from the African traditions which enjoined
him to retain the ancestral attributes inherited from the time of the Shi: a
drum, sacred fire, precise regulations concerning dress, hairstyle, regalia,
the catching of the ruler’s spittle, the existence in the higher administration
of the Hori farima, in other words the high priest of the worship of ances-
tors and genies.

Ultimately, he did not put into practice the unbending advice given by
al-Maghil1 against the ‘false Muslims’ by whom, according to the jurist, the
askiya was surrounded. The teachings of al-Maghili remained dormant in
West Africa until ‘Uthman Dan Fodio turned them into a doctrine and a
weapon to use against the princes who were then of no further use to the
expansion of Islam.

In Bornu, the successor to the state of Kanem, the rulers (mai) who were
true living gods, nevertheless filled their courts with learned Muslim
tmams. These tried in the reign of ‘Alf ibn Dinama (877/ 1472—910/ 1504)
to bring the morals of the notables into line with Qoranic prescriptions.
The ‘sultan’ acquiesced but the notables refused to comply. Similarly, the
justice administered by the kadi was confined to the towns and did not
replace the law of African groups. Parts of Hausaland, which were con-
verted to Islam in the eighth/fourteenth century by Fulani and Wangara
missionaries, rulers and zealots, experienced the same difficulties in in-
ducing rural, or even urban, populations to adopt the Muslim religion. In
Katsina, after the visit of al-Maghili to try and purify the lukewarm Islam
of the Hausa, ‘sacred woods of the animists were razed to the ground and in
their place mosques were built’. The Near Eastern form of life was domin-
ant in Muslim society: the harem and the veil for women, the employment
of eunuchs, a fiscal system based on the Qoran and so forth. But these
changes did not last. Ultimately, the apparent inaction of the kings was
probably an indication of their awareness that social pressures would lead
to the rejection of Islam,

It was outside their control, ‘at the grass-roots’, that the most substantial
advances of Islam were ultimately achieved during these centuries. African

61. Z. Dramani-Issifou, 1982, pp. 34—40. Text of al-Maghili in J. M. Cuogq, 1975,
pp. 398-432.
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merchants, Wangara and later Dyula and Muslim missionaries of all types
carried the message of the Prophet out to the countryside and to the towns
as far as the forest fringe. This slow expansion did not, for sound reasons,
overturn the habits of societies within which small groups of Muslims were
coming into existence. Such societies continued, for example, to produce
the cultural wares in keeping with their traditions: the remarkable dis-
covery in recent years of an art of statuary in terracotta in the middle of
‘Muslim’ Mali bears witness to this.®?

7 The results

In the present state of research, the results are very difficult to assess and
their apparent contradictions are dxsconcertmg

There is no doubt that the art of writing and techmques of weighing®?3
were introduced by Islam south of the Sahara as early as the fourth/tenth
century. To what extent did these two innovations upset earlier habits?
What were the earlier habits as regards conservation of traces of the past,
counting and mathematical knowledge?

It may justifiably be said that literature in the Arabic language south of
the Sahara seems to have paid no regard to African cultures and their
languages. In order to be sure of this it would be necessary to ascertain and
evaluate the contents of libraries which are now being studied in Mauri-
tania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, Chad and the Sudan. It would also be
necessary to make a scientific study of the development of certain African
languages in contact with Arabic. It is probably correct to say that those
who were literate ‘in Arabic’ ignored ancient African cultures both because
they were ‘pagan’ and, more simply, because they were unaware of their
existence; in that regard they showed themselves to be as unperceptive as
the majority of Christian missionaries some centuries later. It would prob-
ably be unjust to regard such ignorance as denoting preconceived contempt
for African societies and cultures.

It may be said that these scholars north of the Sahara who were, in most
cases, unacquainted with the region up to the ninth/fifteenth century
(although the same is probably not true in East Africa), brought with them
their own preoccupations. After the seventh/thirteenth century these seem
no longer to have had the brilliance of the great age of Arab-Muslim cul-
ture; even though Morocco in the seventh/thirteenth century, for example,
seems to have had several great thinkers; it may be that many branches of
knowledge withered at that time in the Muslim world, even though some
continued to flourish. It may be that authors of the past were copied too
much and that legal formalism prevailed over living thought. Here again,

62. On the subject of this art: B. de Grunne, 1980. See also (La) rime et la raison, 1984
and Unesco, General History of Africa, Vol. IV, illustrations nos. 6, 11, 12 and 14.
63. J. Devisse, D. Robert-Chaleix et al., 1983, pp. 407—19.
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in order to reach valid conclusions, it will be necessary to wait until thou-
sands of manuscripts, so far not studied even if they have been catalogued,
have been analysed; we shall need, for example, to be aware of the treasures
of the Karawiyyin Library of Fez and the Bibliothéque Royale at Rabat
where so many manuscripts from Timbuktu and works on Africa are
housed.

At present it seems that it was normal at the outset, for educated
Malinke, Fulani, Soninke, Berbers or Negro-Berbers, such men as Mouri-
magha Kankoi of Jenne, Baghayogho, Kati, ibn Dansal al-Falani, Ahmed
Baba, ibn al-Mukhtar Gombele of Timbuktu, and so forth, who were
committed to the letter and spirit of Islam, to think in Arabic, write in Ara-
bic and produce commentaries on books belonging to the Islamic tradition.
This Islamo-centrism no doubt made the universities of Timbuktu seem
less brilliant than black Africans today would wish, as they can discern in
those universities, as far as our present knowledge goes, hardly a trace of
their cultural past.®4 This being so, there is only one comment to be made:
the Muslim scholars belonged to a fairly closed world and were still a
minority group facing a mass of adherents of African traditional religion,
whom they thought themselves duty bound to convert and perhaps to
guide towards other styles of life; thus they were not predisposed to
become enlightened historians of the African past or even sympathetic ob-
servers of the life of autochthonous societies which they considered to be
‘pagan’.

It is probably in this area that research is least advanced and where the
researcher has the greatest difficulty in maintaining objectivity.

Islamxzatlon—Arablzanon

It was probably in Kanem and in East Africa that the last transformation of
African society first took place: the ‘Arabization’ of their origins and their
past; West Africa was not slow in taking the same path. :

When, in the seventh/thirteenth century, the genealogists of the
Kanembu dynasty tried to reconstitute the noble lineage of the reigning
princes, they did not demur to make one vitally important innovation,
namely to seek those origins in the East and even in biblical traditions. ¢*
This was the inception of an idea that was to prove enormously successful
and to bring about a profound change in the cultural relationship between
African societies and the Muslim world. Any prince of any standing had to
come from the East; the only noble origins were those of the East and no
past was to be so spoken of except if it were related to the Prophet, his
family or his companions. A start was made (not, by any means, for the last
time) on the rewriting of African history and the ‘new history’ was to strike

64. Z. Dramami-lssifou, 1982, pp. 196-203.
65. D. Lange, 1977.
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a blow at the obsolescence and the absurdity of the cosmic or animal ori-
gins with which African societies sometimes endowed themselves.

Genealogical literature was to flourish after the eighth/fourteenth cen-
tury in East Africa where it became one of the weapons in the ideological
conflict between opposing Muslim tendencies and between reigning houses
as late as the thirteenth/nineteenth century.®® A great deal of work
remains to be done to clarify this literature. In West Africa, the trans-
formation of the stories concerning the origin of the ‘Mandingo’ was spec-
tacular;®” that of the origins of the founders of the Wagadu was equally so.
Gradually, every Islamized group of any importance discovered an ances-
tor from Arabia. This considerably strengthened a theory of biblical origin
according to which African populations came from the Middle East, with
all the diffusionist consequences that this theory implied. Another aspect
was the propensity for discovering ‘white’ origins — in this case Arabic and
Persian — for everything of any value in Africa even if that meant totally
devaluing the most anciently attested African cultures. Thus began the
eclipse of African history Wthh was later to be consnderably exacerbated
by the Europeans.

No dominant family or group ultimately escaped this loglc of ‘Arabiza-
tion’.®® In the thirteenth/nineteenth century, the Yarse of Burkina Faso in
their turn claimed Arab origins at a time when their commercial suprem-
acy, which dated from two centuries earlier, and the privileged position
which had earned them a real historical compromise with the Mosi of
QOuagadougou seemed to them to be in jeopardy.®® Even the remote Bet-
sileo of central Madagascar, who had no Muslim tradition, were fascinated
by the ‘civilizing model’ of Islam and sought out Arab origins for their
princes; they were not, incidentally, the only ones to have done so in Mada-
gascar.”®

In the last analysis, there is nothing surprising in the fact that Islam
inspired such confidence and infatuation. The phenomenon is one which
ought to be studied dispassionately since it is so important and, for several
centuries, was so characteristic of an ‘oriental’ temptation for Islamized
African societies.

This ‘genealogical snobbery’ provided a guarantee of the age and quality
of the Islamic practices of those who traced their origins to Arab ancestors;
it also guaranteed the ‘historic rights’ of aristocracies that were becoming
established. It finally took on so much importance, particularly in the
region between Lake Chad and the Nile, that it became the normal process
of the Arabization-Islamization of many groups. The Maba are a good case
in point. Islam had been gaining ground in Kanem when the Bulala arrived

66. M. Rozenstroch, 1984.
67. A. Condé, 1974.

68. D. Hamani, 198s.

69. K. Assimi, 1984.

70. E. Flacourt, 1913.
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and helped to extend its influence eastwards through contact with other
peoples including the Maba. The latter, until the ninth/fifteenth to tenth/
sixteenth century, had not been exposed to any Islamic influence. The
actual or mythical arrival among them of an Arab claiming to be of Abbasid
origin, called Djame at the end of the tenth/sixteenth century, changed the
course of events. Djame chose a wife belonging to a Maba clan and his
entry into the Maba group made things simpler. As the new religion pro-
gressively gained more ground, certain Maba clans laid claim to an Arab-
Muslim origin. The contact that had existed between the Arabs and the
indigenous populations just prior to the penetration of Islam had no re-
ligious or cultural implications. Such contacts were based mainly on the
black slave trade, and on the trade in gold and ivory. The Arab kabilas
referred to the Maba as ‘ambay’ (primitives) whereas the indigenous
peoples dignified their guests by the name of ‘aramgo’ (savages, bar-
barians, anarchists). Until that time they had not been brought together by
language or by religious outlook. Before long the Arabs married into the
great Maba families; they became semi-sedentary and more or less adopted
the Islamic traditions of the Maba. The influences were in both directions.
The Maba learned the language of the Arabs and thus considered that they
had no difficulty in understanding the Qoran. Religion commanded the ob-
servance of Islamic rites and also the language of the Qoran. As the teach-
ing of Islam spread, the Maba ‘sought not only to imitate the Arab model
offered by Islam but also to identify themselves with the Arabs. In each
clan, the chief who was installed and maintained by power sought out an
origin in the Arab-Muslim world: the line was traced back in most cases to
the famlly of the Prophet or, more modestly, to one of his four direct com-
panions’. Moreover, writes Issa Khayar, ‘to adopt the religion of the Arabs,
the customs of the Arabs the language of the Arabs, to ally themselves
with the other Arab or Muslim peoples was the irresistible trend of the
entire Maba society’.”!

Islamization, together with Arabization, had very 1mportant repercus-
sions on the whole of Maba society. The Maba unconsciously tried to re-
write their history by fabricating ﬁctmous genealogies accompanied by a
complete change of names.

Such more or less collective changes of name explain the difficulty
encountered by present-day historians in studying the sequence of past
events. From the point of view with which we are concerned, the example
of the Maba is remarkable in many ways. In their case, as in that of the -
Waddaians in general, their own system of cultural values underlies and
cohabits with the Islamic ethic.  But Islam, because of the cultural
dynamism conferred on it by a written and oral system of teaching, tended
to overshadow and to overthrow these traditional socio-cultural values,
which became latent.

71. 1. H. Khayar, 1976, pp. 43—4.
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The last link in the chain of transformations brought about by Islam in
the life of African societies is probably the most significant of all. It leads to
a total ‘deculturation’ of the societies in which it gains a complete hold,
creates a ‘black Arabism’ which seems like a historical contradiction and
which culturally impoverishes the Muslim community. Many African
societies did not react like the Maba. They assessed the damage implied by
the alternatives offered or imposed. On occasion their reaction was even to
reject Islam. Ultimately those most concerned by this problem were those
who, having been kept aside from the transformations brought about by
Islam, suffered from them because of the contempt for their beliefs and an
ideology that viewed them as no more than an inexhaustible source of
slaves of which the main beneficiaries were the proponents of Islam and the

"black states engaged in the slave trade. In many cases, therefore, mistrust
arose and induced a certain number of African societies to open rejection
and confrontation.

The interrupted dialogue: the late tenth/sixteenth — early
eleventh/seventeenth centuries

The end of the tenth/sixteenth century and the beginning of the eleventh/
seventeenth century mark an important stage in West African history. This
period has with some justification been described as a turning point. We
would prefer to regard it as an interlude which comes at the end of a long
and extremely rich period which saw the emergence and development of
the principal black sub-Saharan states and the confrontation of two world
views, that of the traditional religions of the African continent and that of
Islam. It was also the starting point of another, admittedly shorter, period
of serious disturbances and uncertainty during which the Muslim religion
apparently paused in its expansion or even, in many regions, retreated. The
main impression given is that the majority of the African peoples which
had had contacts with Islam returned to their origins. This interlude is
seen to have been historically necessary when one analyses the role of Islam
as a motivating force in African socio-economic relationships, a role which
appeared to offer a greater threat where Islam was less firmly established:
sedentary agrarian societies were dominated by African oligarchies when it
advanced; under cover of Islam, entire regions of the continent became re-
serves of slaves. ‘ \

It was in the Songhay empire, under the leadership of Sonni “Ali (868/
1464—897/1492) that this anti-Muslim reaction took its most vigorous
form; it was directed not against persons but rather against the influence of
the ideology they professed which was regarded as incompatible with tradi-
tional African values. A number of circumstances favoured the conduct of
what really ought to be termed a counter-offensive.

During the last quarter of the eighth/fourteenth century and during the
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early years of the following century there was a weakening, followed by the
almost total disappearance of the central authority of Mali which had been
a source of political cohesion between the various peoples of which the em-
pire was composed. Spurred on by the exactions of certain rulers of Mali,
satellite states, regions, country areas and urban centres found it easier, the
more remote they were from the capital, to cast off the central authority.
The rich, cosmopolitan urban populations, well organized and structured
by Islam, began to act as autonomous or even independent merchant re-
publics. This was the case with Jenne, Walata and Timbuktu, for example.
In the new Songhay empire, which, by conquest, had inherited the eastern
provinces of Mali, the relations between Sonni ‘Alf and these towns, par-
ticularly Timbuktu, rapidly deteriorated into serious conflict. Economic
and strategic reasons were among the causes of the conflict but the deter-
mining factor seems to have been the reason of state rooted in the primacy
of the imperial authority. Sonni ‘Ali, the emperor magician, raised in the
ethos of the all-powerful African monarch — who was, after all, known as
Dali, in other words the All Highest — could not bear to see his superna-
tural power, which was recognized by the great mass of his subjects who
adhered to African traditional religions, challenged by the Muslim scholars
of Timbuktu, who were, moreover, foreigners.”? The Berbers, the Negro-
Berber -half castes and the Fulani formed, indeed, the overwhelming
majority of the population of that town. The city was therefore severely
harassed in the person of its scholars much to the discomfiture of the
learned authors of the Tarikhs.? The reign of Sonni All was marked by
the bringing into line of Timbuktu, by the supremacy of Gao,’* and in a
sense by the backlash of African traditional religion against Islam. The
coup détat of 898/1493 organized by Askiya Muhammad and the desire to
make the ‘Islamic option’ irreversible can be explained only in this context.
- Apart from two interludes.— the reigns of the askiyas Muhammad I
(898/1493—934/1528) and Dawid (956/1549—990/1582) — during which a
relative revival of interest in Islam was manifested by those two rulers, the
end of the tenth/sixteenth century was marked by the Moroccan conquest.
The collapse of the political framework and the disorganization of the
social fabric led to a definitive decline of the Songhay cities. Resistance to
the occupying Moroccan force over the course of some ten years brought
about a southwards movement of populations, mainly into Dendi. These
populations organized themselves as little independent states with socio-
religious structures drawn from the ancestral tradmons and kept nothing of
Islam except their names.
A pamphlet by Ahmad Baba (963/ 1556—1038/1628), generally known by
the name of Mi‘radj al-Suhud, written between 1001/1593 and 1025/1616,

72. A.Konaré-Ba, 1977.

73. Ta’rikh al-Sudan, 1900, pp. 105, 107, 110 and 115; Ta’rikh al-Fattish, 1913—14,
pp. 80, 84 and 94. ‘

74. Z.Dramani-Issifou, 1983a.
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provides an insight into the extent of the social upheavals caused by the
Moroccan conquest and by the intensification of slavery at the turn of the
eleventh/seventeenth century. Having been called on by the merchants of
Tuwat to give his opinion (fatwa, fatawa) on the subjugation and sale into
slavery of certain populations of the Songhay empire, Ahmad Baba took
the opportunity to describe the social and religious scene in the greater part
of the Nigerian Sudan in the early eleventh/seventeenth century. In this
description, which aspires to be in conformity with Islamic ethics, the
author, wishing to defend populations which had been the victims of law-
less capture, shows that the economic activities of the time relied mainly on
the trans-Saharan black slave trade. He drew attention to the extent and
variations of the Islamization of the peoples of the region, and the retreat of
the Muslim religion emerges clearly.

Still more significant than this retreat is the social and religious disarray
in the political vacuum created by the disappearance of the Songhay state
and the disorders of the Moroccan occupation, the emergence of an
‘animistic’ kingdom ostensibly professing allegiance to African values.
This was the Banmana (Bambara) kingdom of Segu during the eleventh/
seventeenth century. This was caused both by the destruction of the
‘imperial Muslim power’ and also by the decline in the urban fabric of the
empire and the open rejection of Islam which had taken place in rural en-
vironments since the seventh/thirteenth century, in spite of the mansas of
Mali and the askiyas of Songhay.

Islamic contact with Africa proved one of the most fruitful human ven-
tures in world history. Islam offered what might be termed ‘a choice of
society’. Its implications were variously conceived at different times and in
different places in the black continent. The stakes were high: neither more
nor less than a change in outlook, in ways of conceiving and representing
the world, in behaviour. It was a matter of exchanging one’s own culture
for that of another, in short of becoming someone other. In spite of the
resistance that was shown between the first/seventh and the start of the
eleventh/seventeenth centuries, Mediterranean Africa accepted the Mus-
lim option. It was Islamized and started to become Arabized.

In the rest of Africa, Islam did not find the propitious historical circum-
stances which explain its success in the east and north of the continent and
in Spain. Although it was neither a conqueror nor totally in control of
power, which it had to leave in the hands of princes who were still imbued
with African traditions — even though they sometimes made themselves
‘foreigners’ to the peoples whom they ruled by their own conversion and
often, thanks to the profits earned by such rulers from the sale of slaves —
Islam obtained substantial religious results south of the desert and in East
Africa. By the tenth/sixteenth century Islam had still not found an overall
solution which would enable it to integrate black societies and their
cultures without problems in the House of Islam. The subsequent inter-
lude was not any more conducive to the discovery of such a solution.
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Lastly, on more than one point, social integration was to occur in the
course of revolutionary events in the twelfth/eighteenth and early
thirteenth/nineteenth centuries: those events alone, in certain regions, were
to make Islam into a comprehensive expression of the social and cultural
life of the people.
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The peoples of the Sudan:
population movements

F.DE MEDEIROS

The problem and the sources

At the present stage of African historiography, study of the movements
that culminated in the establishment of the peoples of the Sudanic zone of
West Africa is an indispensable but extremely complex task.

The context in which the question arises is clouded by debates that give
prominence to presuppositions concerning the cultural supremacy of cer-
tain groups from the north and east. This is a problem of major concern
which must be constantly borne in mind in the course of our examination
in so far as it has a bearing on the methods and the main lines of emphasis
of African history; it calls for strenuous critical thinking and a commensur-
ate effort of empathy.

In most books and monographs on African history, population move-
ments occupy a prominent place; they are usually introduced before any
other topic is developed, with the widespread notion of ‘migrations’. The
vast area occupied by the Sudan was conducive to movement, contacts and
exchanges; in the absence of solid geographic and chronological points of
reference, there is a strong temptation to invoke outside influences. Simi-
larly, use is often made of oral tradition which goes back to the beginnings
of the peoples of the Sudan in an attempt to establish a connection between
their cultures and the culture of prestigious ancestors. Finally, the very
theme of ‘migrations’ lends itself to new interpretations that utilize, among
other procedures, comparative investigations, seeking to rediscover in the
facts and realities of African history patterns and structures orlgmatmg in
more ancient cultures that are taken as models.

The Hamitic hypothesis, which served to explain the evolution of Afri-
can cultures in ancient times, has been widely used as a palpable interpre-
tative framework." According to this theory, the ‘Hamites’ were an African
people distinct from the other blacks of sub-Saharan Africa from the
standpoint of race (Caucasian) and linguistic family. The northern branch

1. R. Cornevin, 1960, pp. 70-1 tries to account for the two terms ‘Chamite’ and
‘Hamite’, but he endorses the former; cf. C. G. Seligman, 1930, 1935.
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of the ‘Hamites’ would, therefore, include the inhabitants of the Sahara,
the Berbers, the Tubu and the Fulani. The ‘Hamitic’ hypothesis draws a
clear distinction between the pastoral ‘Hamites’ and the agricultural
blacks, considering them as two separate and well-defined categories.

Because of their ‘natural’ kinship with the peoples who founded the
Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations of the Middle East, the Hamites
are regarded as having been responsible for all the progress and innova-
tions made by and in Africa. That being so, the occupation of pastoral
cattle-breeder is credited with cultural superiority. These white nomads
would, it is said, have transmitted the elements of ‘civilization’ to the
sedentary blacks.2 ’ ‘

Authors like M. Delafosse, H. R. Palmer and Y. Urvoy in particular,
who have provided much of our knowledge about the peoples of the Sudan,
deliberately adopted this diffusionist standpoint;? Urvoy is even convinced
that ‘the whites brought the seed of a superior type of organization’ to
Africa.* Contemporary African historiography is becoming sensitive to the
ideological presuppositions inherent in such assumptions which are being
subjected to methodical criticism.® But it must be admitted that much
arbitrary data of this type is still fashionable in textbooks and other works.
For although these theories and their influence are now being challenged in
earnest, it is far harder to replace them with fresh contributions based on
the results of research (which has itself become more rigorous).

Another set of problems stems from the fact that we do not have the
material for an exhaustive treatment of this subject. The period in question
— the first/seventh century to the fifth/eleventh century — usually comes
under the heading of the ‘dark ages’.® And yet despite the recent expansion
of African historical studies, the information we have for the early periods
is still incomplete.

It is true that the Arab conquest of North Africa ushered in a period of
contacts calculated to yield more reliable informatton than the previous
centuries. But the limitations of the written sources originating from the
Arab geographers are now becoming more and more apparent.” Conceived
from the standpoint of their own cultural environment, they are fragmen-
tary, and reflect considerable gaps as regards the specific question of the
peoples of the Sudan. Their authors were mostly easterners such as al-
Ya'kubi, who never went beyond the Nile delta. Some of them had to take
account of the interests and expansionist designs of the masters who had
sent them to collect information, as with Ibn Hawkal (who worked for the
Fatimids). Al-Bakri is undoubtedly the author whose contribution has

. C. G. Seligman, 1930, p. 96.

. M. Delafosse, 1912; H. R. Palmer, 1936; Y. Urvoy, 1936, 1949. "

. Y. Urvoy, 1949, pp. 21-2.

. W. MacGaffey, 1966; E. R. Sanders, 1969.

. See the titles of the works of E. F. Gautier, 1937 and R. Mauny, 1971.
. Cf. Unesco, General History of Africa, Vol. I, ch. 5.
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proved to be the most important; but he did not know the countries he de-
scribed from Spain, and the facts in his account come mainly from the
works of earlier authors (largely thanks to the official archives of the Cali-
phate of Cordova) and from the stories of travellers he questioned.® In all
likelihood, none of these writers visited the Sudan before Ibn Battuta
(eighth/fourteenth century).

- But the subject can be approached from a new angle. The collections of
Arab sources of J. M. Cuoq and of N. Levtzion and J. F. P. Hopkins are
invaluable works of reference alongside the individual studies, especially
when research in the field is making progress.® A positive attitude towards
oral tradition is found throughout Africa. The Wagadu legends, accounts
by chroniclers and traditionists from Mali and ‘Mandingo’ land, and Song-
hay, Zarma, Hausa, Fulani (Peul) and Mosi (Mossi) traditions, together
with the archaeological work being carried out from Mauritania to Chad,
make it possible to view the subject in a more critical light and to widen the
field of information.

The area in question is enormous. The Land of the Blacks — Bilad al-
Sudan — now denoted by the name Sudan comprises not only the Senegal,
Niger and Chad basins but also ports of the savanna and forestlands
further south. Here documentary material is even scantier, and research is
in its infancy. Work is in progress at Kong (Ivory Coast), Begho (Ghana)
and Poura (Burkina Faso); but apart from Taruga and Ife in Nigeria these
sites cannot compare with what has been achieved at Tishit, Tegdaoust or
Kumbi Saleh or in Dogon country. This wealth of investigations in the
Sahel in fact provides valuable material for a reassessment of the Sudan’s
relationship with its Saharan fringes, which can hardly be ignored. This in
turn makes it possible to see under what conditions the peoples of the
Sudan occupied their environment, and how they fitted into it and
acquired their cultural resources.

The northern border

We have long been accustomed to looking at the sub~Saharan area through
what may be called ‘the spectacles of Islam’, that is, seeing its history ex-
clusively through the eyes of the Muslim society settled in North Africa,
which is our main source of written literature. The Muslim period and the
new situation it introduced in the Maghrib unquestionably represents a
major stage in our knowledge of the sub-Saharan area. The study of the
peoples of the Sudan starts here, for Muslim Arab culture and society
brought with it impressions that affected its relationship with the Sudan.
This is useful historical material and Arabic sources are viewed with
favour, coupled with the prestige of the written word so prized by the

8. Cf. Chapter 14 below.
9. J. M. Cuoq, 1975; N. Levtzion and J. F. P. Hopkins (eds), 1981.
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‘People of the Book’. But if we step back a little from this very widespread
attitude we find that knowledge of the Sudan and its peoples is largely in-
fluenced and determined by the concerns of the Eastern and Maghribi
Muslim world.

The tendency to look at the ‘Land of the Blacks’ from a North African
viewpoint goes back a very long way. It originated in antiquity, when the
‘known world’ around the Mediterranean basin was the geographical
centre of the world. This structure did not change fundamentally during
the Islamic period. Moreover this predominance of the north to the neglect
of sub-Saharan Africa, at least until the ninth/fifteenth century, is reflected
in many contemporary works which were certainly not written by sup-
porters of diffusionism. The result is an imbalance between a plethora of
writing about ancient and medieval trans-Saharan traffic on the one hand
and very incomplete knowledge of the black peoples during the same
period on the other. But this fact is itself a sufficient reason to look at the
northern approaches to the Sudan, which connect through the Sahara with
Berber country.,

The Berbers played an important role in West Africa from the point of
view of population movements. Since prehistoric times they were con-
stantly active in the Sahara, as far as its southern edges. Their ancestors
from the Fezzan, the Garamantes, are said to have been active intermedi-
aries between Provincia Africa and the Land of the Blacks during the
Roman period.'°

The Berbers, who had never really formed part of the zone controlled by
successive hegemomes in North Africa, from the Carthaginians to Byzan-
tium, found their mobility in the direction of the desert enhanced by the
increase in the number of camels. Whether it had previously resulted in the
establishment of sedentary kingdoms and principalities far to the north or
in the formation of major nomadic confederations adjacent to the desert
and in the Sahara itself, the Berbers’ independent attitude brought about
prolonged opposition to the new Arab power; this expressed itself in vari-
ous resistance movements, but especially in the favourable welcome given
to the Kharlgpte heresy.! r

Indeed, it was the pr1nc1pa11t1es and centres controlled by the
Kharlgptes which had the initiative in trade with the Sudan from the late
second/elghth century. Djabal Nafusa, Wargla Tahert and Sidjilmasa
were in one way or the other engaged in such activities.'2

To the west the Berbers formed a great confederation, which al-Fazari
(second/eighth century) called the state of Anbiya; it probably consisted of
the Massiifa, the Lamtiina and the Djuddala.”® Al-Ya'kubi classified them
among the Sanhﬁgja; who played an important role throughout the western

10. Cf.R. C. C. Law, 1967a, 1967b.

11. See Chapter 3 above, Chapter 10 below.
12. See Chapter 11 below.

13. Cf. J. M. Cuoq, 1975, p. 42..
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Sahara. This huge grouping must have been in contact to the south with
the area controlled by Ghana. Another group of Berbers, the Hawwara,
originally from Tripolitania, marched with the Land of the Blacks. To
avoid being conquered they went west, and while crossing the Maghrib
took part in the various uprisings against the Arabs. In the second/eighth
century they embraced Kharidjism. After Abu Yazid’s last Kharidjite re-
volt,'* in which they took part, they dispersed westwards and eastwards,
while some of them fled south. During this period their presence was
reported in the Fezzan.

The Hawwara were also in the Hoggar. The link between the ethnonym
Hawwara and the toponym Hoggar is an indication of this. Ibn Khaldin,
the historian of the Berbers, sta