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While Muslim immigrants from West Africa are arriving in the United States at unprecedented
rates, few recognize their Islamic activity. The orientalist stereotypes many westerners
consume about Islam prevent them from understanding the complex ways these Muslims
negotiate their religious, racial, and ethnic identities. Today, most West African Muslims in
the US belong to the Wolof, a major ethnic group in Senegal, followed by the Malinke of Côte
d’Ivoire. As such, their Islamic identity is not straight forward, forcing them to shift the
boundaries of their Black and African heritage to accommodate their faith. This article argues
that in order to fully grasp the contemporary practices of West African Muslims, one must
understand the overall history of their Islamization, a process describing how the Wolof and
Malinke have negotiated their preexisting identities to form an Islamic sense of self.

Introduction: West African Muslim identities in a changing world
Following the horrific terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001, many Indian Sikhs were assaulted,
discriminated against and even killed in American cities because their beards and turbans caused
them to be mistakenly identified as Muslims.1 The irony, of course, is that Sikhs themselves have
been embroiled in bitter battles with Muslims since the 1600s. On the one hand, this reaction to
9/11 reveals something tragic about our awareness of Islam as a faith community. Despite
predictions that they will soon become the second largest religious group in America,2 our ability
to recognize Muslims is plagued by orientalist stereotypes of Middle Easterners wearing sinister
beards and exotic turbans. On the other hand, this misunderstanding masks the extremely diverse
nature of Muslim settlement underway in Western nations, especially for societies that embrace
multiculturalism. In the United States, for example, immigrant Muslims, numbering somewhere
between two and three million,3 come from over 80 different countries. Their arrival adds to an
already complex mosaic and, at times, cacophony of religious pathways moving both within and
across faith groups. In the current political climate, however, Muslims are profiled in terms of
so-called Arab types. These presumptions prevent policymakers and the public at-large from
fully grasping the diverse makeup of this religious community.

*Email: zain@temple.edu
1
Tamar Lewin, ‘Sikh owner of gas station is fatally shot in rampage’ New York Times (17 September
2001) sec. B; Laurie Goodstein and Gustav Niebuhr, ‘Attacks and harassment of Arab–Americans
increase’ New York Times (14 September 2001) sec. A.
2
Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad and John L. Esposito, Muslims on the Americanization Path? (Scholars Press,
Atlanta, GA 1998).
3
Fareed H. Nu’man, The Muslim Population in the United States: A Brief Statement (American Muslim
Council, Washington, DC 1992). Also see, Jane Smith, Islam in America (Columbia University Press,
New York 1999) xii- xiii.
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Few realize, for example, that one of the largest Muslim groups in the United States is African
American,4 and the steady appearance of Muslim immigrants from West Africa complicates the
racial and religious fabric on both sides.5 West African Muslims themselves are not a monolith
and belong to many different ethnic affiliations, which again impact the scope and range of their
Islamic practice at home and abroad. Today, most West African Muslims in the United States
come from Senegal, followed by those from Côte d’Ivoire. Because African independence began
in the late 1950s, and ended in 1975 for countries like Cape Verde, many West African nationals
still think of themselves in ethnic terms or, more commonly, in ways that conflate religion and
culture or ancestry. Most Senegalese immigrants are Wolof, an ethnic majority of about five
million in Senegal and a significant minority in The Gambia and Mauritania. The majority of
those from Côte d’Ivoire belong to the Malinke, who also exist in smaller numbers in West
African countries such as Mali, Sierra Leone, Guinea Bissau, Liberia, and the Gambia, as well
as Senegal. Be that as it may, in order to grasp the contemporary practices of West African
Muslims either in their respective countries or places of destination, one must understand the
overall history of their Islamization, or how they have negotiated their preexisting identities and
manifested an Islamic sense of self.
Not unlike what occurs in other societies, the process of Islamization in African countries
does not take place merely through the exchange of one identity for another.6 In other words, it’s
not a matter of leaving behind an African, Wolof, Malinke or Black sensibility and replacing it
with a morally superior Islamic one. Rather, instead of the wholesale adoption of another’s religious precepts and imaginaries, the procedure involves a collective and intimate bargaining of
cultural meanings. Among other factors, Islamization includes a set of practices that involves
shifting the boundary of multiple identities. This boundary shifting allows West African
Muslims to maneuver or alter their religious, racial, or ethnic attachments, depending on the situation, location, and circumstance. This chameleon like movement is not the same as switching a
radio dial, as the behavior is much more complex and relies on the context. It is a situation that
often renders the boundaries of religious, racial and ethnic identities mutually exclusive or, in
other instances, causes them to overlap. In either case, this framework provides researchers
with an important way of explaining the role Islam plays in the intersection of identities in
today’s world.
Rethinking Identity Formation
The attempt to separate spheres of social life into different components has been integral to the
social sciences for some time.7 Scholars have increasingly come to realize, however, that the

4

Smith, op. cit. xiii.
For a full discussion on the presence of West African Muslims in the United States, see the forthcoming
Zain Abdullah, Black Mecca: The African Muslims of Harlem (Oxford University Press, New York,
forthcoming 2009). See also Amy Waldman, ‘Killing heightens the unease felt by Africans in New York’
New York Times (14 February 1999) sec. 1, metropolitan desk.
6
Nehemia Levtzion and Randall Lee Pouwels, The History of Islam in Africa (Ohio University Press,
Athens, OH 2000).
7
For a discussion of this early trend in the social sciences, see Michèle Lamont and Virág Molnár, ‘The
Study of Boundaries in the Social Sciences’ (2002) 28 Annual Review of Sociology, 167, 167–168.
5
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dividing line itself is a crucial area of investigation.8 This new attention is essential primarily
because the study of boundaries captures a fundamental aspect of the social order: relationality.
This kind of research, then, has the potential to reveal a great deal about how social relations are
structured between individuals and across groups. It can produce important insights about how
symbolic meanings are negotiated and how social space or physical territory is constructed.
At its core, research on social or cultural boundaries places us at the center of questions about
the nature of human difference. Because the construction of these borderlands is situational, it
draws our attention to processes of social and cultural change, and its causes. For this reason,
studies on boundary work are gaining ground in a number of research areas. Besides work on
collective identity, this inquiry has wide application as it moves across disciplines, professions,
knowledge, and science.9 Moreover, this work promises to increase our understanding of gender
inequalities and discrimination based on sexual orientation, not to mention the nature of borders
marking nation states and cultural frontiers.10
In 1969, the release of Fredrik Barth’s Ethnic Groups and Boundaries changed our thinking about the structure of collective interaction and group formation.11 Barth challenged the
old notion that integration in plural societies would always lead to the loss of cultural traits
and, consequently, the eventual assimilation into the dominate society. He argued that each
group had a particular relationship with the social environment, and the borders separating
them resulted from their social interaction, not from any set of inherent cultural characteristics.
More recently, an investigation into how frontier-like structures mediate immigrant integration
has been explored by Aristide R. Zolberg and Long Lit Woon.12 Zolberg and Woon added

8

Ibid. 167, passim; Michele Lamont, ‘Working Men’s Imagined Communities: The Boundaries of
Race, Immigration, and Poverty in France and the United States’ in U. Hedetoft and M. Hjort (eds),
The Postmodern Self: Imagining and belonging (University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 2002)
178–197; Jimy M. Sanders, ‘Ethnic Boundaries and Identity in Plural Societies’ (2002) 28 Annual
Review of Sociology, 327; Carolyn V. Prorok, ‘Boundaries Are Made for Crossing: The Feminized
Spatiality of Puerto Rican Espiritismo in New York City’ (2000) 7(1) Gender, Place and Culture, 57;
Ulf Hannerz, ‘Fluxos, Fronteiras, Hibridos: Palavras-Chave da Antropologia Transnacional (Flows,
Boundaries and Hybrids: Keywords in Transnational Anthropology)’ (1997) 3(1) Mana (Rio de
Janeiro), 7–39; Deborah Pellow (ed), Setting Boundaries: The Anthropology of Spatial and Social
Organization (Bergin & Garvey, Westport, CT 1996); Robert R. Alvarez, Jr., The Mexican-US
Border: The Making of an Anthropology of Borderlands’ (1995) 24 Annual Review of Anthropology,
447.
9
M. L. Small, ‘Departmental Conditions and the Emergence of New Disciplines: Two Cases in the
Legitimization of African American Studies’ (1999) 28 Theory and Society, 659; S.P. Vallas, ‘Symbolic
Boundaries and the New Division of Labor: Engineers, Workers, and the Restructuring of Factory Life’
(2001) 18 Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 3; Zain Abdullah, Black Mecca: The African
Muslims of Harlem (New York, Oxford University Press forthcoming); Geoffrey C. Bowker and Susan
Leigh Star, Sorting Things Out: Classification and Its Consequences Inside Technology (Massachusetts
Institute of Technology Press, Cambridge, MA 1999); Thomas F. Gieryn, Cultural Boundaries of Science:
Credibility on the Line (University of Chicago Press, Chicago, IL 1999).
10
Christine L.Williams, Still a Man’s World: Men Who Do “Women’s” Work (University of California
Press, Berkeley 1995); Thomas M. Wilson and Hastings Donnan, Border Identities: Nation and State at
International Frontiers (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK 1998).
11
Fredrik Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Cultural Difference (Little
Brown, Boston, MA 1969).
12
Aristide R. Zolberg and Long Lit Woon, ‘Why is Islam Like Spanish: Cultural Incorporation in Europe
and the United States’ (1999) 27(1) Politics & Society, 5.
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boundary-shifting to Rainer Bauböck’s two-part process of boundary crossing and boundary
blurring.13
As a way to explain large scale incorporation, Bauböck argued that while boundary blurring
involves a change in the social structure or host identity, boundary crossing does not. The latter,
according to Bauböck, involves a change in one’s personal characteristics allowing an immigrant
or outsider to become a member of the host society. The act of exchanging one’s mother tongue
for the host language, for example, or converting to the dominate religion, illustrates a form of
border crossing, a turning away from one identity to adopt another. Nonetheless, there is one
major point that underscores this method of border crossing. While the individual has changed
to become a part of the larger society’s linguistic or religious composition, the structure separating host members from outsiders has not altered. This position upholds the assimilationist view
that immigrants will adopt the characteristics of the larger society over time and, in due course,
enter the mainstream.
Boundary blurring, in contrast, refers to a procedure that alters the line separating insiders
from outsiders. The confines of social institutions are expanded enough to include the practices
of many who were formally excluded. This might constitute, for example, the public inclusion
of non-conventional religions, the official recognition of another language, or the legal acceptance of same-sex unions. In this case, the larger social structures are altered to include somewhat alternative forms of religiosity, communication, or family. This process reflects a growing
multiculturalist perspective. It argues that Western nations, such as the USA, do not have a
“unified core” into which immigrants (especially post-1965, non-European immigrants) will
assimilate.14 Instead, these countries comprise heterogeneous nodes or ethnic groupings forcing
new arrivals to experience a very different process of incorporation. According to this view,
while immigrants are allowed to celebrate their cultural identities as members of an ethnic
minority, they are socially relegated to the margins of society. Boundary blurring, therefore,
speaks to how societal structures expand to embrace religious pluralism in the form of alternative
pieties, recognize bi- or multi-lingualism, or perhaps accept gay and lesbian lifestyles, as an
expression of cultural diversity.15
Zolberg and Woon’s boundary shifting brings an important dimension to Bauböck’s crossing (assimilation) and blurring (pluralism) processes. They maintain that this third category
“denotes a reconstruction of a group’s identity, whereby the line differentiating members from
non-members is relocated, either in the direction of inclusion or exclusion”.16 They explain, for
instance, that pro-immigration advocates might fight laws restricting immigrant incorporation
and argue in favor of integration. By the same token, anti-immigration activists might work for
more restrictions limiting access to membership and narrowing the boundaries.17 In the present
author’s view, their model clearly speaks to the malleability of lines that define our inclusion
or exclusion in terms of ethnicity, race, religion, gender, sexual orientation and so on. It also
allows for the possibility of an individual being excluded after gaining acceptance. In other
13

Rainer Bauböck, John F. Rundell, Blurred Boundaries: Migration, Ethnicity, Citizenship (Public Policy
and Social Welfare, Ashgate, Aldershot, UK 1998).
14
It Min Zhou, ‘Segmented Assimilation: Issues, Controversies, and Recent Research on the New Second
Generation’ (1997) 31 International Migration Review, 975.
15
Gay Pride or LGBT parades and the Village Holloween parade, originally a gay event in New York
City, are examples of this display in multicultural terms. See Jack Kugelmass, Wishes Come True:
Designing the Greenwich Village Halloween Parade’ (1991) 104(414) Journal of American Folklore, 442,
and Jane Ward, ‘Producing “Pride” in West Hollywood: A Queer Cultural Capital for Queers with
Cultural Capital’ (2003) 6(1) Sexualities, 65.
16
Zolberg and Woon, op. cit. 9.
17
Ibid.
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words, group belonging is not always permanent, and a process of “becoming” can always
involve the act of “unbecoming” and the reversal of one’s prior status. None of the three categories of boundary work is mutually exclusive and they may often occur in tandem. Each
reflects macro-level operations involving the crossing or blurring of broader shared patterns or,
in the case of Zolberg and Woon, shifting the identity of individuals and the host society.
As a way of tracing Islamization in Wolof and Malinke societies, this article’s use of boundary shifting deviates from Zolberg and Woon in one major respect. It has included another
dimension: overlapping18 – where boundary shifting does not only include a dichotomy between
inclusion and exclusion, but refers to those situations where people negotiate multiple belongings or hybrid identities. This means individuals often navigate their personalities in ways that
cause two, three or more identity markers to overlap. In other instances, they may revert to a
single identity. While the boundaries of which Zolberg and Woon, and Bauböck speak relate to
larger and more or less stable social arrangements, this article uses the term to refer to the fluidity
of boundary work. This approach seeks to understand how these lines are remade in everyday
life. It also relates to the role boundary shifting plays in the situational and complex nature of
identity construction between groups.
Muslim identities in Wolof and Malinke societies
The construction of identities in West African societies is based on different types of belongings.
Many erroneously think of West African identity in terms of tribes. The idea that so-called tribal
peoples share a common ancestor, obey a single chief, and practice a unitary set of unchanging
customs and traditions greatly reflects the way Africans (and the groups to which they belong)
have been imagined by the West.19 West African identities are the products of a number of fluid
constructions and complex affiliations. In pre-colonial times, for example, people were members
of clans comprising a number of lineages. Each lineage was linked to a particular family. The
West African concept of family, however, is based on an extended arrangement constituting a
wide set of social relationships. It generally consists of a husband with one, or perhaps several,
wives and children, including the wives and children of the father’s sons. It also includes any
unmarried daughters of any age. A man’s brothers and his children could very well be regarded
as members of the same family. Even within a single family, however, members often hold identities designated by multiple linguistic ties. Unlike the Western sense of family, in which there
is the assumption of cultural conformity, in the West African family, cross-cultural marriages
between people from mutually unintelligible ethnolinguistic groups are not uncommon. In the
West African context, belonging to a clan or a “tribe” does not suggest homogeneity at all. On
the contrary, it indicates tremendous heterogeneity and an environment in which identities are
constantly negotiated.20

18

For an interesting discussion of the writing of African American history and the challenge of
overlapping diasporas, see Earl Lewis, ‘To Turn as on a Pivot: Writing African Americans into a History
of Overlapping Diasporas’ (1995) 100(3) American Historical Review (June), 765.
19
Aidan W. Southall, ‘The Illusion of Tribe’ in R.R. Grinker and C.B. Steiner (eds), Perspectives on
Africa: A Reader in Culture, History, and Representation (Blackwell, Cambridge, MA 1997).
20
Jean-Loup Amselle, Mestizo Logics: Anthropology of Identity in Africa and Elsewhere. (Stanford
University Press, Stanford, CA 1998); David C. Conrad and Barbara E. Frank, Status and Identity in West
Africa: Nyamakalaw of Mande (Indiana University Press, Bloomington 1995).
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In West African polygynous relationships,21 a wife and her children have a house within a
large compound which is often surrounded by a wall. A compound of this sort, typically located
in a rural setting, very easily constitutes a small village, marking members with an identity that
represents the entire family. While each person has a specific familial identity, the family itself
shares an identity with the entire clan, usually based on their common link to a distant ancestor.
In the event of village raids, or when communities were conquered and merged into larger
African states (which was not an unusual occurrence), West African identities were shaped or
influenced by their new annexation. In fact, fear of ongoing raids forced many villages to join
larger settlements, producing another identity change. Within the social organization of West
African societies, an age set has been an important source from which identity is constructed.
People belonging to an age set share a similar range of social roles and responsibilities towards
one another and the community that reflects the individual’s changing position along the life
cycle. Membership in a secret society, for instance, was determined by the age set to which one
belonged.
Arab and European forces influenced the construction of West African identities in other
ways. With widespread conversion to Islam in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, many
West African customary roles changed, identities were constructed around a new set of concepts
and symbols, and their social ranking system shifted to accommodate new Islamic social
patterns. The identity and role of traditional priests, for example, were changed to fit the new
position of Muslim clerics, and the caretaker of pagan shrines became the custodian of the
mosque. For some, the call to an Islamic universalism by Muslim reformers virtually excluded
the ethnic identities of West African converts. European colonialism brought about another type
of identity change. Because European colonizers redrew political boundaries that cut across
African states and ethnic groupings, West African communal identities were reshaped to reflect
these structural changes. Through a system of taxation and conscription, West African Muslims
were pulled from rural settings into colonial cities and forced to reinvent themselves as urban
dwellers. As African rulers were empowered by European traders in ways that altered their position within African states, the colonial city and its administrative role created a new urban class
of African elite.22 It also influenced a cadre of West African Muslim activists who defined themselves in opposition to European dominance, and this often resulted in the construction of Black
identities newly crafted on Islamic terms. These overlapping histories influence the construction
of African, Islamic and Black identities for West Africans, and this affects Wolof and Malinke
Muslims as they continue to reshape these affiliations.
Wolof Muslims: the rise of a Black Islam
While there are many debates about the origin of the Wolof, Cheikh Anta Diop (1923–1986),
a Wolof historian, physicist, and Egyptologist, used carbon-dating techniques to link the
group’s early beginnings to ancient Egypt.23 Others speculate that they originated from the
area of present-day Libya or from as far away as Yemen. Their arguments are based on what
21

Polygyny refers to the marriage of one man with more than one woman at the same time. In pre-Islamic
times, this might entail a virtually unlimited number of wives. With the advent of Islam, polygyny was
restricted to four wives and strict conditions regulated its practice. In West African rural communities, it
has been a symbol of wealth and, more importantly, a crucial way of retaining much needed labor for the
family. However, most Muslims (especially those living in urban settings) practice monogamy.
22
Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, ‘The Popular Front and the Colonial Question/French West Africa: An
Example of Reformist Colonialism’ in T. Chafer and A. Sackur (eds), French Colonial Empire and the
Popular Front: Hope and Disillusion (Macmillan, Houndmills, UK 1999).
23
Cheikh Anta Diop, The African Origin of Civilization: Myth or Reality (L. Hill, New York 1974).
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are believed to be linguistic and religious similarities between the Wolof and populations
within these regions. Most agree, however, that the Wolof are a mixture of several groups,
such as the Serer, Berbers, Tukulors, Mande and Fulani. According to oral tradition, these
clans inhabited the once fertile land of the Sahara. As early as 525BCE,24 the ancestors of the
Wolof began migrating south to escape the devastating effects of desertification that were
quickly making subsistence in the region impossible. They initially settled in an area north of
Senegal, presumably modern-day Mauritania. There is reportedly archaeological evidence to
suggest a connection between Mauritanian pottery fragments and similar designs found among
the Wolof. These groups were in time driven further south by raiding Berbers into the Futa
Toro region of Senegal, an area just below the Senegal River. The Wolof word that refers to
Mauritania is ganarr. Because it constitutes a compound word meaning “visiting Berbers”,
some believe this fact corroborates the legend that the early Wolof were pressed upon by
invading Berbers and forced to migrate into northern Senegal.25 As these clans settled into the
Senegal River Valley area, they subsequently forced Serer and Mandinka (Malinke) groups
out. According to oral history, the early Wolof eventually formed a series of small villages,
each independent and ruled by a laman (chief).
By the seventh century BCE, the advent of ironworking allowed West Africans to make more
efficient tools for farming and hunting and specialized crafts, and weapons for war. As a result,
West African communities grew exponentially and soon developed interregional networks to
exchange goods, handicraft techniques, and ideas. A continuous flow of people, goods, and
knowledge resulted in extensive journeys and the growth of elaborate trade routes. While most
West African peoples still lived in communities ranging from “stateless” (egalitarian) societies
to hierarchical chiefdoms, the movement of goods and people produced complex political and
economic systems, changing many villages into powerful city-states, which later formed federations made up of kingdoms and empires. As early as the fourth century CE,26 Black kingdoms
of the western Sudan27 built vibrant urban centers of wealth and learning by controlling the transSaharan trade routes linking North Africa, southern Europe, and the forests of the southern coast.
Ghana, from which the modern nation takes its name, was the first of these kingdoms to be
discovered. Emerging around 300CE, ancient Ghana was located near the upper Niger River
valley, or the area of present-day south-eastern Mauritania and south-western Mali. Because of
its strategic location and position as overseer of the lucrative gold and salt trade, Ghana grew
into a major empire by the tenth century. West Africans, Berbers from North Africa, and Arab
merchants traveled in huge camel caravans to exchange kola nuts, slaves, and gold from the
south for textiles, utensils, and salt from the north.
Northern caravans brought not only goods but also religion. Muslim merchants occupied a
town near Ghana’s capital that teemed with Islamic learning and culture. According to written
accounts by Arab and Muslim scribes,28 it had twelve masjids, duplex houses built in accordance
with Islamic law, its own market, and an outdoor square for public gatherings. Residing in the
town were religious and legal scholars, many of whom were employed by the king as interpreters,
24

BCE is an acronym for “Before the Common Era”, indicating the period before the Christian era.
Tijan M. Sallah, Wolof (Rosen, New York 1996) 21.
26
CE is an acronym for “Common Era”, indicating the period beginning with the Christian era and
beyond.
27
In early times, the entire region of West Africa below the Sahara desert was known as the “western
Sudan”.
28
Much of what is known about this period is gleaned from the eyewitness accounts of Arab and Muslim
travelers such as al-Mas /udi (c. 871–958) in the tenth century, Ibn Battuta (1304–1368) in the fourteenth
century, and Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406) in the fifteenth century. See Rhoda Hoff (ed), Africa: Adventures
in Eyewitness History (Walck, New York 1963).
25
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advisors, and treasurers. In 1076, however, Ghana suffered a major attack by the Almoravids, a
militant Muslim group of Moroccan Berbers. As a result, the king and members of the court
solidified their alliance with Arab merchants by converting to Islam. By this time, it is speculated
that the first Wolof state, Walo, was already a vassal of Ghana and paid tribute to the empire.
This does not suggest, however, that the Wolof embraced Islam along with leading officials. As
Ira M. Lapidus has pointed out, “Islam became an imperial cult and the religion of state elites
and trading people, but the agricultural populations maintained their traditional beliefs.”29
Because the various regions of the Ghanaian Empire were linked by a network of loosely federated states, both its religious independence and their alliance within the empire served to unify
the Wolof state and contribute to the development of a distinct Wolof identity. In 1203, the
ancient empire of Ghana fell to its former subjects, the Susu, only to be succeeded by the Malinke
Empire of Mali.
Prior to the fall of ancient Ghana, however, Jolof, one of the empire’s Wolof vassals, came
under the leadership of the legendary Njajan Njai, who began to solidify the other Wolof states
of Walo, Kayor, and Baol. By the fourteenth century, the Jolof kingdom seceded from the Mali
Empire and conquered the coastal kingdoms of Sine and Saloum, regions dominated by the
Serer. During this period, the social organization of the Wolof was constructed around a caste
system based on jambur (nobles and freeborn commoners of the farming class), nyenyo (artisans,
artists, and historians), and those on the lowest rung, jam (slaves, servants and warriors). Besides
growing millet and sorghum, the emerging Jolof Empire took part in trans-Saharan trade. In the
fifteenth century, the Portuguese increased their presence in the region, and the Wolof began
trading ivory, gold, gum Arabic, and slaves for European cloth and metal goods. As their prominence grew, the Wolof language became the lingua franca of commerce and communication
among divergent ethnic groups including the Serer, Mandinka and foreign traders. The centrality
of the Wolof language helped to set the boundaries of a coherent Wolof identity. European trading also produced another effect. It eventually gave the Wolof states the power to challenge the
authority of the Jolof Empire, especially in those coastal states closest to the French trading posts
at Goree Island and Saint Louis. While the stronghold of the Jolof Empire was located inland
and benefited least from the Atlantic trade,30 the European trade in gunpowder and guns had by
the seventeenth century empowered the coastal states of Walo, Kayor, Baol, Sine, and Saloum.
The growth of the transatlantic slave trade, as the same time, ignited greater warfare in the
region, as states scrambled to benefit from the buying and selling of human captives. Through
internal rivalry, a succession of battles between competing regional powers, and a Fula invasion
from Futa Toro, the Wolof coastal states were released from the Jolof Empire.
Prior to the 1600s, Muslim Berbers and West African Muslim converts settled scattered
communities along the major trade routes. Although Islam had always been prominent among
the elite, Arabic terms and Islamic symbols were also diffused and adopted by local Wolof
communities.31 Because Muslims played a major role by “offering services to a wider population
– providing schools, hospitals, markets, law courts, the means to tap into trade networks, [and]
literacy”,32 some scholars believe the Wolof balanced “traditional pagan practices with new
Islamic teachings”.33 Exposure to Islam evidently began during early Ghana and continued somewhat under the Mali Empire, but the Wolof and most other locals remained animists until the rise
29

Ira M. Lapidus, A History of Islamic Societies (2nd edn Cambridge University Press, New York 2002) 401.
Jolof was not only the name of the Empire. It also represented a region of the Empire that was situated
towards the north-west region of the Senegal River Valley.
31
Lapidus, op. cit. 416.
32
Charlotte A. Quinn and Frederick Quinn, Pride, Faith, and Fear: Islam in Sub-Saharan Africa (Oxford
University Press, New York 2003) 92.
33
Ibid.
30
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of warring Muslim factions from Mauritania in the mid to late 1600s. “Alongside peaceful
Muslim colonization,” Lapidus writes, “there was a parallel tradition of militant determination
to turn small colonies into Muslim states by defeating corrupt Muslim rulers, conquering the
pagan populations, converting them to Islam, and ruling them according to Muslim law.”34 These
West African “jihads”, as they were called, were promulgated by the followers of itinerant Islamic
preachers, Sufi teachers, and Muslim leaders of farming and trading communities. European
forces often supported local communities against the onslaught of Muslim aggression as a way
of protecting their own economic interests. Each Wolof state, however, came under Muslim rule.
The French feared economic loss and thus continued to help the Walo and other coastal kingdoms;
however, Wolof states sought independence from both European domination and Muslim rule.
By the eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, jihadist fervor inspired other jihads, spreading these religious movements throughout West Africa, and overturning old caste systems and
African aristocracies. This societal change cleared the way for mass conversion, bringing the
great majority of Wolof into the fold of Islam. The religion also spread rapidly throughout
present-day Ivory Coast and Guinea. Ira M. Lapidus describes this stage of Islamization among
the Wolof and other West African states:
As a result of the jihads, …[n]ew states were also founded in Masina, parts of Guinea, and Senegambia.
The formation of these states led to the conversion of local peoples to Islam…. Converts were
made among the Fulani, Soninke, and Wolof peoples. This widespread conversion of Sudanic farmers
marks the breakdown of the traditional order of society under Muslim pressure and the emergence
of Islam as a principal organizing force in the creation of new societies. While Islam had frequently
been adopted as an imperial cult without being spread among the subjects, the nineteenth-century
jihads created Islamic states which sought to include the whole population rather than a limited aristocracy, and to create a political people out of smaller groups of diverse racial, ethnic, and linguistic
backgrounds.35

According to Lapidus, the jihadist movements of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
forced structural changes in West African societies allowing for widespread Islamic conversion.
This is not so suggest that the conversion of these groups eradicated their former religious practices and beliefs all at once. The change to a unified Islamic system was slow and varied, which
meant that each region had its own local version of Islamic practice. Lapidus argues further that
their conversionary process occurred along three stages. The first stage reflects the adoption of
Islamic dress, diet, and some ornaments, but not the formation of a distinct Muslim identity. This
might have also included the celebration of particular Islamic festivals and the appropriation of
Muslim figures, integrating them into African folklore. The second stage illustrates the recognition of Muslim clerics as spiritual leaders and advisors. The Islamic belief system, especially a
monotheistic understanding of the godhead, becomes central in this phase. The final stage
furthered personal and subsequently institutional changes. At this stage, Islamic law governs the
arena of personal conduct. The institutions of marriage and family, including the total round of
events from birth to death, are interpreted according to Islamic principles.36
As the nineteenth century came to a close, Islamic expansion was met with British and French
opposition. In 1893, the French defeated the Muslim state founded by the clerical warrior al-Hajj
Umar Tall al-Futiyu (c. 1794–1864). French forces gained control of the Senegalese interior, eventually dominating the other Wolof kingdoms. As ruler of the Wolof state of Kayor, Lat Dior
converted to Islam and joined forces with Ma Ba Diakho Ba, a Tukulor Muslim cleric, who
attempted to expand the Islamic presence and suppress French dominance. Following a succession
34
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of victories, Lat Dior was eventually killed. Today, Dior is idolized in Wolof traditions as a symbol
of anti-colonial resistance. Mass conversion to Islam and a strong Muslim resistance to French
dominance did much to crystallize a Muslim identity among the Wolof. Their efforts, nonetheless,
did little to abate French encroachment and Wolof states were soon absorbed into the European
colonial empire.
By 1900, the French controlled a region that encompassed the territories of present-day
Senegal, Ivory Coast and Guinea.37 As a result of the structural changes caused by the jihads and
then conversion, the old caste system of ruling families was replaced by a hierarchical order of
Sufi brotherhoods ruled by a chain of Muslim holy men or marabouts. Because the French colonial government lacked the resources for the development of cash crops, they enlisted the help
of Muslim clerics. During this period, the relationship between the colonial regime and the
Muslim Sudanic kingdoms reflects a rapid shift from insurgence to accommodation. Many
marabouts were assigned to collect taxes, recruit laborers among their followers, and conscript
members to fight for the French army.38 In return, the marabouts received government donations
to build masjids, state recognition, and trips to the holy city of Mecca, a journey that elevated
the clerics’ religious status among their followers. This symbiotic relationship also brought about
an ironic twist. Because the French granted the Sufi brotherhoods a considerable measure of
autonomy in exchange for maintaining the peace, marabouts benefited immensely from both
their control of cash crop production and proselytization, bringing more followers and a standing
workforce. Marabouts traveled throughout the region teaching Islam and setting up schools.
Scores of Wolof and others converted, especially those feeling dejected by the colonial system.
At the same time, the French colonial government remained suspicious of Muslim leaders
and feared they might become political rivals. The French enacted cultural policies they believed
would control the marabouts and instill a degree of loyalty to France and French culture. “A law
of 1903,” Lapidus writes, “required schoolteachers to be licensed and to be capable of teaching
French. In 1908 the French forbade the circulation of Arabic newspapers. In 1911 French was
made mandatory for use in Muslim courts….”39 While these policies were not applied consistently (and the French later adopted a policy that gave preferential treatment to some marabouts
above others), the French colonial government attempted to dominate the region by transforming
Africans into Black Frenchmen through cultural assimilation.40 Even French accommodation of
Islamic practice was part and parcel of an attempt to control the region by creating an “Islam
Noir” (Black Islam) or, as the French Arabist officer, Xavier Coppolani, suggested in the 1890s,
by “improving Islam and moving it in the direction of our civilization”.41 In Senegal, the Murid
Sufi Brotherhood, to which most Wolof belong, resisted both French assimilatory practices and
the cultural hegemony of Arab reform movements out of North Africa and the Middle East.
Following the Muslim jihads against colonial forces, the Murid helped defeated warriors find
their way back into Wolof society, instructing them in the ways of a new type of African Islam.
Their efforts were initially met with hostility by the French, and the group’s founder, Shaykh
Ahamdou Bamba (1850–1927), was exiled between 1895 and 1902 and again in 1907.42 The
37
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Murid, however, constructed a Muslim identity that resisted the French assimilationist type of
Islam Noir. Their version of “Black Islam” was one that celebrated their opposition to foreign
colonization, including the domination and condescension of their Arab Muslim counterparts.
Bamba sought to redeem the Wolof as both Muslims and Black people. He urged his followers,
consequently, to foreground their Islamic identity not simply in terms of their membership in a
homogeneous global community but with strict regard to their Blackness. Over time, the
construction of a Wolof Muslim identity has come to constitute an overlapping of three diasporic
belongings: Africa, the Black world, and ethnic-Islam. While the history of identity construction
among the Malinke corresponds somewhat to that of the Wolof, especially during the colonial
period, the composite nature of their identity veers in the direction of an Islamic universalism
rather than the ethnocentrism of the Wolof.
Islam and Malinke identity
The Malinke (also known as Mandingo, Mandinka and Maninka) date back to at least 5000BCE,
which coincides with the time of their Mande linguistic origins. Mande (also called Manding or
Mandingue) refers to a subgroup of related languages within the Niger–Congo linguistic family.
Linguists categorize African languages into four groupings. Each major group is called a family,
which refers to languages having a common origin or those related by a protolanguage. Besides
the Niger–Congo language family, the other three family groupings are the Afro–Asiatic, Nilo–
Saharan and Khoisan. Mande, as a subdivision of the Niger–Congo linguistic family, comprises
many languages including Malinke (Mandinka or Mandingo), Soninke, Mende, Bambara
(Bamana), Dyula, Guro, Dan, Bissa and Vai. Besides their identity as Malinke speakers of
Mande, they are also recognized as an ethnic group numbering over five million. They predominate in Guinea and have large settlements in Côte d’Ivoire, Mali, Senegal, the Gambia and
Guinea-Bissau, not to mention significant populations in areas of Burkina Faso, Liberia, Sierra
Leone and Ghana.
What is known about the Malinke has been deduced from oral tradition, historical documents, or archeological evidence.43 While their history can be traced back for thousands of years
to their Mande origins, jeli or Malinke oral historians (popularly known as griots) begin their
story with the epic leader, Mari Jatta, and the emergence of the Mali Empire in the early thirteenth century. Some believe that Mali, originally located on the upper Niger River, was a vassal
of ancient Ghana, like the early Wolof state. Following Ghana’s collapse and succession by the
Susu, Jatta, by the mid-thirteenth century, had mobilized the various factions of the Mali kingdoms, conquered the major states of the Susu, and seized control of the trans-Saharan trade
routes and gold fields. For his leadership and heroism, Jatta was lionized in Malinke tradition
and dubbed, Sudiata (or Sunjata) Keita, meaning “Lion Prince”.44
Under the Ghana Empire, Malinke societies had been exposed to Islam since the eleventh
century. According to Malinke legend, Sundiata inherited Islam through a long line of Muslim
ancestors.45 Some, however, argue that Sundiata was not Muslim but a powerful sorcerer who
merely used Islam to unite the Malinke states. Nevertheless, the Islamic legacy of the Malinke,
centers on the reign of Mansa Kankan Mousa (c. 1280–1337), believed to be Sundiata’s grandnephew. By the time Mousa was ruler of Mali (r. 1307–1337), its control of the profitable gold
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and salt trades had brought it immense wealth and power. In 1252, when gold replaced silver in
Europe as the chief medium of exchange, West Africa became its principal supplier. Mousa was
recognized as a devout Muslim and his pilgrimage to Mecca in 1324 was legendary. His caravan
of camels, servants and courtiers reportedly brought tons of gold in such amounts that his stopover in Cairo caused its value to plummet in the city for nearly a generation. He utilized Islam
to initiate diplomatic relations with North African Muslim states and to cement relations with
Muslim traders from the Middle East. With an empire nearly equaling the size of Western
Europe, Mousa built the fabled city of Timbuktu to be a major center of science and higher learning, attracting scholars and clerics from various parts of the Muslim world. However, the decline
of the military, successive disputes among its tributaries, and nomadic raids weakened Mali and
it was overtaken in 1468.
Prior to the emergence of the empire, the Malinke lived in small isolated chiefdoms such as
the Do, Dalikimbon, Malal, Traore, Toron and Sibi.46 While they are believed to have spoken
similar languages, the political and economic rise of the Mali Empire aligned Malinke communities into a federation of states and, according to oral tradition, marked the beginning of their
collective identity. In fact, the term, Malinke, is a Fulbe (Fulani) term meaning, “the people of
the ancient empire of Mali”.47 The Malinke traditionally adhered to a system of patrilineal
descent, living in compounds of extended families that formed villages. Like most early West
African societies, their social order emphasized a hierarchy of hereditary castes. Each caste had
specific rights, responsibilities, and privileges. The nobility, those at the top of the social ladder,
included the founders of the community and the very wealthy. They were granted the greatest
privileges because of the tribute they received from workers and the free labor of slaves. During
the latter part of the Mali Empire, Muslim scholars and teachers occupied a rank just below the
nobles. They were administrative advisors, spiritually empowering the royal court with their
knowledge of potions, talismans and charms. The commoners occupied the next rank. They
performed military duty and cultivated the crops, growing the agricultural products and attending
to an array of domestic affairs. Below commoners were several classes of artisans that specialized in pottery, metalwork and other trades, and the jeli, those required to rehearse Malinke
history and entertain. The bottom rung of the social ladder was filled by slaves. As captives of
war or village raids, slaves provided a number of services and at times could attain high social
standing.
The Islamization of the Malinke gradually introduced different positions and a new set of
responsibilities. In pre-Islamic times, for example, Malinke mansas (kings) were expected to
appeal to a number of deities and spirits to ensure a plentiful harvest or to ward off calamity.
Under the Islamic rule of the Mali empire, mansas substituted their belief in animistic spirits for
a worldview that included the jinns (evil or virtuous beings Muslims believe inhabit the world
of the unseen). Moreover, nobility based strictly on ancestry and tribute gave way to high status
based on Islamic learning and mastery of the Qur’an, Islam’s sacred text. The initiates of age
grades, for instance, were no longer inducted into puberty according to the old social customs.
Rather, coming of age necessitated a certain level of Islamic maturity too. This does not mean
that these changes occurred all at once or without resulting in some sort of syncretism. Changes
were usually gradual and more often than not involved a fusion of traditional practices with
Islamic tenets, frequently retaining the supremacy of Islam’s godhead and the legitimacy of
the Prophet. Despite this high level of religious tolerance, there is clearly a tension between the
Malinke oral tradition that praises the magical powers of Sundiata, allowing him to defeat the
Susu and establish the empire, and the documents that extol the Islamic achievements of figures
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such as Mansa Kankan Mousa.48 These two figures, nonetheless, have had a major impact on the
construction of identity among the Malinke. Sundiata links them to an African tradition that predates their conversion to Islam, and Mansa Kankan Mousa symbolizes their connection to an
Islamic legacy that situates them within the larger Muslim world.
With the fall of Mali and the rise of jihad movements, the Malinke, like their Wolof counterparts, made widespread conversions to Islam. During the French colonial period of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Islamic reform movements such as Wahhabism49 had
reached French West Africa. Because the Wahhabi movement, for example, discouraged adherents from recognizing their ethnic heritage or at from giving it priority over their Islamic one,
the Malinke came to view themselves as Muslims in the strictly puritanical sense. At the same
time, Wahhabis “tended to be pro-Arab and anti-colonial, and were involved in the struggles for
independence”.50 More to the point, Islamic reform movements helped Malinke Muslims to
resist French colonialism and rebut European claims of Black inferiority by stressing the
supremacy of Islamic civilization and culture – which above all referred to the presumed glories
of the Mali Empire. Despite their somewhat different Islamic orientations, the composite identity
of the Wolof and Malinke involves a history that speaks to three overlapping boundaries: Islam,
Africa, and the Black world.
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