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ABSTRACT
UMARIAN KARTA (MALI, WEST AFRICA)
DURING THE LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY:
DISSENT AND REVOLT AMONG THE FUTANKE
AFTER UMAR TAL’S HOLY WAR
By

John Henry Hanson

This dissertation examines the aftermath of Umar Tal’s holy war in Karta.
Umar’s armies conquered Karta in 1855 during the course of the more extensive
Umarian conquests in the Western Sudan (1852-64). Most of Umar’s followers
were Futanke, residents of Futa Toro, the Fulbe state in the middle Senegal
valley. As the main Umarian army marched to Segu in 1859, several thousand
Futanke soldiers remained behind in Karta. In the years following the Umarian
conquests, many Futanke men and women left the Senegal valley to reside in
the Western Sudan. Most migrants settled in Karta, the Umarian territory
closest to the Senegal valley. The process of Futanke colonization altered the
terms of Umarian domination in Karta, creating a powerful immigrant community
with diverse interests in the region. Until the French conquest of Karta in
1891, this state was the most viable Umarian successor state in the Western
Sudan. Drawing on Arabic documents produced by the Umarian elite, oral
accounts transmitted in western Mali and French materials produced by
travellers and officials stationed in French posts in the Senegal valley and
Western Sudan, this dissertation reconstructs the Futanke migration to Karta

and the social and political history of Umarian Karta during the late nineteenth
century.
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INTRODUCTION

Shaykh Umar Tal declared a holy war against the non-Muslim regimes of
the Western Sudan in 1852. Until his death in 1864, Umar led his followers in
a conquest of the upper Senegal valley, the Bambara states of Karta and Segu,
and the Fulbe regime in Masina, which he felt had betrayed the vision of its
Muslim founders. Most of his followers were Futanke, residents of Futa Toro,
the Fulbe state in the middle Senegal valley. As the main Umarian army
marched to Segu in 1859, many soldiers remained behind in garrisons which
they had established in Karta and in the upper Senegal valley region of Tamba.
Shaykh Umar spent the remaining years of his life on the march in the east,
and never devoted much attention to creating an imperial Umarian state in the
conquered territories.  After his death, the Futanke found themselves scattered
throughout the Western Sudan without a state structure nor even a common
agenda for the process of consolidation.

During the late nineteenth century, many Futanke men and women
continued to migrate to the Western Sudan. Most of the ferganke (migrants in
Pulaar) settled in Karta, the conquered territory closest to the Senegal valley.
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The process of Futanke colonization altered the terms of Umarian domination in
Karta, creating a powerful immigrant community with diverse interests in the
region. Karta straddled trade-routes connecting the Saharan desert-side to the
markets of the upper Senegal valley and Western Sudan. After the Umarian
conquest, some Futanke invested in economic activities associated with Karta’s
status as a commercial crossroads. As they withdrew from the military to
manage their economic affairs, subsequent ferganke assumed their positions in
the army in hopes of gaining wealth through wars and raids in the name of
Islam. Tensions mounted among the Futanke and political groupings eventually
emerged which were defined internally as "war" and "peace” factions.!  Futanke
factionalism greatly influenced the history of the Umarian era in Karta.

Previous historians have not perceived the emergence of factions among
the Umarian Futanke and argue that they formed a monolithic "warrior elite".2
The inability to discern these political cleavages distorts historical analyses of
the revolts which twice divided the Umarian community in the late nineteenth
century. Both revolts occurred in Karta and involved the sons of Umar Tal.
Amadu Sheku, Umar’s oldest son and successor as the Umarian Commander of
the Faithful, felt that his title gave him claims to rule the entire Western
Sudan. During the late 1860s, Amadu’s half-brothers Habib and Moktar rallied
communities of Futanke in Karta to join their challenge to Amadu’s authority.
In 1869, Amadu Sheku marched to Karta from his base in Segu, captured Habib
and Moktar, and imprisoned them in Segu upon his return in 1874. Although
Amadu Sheku tried to consolidate an imperial Umarian state from his Segovian
base, his hopes were dashed by Muntaga, another half-brother who organized a
second revolt in Karta in the mid-1880s. Amadu Sheku marched to Karta in
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1884 to defeat the challenge, but never was able to unite the Futanke in the
Western Sudan under his leadership.

In the standard analyses of the revolts, historians emphasize the
succession dispute and focus merely on the actions and motives of the Tal
brothers. No one has examined the reasons why the revolts occurred in Karta
nor discussed the roles which the Futanke from Karta played in events. This
dissertation breaks from previous works and emphasizes the interests and
actions of the Futanke community in Karta. This focus reveals the broader
political dimensions of the revolts and shows how local Futanke influenced the
decisions of the main protagonists. Amadu Sheku’s brothers mounted their
succession challenges in Karta because the continuing influx of ferganke allowed
them to recruit soldiers for their armies. Amadu responded to the challenges in
large part because he wanted to dislodge the Futanke settlers from Karta and
move them to Segu where he could exercise greater control over their actions.
The revolts themselves made the Futanke settlers choose between loyalty to
Amadu Sheku, Umar’s successor, and their interest in an autonomous state
which they had helped to establish. The revolts also forced the Futanke to
reassess their commitment to the ideals of Shaykh Umar’s holy war and the
mission which had brought them into the Western Sudan.

This dissertation also challenges the previous assumption that Shaykh
Umar created an imperial Umarian state or "Tukulor Empire" which declined
after the death of its founder.3 In the first chapter, I examine the
historiography of the rise and decline of the "Tukulor Empire” and show how
this thesis reflects the convergence of Amadu Sheku’s aspirations and French
imperial interests in the late nineteenth century Western Sudan. I also discuss

the data in written and oral sources which allows me to break from the
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standard literature. In the second chapter, I examine the Massassi Bambara
regime in Karta and assess the political changes which occurred in the years
immediately following Umar’s conquest. I argue that the initial Futanke settlers
and Umar’s appointed leaders successfully established an Umarian successor to
the Massassi state in Karta. By the late 1860s, Umarian Karta’s emergence as a
strong and autonomous state made it the locus of political competition among
the Tal brothers. Rather than evidence of imperial "decline”, the revolts reveal
the political vitality of the post-conquest era.

Chapters Three through Five provide additional perspectives on the vitality
of the Umarian state in Karta. Chapter Three examines the Futanke migration
to Karta after the Umarian conquest and analyzes its impact on the forms of
Futanke domination in Karta. I show how Senegal valley migrants responded
to both "push" and "pull" forces during the late nineteenth century. Chapter
Four discusses regional trade in Umarian Karta, and describes Karta’s links to
the Saharan desert-side and the upper Senegal valley. Chapter Five focuses on
Futanke involvement in the Kartan economy, drawing on economic data from the
grain trade at the upper Senegal valley market of Medine to reconstruct the
consolidation of a slave-owning class in the province of Jomboxo.

The remaining chapters turn to a description and analysis of political
dissent and revolt in Umarian Karta. Chapter Six examines previous historical
reconstructions of the first revolt and exposes the politics associated with the
transmission of the extant oral traditions. Futanke political activity in Karta
and the narrative of the first revolt follows in Chapter Seven. In Chapter
Eight, the focus is Kartan political history of the late 1870s and early 1880s, an
era when divisions within the Futanke community in Karta deepened. I also

show how French moves into the Western Sudan influenced events in Karta.
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Chapter Nine offers an analysis of the extant historical data for the second
revolt before moving to a narrative of the political drama. The Tenth chapter
describes the final years of Umarian rule in Karta and closes with a discussion
of the French conquest and the return of thousands of Futanke to the Senegal
valley. The conclusion reflects on the emergence of dissent and revolt among

the Futanke in Umarian Karta.



Notes

1. "War" and "peace" parties emerged elsewhere in pre-colonial West Africa.
See, for an analysis of political factions at the Asante court in nineteenth
century Kumase, I. Wilks, -

(Edinburgh, 1970).

2. See, for example, Jacques Méniaud, Les Pionniers du Soudan, avant, avec et
hin 1879-1894, 2 volumes (Paris, 1931); A.S. Kanya-Forstner, The
g'_qngmgg of the Western Sudan (Cambridge, 1969); Yves Saint-Martin, L’Empire
toucouleur (Paris, 1970); B.O. Olorunumehm Thg S_egu Tukulor Empire (London,
1972), R. Roberts, Warri he he Econom
n the Middle Niger Valley 1&191 (Stanford, 1987)

3. "Tukulor" is a colloquial term for Futanke.



CHAPTER ONE

The "Tukulor Empire" and the Late Nineteenth Century Western Sudan

The rise and fall of the "Tukulor Empire" is an important thesis in the

West African historical litc:ratun:.1

References to an imperial Umarian state or
"Tukulor Empire" first appeared in the official correspondence from the late
nineteenth century Senegal valley, where the French had established a foothold
in West Africa. French officials argued that Shaykh Umar Tal created a vast
empire in the Western Sudan which he bequeathed to Amadu Sheku, his son
and successor as the Umarian Commander of the Faithful. They added that
Amadu’s empire was in decline and could not stop the French advance into the
interior.2 Historians in recent decades have found the French usage
convenient. Narrating the rise and fall of the "Tukulor Empire" simplified the
task of summarizing the history of the Western Sudan. Researchers also were
able to focus on French-mediated materials at Paris and Dakar, and leave aside
Arabic documents and oral accounts produced by the Umarians. These sources
provide data and perspectives on the Umarian past which do not appear in the
French-mediated materials. Analysis of all the extant historical sources leads to

a revised understanding of the Umarian era in the Western Sudan.
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References to the "Tukulor Empire" do not appear in the initial French
descriptions of the mid-nineteenth century Western Sudan. During the lifetime
of Umar Tal, the conquered territories were recognized as such: a vast region
which Umar had not organized into an imperial state. The initial agreement
negotiated between the French and the Futanke in Karta illustrates the mutual
recognition that the Western Sudan was a constellation of independent states:
the treaty marked the boundary between "the states of al-Hajj Umar" and the
"countries under French protection".3 Both the French and Futanke recognized
Umar’s authority over his "lieutenants" in Karta, but neither party stated that
it was an imperial relationship. Indeed, Umar probably did not direct the
Futanke of Karta to negotiate with the French, and the agreement was never
ratified.

The first French references to a "Tukulor Empire" appear after the death
of Umar Tal and during the period of direct contact with Amadu Sheku at Segu.
Amadu’s assertion that he was Umar’s successor as Commander of the Faithful
clearly influenced French perceptions. Equally as important, Amadu’s title
served French interests, since they could sign a treaty with the Umarian
Commander of the Faithful and claim the entire Western Sudan as their
commercial sphere without having to negotiate with several Umarian political
leaders. In 1866, for example, Eugéne Mage negotiated a treaty between the
French Governor of Senegal and Amadu Sheku which, without specific reference
to a "Tukulor Empire"”, implied that Amadu claimed to rule over the entire
Western Sudan. Thereafter, the French referred to the constellation of
Umarian states in the interior as a "Tukulor Empire" over which "Sultan

Amadu" ruled as "Commander of the Faithful".
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During the late 1870s and throughout the 1880s, the French advance into
the Western Sudan altered their perceptions of the Umarian territories. As the
French military established permanent posts along a line from the upper Senegal
to the middle Niger valley, they looked for potential weaknesses in the "Tukulor
Empire”. Amadu Sheku’s inability to exercise control over Karta and Beledugu,
a region located between Karta and Segu, became salient facts. The French did
not abandon their references to the "Tukulor Empire”, but spoke instead of its
"decline". They clung to the imperial idiom because international competition
for territories in Africa meant that French treaties with "Sultan Amadu" could
be used to bolster their claims to the Western Sudan as a French "sphere of
influence”.>  French references to the ‘“decline” in the "Tukulor Empire"
reflected an awareness of internal political developments which had escaped

their attention during the initial years of Franco-Umarian interaction.
~ The autonomy of Karta from Amadu Sheku’s control impressed almost every
French military official who visited the Western Sudan during the 1880s. Given
the change in their interests vis-3-vis Segu, they spoke of dismembering the
"Tukulor Empire" by luring the Futanke of Karta into an alliance. The first
attempt to bring Karta into the French camp occurred in 1882 when the leader
of the advance into the interior, Commandant Supérieur Borgnis-Desbordes, tried
to send an envoy to meet secretly with Muntaga, the Futanke leader at Nioro.
Desbordes hoped that Muntaga would accept French recognition of his autonomy
from Segu in exchange for a commitment to trade with the French as they

6 This mission never made contact with

moved against Amadu at Segu.
Muntaga, but Desbordes’ immediate successors never abandoned their hope that

Karta could be separated from Segu and drawn into the French camp.7



10

The French also tried to recruit the non-Futanke populations of the
Western Sudan into an anti-Umarian coalition. French military officials
actively pursued the Bambara of Beledugu, who resisted incorporation into
Amadu Sheku’s state, as well as Soninke, Malinke and other Bambara leaders in
the Western Sudan. The targeting of non-Futanke groups reinforced the French
tendency to speak of the "decadence" of Umarian rule.  French officials
represented their actions as “liberating” the "oppressed” populations of region
from the yoke of Amadu Sheku. During the conquest of the Western Sudan,
they followed a policy designed to dismantle the "Tukulor Empire" by sending
twenty thousand Futanke settlers back to the Senegal valley and recognizing
non-Futanke elites as intermediaries in the new administration. They distrusted
the Futanke because they were "fanatic" Muslims who could not be trusted to
accept French rule. Additionally, Amadu Sheku fled from Karta and eluded
capture, causing some concern that the Futanke might revolt against the
French. With the expulsion of the Futanke, the French and their allies assumed
control over Karta.

After the French conquest, historians combined the image of Umar Tal’s
vast empire with subsequent judgments of the decadence of Amadu Sheku’s rule
into narrative accounts of the rise and fall of the "Tukulor Empire". French
colonial historians chronicled the defeat of the Umarians in order to celebrate
the French conquest, and accepted the late nincteenth statements regarding the
"Tukulor Empire" uncrin'cally.8 A.S. Kanya-Forstner subsequently corrected
many of the overstatements of the early colonial writers in his analysis of the
French conquest, but he accepted the imperial thesis regarding the rise and
decline of the "Tukulor Empire".9 Similarly, the political histories of the
Umarian era by B.O. Oloruntimehin and Yves Saint-Martin reify the "Tukulor
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Empire" as a political entity. These works primarily are based on French-
mediated materials and fail to tap the perspectives in the oral data and Arabic
materials generated by the Umarians. As a result, they merely echo the initial
French statements regarding the "Tukulor Empire".

The imperial thesis also is embraced by many Malian historians, who argue
that the Umarian era brought about thirty years of raiding and exploitation by
an immigrant ruling elite.10  The Malian version of the imperial thesis accepts
French assessments of the oppression of Futanke rule but balks at representing
the colonial conquest as "liberation”. They prefer to see the Umarian era as a
time of foreign occupation which weakened the military power of the indigenous

inhabitants and prepared the way for the French conquest.11

Consequently,
they embrace the "Tukulor Empire”, fill out its history and accept the imperial
thesis created by the coincidence of Amadu’s aspirations and French interests
in the Western Sudan.

David Robinson’s recent analysis of Umar’s holy war challenges the
conventional wisdom.12 Robinson drew on Umarian Arabic documents and West
African oral traditions as well as French-mediated materials to transcend the
perspectives of both the Umarian and French elites. The resulting synthesis
undermines several standard interpretations of the holy war. Robinson’s
analysis of Franco-Umarian relations in the late 1850s shows how the French
forced Umar from the Senegal valley but allowed him to recruit soldiers to
renew the conquests to the east. This suggests that the campaign against Segu
marked a new departure and signalled the end of Umar’s dream of establishing
an imperial state in the upper Senegal valley. Robinson also argues that
parallels drawn between the holy wars led by Uthman dan Fodio and Umar Tal

are inappropriate because Uthman’s movement was an internal revolution
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whereas Umar’s holy war was a conquest. References to the "Tukulor Empire”
may equally reflect comparisons with the Sokoto Caliphate which obscure rather
than illuminate the Umarian past.

Despite Robinson’s work and its implications for the imperial thesis, the
"Tukulor Empire” continues to influence historical perceptions of the Umarian
era in the Western Sudan. Richard Roberts’ recent examination of the political
economy of the middle Niger valley is an extended thesis about the rise of the
economy and its decline under Umarian rule: "my research on the Middle Niger
valley had to confront the thirty-year period of economic decline that coincided
with the Umarian conquest and subsequent rule".13 Although Roberts does not
refer to a "Tukulor Empire”, his "Umarian State" includes the entire Western
Sudan as its domain. His work focuses primarily on the historical experience of
the Segu area, and he does not develop his ideas about the "Umarian State" at
great length. Nevertheless, he speaks of one Umarian state which was created
during Umar’s life and then divided after his death into "three or four
zones". 14 Roberts thereby perpetuates the historiographical conventions
regarding the imperial Umarian state and its decline. |

The present study breaks cleanly from these conventions and examines the
Umarian period in the Western Sudan without the conceptual blinders which the
imperial thesis imposes on research and historical reconstruction. In the
following chapter, I argue that the Umarians who settled in Karta consolidated
an autonomous state in the years immediately following Umar Tal’s holy war.
Before moving to an analysis of the Umarian consolidation of power in Karta,
the last section of the present chapter surveys the nature and limits of the

historical sources for the Umarian era in Karta.



This reconstruction of Umarian Karta in the late nineteenth century draws
on Arabic documents produced by the Umarian elite, oral traditions in Pulaar
and other West African languages, and materials written by French travellers
and officials who served in the Senegal valley and Western Sudan. These
materials provide a variety of perspectives on the past, but each category of
data presents the historian with specific challenges. Arabic documents, for
example, often do not have a date or place of composition indicated in the text.
Careful analysis of the text and its content is required before these sources can
be used.!> Chronicles and other literary materials also reflect the perspectives
and interests of the author’s patron or social group: they are not neutral
statements about the past.16 Finally, Arabic materials from the Umarian era do
not provide sufficient documentation upon which to construct a complete
chronology of the past.

Oral traditions and reminiscences are an important complement to the
Arabic documents. While oral materials certainly are not first-hand accounts of
historical events which are transmitted over time, they do represent coherent

17 The process of oral transmission introduces

reconstructions of the past.
changes in the content of the traditions, but the transformations occur in
predictable ways: oral historians work within historiographical traditions which
dictate much of the form of the oral account.!®  Admittedly, local political
issues influence the presentation of historical information in oral societies, and
expatriate historians alter the transmission of oral data by the questions they
ask1®  An appreciation of the context in which oral historians recount their

traditions, however, provides clues to the introduction of bias or novelty in the

oral data20 When the processes of oral transmission in western Mali are



14
understood, oral materials yield useful information and perspectives regarding
the Umarian past.

Travellers accounts and the official French correspondence of the late
nineteenth century also provide information about the Umarian era.  These
materials also were shaped by political interests, and conditioned by the way in
which the information was collected and reported in the written form. The
testimony of African informants passed along in the French materials requires
careful examination to determine whether colonial officials transformed the
information to conform to their expectations or political interests. Even when
French officers passed along analyses based on personal observations, they
interpreted events in terms of their own understanding of the Umarian
situation. The reliability of individual officials varied according to personality
and length of tenure in the Western Sudan; in most cases, however, the quality

of data reflected changes in Franco-Umarian relations.2!

European materials
offer the advantage of having been written contemporaneously with events, but
clearly are not authoritative sources for the Umarian past. The aim of this
section is to describe the categories of evidence and assess the processes

through which the extant source materials were created.

Arabic materials

Most of the Arabic materials conceming Umarian Karta come from the
personal archives of Amadu Sheku. He kept administrative records, official and
personal correspondence, and literary materials (chronicles and praise poetry)
describing his reign. Amadu collected these materials af his main palace at

Segu and at the palace at Nioro, where he resided at the time of the French
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conquest. Commandant Supérieur Archinard, who directed the French conquest
of the Western Sudan, seized the Arabic materials from Segu and sent them to
Paris, where they can be found in the Bibliotheque Nationale (BN).22 Archinard
also emptied the palace at Nioro of its Arabic materials, now found in Dakar at
the Archives Nationales du Sénégal (ANS).23 Additional materials are available
in private collections in the Western Sudan and the Institut Cheikh Anta Diop
(formerly the Institut Fondamental d’ Afrique Noire) in Dakar.

Few historians have worked extensively with these Arabic materials, and
no one with an interest in Umarian Karta has examined this rich fund of source
materials. As a result of this neglect, my research focused initially on
surveying the collections and identifying relevant documents from the mass of
Arabic materials. I have examined most of the relevant files of Arabic
materials in the archives, and uncovered several runs of important historical
documents in the BN and ANS dossiers.>* The data that I have examined to
date allows the present thesis to break from the themes and perspectives of the
standard literature on the Umarian past and offer an alternate view of the
aspirations and actions of the principal political actors.

Many Umarians in Karta possessed skills in Arabic, but to the best of our
knowledge they produced few administrative records or other documentary
materials during their rule. The small number of written records does not imply
that the Umarians failed to establish a bureaucracy in Karta; tax collection
and judicial activities merely occurred without being documented in written
form.25 Umarian court proceedings made reference to written laws, but the
judgments were rendered orally. A few written tax records do exist, and date
from Amadu Sheku’s two residences in Karta, from 1870 to 1873, and from 1885

to 189120 Amadu’s initiative was not an attempt to reform the tax system per
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se, but an assertion of imperial control over Karta. The records reflect the
struggle for power in Karta as well as provide evidence of the amount of the
taxes collected at the time.

Most of the Arabic historical materials for Umarian Karta consist of
official correspondence and literary materials. Perhaps ironically, given the
desire for autonomy from Segu expressed by many Umarians in Karta, the major
work of historical writing produced in Karta was a chronicle of Amadu Sheku’s
reign.2? Members of the Kaba Jakite family wrote a chronicle which located
Amadu Sheku’s reign within a long tradition of imperial control beginning with
the Soninke state of Wagadu.28 Several members of the Kaba Jakite family
probably compiled the chronicle at various times over the course of the late
nineteenth ccntury.29 The chronicle provides very little information about the
consolidation of power in Umarian Karta, but it is valuable as a source because
it presents a non-Futanke perspective on the Umarian era.

The only comparable document written from a Futanke perspective is an
Arabic chronicle of the construction of the Umarian fort at Konyakary, written
by Cerno Yahya Tal sometime in the 1970530 Cemo Yahya primarily relied on
the testimony of Demba Sadio Diallo, a local oral historian of the Xassonke and

31 The Umarians constructed the fort at the site of the old

Umarian past.
Xassonke capital in the late 1850s, and several Umarian leaders made it their
base of power during the late nineteenth century. Cerno Yahya’s chronicle,
however, focuses only on the construction of the fort and the leadership of the
initial Umarian leader, Cerno Jibi Ban. While this document provides important
details about the period of conquest, it avoids reference to the conflicts of the

subsequent era.  Indeed, it reflects the current desire among Futanke in
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western Mali to emphasize the conquest and forget the subsequent years of
Umarian rule in the region.?’2

Amadu Sheku’s court produced or received most of the Arabic literary
materials and correspondence concerning Umarian Karta. As a result, I have
yet to find many Arabic materials concerning Umarian Karta prior to Amadu’s
first residence in Nioro. Indeed, Amadu produced very little about his own
reign in Segu in the early 1860s, as the focus of description and commentary
within the Umarian community was directed toward Umar’s conquest of Masina.
Some documents concerning Umarian Karta in the 1860s survive, but none
provide important information on the process of consolidation.33 Oral traditions
from the Nioro area indicate that Mustafa, Umar’s appointee as the leader of
Karta, received an Arabic letter from Umar which granted Muntaga significant
autonomy in the conduct of his affairs, but I have not yet uncovered such a

lette;n34

The longest run of correspondence from Karta concerns the
negotiations conducted between the French and Cerno Musa, a Futanke leader
from Konyakary.35 .

Amadu Sheku arrived at Nioro in 1870 in response to the revolt which his
brothers Habib and Moktar had organized in Karta. While the volume of Arabic
documentation increased during this period, Amadu’s actions and opinions
regarding the revolt are not specified in any written materials of the era.30
Given local Futanke outrage over the capture and imprisonment of Habib and
Moktar, Amadu probably forbade his court officials from writing about the
revolt.  This instance of official neglect illustrates one way in which the

imperial court influenced the transmission of historical traditions during the late

nineteenth century.
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The court also tried to create an historical tradition focused on Amadu
Sheku’s military victories against the Bambara. Prior to Amadu’s march to
Nioro, his forces defeated the Bambara of the middle Niger valley at Kejje.
While Amadu was in Karta, he led a military campaign against the Bambara of
Gemukura, a Massassi stronghold in the southern marches of Karta. Uthman
Kusa compiled a collection of materials concerning Amadu’s victories at Kejje
and Gemukura.37 Uthman Kusa’s collections celebrate Amadu’s military actions
in language which marks a return to the rhetoric of Shaykh Umar’s holy war.
Since Futanke at Segu and other locations were writing chronicles of the holy
war at this time, Uthman Kusa seems to have responded to the initiative by
linking Amadu’s reign to the emerging historical tradition of the holy war.38

Amadu Sheku returned to Segu in 1874, but he maintained correspondence
with Umarians in Karta during the 1870s and 1880s. The inatcrial includes
correspondence with Muntaga, Amadu’s half-brother, and the other political
leaders whom he appointed to rule in Karta. The official correspondence is
not very extensive, nor does it provide much information on the tensions
between the brothers which surfaced during the 1880s. Much more revealing of
these tensions is Amadu’s correspondence with Futanke notables from Nioro.
This material includes correspondence with Cerno Mamadu Khayar, a religious
leader who challenged the policies of both Amadu and Muntaga.3®  Other
notables wrote Segu to keep Amadu abreast of the activities of Muntaga and
Cerno Mamadu.¥0 These materials are perhaps the most important documents in
the archive, since they provide unedited insights into Amadu’s deteriorating
relationship with the Umarian community in Nioro.

In 1884, Amadu Sheku left his son Madani at the helm in Segu as he left

41

to confront Muntaga at Nioro. Amadu never returned to Segu, and resided at
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Nioro until the beginning of 1891, when the French conquered Umarian Karta
and Amadu began his seven-year hijra to the east. The Arabic materials from
this era mostly are letters and records; the pace of events discouraged the
creation of chronicles and treatises. While no chronicle of the 1885 siege of
Nioro exists, Amadu received letters and reports from some of his agents in the
southern garrisons of Karta#2  Amadu’s official correspondence in the period
after Muntaga’s revolt includes correspondence with French officials as well as
with his political subordinates in Karta#3 Amadu also received letters from
Fulbe who migrated to Nioro in large numbers during the late 1880s.44 The
official correspondence for this era is most abundant, and provides insights into
the Umarian state in Karta as it confronted the French advance.4”

Most of the Arabic materials from the late nineteenth century reflect the
interests of Commander of the Faithful Amadu Sheku, and present his imperial
perspective on the Umarian era. The perspectives of Amadu’s brothers and the
Futanke of Karta do not emerge directly in the extant materials. Besides these
Umarian perspectives, the views of the indigenous communities of the Western
Sudan do not appear in these Arabic materials. The search for the Umarian
past, therefore, must tap other perspectives as they are revealed in oral

traditions and French documents.

Oral materials

Once the French established control in Karta, they collected historical
traditions from the conquered populations. Several French officials gathered
oral materials about the Umarian era, and published their results in colonial
journals and monographs.“'6 In the 1950s, as the French conducted a general
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census of the region, officials gathered additional oral historical data.47  Most
of these colonial efforts at oral canvassing suffer from authoritative methods of
data collection, and were followed by discrete efforts by Malian and American
researchers in the post-independence period. Beginning in the mid-1970s, David
Robinson and Oudiary Makan Dantioko focused on gathering oral data of Umar’s
holy war in western Mali.*8  Abdoul Azz Diallo subsequently began to collect

oral accounts of the fergo Nioro (migration to Nioro) among the Fulbe of the
Nioro area® During the early months of 1986, I joined this effort and

interviewed informants about the Umarian era.
Amadou Ba of Nioro also has conducted numerous oral interviews regarding
the Umarian past in Karta )0 He is a local historian who collected his data

over the course of the last three decades.5 1

He did not tape any of his
sessions with informants; his data consist of several volumes of notes taken
during his interviews. Amadou wrote a brief history of the Umarian era and
published it in mimeo form, and currently is working on a longer history of the
Umarian era based on his work with oral informants.’2 He shared his insights
into and knowledge of the local traditions with me, and provided names of
informants to interview. I interviewed Amadou several times during the course
of my work in western Mali. He did not allow me to record the sessions, but I
took copious notes.

Most of my other informants were elders and heads of families in Nioro,
Konyakary and their surrounding villages. I selected informants who were
suggested to me by Amadou Ba and Abdoul Aziz Diallo as well as informants
who were reputed by their peers to be the custodians of historical traditions.

In many cases, the informants asked me not to tape the interviews, and I

honored their requests. I conducted many interviews in the presence of a
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research assistant, and we compared notes at the conclusion of the session.
The sessions generally began with the main informant narrating the history of
Umar’s holy war. He would then add what he knew about the others aspects of
the Umarian past. If the interview included other informants, they would add
comments as well. After the main narrative, I probed the memory of the
informant with a set of questions which I had carefully prepared to elicit
comments regarding the holy war and its aftermath.

Frequently when I was collecting oral testimony, informants brought
documents and published materials to the session: an Arabic chronicle of
Umar’s holy war, Paul Marty’s examination of Islam in the region and Yves
Saint-Martin’s examination of Franco-Umarian relations were the most common
written materials in the libraries of western Mali.>3 The informants often used
the published texts to show how the French had perpetuated myths about the
Umarian past, but always offered the Arabic chronicle as a primary source.
Some informants merely read the chronicle and claimed to know very little
about the jaamanu al-diina (the period between Umar’s holy war and the French
conquest). Even informants who did not possess the Arabic chronicle knew the
content of the document: their narratives drew on the chronology and imagery
of the Arabic chronicle.

Oral and written forms of historical representation are not considered
separate genres in western Mali. The custodians of the Arabic chronicle told
me that they read it publicly at the great feast celebrating the end of Ramadan
(the month of fasting). Others have heard the chronicle, committed it to
memory and added fragments of their own family history to the main narrative.
While this process preserves family traditions associated with the holy war,

reminiscences of life in the period after Umar’s death are not celebrated
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publicly. The result is that the history of the jaamanu al-diina is being
forgotten. The custodians of family traditions are dying as young men migrate
to urban areas in Mali and the Ivory Coast without learning them from their
fathers and grand fathers. The influence of the Arabic chronicle on the oral
historiography will only increase over time.

The emphasis on the holy war equally reflects current ambiguity regarding
the jaamanu al-diina, a period during which Amadu Sheku twice marched to
Karta and defeated challenges to his authority organized by his brothers. The
existence of an Arabic chronicle of Umar’s conquests merely facilitates the shift
away from the fraternal conflict which plagued the Umarian movement in the
wake of Umar’s death. Persistent canvassing of oral informants by Malian and
American researchers has elicited important oral accounts of the jaamanu al-
diina, but the general ambiguity regarding the Umarian era still informs the
transmission of oral data. In Nioro, for example, public reference to the
suicide of Muntaga Tal is socially unacceptable, and many informants asked
that their sessions remain unrecorded and confidential. In the villages around
Nioro as well, informants asked me not to tape the session.

In addition to embarrassment, the reluctance to speak about the jaamanu
al-diina involves respect for Cemno Hadi Tal, the leader of the Tijaniyya
community of western Mali. Cerno Hadi is the grandson of Muntaga who moved
to Nioro in the 1950s. He welcomed my research, but stated that he personally
knew nothing about the past since he was occupied with religious issues.>*
Cemo Hadi’s reputation clearly rests on his scholarship in the Islamic sciences,
but many informants stated that his descent from Muntaga also was a factor in
his rise to religious authority in Nioro. Cemo Hadi’s religious authority is
rooted in history, and he clearly has a vested interest in public memory of the
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past. Although he did not initiate public readings of the Arabic chronicle of
the holy war, he encourages the practice.  Cemo Hadi also discourages
references to Muntaga’s death, since suicide is not accepted in the Muslim
tradition.>> His interest in the past, therefore, is to divert attention from the
indiscretions of Muntaga and focus on the heritage of the holy war which
reinforces the leadership of the Tal family.

In addition to a narrow focus on the holy war, Cerno Hadi encourages the
consolidation of a dissident tradition regarding the last words uttered by
Shaykh Umar. The tradition, as transmitted in western Mali, states that Umar
appointed Muntaga, Bassiru and several other sons to governorships in Karta at
a gathering of the Tal family at Degembere in 1864.56 Degembere is a
settlement to the east of the inland Niger delta where Umar retreated and
eventually died after a major defeat in Masina. The tradition of Muntaga’s
appointment by Shaykh Umar circulated in Karta well before the arrival of
Cerno Hadi in Nioro; members of Muntaga’s court probably were among the
first to recount the tradition.’ Nevertheless, it presently is added as the final
episode in most public accounts of Umar’s holy war.58  The focus away from
the period of Umarian consolidation and the emphasis on the dissident
tradition of Umar’s appointments combine to create a revisionist history of the
jaamanu al-diina in western Mali.

While Muntaga and his descendants have influenced the transmission of
oral data in western Mali, their efforts should not lead to the conclusion that
the oral traditions should be discarded as sources for historical reconstruction.
The politics of the oral evidence mirrors the efforts of Amadu Sheku, who tried
to create a written tradition of his reign and clearly dominated historical

discourse in the Arabic materials. In both instances, the historian must subject
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the materials to careful analysis. For the oral materials, the existence of
various collections of oral data gathered over time facilitates the critical
analysis of the transmission of oral data in western Mali?® In addition to
materials collected by early twentieth century officials and late twentieth
century researchers, nineteenth century French explorers and colonial officials
transmitted oral data in their accounts, providing a firm basis for the critical

analysis of the local oral historiography.

French materials

The French materials include official correspondence and reports contained
in the Archives Nationales du Sénégal (ANS), Archives Nationales du Mali
(ANM) and Archives Nationales de la France, Section d’Outre Mer (ANF.SOM).
The. most- informative official materials were written by French officials who
served in the permanent posts of Medine and Bakel in the Senegal valley. The
post at Kita, after its establishment in 1881, also produced quite a bit of
material concerning Umarian Karta. The post at Medine bordered the Kartan
province of Jomboxo, and its officials were in contact with Umarians from
Konyakary throughout the late nineteenth century. Bakel was on one of the
major migration routes which linked the Senegal valley with Karta, and the
commandants saw caravans of Futanke who streamed out of the Senegal valley.
Kita lay some distance from Karta, but it was located on a trade route which
linked Nioro with the markets of the southern savanna. In addition to filing
official reports, French officials and explorers also published accounts of their

experiences in the Senegal valley and Western Sudan.
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The French materials include eye-witness observations of the situation in
Umarian Karta. The first two French expeditions to Konyakary and Nioro
occurred during the mid-1860s, and both missions produced written reports of
their cxperiences.60 These initial accounts of Umarian Karta are notable for a
direct style of communicating information: the official orthodoxy regarding the
"Tukulor Empire" had not yet influenced perceptions of Karta.  While the
authors may have distrusted the intentions of their Umarian hosts, they
approached their task with an eye to gathering data on political elitess whom
they considered as equals. These reports are much more valuable as historical
sources than the published account of Eugeéne Mage, who provides few details of
his passage through the Kartan colonies.5!

The next French mission to Umarian Karta occurred during the late 1870s.
The explorer was Paul Soleillet, who visited Jomboxo and the southern
provinces of Karta on his way to Segu in 1878, and then passed through Nioro
and the Xoolimbinne valley on his return in 1879.92 His visit coincided with
increasing French interest in the commercial life of the Western Sudan, and his
perspectives reflected the heightened Franco-Umarian competition of the era.
Additionally, he did not write his own account of the mission, but left the
task to the French geographer Gabriel Gravier, who edited Soleillet’s notes and
published an account which would attract a broad audience in France. The
text of Soleillet’s account, therefore, requires careful scrutiny to discover the
degree to which Soleillet’s hostility toward the Umarians and Gravier’s editing
altered the data.53 Nevertheless, Soleillet was the last French explorer to
pass through Karta before the colonial conquest, and his account provides an

eye-witness account of Umarian Karta in the late 1870s.%4
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In 1880, the French sent Joseph Gallieni to negotiate a treaty with Amadu
Sheku, and his mission resided at Nango for several months before returning
without completing the negotiations.65 Although his mission did not directly
observe the provinces of Karta, one of his officers, Camille Piétri, collected an
an oral account of the revolt of Habib and Moktar and published it in his

description of the mission.%0

Piétri presents a version of the revolt which
contrasts sharply in essential details with Soleillet’s account.  Since both
Soleillet and Piétri collected their versions after trips which almost overlapped
in time, the differences in their accounts point to the need to assess the data
in French sources as carefully as the oral data 67

In addition to sending missions into the interior, French officials directly
observed the activities of Umarians who visited their posts in the upper Senegal
valley. At Medine, Futanke caravans brought large amounts of grain to the
market which African merchants had established near the post.  French
statistics of caravan size, composition and provenance provide a detailed glimpse
into this aspect of the economic life of the colonies. No one has worked with
these statistics with a view to reconstructing commerce and production in
Karta. Indeed, Sékéné-Mody Cissoko and Gérard Kisyeti argue that the Umarian
grain trade with Medine was insignificant®® The present thesis uses the
economic data on the Futanke grain trade at Medine to reconstruct the variety
of activities in which the settlers engaged during the years after the conquest.

French officials also observed the movement of Futanke from the middle
Senegal valley to Karta. Their estimates of the numbers of migrants in the
caravans provide a sense of the total volume of the migration flow, but do not

form the basis for a definitive statement. The limitations relate to the fact

that many migrants did not pass near the posts of Bakel and Medine, a pattern



27
which increased during the 1880s. French officials nonetheless made qualitative
statements regarding the social composition of the caravans (such as the
proportion of younger men to older men, etc.). Commandant Soyer, who served
at Bakel for several years, provides an incisive analysis of the migration flow
based on his own observations as well as oral testimony provided by leaders of
the caravans.%?

French officials at Bakel, Medine and Kita commonly passed along the
testimony from Africans who visited the posts. Their informants included
merchants, Umarian envoys and African agents whom the French sent to
Umarian Karta to gather political and economic information about the interior.
Since most French officials did not have command of any African languages,
they also employed Africans to serve as their interpreters. These employees
could exercise some control over the exchange of information at the post.
Whil; in most cases interpreters did not consciously distort the testimony of
informants, they could influence the interpretation of the testimony.70 Since
the advancement of interpreters clearly depended upon French assessments of
their performance, the interpreters usually tried not to contradict the opinions
of | the commandant. The result was that the French often left the sessions
with African informants without fully understanding the testimony. The French
correspondence from the posts to the Governor often passed along distorted
assessments of the situation in Umarian Karta.

Despite these problems, some French reports often provide glimpses into
the consolidation of power in Umarian Karta. Much of the insight came from
African merchants. Their commercial contacts gave them access to a wide
range of information, and their interests in trading in the upper Senegal valley

made them vulnerable to pressure from commandants who forced them into
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revealing information. The French at Bakel and Medine heard about events
from merchants who had recently passed through Karta on their way to the
Senegal valley. The commandants also cultivated informants from among the
merchants who resided in the upper Senegal valley. The resident merchants
served as conduits of information from itinerant traders, and funneled
information from others with whom they had contacts in the Western Sudan.

Momar Jak is an example of an African trader whom the French cultivated
for information. Jak was a gum and grain merchant at Medine who made a
fortune in the upper valley. His activities brought him into contact with
Umarian officials in Karta.”! Jak hosted the various Umarian envoys from
Karta and Segu who visited Medine or passed through the post on their way to
Saint Louis. He also had extensive contacts with Moorish gum merchants.
When the French needed information about the gum trade or political events in
Karta, they often turned to Jak. As the French expanded into the Western
Sudan, they turned to Jak and the other grain merchants at Medine for cereals.
The coincidence of interests with the French ultimately led Momar Jak to sever
his ties with the Umarians during the conquest of Karta in 1890, but not before
he had served many years as an important source of information about economic
and political affairs in Karta.

Other sources for qualitative information about Umarian Karta were the
Umarian envoys who frequently visited the French posts during the 1860s, 70s
and early 80s. These envoys were on diplomatic missions with specific goals,
and usually revealed only what their political superiors wanted the French to
know. During the first revolt in Karta, for example, the envoys revealed very
little about the struggle and the French remained uninformed about the conflict.
Some envoys came to establish rapport with specific commandants, and their
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conversations with the French reveal Umarian opinions of political struggles or
illuminate the attitudes of particular social groups. Since Futanke interests and
attitudes changed over time, written reports which can be dated are essential
for the reconstruction of the Umarian era.

The French also sent envoys to Karta with specific orders to obtain
information about Umarian affairs. The use of envoys increased over the
course of the late nineteenth century, as the French sought more and more
information about the "decline” of the "Tukulor Empire”. In most cases, the
envoys received information which the Umarians wanted them to report to the
French.  Additionally, the envoys also felt p<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>