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ABSTRACT

ECONOMY ARD SOCIETY IN THE UPPER SENEGAL VALLEY, WEST AFRICA
1850-1920

By

Andrew Francis Clark

This study considers the interaction of politics, economy, society
and ecology in the upper Senegal valley from the mid-nineteenth century
until the end of the First World War. During this crucial and turbulent
period, the region was transformed from an export-producing area on the
frontier of European expansion into a marginal, labor reserve.
Environmental conditions, civil wars and jihad, local politics,
colonialism and migration contributed to the region’'s growth and
decline.

The upper Senegal valley, consisting of the concentrated states of
Bundu, Khasso and Gajaaga (Goy and Kamera), and the dispersed societies
of Bambuk and Gidimaka, constituted a unified and distinct ecological,
economic and cultural region located in the transitional zone between
the Sahara Desert and the Guinea rainforest. The Senegal River system
divided the area into varying degrees of core and periphery which
shifted over time, primarily because of changing French interests.
Settlements along the water routes were generally larger, more
economically diverse and commercialized, and in closer contact with the
colonial administration. The remaining and larger part of the region
consisted of widely scattered agricultural and pastoral villages where

the limited French presence was often scarcely felt.



A regional framework requires a new approach to and
utilization of the available sources. Abundant though under—utilized
archival materials, a critical reading of travellers' accounts and
other published works, and new oral evidence permit several findings.
The diversity and vitality of the economy and the growing colonial
presence in the heartland contributed to the region's recovery after
several ecological and war-induced crises. Rather than returning to
traditional methods, inhabitants responded with new means and relations
of production and exchange. However, the entire upper Senegal valley
was gradually but irrevocably marginalized, especially after the fall
in gum prices in the mid-1890s. The severe famine of 1913-14, intensive
war recruitment and mobilization efforts and increased permanent
migration to other areas sealed the position of the river valley on the

periphery of the French colonial empire in West Africa.
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Chapter One

Sources and Historiography

Sources

The study of West African history involves a variety of sources,
presenting scholars with an exciting but also formidable challenge.
West Africanist historians rely on a combination of different types of
evidence- primarily documents written by outsiders in European
languages, Arabic writings composed by local Islamic elites and oral
traditions and recollections in local languages. The diverse and
problematic nature of the materials consulted requires an examination
of the strengths, weaknesses and biases of each category of evidence.
This aeétion begins with a discussion of the extensive relevant
archival materials followed by a consideration of the contemporary
published accounts. Then the relatively limited Arabic documents will
be treated before an analysis of the substantial oral data relied upon
in this work.

The period under comnsideration has been divided into two broad
sectionas. The first covers the years from 1850, shortly before the
Umarian jihad, until 1890, when, after the suppression of Mamadu
Lamine’'s rebellion, the region was divided between the colonies of

Senegal and Soudan frangais. The second period begins in 1890 and ends
1



2
in 1920 after the First World War recruitment effort. The archival
documentation also corresponds to these periods. Documents prior to
1890 are housed at the Archives nationales du S&négal in Dakar, and are
included in the Apcienne gérie which ends in 1920. The Archives
pationales du Mali near Bamako contain documents from the establishment
of French Soudan in 1890. Thereafter, the colonial adwinistration was
gradually transformed from a predominantly military undertaking to a
civilian enterprise. Since the documentation reflects the change, 1890
serves as a convenient dividing line between the first and second
periods.

Archival documentation varies widely in quality and quantity.® The
materials for the 1850s consist primarily of military reports about
campaigns against al-Hajj Umar and bhis supporters. Accounts of
geographic and scientific wmissions, particularly to the gold-producing
areas of Bambuk, figure prominently in the documentation for the late
1850s. Files for the following two decades, a period of resettlement
and colonial entrenchment, are mostly concerned with political and
administrative matters. Reports on and correspondence with Bokar Saada
Sy of Bundu and Juka Sambala Diallo of Khasso, both appointed by the
French after the Umarian jihad in the region, dominate in the archival
record. Some documents on the gum arabic trade, the most important
commercial activity in the early period, also exist. In the early
18708, with the French convinced of their firm control over the region,
other economic issues come to the forefront. The systematic expansion
of the French to the cast and the uprising of Mamadu Lawmine (1885-1887)

signal a return to military concerns in the archives.
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The later period (1890-1920) witnessed a shift in emphasis from
military to civilian matters. In the last decade of the nineteenth
century, parts of the upper Senegal prospered and economic topics, most
notably long-distance exchange, once again appear in administrators’
monthly reports and correspondence. With the dramatic decline in the
gun trade at the turn of the century, there is greater concern with
agriculture and other productive activities. The archives also shift
from a focus on exchange to questions of labor, including slavery, and
migration. Adwinistrative efforts to abolish slavery, especially
through the creation of villages de liberté in the posts, occurred only
after the 1890s, and the suppression of slavery became a major issue in
the early 1900s. Railroad and war recruitment problems are prevalent in
the records for the final decade (1910-1920) under study.

Disparities in spatial terms also show up in the relevant
archives. Prior to 1880, the posts and adjacent areas of Bakel and
Medine in the immediate central valley receive comparatively extensive
coverage. The villages directly on the Senegal and, to a lesser extent,
the Faleme Rivers were occasionally visited and described, but outlying
areas wmerit observation only in times of crises or unusual events.
Large tracts of the region are never mentioned in the archives. Then,
with Kayes designated the military and adwinistrative capital of the
upper Senegal, attention focused on that town and its vicinity.
Interest shifted with the advance of French troops in the western Sudan
as Bakel and Medine were eclipsed by Kayes and posts further cast and
south. In 1890, the upper Senecgal valley was divided between the

colonies of Senegal and the French Soudan, headquartered in Kayes.
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Bakel constituted the hinterland of Senegal and the archival
documentation becomes infrequent, reflecting the town's position on the
fringe. Kayes, on the contrary, was the center of gravity of the new
colony of the French Soudan. Once construction began in earnest on the
Kayes-Niger railroad, villages along its path received the attention
once reserved for the areas along the rivers, the other primary
transport artery. Owing to the lack of direct French involvement and
control, the vast majority of the region’'s villages continued to be
ignored in the archives. When Bamako was designated the Soudan’s
capital, the documentation for the entire upper Senegal valley,
including Kayes, became scarce. An awareness of their spatial and
temporal limitations permits the archives to be exploited more fully
and accurately.

The archives also reflect the hierarchical nature of the colonial
bureaucracy. The correspondence and reports at the upper echelons
between the Ministry of Colonies (and its variously named predecessors)
and the governors and governors-—general of West Africa are enlightening
in matters of colonial policy and ideology; they are less useful for
regional social and economic history.2 To find pertiment historical
evidence, one must turn to the correspondence exchanged between
officials in the region, including commandants de poste and commandants
de cerclec and later the Commandant Supéricur dans lc Haut Flcuve, and

the governors in Saint Louis. Even more valuable are the reports and
correspondence between local officials “on the spot”™ and their
ismediate superiors, either commandants de pogte in the more isolated

rural areas or compandants dec cercle in central river valley posts like
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Bakel, Medine and Kayes. The local reports formed the bases for
commandants’' monthly summaries which were then forwarded to their
superiors in Saint Louis. One can note the owmissions and changes in
emphasis from one bureaucratic level to the next. The reports of
military commandants, who dominated early in the period, differ
markedly from those filed later by civilian adwinistrators.

Another importamt written source, usually labelled correspondance
ipdigéne in the archives, consists of the letters periodically
exchanged between African leaders and European colonial officials.?
While these letters originated at the lowest level of the colonial
bureaucracy, they form a particularly iwmportant archival component of
this study. These documents generally deal with local matters and
permit insights into African, as opposed to European, concerns. Much of
the correspondence was written in Arabic by local scribes, but usually
only pieces from important leaders like Bokar Saada and Juka Sambala
were translated into French. Both versions can generally be found in
the archives. A significant amount of correspondence from less
iwportant chiefs and individuals in outlying rural arcas was simply put
into files untranslated and, presumably, unread.

The archives contain documents of varying quality and quantity
from all levels of the govermmental structure, revealing the inmner
workings of the colonial apparatus as well as providing detailed and
substantial information on the region. In addition to the
correspondance indigdne, the more important documents and reports for
this study were written by officials at the permanent posts of Bakel,

Senudebu, Medine, Kayes, Bafulabe and Satadugu, and by individuals omn
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special military, geographic and scientific missions in the upper
Senegal valley.4

Besides coinciding with the dominant, collective interests of the
French in the region, the archives reflect the attitudes and
personalities of the individuals who wrote them. Owing to a shortage of
candidates prior to the 1880s, the colonial wministry could impose
neither educational nor character qualifications upon applicants for
posts in overseas administration. Even after 1887, with the creation of
the Corps of Colonial Administrators, the majority of recruits
continued to be colonial military officers and government
functionaries, both from the metropole and the colonies. Throughout the
period under consideration, but particularly in the first decades of
colonial rule, officials changed posts and functions frequently. They
rarely had familiarity with African languages, Arabic or local
cultures. For most of their information, they relied on local Africans-

pPrimarily merchants, refugee slaves and colonial employees, especially
interpreters— who had their own interests to protect and to promote. No
mechanise existed for confirming information or for accounting for
informants®’ biases.

Colonial officials, and most notably commandants de poste and
commandants de cercle in the upper Senegal, generally supervised
extensive geographic areas and, lacking staff and infrastructure, faced
the virtually impossible task of collecting accurate, timely and
complete information. Some of the less conscientious officials copied
previous aduinistrators’' correspondence, sent in the same reports time

after time, or described tours they had not taken. After 1895, when
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standard monthly report forms were introduced, adwinistrators all too
often made no new observations or simply wrote "rien & signaler”™ under
the various headings. Other officials actively sought promotion within
the bureaucracy and tended to ewphasize the stability and prosperity of
the areas under their supervision and to justify action taken to
resolve disputes or crises. However, other Frenchmen, albeit a distinct
wminority, took their "migsion to civilize”™ seriously and made copious
notes on local economy and society, executed and meticulously described
their tours and sometimes wrote short monographs on their respective
administrative units. The books and articles, written primarily between
1900 and 1910 for areas of the upper Senegal, assisted in the
establishment of the civilian adwinistration and required considerable
effort on the part of certain officials.

Despite the inaccuracies and omissions, the archives contain
information unavailable elsewhere. The exact chronology of military and
political events, generally lacking in other types of sources, exists
in the archival record. Occurrences of drought, famine, flooding, human
and cattle epidemics and other natural phenomena are indicated,
permitting confirmation and comparison with published accounts and oral
evidence. Census data, though confined to certain locations and
problematic for a host of reasons, provide a baseline from which to
speculate reasonably. In terms of econowmic evidence, the colonial
records contain figures on trade, taxes, customs duties, revenues and
other indices of production and exchange. While the numbers are
approximate at best and certainly not inclusive, they do suggest

certain trends over time. The archives also include technical
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descriptions of such diverse productive activities as weaving, dyeing,
gold-mining, iron-working and woodworking. Details of agricultural,
pastoral and fishing techniques can also be found. Most of the written
documentation on production methods can be checked and compared to
references in oral sources, though the archives usually include more
precise and comprehensive technical data.

There are several official and semi—official publications that
parallel and complement the archives. The Annuaire du Sénégal et
dépepdances, initiated by Governor Louis Faidherbe and issued annually
between 1858 and 1902 by the Ministry of Marine and Colonies, is an
official 1list of all Europeans and Africans associated with the
colonial adwinistration, both in France and West Africa. The Apnuaire
contains information on bureaucratic structure, personnel changes,
aduinistrative policies and the French texts of numerous treaties
signed with local leaders in Senegal and Soudan. The earlier treaties
also appear in the Annales sénégalaises de 1854 4 1885, the official
account of French military campaigns in Senegal and, though anonymous,
usually attributed to Faidherbe. The two official colonial journals,
the Mopiteur du Sénéxal et dévendances, begun by Faidherbe in 1856 and
later titled the Journal officiel du Sénégal, and the Journal officiel

du Haut-Sénézal-Niger, started in 1906, contain excerpts from the
archives in addition to announcements of appointments, summaries of

military campaigns and short notices of topical interest. These
publications, entirely in French, also served as propoganda vehicles
for the colonial administration.® Lengthier articles on acientific

expeditions and explorations, particularly during the 18508 and 1860s,
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appear in the Rovue maritime et coloniale (previously called the Revuye
colonialc and then the Revue glgériecnne et coloniale). Several of the
articles were originally official correspondence or reports now in
archival files.

Additional relevant semi-official publications include the

(BCAF/RC) and the Bulletin du Cowité d'études historiques et
scientifiques de 1°'Afriaque occidentale francaise (BCEHSAOF). The
BCAF/RC, begun in 1890, was an annual review published in France by the

Comité de 1°Afrique francaigse. The committee, which evolved into a
broader parti colonial, consisted of civilians and military officers

interested in Africa. The quality of the pieces in the bulletin varies
significantly, depending on the authors' expertise and critical
Judgment. Officers and adwinistrators wrote about their tours and
impressions with less constraint than in their official communications.
The DCEHSAOF, started in 1917 and based in Dakar, took a more
scientific and scholarly approach than the BCAF/RC. It was the
precursor to the Bulletin de 1'Institut Fopdamental d'Afrique noire
still published in Dakar. In combination with the archives, the
official and semi-official publications enhance the colonial record.
Considering the vital role of European language sources in
understanding precolonial and colonial West African history, scholars
have paid remarkably little critical attention to published sources.
Historians have generally taken for granted printed works in Kuropean
languages: they rely on a select group of "classic”™ works and even use

faulty translations. When sources have been discussed in recent years,
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historians have emphasized the collection, use and interpretation of
oral evidence, while virtually ignoring the unique methodological
problems posed by written sources, both archival and published
accounts, in European languages. Yet some recent publications on the
"use and abuse” of European language sources for West African history
signal a change in the approach to written materials. Many of the
critical questions beginning to be asked of contemporary published
works need to be addressed to colonial archival documentation as well.®

The same rigorous analysis that has, until recently, been given
only to oral sources should be applied equally to written sources. They
were overwhelmingly composed by linguistic and cultural outsiders who
spent little time in the area and frequently misunderstood or
nisinterpreted what they were told. These foreigners relied on others
to guide them through unfamiliar territory, to answer “eurocemtric”
questions and to interpret events and activities that may have appeared
equally alien to a guide from another linguistic, ethnic or geographic
background. Europeans often used terms and categories incapable of
conveying accurately the nature and nuances of complex African
political, economic and social structures. The authors wrote for a
European audience and sometimes sought to reinforce exotic stereotypes
rather than objectively to portray other societies. Yet European
language materials cannot be dismissed merely for being biased; neither
can they be taken for granted and used uncritically as has often been
the case. The following analysis of the most important written accounts
for the upper Senegal valley serves not to denigrate but to illustrate

what can and cannot be reasonably deduced from various relevant
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published accounts. Siwmilar questions should also be asked of archival
documentation.

Most of the published sources on the upper Senegal valley during
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries consist of travellers'’
accounts in French. Military officials, scientists, doctors and amateur
anthropologists focused on different subjects in their writings.
Iravellers frequently hoped to discover something unique about a
specific place or society, and often sought to establish a reputation
by definitively describing a particular topic. Certain expectations
additionally colored their findings. For example, Muslim peoples were
expected to have a more dynawic history and “advanced” civilization
than non-Muslims. The Fulbe, classified as a "Hamitic"™ people, owing to
the popular misconception that they had light skin, were perceived as
more civilized and industrious than West Africa's "darker™ races.

Several guidelines can be applied specifically to written sources.
The traveller's actual route should be traced carefully. Visitors
invariably went to the central village or capital of» an area to wmeet
the local chiefs or ruler. Leaders dictated who had permission to emter
their territory and usually sent a representative to guide the
traveller to the main villages. Then the Kuropean would be escorted
along an approved route to the border of a meighboring state or cluster
of villages. Authors often comment on areas they did not visit,
relating information that initially appears to be first-hand but is
actually hearsay. Iravellers could pass along false statements about a
rival ethnic group or hostile neighboring state. The length of stay and

the time of year played important roles in what the visitor observed



12
and where he was able to travel because rainy and dry season activities
differ in the upper Senegal valley. Among predominantly pastoral
people, human and cattle populations in a given area fluctuated widely
from one season to another. It is iwmperative to know when the traveller
made his voyage to deduce what he actually witnessed. The mode of
transport, especially in a riverine region like the upper Senegal,
affected what the European encountered and where he could venture.
Accounts from land-travellers and river-voyagers vary considerably. The
size of the entourage also biased the results since large expeditions
remained on relatively well-traversed routes and relied on sizable
villages for hospitality. Local leaders easily monitored and controlled
their movements. Finally, relations with the inhabitants influenced the
visitor’'s reactions and observations. Local commandants decided who
could travel where, often based on previous travellers®’ experiences
with residents. KEach of these factors needs to be considered in
evaluating the validity and quality of travellers' accounts.

Several Europeans on geographic missions passed overland through
parts of the upper Senegal valley in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. The most famous pioneer explorer in the
Senegambia was Mungo Park.” Although he visited the region as early as
1795-97 and travelled through the southern part of the area in 1805,
later European commentators frequently cited his accounts. Park sought
the source of the Niger River and described the topography and
inhabitants of the country between the lower Gambia and the upper Higer
Rivers, including Bundu, Gajaaga (or Galam) and Khasso in the upper

Senegal valley. In his descriptions, Park focused on Bundu, where he
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paid a lengthy visit. While Park travelled in an east-west direction,
Gaspard Mollien followed a morth-south orientation during his journey
in Senegambia, passing through Bundu in 1818.° Mollien sought the
sources of the Senegal and Gambia Rivers and thus spent most of his
time in Futa Jalon, south of Senegambia. The last of these early
geographic explorers were Major William Gray and Staff Surgeon Richard
Dorchard who retraced Park’s first route, but in 1818 and 1819. They
described several states in their account, primarily Wuli, Bundu,
Gajaaga and Khasso.®

More pertinent to this study are travellers' accounts froa the
18408 to 1895, when the "age of exploration” in the upper Senegal gave
way to a period of control and administration over local populations.
At the end of the nineteenth century, monographs on various cercles
replaced mission reports while ethnographic works superseded travel
literature. Yet for the earlier period of this study, published
accounts of explorers and voyagers, combined with wmission reports in
the archives, provide significant data on regional economy and society.
Following is a list of accounts, both archival and published, for the

nineteenth ceantury.*®
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Grandin
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Principal Explorers and
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Bambuk/Gajaaga
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Bundu/Gajaaga/Khasso
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This inventory of Kuropean explorers and mission directors
warrants several general comments. Foreigners frequently visited the
region during the 1850s and 18808, times of intense military activity.
Bundu was close to the fort at Bakel and strategically located on the
lower Faleme River, and therefore particularly interested the military
aduinistration in the 1850s. By 1860, however, Bokar Saada Sy, with
French support, began to consolidate his control over the area and the
colonial authorities turned their attention east and southward. Bambuk,
a gold-producing area, was the most frequently explored part of the
upper Senegal in the nineteenth century. KEuropeans hoped to extract
great mineral wealth, causing a flurry of visitors, especially in the
1850s and 1880a. Their itineraries are remarkably similar, centering on
specific gold-producing villages and established trade routes, leaving
most of the area unvisited and uncharted. The diverse nature and 1ill-
defined boundaries of Bambuk contribute to some confusion in earlier
accounts. After 1879, the colonial adwinistration directed atteamtion to
a railway linking the upper Sencgal with the upper Niger. The parts of
Goy, Kamera and Khasso directly on the planned route received numerous
expeditions, whereas the remainder of the territories was virtually
ignored. Finally, Bakel, Medine and Kayes in the central river valley
were the various starting and ending points for wmissions and voyages in
the region. These posts receive extensive coverage but at different
times.

A number of Kuropean military officers wrote accounts of their
campaigns in the upper Senegal valley. While their works deal

principally with military, administrative and political matters, they
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do provide occasional insights into the political economy of the
region. Louis Faidherbe wrote extensively about French “"pacification”
in Senegambia though he focuses on the jihad of al-Hiajj] Umar in the
1850s. He discusses other topics (Senegambian languages, Islam, local
and ethnic history) but with considerably less skill and enthusiasm
than his own exploits.:** Henri Frey and Joseph Gallieni, both
Commandants Subérieur, participated in the conflict against Mamadu
Lamine in eastern Senegambia between 1885 and 1887. Both officers seek
to justify their actions and to demean their opponent and his
supporters.®? Louis Archinard, the last wmilitary Commandant Supérieur,
extended French influence to the Higer River in the late 1880s. His
accounts deal primcipally with conquest beyond the upper Senegal and
Faleme Rivers. Archinard, like Gallieni, viewed himself as a reformer
and comments revealingly on the colonial military adwinistration.:?
Finally, Frangois Pietri (1885), Eugene Bechet (1889), Etienne Peroz
(1889) and Frangois Descostes (1893) had subordinate roles in military
.campaigns in the Western Sudan. Their works, therefore, offer a
different perspective than the generals and Commandants Supériewr.'*

There exists one final category of contemporary sources written in
French by both Senegalese and Kuropean observers. This genre consists
of quasi-historical and quasi-ethnographic accounts designed to
entertain and to instruct European audiences. Because they purport to
be serious scholarly studies, these sources, especially the earlier
works, need to be treated with caution. Historians have relied rather
heavily on these works with little critical attention. The six most

iwportant sources for the upper Senegal valley can be conveniently



17
divided into three groups by period: the works of Abbé Pierre Boilat
and Fré&déric Carrére with Paul Holle written in the mid-1850s; those of
Imile Roux and André Rangon from 1893 and 1894 respectively; and the
works of Maurice Delafosse and Charles Monteil from the first part of
the twentieth century.

In the 18508, two ethnographic/historical accounts by Senegalese
appeared in Europe. In Esquisses sénégalaises, published in 1853, Abbé
Pierre Boilat analyzed the history, languages, culture and geography of
numerous African political formations in Senegal. He attempted to
include all the major groups, including the Moors along the Senegal
River. Boilat, a pétis Catholic priest educated in France, harshly
criticized Islam and predictably stressed the benefits of Kuropean and
Christian contact with West Africa. He did discuss local economy,
particularly craft production, and based his local histories on
indigenous traditions rather than previously published works.*® Paul
Bolle, another pétig from Saint Louis, was a participant in several
major historical events. In 1840 he began his career as an explorer and
soldier, serving for fifteen years as commander at Bakel and nearby
posts. Faidherbe founded the fort at Medine in 1855 and appointed Holle
commander, setting the stage for the epic confrontation between Holle
and al-Hajj Umar at Medine in 1857.

Fré&dé&ric Carrédre’s recounting of the Umarian siege of Medine,
cited by every commentator on the battle, is based on Holle's version
of events.*® Carrédre, a French civil servant in the judiciary based in
Senegal, and Holle had previously written a book entitled De la

Sénégambic franceise, published in 1855. Like Boilat's work, the book
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was an amateur historical and anthropological study of Senegambia but
they paid greater attemtion to the upper Senegal. They denounced Islam
and emphasized the benefits of colonial rule. In addition, Carrére and
Holle criticized the administration and called for a strong French
military presence and a coherent policy in West Africa.*” The careers
and ideologies of these early commentators shaped their observations
and interpretations. While Abbé Boilat streased the role of
Christianity in "developing™ Senegal, Carrére and Holle emphasized a
strong military, judicial and administrative presence throughout
Senegambia.

Two histories of Bundu based on indigenous dynastic traditions
were published in 1893 and 1894 respectively. Captain Emile Roux,
appointed commander of Bakel in 1889 following a series of minor
military and bureaucratic posts, visited Bundu shortly after his
promotion. Be collected oral traditions dealing with the leaders of
Bundu since the late seventeenth century and consolidated them into a
chronological narrative. His "notice” appeared in the archives in 1889
but it was published in book form only in 1893.%** (he year later, André
Rangon, a doctor connected to the colonial administration and a widely
travelled amateur ethnographer, likewise published a dynastic history
of Bundu based on similar oral traditions.*® Beither Roux mor Rangon
spoke Arabic or Pulaar, the lingua franca of Bundu, and, owing to their
use of similar sources, their versions frequently overlap. Though
primarily concerned with the precolonial era, both give promimence to
Bokar Saada, appointed by Faidkerbe in 1857 to rule Bundu. The authors

also treat the uprising of Mamadu Lawmine from a decidedly pro-French
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and pro-Sy position. Being aware of the Sissibe bias in both Roux and
Rangon permits using their accounts effectively and critically.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, the French sought to
increase their knowledge about the area they believed firmly under
their control. The colonial adwinistration wanted to collect as much
information as possible about local politics, society and daily life in
order to maintain law and order. Foremost among the early “Africanist”
scholars who carried out the government's research work were Maurice
Delafosse and Charles Monteil who were both concerned, in part, with
the upper Senegal. The former, who filled administrative positions in
the Ivory Coast and the French Soudan, wrote several amthropological
and linguistic studies. His pioneer and immensely influential work,
Bant-Sénégal-Niger, was published in three volumes in 1912. Delafosse
treats the country, people, languages and history of the colony of the
Upper Senegal and EHiger, which included most of the upper Senegal
region. He based his work on published accounts, Arabic documentation,
oral traditions, personal observations and correspondence with other
French "scholar—sdministrators”™ like Henri Gaden and Charles Monteil.
Delafosse’'s ambitious work was the first extended, multi-volume account
on the history and culture of a French colony in Africa. His study,
apparently scholarly, lacks a consistent methodology and source
attribution.2°

Charles Monteil, who worked alongside Delafosse in the Ivory Coast
and the French Soudan, also wrote a number of ethnographic accounts
based on written and oral sources. WVhile commander of Medine from 1897

to 1899, Monteil collected material for one of his major works, les
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Ehassonké, published in 1915.2* However, he relied almost exclusively
on informants from the ruling Diallo lineage of Medine and emphasizes
their version of events. Monteil also studied the Bambara of the French
Soudan and other groups in the region.Z?2 While the accounts of
Delafosse and C. Monteil suffer from a colonial mentality, hasty
composition and a lack of critical method, they constitute informative
sources, especially for linguistics, ethnography and social history.

Arabic documentation constitutes a major source for much West
African history, particularly for the precolonial era in Western and
Central Sudan. Several surveys deal with the Arabic materials relevant
to the period before 1800.2> A select number of editions contain both
the Arabic texts and translations, usually into French; these too deal
with the precolonial period in West Africa.?* The Arabic materials
usually take the form of tarikhs, or political/military histories,
genealogies, and chronicles, emphasizing the reigns and deeds of Musliam
leaders. Literacy in Arabic was restricted to traders and Muslim
clerics who virtually monopolized the recording of the Arabic
historical literature. The clerics and ruling groups sought to
legitimize and consolidate their positions in society through writing.
Like all written and oral sources, Arabic documents need to be
carefully scrutinized for distortions, biases and omissions. The
manuscripts are often the oral traditions written dowm in Arabic at a
particular time, making the period and circumstances of the
manuscriptsa’ creation critical to their understanding and use as
historical sources. Many translations of relatively inaccessible and

obscure texts unfortunately do not contain the original Arabic, making
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it impossible to check critical passages. Most acholars have also
siwply translated these texts without sufficient amnotation,
investigating the nature and circumstances of the document’s creation,
and identifying and checking sources.

The Arabic documentation for this study consists principally of
oral traditions written down during the period. While Arabic manuscript
material has been sought and consulted wkerever possible, the
documentation remains cowparatively acarce and not very informative on
the economic and social history of the upper Senegal valley.
Substantial materials exist on the life and activities of al-Hajj Umar
and his successors in the second half of the nineteenth century.2® This
aaterial, however, rarely focuses on the upper Senegal region. Perhaps
owing to the absence of a renmowned scholar or center of Islamic
learning, the upper Senegal valley lacks the quantity of written Arabic
documentation of some neighboring regions and states for the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.

Shaikh Musa Kamara (1864-1945), though a life-long resident of
castern Futa Toro morth of Bakel, was a descendant of Fulbe from
Gidimaka. He made several trips to the upper Senegal and lived briefly
in Kayes in the late 1880s. Kamara, a friend of Delafosse and Benri
Gaden, did wmost of his writing after 1920, perhaps at their
encouragenent. His output includes works on history, anthropology,
theology and law.2® These documents are on deposit in the Islawmic
Department of the Institut fondamental Cheikh Anta Diop (formerly IFAN)
and comprise the Fonds Cheikh Moussa Kamera.”” The Fonds contain
eighteen cahiers or notebooks, most of which have not been translated
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into a Furopean language although a few excerpts have been translated
into French by Amar Samb and Mustapha N'Diaye.2® Their articles have
few annotations and do not present the original Arabic text for
comparison. WVhile Kamara's works vary in quality and interest, they do
provide a unique perspective of a literate "insider” and the majority
merit careful translation and extended commentary.

The most important work for this study and Kamara's major opus,
Zuhur al-Basatin fi Ta'rikh al-Sawadin, contains 1,700 pages of
genealogies and historical commentary, msainly on his homeland of Futa
Toro.2® Kamara also treats neighboring states like Bundu, Gajaaga,
Gidimaka and Khasso. He read existing histories in Arabic and conducted
numerous interviews and, in the early 1920s, he wrote down several
versions and commented on contradictions and discrepancies in the
testimonies. His narration of Bundu history compares favorably to those
by Roux and Rangon, though Kamara focuses almost exclusively on the
political history and genealogy of the ruling Sy lineage. His treatment
of the .fakhnke in Khasso solely emphasizes their religious role, while
his histories of Gajaaga and Gidimaka are liwmited to the ruling Bathily
lineages. Kamara's other relevant work, on the life of al-Hajj Umar,
also relies on oral and written testimonies. Kamara stresses the
religious aspects of the jihad and gives little attention to social and
economic consequences.>® Yet Kamara's work makes an important and
singular contribution that invites comwparison with other sources.

Oral sources are an integral component of any hiastorical study
concerned with West Africa. While considerable written documentation

exists, the limitations of the evidence preclude a balanced portrayal
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of the region’'s historical political economy without tapping the wealth
of oral sources. Noteworthy or important topics to an adwinistrator or
explorer were not always immediate concerns of the administered. These
silences are attributable to lnropean ignorance, disinterest or
deliberate omission to protect or to promote individual interests. Oral
informants often f£fill noticable gaps in the written record. More
significantly, oral sources comprise the primary internal evidence from
the region. Written and oral documentation often treat the same event
or issue from dramatically different perspectives. Oral sources are in
indigenous languages, permitting a preliminary but unique insight into
how the people of the region perceive, interpret and verbalize their
own history.

Using oral sources on an equal basis with written documents raises
several issues. Numerous scholars have eloquently advanced the
argusents for the value of oral sources as historical evidence.®® Few
scholars now doubt the potential value of oral data, but they
Justifiably question the authenticity, accuracy, reliability and
interpretation of oral materials.®® The use of such sources poses many
of the same problems already cited for archives and published accounts.
The historian needs to ask similar critical questions of both written
and oral sources.

Informsnts seek to protect and advance their own intereats to the
same extent as literate commentators. Temporal and spatial liwmitations,
omissions and biases play an equally significant role in shaping the
available written and oral resources. Each researcher must devise

strategies for collecting and analyzing oral data. HBe must also assess
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the reliability of what he hears and decide how to rely on oral
evidence in relation to the existing written record. The oral sources
for this study can be divided into formal and informal traditions, and
individual remembrances.*® Formal traditions include narratives that
are generally known and transmitted froa one generation to the mext.
They deal with important events and individuals, both mythical and
actual. Primarily the preserve of griots, or professional oral
historians, formal traditions are also recited by some non—griot
eldera. Informal traditions consiat of testimonies dealing with local
concerns and lesser—known individuala. Village elders of all social
categories usually have a repertory of informal traditions transwitted
to them by their predecessors. Personal reminiscences are first-hand,
eye~witness accounts of events or remembrances of particular historic
figures. Each category of oral evidence needs to be exawmined in detail.

For Africanist historians, formal traditions are the most familiar
and widely used type of oral data. These "official” recitations deal
primarily with important historical events and major political,
military and religious figures. They can also focus on the origins of
specific social, occupational or ethnic groups. Scholars have noted the
problematic nature of the chronology of formal traditions, especially
those concerned with origin myths and the precolonial period.*“ For
this study, sufficient references exist in the oral and written sources
to locate events and individuals accurately in time. Performances of
oral traditions usually draw sizable audiences, and frequently the
narrator acts out parts of the recitation. These meticulously

orchestrated performances last from approximately one to four hours,
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depending on the subject and the griot or elder’'s knowledge, stamina
and audience interest. The traditions themselves serve to legitimize
and to maintain the existing social order as well as to imstruct
listeners in acceptable modes of behavior. A strong moral code, which
reflects the dominant ideology, underpins the narrations. The
traditions operate as the collective, though selective, memory of a
lineage, village or other unit. Formal traditions function
simultaneously as both a source and an interpretation of the past and,
consequently, historians need to treat them accordingly.

In the upper Senegal valley several African personalities recur in
the formal traditions. Al-Hajj Umar and his jihad figure prominently,
particularly in narratives recorded in Bundu, Khasso and other sites of
major confrontations between the Umarians and their foes. Recitations
about Mamadu Lamine focus on anecdotes and battles, with Soninke
informants in Gajaaga and Bundu supplying the most detailed accounts.
Traditions in Bundu and Khasso relate the reigns of Bokar Saada and
Juka Sambala and their descendants. In Gajaaga and Gidimaka the ruling
Bathily lineage dowinates the formal recitations, ﬂle a series of
local leaders appears in Bambuk traditions. Frequently these
individuals interacted with leaders like Bokar Saada or the Bathilys.

In addition to Africans, some Kuropeans play prominent roles in
the shared oral history. Not surprisingly, Louis Faidherbe receives a
good deal of attention, especially in localities along the Senegal
River. Usually the first toubad ("white man”) explorer or administrator
merits a story, though the narrations tend to focus on his "quaint”

ways and lack of common sense and understanding of the society rather
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than on the local impact of his arrival. Finally, disputes among
villages or states warrant extended treatment. The constant raids of
Bundu and Khasso into Bambuk during the late nineteenth century receive
commentary from both sides. The Bambuk traditions stress the
destructive aspects of the raids. Bundu and Xhasso versions emphasize
the “primitive” nature of Bambuk society and insist that the forays
sought the retrieval of stolen property and fugitive slaves. Colonial
archival sources reflect the Bundu and Khasso positions as they were
staunch allies of the French.

While formal traditions focus on major events and personalities,
thus permitting frequent comparison with archival materials, informal
traditions or testimonies focus on local occurrences and lesser known
individuals. These narrations often cover subjects not discussed in
written sources. Informants represented all social and occupational
groups though griots, marabouts (Muslim religious teachers) and village
chiefs provided the most valuable information. Informal testimonies are
more private and “small-scale” than formal traditions. Sometimes little
more than a string of anecdotes, informal traditions deal with family
and local histories and events. Like formal traditions, informal
narratives are not eyewitness accounts but transmitted versions of
first-hand accounts.

The language, structure, length and performance of these
recitations differ markedly from formal traditions. Any member of
society, male or female, may recite testimonies and their quality and
interest vary considerably. Certain individuals in a village or towm

usually know several informal traditions and other villagers can
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identify those persons with an extended repertory. This category of
oral sources also includes interviews directed to knowledgable
informants on specific historical subjects that occurred before the
informant’'s lifetime. Questions usually elicited an extensive response
with anecdotes and commentary. Informants based their answers on
hearsay rather than memory as they had not participated in the actual
events. Their sources for these informal recitations usually consisted
of deceased griots and relatives.

Using formal and informal traditions as historical sources raises
several questions about their origins and authenticity. Ideally,
informants can name the creator of the original testimony, though the
chain of transwission can usually be traced back one or two "links."
Written REuropean and Arabic language sources have influenced and
modified the collective knowledge of oral societies. One must
ultimately ask "How oral?” is any verbal testimony, particularly formal
traditions in widespread circulation. The presence of Western and
Muslim literate cultures and the introduction of new values have
altered traditional testimonies. In parts of the upper Senegal, most
notably in the central river valley, some of the most important changes
in political, economic and social structures occurred with the
imposition of colonial rule. Traditions gradually came to reflect these
alterations, and this process of modification has been constant and is
irreversible. Today radio broadcasting of historical narratives
influences the oral traditions, redirecting and reshaping their

analyses. The dynamic nature of traditions has forced historians and
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anthropologists to examine transmitted testimonies cautiously and
meticulously.*s

In contrast to formal and informal traditions, personal
reminiscences are not links in a chain of transmission but eyewitness,
first—hand accounts. Remembrances were collected across a broad ethnic
and social spectrum. Klderly women, artisans and descendants of slaves
offered iwportant perspectives to contrast with one another and with
those of older noble and free-born men. Women discussed the domestic
domain and female activities such as carding and spinning cotton,
embroidery, pottery-making and gender-specific agricultural and
pastoral duties. Many older women of all social groups participated in
exchange, describing different levels of markets and trading. They also
talked about changes in the styles and functions of goods, most notably
textiles and jewelry. Artisans related continuities and transformations
in production equipment and techniques as well as products. They
frequently dewmonstrated how things used to be made, and they reflected
on the impact of iwmported goods. Interviews and discussions with
descendants of slaves posed distinct difficulties. Some informants
would address certain issues in private or without a tape recorder.
Still others did not hesitate to discuss freely their former and
present positions in society. Slaves and their descendants frequently
practiced weaving and they provided valuable information on all aspects
of cloth production and exchange. Marabouts supplied extensive
commentary on religion, social mores and Koranic education. Free-born
men, including active and retired village chiefs, nobles, merchants,

herders, migrants and farmers also recounted their remembrances.
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The quality and interest of these accounts differs enormously, and
their accuracy is difficult to ascertain. To permit extensive
comparison, as many recollections as time and resources allowed were
collected. Certain themes and descriptions recurred, allowing some
speculation. Several unusually informative and forthcoming narrators
were interviewed repeatedly to gain greater depth and to verify
original accounts. This technique was also used to check their memories
and the reproducibility of their narratives. Informants were sometimes
told wvhat others had said on particular topics and were asked for
comments and modifications. While initially a method for corroborating
accounts, this also permitted a comparison of attitudes across social,
occupational and gender lines. Exact dating and chronology posed a
special problem with individual remembrances. People could mot cite
specific dates, yet they were able to locate events on a "time-1line”
constructed around local occurrences reported in archives and published
accounts. For example, elderly people recalled the great famine of
1913-14 6: recruitment for World War One and dated events accordingly.
Personal reminiscences now provide information only for the early
twentieth century. For the previous century, formal and informal
traditions must suffice.

The written and oral sources provide a prisa, not a window, on the
past. All sources are already interpretations, equivalent to a
historian’s own synthesis of the past.>® Each work that has survived,
whether an archival report, Arabic text or oral tradition, has
undergone a proceas of selection and modification. Administrators,

griots, marabouts and military officers had reasons for recording and
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preserving their accounts. Every written and oral document has a
purpose, rarely purely historical, that fashions its content. Literate
commentators like Faidherbe, who wrote apparently historical works,
sought to secure their reputations rather than to bequeath a reliable
source. Written documents are "fixed,” generally accessible and
structurally coherent. But the written word is not intrinsically wore
believable than the spoken word. The same rigorous analyses that
researchers have suggested for oral sources must be equally applied to
written sources in Arabic and Kuropean languages. Oral narratives are
undeniably part of a dynamic process and not static, immutable texts.
Yet that does not automatically diminish their value as historical
sources. Despite their weaknesses, all sources need to be studied and
evaluated for what they can realistically offer. The available
documentation does not permit a cowplete and balanced recomstruction of
the political economy of the upper Senegal valley from 1850 to 1920.
However, by combining the available written and oral evidence, several

lines of inquiry can be suggested and a reasonable synthesis can be

presented.
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Historiography

While several of the works already cited, most notably by M.
Delafosse and C. Monteil, can serve as the beginnings of a
historiography of the region, West African history developed a
substantial critical literature only in the 1960s. At that time, the
discipline of African history emerged in American, European and African
universities. Rising African nationalism and independence stimulated
new studies in history, geography, economics and anthropology. The
early historical literature tended to focus on the political history of
precolonial kingdoms and empires. Except for works on small, unique
subjects, such as the Four Communes in Senegal, the colonial period in
Seneganbia has suffered from a marked neglect. In addition, owing to
its distance from the French centers at Saint Louis, Goree and later
Dakar, historians ignored or winiwmized the importance of the upper
Senegal valley. Only in the late 1960s did the region begin to attract
attention.

The upper Senegal initially interested modern military and
aduinistrative historians. A.S. Kanya-Forstner (1969) discusses one of
the first regions in Africa‘s interior to fall to European
colonialisn.®? He relies heavily on the accounts of Frey, Gallieni and
Archinard as well as wilitary archival reports and correspondence. His
distinguished study concerns primarily French imperialisa rather than
regional history. William Cohen (1971) focuses on the French Colonial

Service throughout Africa with emphasis on its early formative years in



32
the Western Sudan.®*® Cohen, like Kanya-Forstner, concentrates on French
imperialisa with little treatment of the local impact of colonial rule.
His sources include many of those used by Kanya-Forstner, and both
authors, focusing on the central river valley, tend to exaggerate the
French presence throughout the region.

The political history of the upper Senegal valley remains the most
developed and extensive branch of the region's historiography.
Senegalese and Malian historians from the area have examined state
formation and politics. Sé&kénéMody Cissoko has written on Khasso from
its origins in approximately the sixteenth century through the Umarian
Jihad of the mid-nineteenth century. In his scholarship, Cissoko relies
on written and oral sources to present a comprehensive narrative
political history of a small but pivotal state in the upper Senegal.>®
Abdoulaye Bathily’s major work (1975; revised and expanded, 1985) on
Gajaaga focuses on its apogee in the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries.*® He elevates the state to an artificially high "core”
status in the region and traces its precipitous fall to a peripheral
position within the colony. Bathily conducted some ofn]. interviews but,
given his important social status in Gajaaga, he could have
accomplished considerably wore with local informants. Writing initially
in the mid-1970s, Bathily frames his views within dependency and
underdevelopeent theory which substantially weakens his economic °
analysis.

Michael Gomez's dissertation (1985) on the political history of
Bundu lacks adequate sources and fieldwork and contains numerous

factual errors. Despite a political focus, he does not investigate the
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developuent and operation of the governmental structure. Drawing
heavily on the dynastic histories of Roux and Rangon and the work of
Philip Curtin, Gomez offers little analysis and no fresh insights into
the political economy of a critically important state in the upper
Senegal .4*

Two pivotal political, wmilitary and religious leaders active in
the region during the second half of the nineteenth century have
received extensive attention. Al-Hajj Umar Tal justifiably figures
prominently in the historiography of the nineteenth century Western
Sudan. David Robinson (1985), in the major work to date on Umar,
combines French, Arabic and Fulfulde written and oral materials to
present a synthesis of the Umarian movement.“2 However, Robinson does
not focus on the impact of the holy war in the upper Senegal. A similar
lacuna exists in the literature concerning Mamadu Lawine, a Soninke
cleric froa Khasso who galvanized the region between 1885 and 1887.
Historians, working almost exclusively with military archives and
published sources, have variously portrayed the marabout as an anti-
imperialist resistance hero, fundamentalist Islawmic reformer and
Soninke patriot.4® In attempting to justify their over-simplified
labels, rescachers have overlooked the internal dynamics of the
regional political economy and the socio—economic ramifications of the
widespread but short-lived revolt.

The economic history of West Africa emerged as a distinct field of
study in the early 1970s. Two major works increased our understanding
of the nascent topic and undeniably influenced later interpretations.

A.G. Hopkins, in the first comprehensive economic history of West
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Africa, interprets the economy through a single framework- the
expansion of the market.““ While the upper Senegal remains a peripheral
area within his analysis, Hopkins provides an imaginative and lucid
approach that can be usefully though carefully applied on a smaller
scale. Philip Curtin conducted extensive interviewing and wicrofilming
of documents in the upper Senegal in 1966. Initially, Curtin planned to
present a thorough study of the economic history of the upper Senegal
region. Unable to return to the field, however, he expanded his focus
to include all of Senegambia in the well-known volume, Economic Change
in Precolonial Africa (1975).“* The most effective parts of his work
concern the economic history of the upper valley prior to the 1850s. In
these passages he treats production and products in addition to
exchange. Curtin esphasizes long—distance trade while miniwmizing local
and regional exchange. He focuses on the effects of the Atlantic slave
trade and thus concentrates on coastal rather than Sahelian and Sudanic
higtory. He also neglects to discuss how long—-term changes in trading
patterns affected social and economic structures in local societies.
His study ends with the advent of French colonial rule in the upper
Senegal. Consequently, there is no synthesis of the region’s general
economic and social history after 1850.

Several works deal with specific aspects of the economic history
of Senegambia during the colonial period. Sheldon Gellar (1976) argues
that rather than modernizing the political economy of Senegal, colonial
policies and practices increased dependency and created "structural
underdevelopment.”*® Like other dependency theorists, Gellar does not

adequately analyze the precolomial and colonial eras, and relies almost
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exclusively on secondary sources. Most importantly, he fails to examine
the shifting axis from the riverain to the coastal region during the
colonial period which brought increased migration, most notably among
the Soninke who lived along the Senegal River.

Frangois Manchuelle (1987) attempts an historical analysis of the
social and economic developments among the Soninke since 1850.47 He
proposes that the dewise of the gum and internal slave trades after
1890 caused the impoverishment of the Soninke homeland, centered on
Bakel. According to Manchuelle, internal traditions and developments,
rather than colonial taxes, forced labor policies or new patterns of
consumption, encouraged extensive Soninke migration. However,
Manchuelle failed to consult relevant archives in Bamako and did not
conduct any fieldwork in Mali. Hig treatment, based only on liwited
archival materials in Dakar and scant oral evidence collected in
Senegal, remains unconvincing for the early colonial period. Monique
Chastanet (1983), who also concentrates on the Soninke and the economic
decline of the Bakel area, examines reported incidents of famine froa
1858 to 1945.4° Relying on limited archival and oral data, Chastanet
discusses wethodological problems and lines of inquiry wore effectively
than the socio—econowmic history of Bakel and neighboring areas.

Curtin is also part of a debate revolving around the Jakhanke
"merchant-clerics.” In his treatment of the Jakhanke as a trading
diaspora, Curtin views their commercial and religious roles as
inseparable and stresses the advantages of fusing the two functions.4®
Lamin Sanneh, who studies the Jakhanke’s own traditions, labels them a

"clerical people,” wminimizing their commercial activities.®° Thomas
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Bunter, who examined the tarikhs or local histories of the Jakhanke,
presents a view similar to Sanneh.®* Both Sanneh and Hunter contend
that the Jakhanke dispersions resulted from a desire to maintain their
religious purity and to avoid political and military involvement. Yet
not all Jakhanke performed exclusively or even primarily religious
functions. They were integrated into the regional economy and responded
to changes in trading patterns. Curtin, relying on a greater variety of
sources than Sanneh and Hunter, offers the more convincing, but not yet
definitive, analysis.

In addition to historical studies, a sizable body of ethnographic
and anthropological literature exists on the major ethnic groups in the
region. The Fulbe, Soninke, Mandinka, Khassonke and Moors generally
occupy large zones of the Western Sudan and Sahel of West Africa.
Studies concerned with these groups, excepting the Khassonke, rarely
focus specifically on the sub-groups resident in the upper Senegal
valley. These works also tend to be ahistorical, written in an
mthrop#logical "eternal present,” limiting their value to historiamns.
The relevant literature on individual ethnic groups will be discussed
in Chapter Iwo.

Despite the relatively abundant source material, the
historiography of the upper Senegal remains weak and unevenly
distributed. The region, particularly for the colonial period, has not
received sufficient attention. The area’s comparative inaccessibility
(now divided between eastern Senegal and western Mali), its widely
spread and ethnically diverse population, the absence of urban centers

and modern communications and the area‘’s general poverty have
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discouraged sustained fieldwork. Perhaps more importantly, researchers
have failed to appreciate the cont:l.iming political, military, economic
and social significance of the upper Senegal valley from the beginnings

of the French conquest to the end of VWorld War Ome.
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5. A good discussion in the secondary literature of the Mopiteur du
Sénégal can be found in Leland Barrows, "General Faidherbe, the Maurel
and Prom Company and French Expansion in Senegal,”™ PhA.D. thesis (UCLA,
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the same year under the title, Iravels in the Interior of Africa to the
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société de géographie de Lille (1881), idem, “Chemin de fer: 1885,°
BSGL (1885), idem, "Le Soudan frangais: pénétration au Niger,”™ BSGL
(1886).

12. Benri Frey, Camg g
1885-1886 (Paris, 1838). Jooerh Gallieni. Yovage au Soudan francais,
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1'Afrigue occidentale du VIIIe au XVie gidcle (Paris, 1975), and N.
Levtzion and J. Hopkins, Corpus of Early Arabic Sources for West
African History (Cambridge, 1981).
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The Regional Perspective

The Regional Framework and the Environment

The upper Senegal valley, centered on the Senegal River between
approximately Bakel and Bafulabe, constitutes a unified ecological
region. Beyond Bafulabe, situated at the liwmit of navigability, the
Senegal River splits into two small affluents, the Bafing and the
Bakoy. North and west of Bakel, the river flows into Futa Toro, the
conventional widdle valley, which has a drier climate, flatter terrain,
diminished vegetation and more population density along the river than
the upper valley. To the east of the upper Senegal, the Eiger River
system created its own distinct domain; to the west, the Gambia River
formed the focus of another region. To the morth stretched the Sahara
Desert and, to the south, the Guinea rainforest formed a dramatically

different environment.
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The upper Senegal, a transitional zone between desert and
rainforest, consisted of dry savanna with rainy and dry seasons. The
region, limited to the north by conditions too arid for cattle and to
the south by tsetse fly breeding grounds, was suited for pastoralisa.
Millet and sorghum, the primary food crops, dominated agricultural
production. Other major crops included maize, cotton, indigo and some
rice cultivated along waterways. Though farmers in some localities grew
significant quantities of groundnuts, the region lay east of Senegal‘s
peanut basin, and most peanuts were consumed locally. The upper Senegal
valley, sharing a common environment, effectively functioned as a
distinct and generally uniform physical region.?

A series of social and political formations interacted in the
upper Senegal valley. The Fulbe and several Mande-speaking groups,
consisting of the Soninke, Mandinka, Khassonke and Jakhanke, have
dominated the region politically, economically and socially. These
societies established and controlled the region's precolonial political
formations, including Bambuk, Bundu, Gajaaga, Gidimaka and Khasso.
Constant interaction over centuries and the multi-ethnic composition of
polities contributed to the region's cultural homogeneity. Inhabitants
were commonly bilingual or multilingual and often intermarried. The
Khassonke, for example, trace their origins to the intermarriage of
Fulbe and Mande. All the groups shared a common tripartite social
structure: free-born, artisans and slaves. EKach social formation also
sade similar distinctions within ecach group, recognizing a nobility
among the free-born, dividing the artisan level by occupation and

distinguishing between first and later generation slaves. While
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distinct linguistic formations existed in the region, inhabitants’
social identities had similar roots. The Fulbe and the Mande shared a
fundawentally similar set of attitudes and beliefs shaped by comparable
forces and circumstances. Islam in general and Sufi brotherhoods in
particular functioned simultaneously as powerful unifying and
distinguishing factors. Kinship played an equally significant and
pervasive political, social, economic and ideological role. Kinship,
like Islam, united and divided at the same time, broadly identifying
and separating people into relatives (or believers) and outsiders (or
“pagans”).

Markedly different political and cultural patterns in northern and
southern neighboring areas reinforced the sense of regional identity
among groups in the upper valley. The Moors lived in the desert region
north of the Senegal, spoke Arabic or Berber and practiced nomadic
pastoralisa. They worked in salt mines and collected gum arabic,
occupations unknown to savanna people. With rare exceptions,
interaction between the Moors and savanna dwellers rarely surpassed
commercial transactions and raiding. The Moors®' shifting confederations
and coalitions bore no resemblance to the state structures of the Fulbe
and Mande. The desert nomads' two—tiered social hierarchy, limited to
free—born and non-Moor slaves, also differed from the common savanna
pattern.? To the south, the egalitarian, non-Muslim and essentially
"structureless™ societies of the Bassari, Tenda and Coniagui in the
upper Gambia formed a distinct amalgam. Living in small villages in the
hills on the modern—day Senegal-Guinea border, they had virtually no

direct contact with their northern and eastern neighbors. Their
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languages, occupations and culture linked them with people in the
Guinea forest zone rather than with the Muslims of the savanna.®
Finally, Futa Toro in the middle Senegal valley constituted a self-
contained ecological, political and cultural unit.

It is difficult to define geographical and cultural boundaries to
the east and west of the upper Senegal. The Wolof and Bambara who
dominated areas adjacent to the region did share political, linguistic
and social patterns with the Fulbe, Mandinka and Soninke. The Bambara
formed part of the greater Mande social formation while Fulfulde, the
language of the Fulbe, belonged to the West Atlantic family that also
included Wolof and Serer. Similar social structures functioned and by
the mid-nineteenth century, all groups were predominantly Muslim.
Iwportant distinctions existed, however, especially in political
formations and economic and cultural spheres of influence.

The Wolof extended their hegemony over Atlantic coastal areas, yet
had few political ties with polities in the interior of the Western
Sudan and Sahel. Before the early nineteenth century, the number of
Mande permanently in Wolof states remained minimal and few Wolof
established themselves outside their homeland. The Wolof had early and
continuous contact with Europeans and centered their commercial
activities on maritiwe and river trade, particularly on the lower
Senegal and Gambia Rivers.4

The Bambara controlled a vast area that included states along the
eastern border of polities in the upper Senegal and once included most
of Khasso. Karta, Segu and other Bambara-dominated formations in the

east marked another sphere of economic and cultural influence. The
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Bambara unified the area under their control, establishing commercial
and social networks to connect the various parts of their state. The
middle and upper Eiger regions fell under the sway of the Bambara but
most of the upper Senegal valley maintained its political and cultural
independence.®

The Senegal River linked the area with the Atlantic Ocean and
maritime, primarily European, trade. To a lesser extent, the Gambia
River served a similar function, especially for the western part of the
region. Economic historians in particular have viewed the lower, middle
and upper Senegal and Gambia Rivers as demarcating specific trade
zones. The emphasis on Kuropean contact and the Atlantic slave trade
additionally contributed to this coastal bias. Finally, the focus on
nationalist and political history has led scholars to partition the
upper Senegal along colonial administrative lines. Rather than
interregional connections, commentators have emphasized links between
parts of the region with modern—day Senegal, Mauritania and Mali.®

From a contemporary European perspective, with its maritime
emphasis, water arteries dominated an area’s economy and society. The
Senegal River's severe variations and limitations, discussed below,
restricted interaction with coastal and lower valley areas. Though the
river defined the region and operated as its econowmic focus, other
forces emphatically shaped local patterns. The upper valley functioned
as a desert-side region, linked to Sahelian and Sudanic history as well
as Islamic civilization. The interaction with the desert and Islam
antedated and more intensely affected local developments than European

and coastal contact. Prior to the mid-nineteenth century, peripheral
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European and maritime connections were limited to trade while
fundamental ideological, social, political and economic influences
originated in interior sections of the Sahel and Western Sudan. The
Ghana, Mali and Songhai states, centered in the heart of the Sudanic
belt, included parts or all of the upper Senegal, whereas no coastal
power ever controlled the region. While important links undeniably
existed, the upper Senegal valley shared more commonalities with areas
to the east than with the rest of Senegambia.

Like other regions of the Western and Central Sudan, the upper
Senegal receives seasonal but erratic rainfall. The rainy season
generally lasts from June to early October, although the more southerly
arcas of Bundu and Bambuk have slightly longer growing periods. The dry
season consists of a relatively cool harvest time (October to January)
and a hot period (February to May). However, the amount and timing of
precipitation during the growing cycle is more significant than the
season’s actual length. Average rainfall varies from approximately 600
millimeters in Gidimaka in the north to 750 millimeters at Bakel and
Kayes to 1,200 mm. in southern portions of the region.” Areas in
similar latitudes receive roughly equal precipitation. Yet the amount
of average annual rainfall alone does not indicate a sufficient growing
season. The intensity and regularity of precipitation ultimately
determines the quality of the season. Too much rain early in the period
could mislead farmers to plant too hastily or wash away seeds, whereas
an extended dry spell in the middle or heavy precipitation at the end
of the season can damage certain crops. Localized storms or droughts

sometimes ruin part of a single village’s fields. Owing to extremely
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localized conditions, a farmer with separate holdings under cultivation
may have unequal harvests.

Besides variations within individual seasons, some scient<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>