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historical experience of its peo

bours, from early times to the
at the beginning of the +wentieth century. It is made up of

four sections dealing with, aspects of its pre-history and
early history; its economy, its political and administrative
organisation; and i1ts external relations and diplomacy.

re written specially for the

the Departments of History
] of Abdullahi Bayero

As for the other two papers,

was written at a special invit
one by Nur Alkali on ‘he economic factors was written

for the International Seminar on the Economic
£ (Central Savannah of West Africa, held n

ation for this book;

in many respects,

into the primary sOurces by
to Borno, or to neighbouring areas deep

Muhammad al-Hajj,

region of the Republicof the Sudan). Thetwo other authors,
th and Graham Connah have, in the course

of their research, developed :ntimate relations with the en-
viromental and cultural reality of Borno.

s to breed a form of intense pre-

occupation with it, from those inside it; and an equally 1n-
trense fascination, frcm those outside it. This1s tru€ of its
pre-colonial past, as it is of its contemporary cultural and

political situation.

doubt, that Bo
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This seems to be in keeping with the metropolitan status
it attained as part of Kanem Borno, and on its own, for a
large part of Western and Saharan Africa, for the best part
of a millenium. Itis also in keeping with the political inten-
sity and culturzl richness of the historical experience of 1ts
people, giving its position in contemporary Nigeria a unique-
ness of its own.

Some of the chapters focus on the formal structure of
the political and administrative organisation derived largely
from palace, court and other ruling class sources. This
applies to the two chapters on political and administrative
organisation by Nur Alkali and Kyari T1j] ani. They attempt
to correct the historical perspective developed by colonialist
historiography which reduces pre-colonial African govern-
ments to gangs of lawless predators, and slave raiders, with
no formal and regular political, administrative and jur? dical
structures and legitimation, beyond violence and force.

One of the other chapters, the one by Abdulkadir Beni-
sheikh, on the revenue system of the government of Borno
in the 19th century, subjects the formal political and ad-
ministrative machinery of revenue ccllection, and the Isla-
mic ideology underpinning it, to a brief, but incisive survey.
He attempts to show the extent to which this formal struc-
ture, and the ruling Islamic ideology supporting 1t were
instruments for the subjugation and exploitation of the
Bornoan peasantry, artisans and pastoralists by an aristo-
cracy closely patronising an Islamic intells gentsia, whose
influential role in the internal political system and external
relations of Borno is brought out in the various chapters.

That Borno had extensive and far-flung, external rela-
tions is well known. The chapter by Muhammad al-Haj
documents, in a way which is specific and concrete, three
cases of these diplomatic exchanges in the fourteenth and
sixteenth centuries, with the Mamluk rulers of Egypt, the
Ottoman Caliphs of Istanbul and the Sa’adian Caliphs of
Morrocco. The documentary material in the appendices
to this chapter, should be very useful in teaching, and all
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interests and the force of the Islamic identity are subject to
strong Bornoan influences. The paper’s emphasis, however,
lies too much on the evidence of these relations within
the Hausa states, and the evidence from within Borno 1s
scanty. Thus the claims of many of the mallamai and some of
the Fulani pastoral clans of Hausaland to be from Borno 1s
not substantiated beyond the claims themselves, and this 1s
not sufficient. Primary research in Borno on its relations
with Hausaland and other neighbouring areas is required
for which these two chapters by Sa’ad Abubakar and Yusutu

Bala Usman provide a preliminary introduction.

The chapter on economic factors by Nur Alkali stands
as one of the very few attempts at surveying the ecology,
demoegraphy and economic relations of a pre-colonial African
state and the relations of these to the policies of a government.
It opens several areas for further research. The paper itself
could have gone further in examining how the economic
activity of the fisherman, pastoralists, salt-makers and mer-
chants of the Lake Chad and the Komadugu Yobe valley, for
example, themselves, determined the economic, social and
political conditions from which the Seifuwa monarchy
emerged and survived. To what extent, for example, did the
mining of salt and natron in the Manga areas favour
Bornoan expansion westwards and the emergence of the
border province of the Galadimas of Borno of Nguru, in
the seventeenth century?’

The subject of the Galadima’s of Borno is treated 1n
another chapter by Abdulkadir Benisheikh. He actually treats
their decline in the nineteenth century. The chapter brings
light to a little known, but very significant part cf the history
of the relations between the Sokoto Caliphate and Borno
in the nineteenth century. This border area in which emerged
the powerful state of Damagaram with its capital at Zinder,
is one whose history earlier writers should have more fully
integrated with that of the rest of the Sokoto Caliphate and
Borno. Developments in this area were closely connected
with the political crises in Hadejia and Bauchi, and later
Kano, in the second half of the nineteenth century.
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Borno scholars as the heirs (cultural) of Saif he has
effectively demonstrated; but were they not just a

powerful section of the Maghumi?

Like, on this issue, this publication leaves many ques-
tions unanswered. Itis however hoped that it will stimulate
interest by teachers in schools, colleges and universities
in Borno, the rest of Nigeria, Africa, and other parts
of the world. Among researchers, the information and
analyses, and the shortcomings, should suggest lines
of future research. Among the general public it should
generate greater interest with this turbulent and rich

historical experience of the people of Borno and their
neighbours.

The publication of this book has been made possible by a
grant from the Borno State Government and the coopera-
tion of the Northern Nigeria Publishing Company Limited,
who undertook to publish, it under a subsidy. The editors
are grateful to the staff of the company and the Borno

State Government for making it possible. We are also
orateful for the typing to the secretarial staff of the Univer-

sity of Maiduguri and Martin Obayemi of the Department
of History, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria.

The map “Borno and its neighbours” is adapted from

the Ph.D thesis of Kyari Tijjani, The Dynamics Of Adm-
nistrative Change In Pre-Colonial Borno, Ph.D, A.B.U.
1980. We are grateful to him for the permission and to

Ado Jos for the adaptation.

Yusufu Bala Usman and Muhammad Nur Alkal
Zaria, Saturday Oth October 1982.
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SECTION A.
PRE-HISTORY AND EARLY HISTORY.
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CHAPTER 1

SOME CONTRIBUTIONS OF ARCHAEOLOGY TO
THE STUDY OF THE HISTORY OF BORNO.

by
Graham Connah

Beginning in 1857, when the German traveller and
geographer, Dr. Heinrich Barth, recorded the observation
concerning the artificial mound at Ndufu that ‘sundry
remarkable ornaments are said to be dug up ifrequently
in that place’ by the local people, (Barth, 1857:);
archaeological notices on the environs of Lake Chad
have accumulzted. In the pioneer tradition, rank the
works of individuals like Colonel L’enfant who carried
out excavations at Ndufu (L’enfant : 1905 : 171); and
Patterson, Lethem, and Noel (Noel, 1917 : 351-8). The
earlier efforts culminated in the account by Gaden and
Vernean in 1920, titled Stations et sepultures neolithiques
du territoire militaive due Tchad, which was the mcst com-
prehensive study of the prehistory of the then French
territory of Chad, embodying the collections from excavated
artifacts, surface collections and human skeletons, made
during the earlier colonial phase.

In 1928, Frederick Wulsin led An Archaeological
Reconnaissance of the Shari Basin. His mission to Chad
was then an exception not only in the fact that it was the
only American archaeological expedition to West Africa
during the cclonial phase, but because he published what
is patently the first complete, and scientific report of a
systematic archaeological excavation in West Africa and
not ina few pages of a journal but 1n a separate volume.
(Wulsin : 1932). Two publications by Pales, in 1937, over-
lap the beginning of the work of a man whose name has
since been associated with almost all archaeological effort
- 1in Chad and North Cameroun, namely that of Jean-Paul
Lebeuf. By 1950, when La Civilisation du 1T'chad was publi-

shed, a total of 72 archaeological sites had been prospected
1 .



between Griaule, Anne Masson-Detourbet (Later Anne
Lebeuf) and himself (Lebeuf & Masson-Detourbet, 1950 :
180-182). Today, more than 1,500 archaeological sites
have been recorded in the Chad-North Cameroun area
alone. On the Nigerian side, apart from the expedition
of Bivar and Shinnie, which had as its object the quest for
old Kanuri capitals, archaeological work has centred first
on the explorations and then on the excavations by this
writer beginning effectively in 1965. (Connah, 1966 : 11-21,
1967 : 20-31).

Thusthe contributions of archaeolegy to the knowledge
of the history of Borno are to be sought in the analyses of
the researches of many workers in the field, scme of which
have been indicated above. The publications vary. Some
are field observations; some are descriptions of surface
collections, while many are excavation reports (at various
stages of production); some deal with limited and defined
goals — like those on chronology —but all are relevant.
The variety of the publications is explained in part by the
fact that today, the lands bordering Lake Chad, and the lake
itself, is divided between four states — Nigeria, Niger,
Chad and Cameroun-which, with the exit of Germany
after 1918, have operated with reference to the institutions
of the French and the British. The traditions of archaeo-
logical research of the French differ in many respects from
that of the Britich, and the research orientations and tech-
niques have produced archaeological accounts on all sides
of Lake Chad, which may be very difficult to correlate.
Even if archaeological work in the environs of Lake Chad
reflect the territorial demarcations of the twentieth century,
we are aware that pre-colonial man, and more especially
prehistoric man cannet be expected to be a respecter of
the later frontiers. As such we are equally interested in
the effort on all sides of the lake, as indeed known history
illustrates an aspect of the unity of the region.

In Africa, there has been an embarrassing inadequacy
of communication between the archaeologist and the
historian. This tendency has inspired statement from
both sides. This is not the place to cite the reasons or the

2




arguments, but in discussing the contributions of archaeology
to the knowledge of the history of one particular area we
must clarify one or two points. One Nigerian historian,
atter evaluating the studies of some archaeologists who
have worked in Nigeria despaired that :

‘With such confusion, caused by excessive reliance
on speculative thought and guess-work, characteristic of
the interpretation of archaeological materials in Nigeria,
we have come to the stage when the possible relationship
between Nigerian history and prehistory should be
re-examined critically. On the basis of its present
performance, it does not appear that Nigerian

archaeology can provide a more acceptable chronology
than the relative chronology which the more reliable

oral traditions provide.
......... As tor the social milieu in which the technology
and economy emerged, and against which alone they

are really meaningful the contributicn of archaeology
s virtually nil.” (Osoba, 1969 :11).

The extreme position which this passage illustrates can
only thrive in an atmoshpere in which the nature and
interpretation of archaeological data are not properly
appreciated. Archaeological reconstructions are conditi-
oned by the nature of the documents that survive
tor the archaeologist to study. Thus archaeology is the
way 1n which the actions of human beings may be under-
stood through the study of what human beings did, rather
than simply through what they said of themselves. The

picture ofiered by an eminent archaeologist in Africa re-
states the situation :

‘Because of the undue attention that archaeologists
give to the objects they study and to the methods
they employ, they have often been regarded as anti-
quarians or scientists rather than as historians or
anthropologists. Confusion has also arisen due to
the multiplicity of branches that our subject (archaeo-
logy) 1s divided into, such as prehistory and proto-
history, but these are only terms used to denote the

3




state of our knowledge...... It would perhaps be
honest to us, though cumbersome, if we called our-
selves archaeological historians in contrast to the
documentary historians who have been imperialistic in
retaining the ascription history for their own tiny slice
of the study of man’s past. (Posnansky, 1969: 5—6).

The contributions of the archaeological historian even to
the periods during which there are written records can
be vital —examples have been demonstrated in nume-
rous instances in the Holy Land, Ethiopia or the ‘Zanj’
coast. For Borno and the adjacent lands, the archaeologist
has indeed thrown light on the ‘historical period’ as the
limited work on Birnin Gazargarmo indicates (Connah,
1971 : 55 —60). But it 1s precisely with the prehistoric and
protohistoric periods — the times before clear historical
information commence -— that archaeology has been of
most positive importance.

Archaeology and allied disciplines like geology, palaeo-
geography, and palynology, for example, have led to impo-
tant discoveries about the human record and its milieu
during the Pleistocene in Africa. One of the triumphs of
these studies 1s the staggering extension of the history of
man on the African continent to the period 2 or 3 million
years ago. One vital discovery so far is that of the fragment
of the skull of an early torm of man some 200km W.S.W.
of Largeau (Chad) in 1961. This creature is now thought
to be a type intermediate between the Australopithecus
and Homo Erectus types and to have lived some 1 millicn
years 2g0. (Coppens; 1961 : 756 — 7 and Clark, 1969:). The
discovery points to the importance of the Chad Basin in
the history of man in Africa, and although, the earliest
cultures like the Acheulian are not unknown in the Chad
Basin, they are fairly remote for the phases for which we
shall concern ourselves for the rest of this paper, namely
the period beginning with the last few millenia B.C. onwards.

It 1s perhaps not possible, and certainly not easy to
outline the history of man in the Chad area without a
sketch of the landscape and of its evolution because such a
sketch gives the setting of the stage, and also reveals the
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conditions of the environment for man. As an inland
drainage area and because of its size, the Lake Chad is of
central importance to any examination or assessment of
the human record along its shores.

The Chad Basin, bounded by the Air, Hoggar, Tibesti,
Ennedi, Marra, Adamawa, Mandara highlands and the Jos
Plateau covers an area of about two million square kilome-
tres. The area of open water which has occupied parts of this
basin has varied with the modifications of climate during the
Pleistocene, and the evidence for the ancient transgressions
are preserved in various forms within the basin, as recogni-
sable shore-lines or of deposits by the wind during phases
which were more diverse than at present. 1'he present sur-
face of the Lake Chad waters stands at some 282 metres
above-sea-level and, the Basin is known to have been rela-
tively stable since Pliocene times. Early Pleistocene high
water-levels of 380-400 metres and of 320 metres are appa-
rent but we lack absolute dates for these Mega-Chads. For
the late Quarternary, the absolute chronology for the succes-
sion of conditions ‘“‘wetter’’ and ‘“‘drier’”’ than at present are
available. There was a wet phase from c. 41,000 to about
22,000 B.P. or earlier. During the succeeding dry phase
desert conditions apparently prevailed as far south as the
latitude of Kano in Hausaland, and the “Great Erg”’ of Hau-
saland, with its extensions into the shore-lines of a shrunken
Lake Chad, where they persist as drowned dunes, were pro-
ducts of the dry phase which must have been intense about
c. 20,000 B.P.(18,000 B.C.); and later a wetter phase spanned
the period from c. 12,000 to c. 6,500 B.P. While Helocene
lakes have been practically permanent near the 13th and
14th paralles since 1,000 to 2,500 years B.P., there has being
however two dry intervals around 6,000 years and zfter
3,500 years B.P. (Grove & Pullan: 1964, Grove, 1965, Burke
et al. 1971, Ogosu, 1971).

The practical implications of these late Pleistocene and
Holocene fluctuations in the extent of Lake Chad for man
are clear. By modifying the local climate the presence of an
inland mass of water of the size of the Mega-Chads would
have contributed to the feasibility of the vegetations and
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hence of man especially in what is today a desert. The pre-

historic record of Aterian type in the Hoggar, reflect a medi-
terranean flora with distinctive tropical forms. According to

Quezel and Martinez, oak and cedar forests were Srowing
in the Tibesti about 20,000 years ago, but had retreated
during the dry phase which continued towards 12,000 B.P.
Again during the ‘Neolithic’, sahelian flora was dominant
(Quezel & Martinez 1958, 1962). Furthermore, in terms of
what area was available for human settlement the fluctua-
tions in the Lake shoreline must have had a decisive influence.
Thus, human settlement on the firki, (the clay plains to the
west, scuth and east of the present lake) could not have been
settled during the periods of expansion of the lake. There
could therefore not have been any unbroken continuity in
the record of human settlements of the firki that extend
further into the past than 3,500 year ago when the last wet
phase conditions ameliorated. It is therefore from the period
beginning in the second millenium B.C. that we can expect
a continuous record of human occupation of parts of Borno
and in general of the lands bordering on Lake Chad.

The prehistory and protohistory of the Chad area have
their strong antecedents enacted in what is today the Sahara
and the Sahel regions. Evidence in form of #n-situ archaeolo-
gical deposits, rock engravings and paintings offer a fairly
comprehensive picture which we can summarise in a few
sentences here. The rock engravings dominant in the Tibes-
t1 and Borkcu are to be linked with these in the Djado, or
central and northern Sahara in general. The scenes, or con-
tents, feature for the most part, hunting scenes and marked
figures. These are bracketed within the period 5,000 and
2,000 B.C. The latter period, that of a pastoral people depict
among other things, cattle. Surface evidence for the Saha-
ran neolithic are concentrated in the valleys, especially in the
lower reaches of dry valleys such as those of the Bahr el-
Ghazal. Excavations and studies of the Saharan neolithic
has strengthened the recognition of the three neolithic
traditions, namely those of Sudanic tradition, of Capsian
tradition and of the mediterranean. That of Sudanic trad:-
tion appears on the basis of Carbon-14 dates, to go back as
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early as the sixth millentum B.C. (Willett, 1971, 343-353).
Impressed pottery, hearths, bones of cattle, including the
cattle species, the Bos brachyceros, apparently demesticated

o4

from the Tassili are characteristic of the Saharan neolithic

of Sudanic tradition.
Given the absence of any effective barrier between the

Sahara and Sudan, it is easy to realise how Sahara cultural
- fAuences and actual populations could have moved south
and the increasing dessication could have been one promp-

ting factor. Local cultural adaptations reflecting the type of
raw material available on the one hand, and the local subsis-

tence resources on the other, are demonstrable in human
historical experience — and this scheme is a cardinal basis
for explaining the technological divergences following the

standardised Acheulian tool-types in Africa. It 1s not sur-
prising therefore that the tool-kit of the earliest settlers on

the Chadian firki whether collected 'n 1906 (Gaden & Ver-
neau, 1920: 512-16) or excavated in the sixties include the
implements typical of the Saharan neolithic namely, pelished
stone axes and others which reflect the lacustrine environ-
ment namely plain bone points and bone harpoons. Also

reflecting local pre-occupaticns are clay figurines of animals.
Although this is a study of the contributions of archaeo-

logy to the study of the history of Borno, we must digress
ro_discuss what would otherwise not be an archaeological
problems but rather a problem of interpretations. This 1s
necessary because it affects in a direct way our readings of
the firki. In terms of actual volume and the variety of
publications the works of J. P. Lebeuf should weigh
more heavily in our assessments. It is regrettable however
that the form of presentation and the repeated criteria for
classifying the sites do not permit as direct comparison with
the results presented by the works of this writer on other
side as desirable. The rigid classification of sites into Sao 1,
Sa0 11 and Sao ITT which has been maintained in face of
many types of other more imposing suggestions, of which
carbon 14 dates are the most recent, can with justification
be regarded as a “fossilised” schema. 1t s all the more an
obstacle because it precludes the individual chronologies
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for each site which is far more instructive in archaeology
than classifications. The other obstacle in using the infor-
mation accumulated by Lebeuf is the ‘fixing’ of a chronology
tor the So or Sao people, as if such a people did exist in fact
as the traditions present them. The position which Lebeuf
has assumed has not even been modified by such a contribu-
tion on the subject as Cohen’s brief review, The Just-So So?
A Spurious tribal Grouping in Western Sudanic History
(Cohen, 1962, 153 —4). The chronological basis for
Lebeuf periodisation is narrow in the extreme, and does
not recognise the contradictions inherent in such a position.
The Sao are notone pecple, they could not therefore, even
as a congere of pecples have moved into the Shari-Logone
basin decisively in the nineth century A.D., which the opt
repeated ‘provisional’ scheme of Lebeuf admits. It is with
compulsory reluctance therefore that we turn to the more
recent but more systematically presented data we recovered
on the inviting question of the peopling and early culture
history of the clay plains area of Chad.

Lo return to the end of the 3,000 — 1,500 wet phase.
Excavations at a number of sites namely Yau, Kursakata,
"‘Borno 38’, ‘Borno 70’, and Daima, as well as careful obser-
vations of surface collections have made possible compa-
risons whose tentative results, helped by Carbon-14 dates
provide a basis for the chronology and description of the
cultural evolution on the firki.

The lower levels of the Daima mound which span the
last six centuries or so B.C., stone implements (polished
stone axes, grooved stones, rubbers), bone implements
(harpoons, points, etc) and clay figurines of animals, repre-
sent the non-perishable material — pottery apart. The
Carbon-14 dates of 570+ — 95 B.C. as well as the relation-
ship of these with later dates and archaeological data, re-

liably locates the early culture represented at Daima within
the first millenium B.C. Similarities of the bone points,
fragments of harpoons, pottery, clay animal figures and of
polished stone axes at ‘Borno 70’ which produced dates of
730 +— 180 B.C. and 770+ — 120 B.C. and those from
‘Borno 38’ (no bone harpoons or animals figurines) but which
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gave the dates of 1880+ — 250 B.C., 1010+ — 160 B.C.,
930+ — 140 B.C. and 640+ — 170 B.C. all strengthen the
suggestion that the firki was being settled by human groups
during the first millenium B.C. and probably during the
second millenium B.C. as well. (Connah, 1968: 313 — 320;
Willet, 1971: 354 —5). The lower levels of the 5.87m
Kursakata mound vyielded animal figurines and pottery
which showed some resemblance to the earlier ones from
Daima — the carbon 14 dates of 930+— 140 B.C. would
seemn to confirm the early occupation of the firki early in the
first millenium B.C. We must here cite the Carbon-14
dates of 425+ — 150 B.C. presented from Mdaga, of 30+ —
180 and 120 +— 180 both from Amkounjo by Lebeut as
these also extend the archaeological records of his ‘Sac’ sites
‘nto the first millenium B.C. The fact that these excavations,
and the resultant Carbon-14 determination, permit a rela-
tive precision in dating the peopling of the firki, and 1n
the recognition of characteristic items of the material cul-
ture is one area in which archaeology has made contributions
to the study of the human past in the Chad area. In addition
to this information, the conclusions of a2 1920 study of remains
of three individuals from the Lake Fittri area are relevant
with regards to the ethnic affinities of neolithic populations
of the central section of the Chad Basin. They had affinities
with the negroid peoples of the eastern and western Sudan
but particularly with present-day inhabitants of Chad.
(Gaden & Verneau, 1920 : 538). That they were herders
of cattle and possibly also of sheep is implied by the wealth
of the earliest deposits in bones of these animals at the
Daima mound. -

The excavations at Daima shows a continuity in the
human occupation of the mound which persisted until the
second millenium A.D. The manufacture of clay figurines
persisted. Traces of a mud wall exist in a context dated
about A.D. 450, but evidence for circuler mud huts improves
in a context of late fiftth century A.D. The latter half of the
first millenium A.D. witnessed the construction of potsherd
pavements of herring-bone pattern. Bronze was apparently
being placed with burials. Within this phase occurs the
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carhiest definite evidence for the presence of iron. If indeed
it was introduced in the sixth century A.D., the attention
it had been given vis-a-vis the introduction of iron to the
Sudan and especially the role which Daima is being given
with regards to the much flogged issue of the direction of
the introduction of iron, Meroitic or Carthaginian, is yet to
be demonstrated to be a worthwhile exercise, and definitely
4 pre-mature one.

Another positive contribution of archaeology is again
demonstrated by its documentation of a continuing culture
and approximate times of cultural innovations.

The question of innovation assume a new dimension
with the tentative deduction that the post ninth/tenth
centuries A.D. saw a final iron-age populaticn with more
extensive trade, and hence cultural contacts (Connah,
1969 : 119). The additions to, and the increasing diversi-
fication of the cultural inventory came to include a number
of distinctive fire-places with vertical sides; thick sherds of
large pots; the clay figurine art came to admit the presen-
tation of anthropomorphic forms; burrials contained bronze
discs and bracelets; white stone lip plugs; glass-beads;
ostrich eggshell beads; carnelian and other objects.
(Connah, 1969 : 120).

To this inventory are to be added the vast quantity of
artefacts recovered in archaeological excavations, by
Lebeuf and his associates. Even if it is a bit risky
to equate the contents of Lebeuf’s material with any one
particular stage in the phase identifiable on my tentative
work, the sheer wealth of the former’s presentation, the
diversity as weil as the aesthetic appeal of the material is
an impressive documentation for the elements of a veritable
Chadian civilisation. The clay spindle whorls, ‘bolas’,
‘monnates’, pots (with lids and stoppers), figurines of
animals, man and anthropomorphic beings, bronze brace-
lets and pendants convey even in diagramatic form the
prestige of ‘Une veritable civilisation du Tchad’ (Lebeuf
& Masson Detourbet : 1950, Lebeuf, 1962); while the
tabulation of Carbon-14 dates (Lebeuf, 1969 : 240) shows
the overlap with the results from my excavations.
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We cannot tell to what extent the cultural innovations
were the products of immigration. This is one of the
difficulties with archaeological data; the question of migra-
tions on small or large scale is not always easily deduced
except for evidence of violence, or abrupt discontinuity
in the cultural record. Innovations need not be accompanied
by large-scale, or even any immigrations. Thus, the specific
identification of cultural innovations, as that of increased
trade contacts during the latter part of the first millenium
A.D. provisional explanations cf Caibon-14 dates, for the
Yau mound, suggest that its formation belongs essentially
to the second millenium A.D. But as to whether it was a
product of Kanuri or non-Kanuri, throughout its sequence,
is beyond the scope of archaeology. Even if the Kanuri
took over the basic features of the material culture of
earlier peoples, as the non-perishable remams suggest,
extra-archaeological data is still needed to substantiate such

a suggestion.

Of the historical period, it has always been recognised
that there are areas of obscurity. Where, for example, 1s
the Njimi or Sima of the texts ? One known site which was
apparently occupied between the abandonment of Njimu
and the establishement at Birnin Gazargamo, featuring
surrounding walls and baked brick construction, that of
Garoumele (Niger) has been described. But neither this
site nor others which have been described — Gambaru,
Tie among others as well as the eight others located and
described by Lavers (Lavers, 1971 : 39—57)—have been
systematically prospected by field survey and excavation.
Speculations about potentials of such sites can be endless
but at Birnin Gazargamo which has attracted the attention
of many ‘Bornuologists’ — Palmer, Migeod, Cohen, Bivar
and Shinnie, myself and Lavers, the excavation I did of
a 3.40m. deep mound in the area of the palace of the Mais
has yielded a Carbon-14 date of A.D. 1629 + -105 (Connabh,
1971 : 56) from its middle portion. The mound itself
appears to be made up of household refuse from the palace
area. The known history of Birni Gazargamo, and of Borno
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in general, makes this Carbon-14 date little more than a
confirmation of what is already known, that the site was
already in occupation in the seventeenth century.

Much of the historian’s frustration with the archaeo-
logist’s work derives in part from the different nature of
the archaeologist’s results and the very slow process of
getting out even this usually provisional result. Thus far,
however, for the pericd of known history — the period
spanned by the dynastic chronology of the Kanem-Borno
Seifuwa — the archaeologist’s contribution is dwarfed into
near insignificance. While such needs not to have been the
case, if Lebeuf’s efforts have been more effectively histo-
rically oriented for example, and while very little has been
done, the potentials of archaeology and her allied disci-
plines have made available a chronology and a succession
of events for the period of time spanned by prehistory
(and protohistory) which hitherto had been a terra incog-
mta to the historian.
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Abdullahi Smith

We are all familiar with that part of Nigerian folk litera-
ture which deals with the foundation of the great ruling
dynasties of the past. We all know the stories which are
told of the heroes who came from afar to settle in this land
and become its rulers, and whose descendants continued
as the dynasts of Hausaland, Borno, and Yorubaland,
particularly, for perhaps as much as a thousand years.
Folklore gives great prominence to these heroes, for it is
claimed that their activity ushered in a new age of politiczl,
and more generally, cultural developments: the age of
nations and states. The traditions which are preserved
of these figures are rich and detailed, for it is claimed that
they not only found governments, but because of the
great cultural impact which they had, they, in a sense,
founded peoplesalso: peoples whose distinguishing cultural
traditions derive from them. Some versions of the story
of Oduduwa, for example, express this in extreme dramatic
terms by saying that Oduduwa (besides being the ancestor
of the Yoruba dynasts) actually created mankind. In a
somewhat less dramatic form, another version, on the basis
of the story of Oduduwa’s flight from Arabia, suggests
that Yoruba culture is a Middle Eastern origin.

In recent years these stories have engaged the attention
of students trained in the Western traditions of learning,
and a considerable literature, part of contemporary African
Studies, has developed about them.! Ostensibly this
literature attempts to analyse these traditions with a view
to establishing their significance in the intellectual heritage
of the peoples of Africa. But it must be confessed that such
eflorts have not as yet been rewarded with any notable
success. One central problem, which attempts at analysis of
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traditions of origin (as these stories are collectively called)
continue to face, is that of the origin of the traditions themsel-
ves; the problem of describing the intellectual conditions
which gave rise to these stories, and placing thewr origin in
time. Another largely unsolved problem is that of establi-
shing to what extent these stories refer to actual facts of
history : the problem of separating what 1s literary romance,
belonging to the artistic world of poetry and drama, frem
what are descriptions of actual events of the past. Perhzps
one of the greatest weaknesses of the contemporary historio-
oraphy of Africa lies in its almost complete neglect of the

intellectual history of the peoples of the continent. Evep 1f
it should prove that these traditions are not concerned at

all with the facts of political history, it nevertheless remains
the case that the traditions themselves are facts of intellec-
tual history and will always merit study as such. Until some
progress is made in their scientific study we shall continue
to lack understanding of the cultural heritage of which they
are part and the intellectual basis of African culture will
remain unknown to us.

It is for these reasons, as a contribution, albeit fragmentary
and tentative, to the reconstruction of the intellectual history
of the Nigeria peoples, that this essay 1n the interpretation
of the traditions of origin of the Seifuwa of Kanem/Borno
1s offered. I first made bold to raise this question some ten
years ago in a brief paper read to the Historical Society of
Nigeria, and fragments of the pzper (which was fortunately
never published) will be found embedded here and there
In the present essay. The reason for mentioning it here is
that the search for material cn which to base an interpreta-
tion of the story cf Sayf b. Dhi Yazan and the Seifuwz has
led me in the course of a decade intc many fields of enquiry
and to a realisation that certainly in this area of Nigerian
intellectual history the source material to be used 1s not
fragmentary and inadequate, as such material if often rec-
koned to be (and as I once thought), but voluminous and
confusing, to the extent that the present writing 1s still
1ll-digested and unfinished ? and is valuable, 1f at all rather
for the multitude of questions it raises than for those it
solves. It is offered now in the hope that 1t may point the
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mainly, offered at this time as an already much belated

work of respect, on the occasion of his retirement from active

teaching, for Thomas Hodgkin, a one time External Exa-

miner in History to Ahmadu Bello University and one of

the few scholars from the West who has in recent times

ixfown understanding of the intellectual traditions of Islamic
rica.

The story that I am considering is that which tells us
that the dynasty of the Seifuwa, who ruled Kanem-Borno
for the best part of a millenium ending in 1846 AD, is descen-
ded from the great Arab hero Sayf b. Dhi Yazan of Himyar
who lived in the Yeman of Arabia at the time of the rise of
Islam.?* This story 1s firmly believed among the ulama of
Borno at the present time, and is the basis of a wider belief
that the culture of the people whom we know as the Kanuri
has been shaped over the centuries by the impact of genera-
tions of rulers of Arab origin¥T'he Seifuwa occupy a position
of prime importance among the past rulers of Africa. Not
only did the period of their rule exceed that of any other
dynasty anywhere in Africa during the last two millenia
(with the possible exception of the Solcmonic dynasty of
Ethiopia)* but it is now generally accepted that the influence
of these rulers extended in days gone by far beyond the
homeland of the Kanuri, and affected the lives of a great
variety of peoples of differing cultural traditions both Isla-
mic and non-Islamic.® Because the cultural destiny of so
many peoples for such a long time has been linked with that
of the Seifuwa, it is clearly important for us to understand
the nature of the cultural traditions which these rulers them-
selves inherited. For all these reasons this story of the origin
of the Seifuwa merits study. We need to know if in fact the
Seifuwa were a vehicle by which the culture of the Arabs,
and particularly that of ancient Himyar, spread among the
peoples of central Africa.

Many questions immediately arise here. Perhaps the
first one ot be dealt with is: were these rulers actually of
Himyarite origin? In recent times scholars of the West par-
ticularly have drawn attention to what they regard as the
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widespread beliet in “myths’” which characterise the ideas
of peoples about their origin. The suggestion is that when
a group of people say that they are descended from this or
that great figure of the distant past it is unwise to believe
them, because they do not actually Anow the details of their
remote ancestry, and, in the absence of this knowledge, are
prone to invent a celebrated ancestcr in order to justify
their present claims to social distinction. This failing 1s be-
lieved to be particularly common among peoples not suffi-
ciently sophisticated to preserve proper records of their
ancestry, such as African peoples.® Some peoples also,
though sophisticated, are thought tc be unscrupulous, and
purposefully falsify their ancestry in order to deceive. Thus,
Muslim people are said sometimes to claim that they are
descended from the Prophet Muhammed, even though they
know perfectly well that they are not.’ _

We do not, of course, have to follow the inductive me-
thods of Western scholarship which have so often permitted
false generalisations about human society on the basis of a
tew 1nadequately understood particulars. We do not need to
agree with the late Sir Richmond Palmer when he attributes
these traditions we are examining merely “‘to the old Borno
court’s desire for a Yemanite pedigree and an imaginary
sojourn of their ancestors in Arabia”, and holds that “they
may therefore be dismissed as fabrications.” 8 But it is
certainly our business to test the reliability of traditions of
origin by all reasonable means. One such is to attempt to
establish the antiquity of the tradition itself. The antiquity
of many Nigerian traditions of origin is quite unknown in
the present state of our historical knowledge. This certainly
raises the possibility that they are of recent invention and
thus unlikely to be true.’ In this they may resemble scme
of the more recent hypotheses of historians. But, as it hap-
pens, the case of the tradition which we are considering is
quite different. It is in fact unique among the Nigerian
traditions of dynastic origin in this respect. For it is certain
that as long ago as the second half of the 13th century A.D.
people believed that the Seifuwa were descended from Sayf

» b. Dhi Yazan. The Arab ancestry of the Seifuwa may even
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al-Bakri, writing in the middle of the 11th century , “sgme
assert that there is a people descending from the Banu
Umayya who went to that country [Kanem] during their
persecution by the Abbasids”.10 It is just possible that
the Banu Umayya referred to here were in fact the Banu
Humay, the clan of the Magumi which began to rule in
Kanem in the second half of the 11th century, if not earlier,
and could have been Arabs driven out of the Yemen by the
Abbasid governors established there in the early 9th Cen-
tury AD."" But for the 13th century, precise authority for
this 1s to be found in a passage of the Surat al-rad of Ibn
Said al-Maghribi which speaks of “the ruler of Kanem,
tamous for jihad and other good works of an Islamic nature,
a descendant of Sayf b. Dhi Yazan.” 12 It is possibly signi-
ficant that Ibn Said shows nc scepticism on this point. He
does not say that the ruler of Kanem merely claims to be
descended from Sayf b. Dhi Yazan, but writes as though
he were recording and undisputed fact. And later on Abu
al-Fida (early 14th century) Al-Umari (mid 14th century)
and Al-Magqrizi (early 15th century) repeat this information
from Ibn Said.® Further authoritative confirmation of
the antiquity of this tradition comes from the end of the 14th
century AD 1n the well-known letter of Mai Uthman b.
Idris to the Sultan Barquq of Egypt, which says that the
rulers of Borno are “the sons of Sayf b. Dhi Yazan, father
of our tribe, the Arab of Quraysh, as our learned men hzve
told us”. 4 Again, the position taken by the Mai is entirely
reasonable: he 1s not making any dcubtful claim to a dis-
tinguished ancestry, but merely recording what the ulama
say.

Our tradition is therefore of great antiquity, and, to
that extent, 1s worthy of respect. But its truth is not thereby
proved, for the 13th century, when we first hear of it, is still
six or seven hundred years away from the lifetime of Sayf
b. Dhi Yazan. Unfortunately, we know ncthing at present
about the transmission within Kanem/Borno of earlier in-
formation about the ancestry of the dynasty, as we have no
means of establishing the antiquity or authorship of the
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local histories in which the information is preserved. And
we all know how difficult it is even for us, with all the facili-
ties we have at our disposal, to be certain about things which
happened seven hundred years before our own time. In
our attempts to press this question further we must there-
fore ask what means the Kanuri ulama of the 13th century
had at their disposal for solving historical problems of this
nature: whet authority can we concede to them in the matter
of interpreting traditions referring to events of the ancient
past? The answer which is offered here is that the tradition
in question was undoubtedly in consonance with general
ideas about the history of the world which prevailed ip their
day, and moreover accorded extremely well with an estzbli-
shed body of known facts about the African past.

Fortunately, we do know something about the general
world of scholarship in which our scholars of the 13th cen-
tury A.D lived, and the tradition of historical study to which
they were heirs. To these scholars the source of all learming
lay in the literature of classical Arabic. Their interest in
this was not only required by their religion, but could readi-
ly be indulged in because of the close cultural connections
which actually existed between Kanem and the Arabic-
speaking Islamic world of North Africa and the Middle
East. In Kanem the performance of the pilgrimage, for
example, appears, even in those early times, to have had a
oreater importance than in any other part of the Sudan. The
route by which pilgrims then went to the holy cities lay
through Egypt which, from the 13th century A.D. onwards,
was emerging as the greatest international centre of learning
in the whole of the Islamic world. And the ulama of Kanem
had certainly established their reputation among the scho-
lars who frequented Cairo in those days. In about 1240 A.D.
Kanembu scholars founded their own madrasa in al-Fustat,
for the study of the Maliki law and for the accommodation
of visitors to Cairo from their country.!s Such development
permit us to suppose that the learned men of Kanem in
those days derived their academic traditions from the world
of Sunni learning in a way perhaps not entirely dissimilar
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Now, the traditions of Islamic learning thus inherited by
the Kanuri ulama, attached great importance to historical
enquiry and particularly to the study of the origins of families
and peoples. The authority for this preoccupation was
Qur'an XLIX.13.16 It was clearly the business of scholars
to investigate the origins of the peoples and ruling dynasties
of the world; and by the 13th century A.D. a great volume
of the results of such investigation had already been incor-
porated 1n the works of the leading Muslim historians. It s
important to understand the scope of this early Islamic his-
toriography. A common misconception among Western
writers of course is that it confined itself largely to the histor

of the Arabs in the Islamic era. But in fact their interest in
the origin of peoples took the Muslim scholars back far
beyond the lifetime of the Prophet, and beyond the confines
of the Arab world: as far back, as far abroad, indeed, as the
source material at their disposal could take them. In this, the
range of their studies far exceeded that of contemporary
writers of the non-muslim world. And in this studies the
history of the rulers of Kanem had 2 perfectly legitimate
place.

Their field of study was limited only by the source mate-
rial at their disposal. This source material consisted of the
body of traditions already accumulated over the centuries
in the Middle Eastern lands, traditions which dealt with the
peopling of this region, and the rise of civilisation there and
its diffusion to other parts of the world. This body of tradi-
tions represented the view of the past unamimously accepted
in the Judaic-Christian-Islamic world, and there is little
doubt that this view was well-known to the Kanuri ulama
of the 13th century A.D. .

In our enquiry it is important to understand this histori-
cal outlook and the sources on which it was based. First the
sources. Of course, the one source of information about the
early history of mankind in which our historians had com-
plete faith was the Qur’an, on which their whole system of
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belief was based. But the Qur’an, though containing histo-

rical material, is not really a history book. The oldest, largest

and most detailed collection of traditions about the early

history of mankind available to our scholars was to be found

in the books of the Tawrah (the Old Testament) which

dealt with the history of man from the beginning. Of course

it was the case that the logic of their own faith required the

Muslim historians to regard this material critically, for basic

among their convictions was the belief that the comman-

dants of God communicated to the early Prophets had been
recorded by the Jews in a distorted and incomplete fashion.

But the extent of their distortior of ancient history as a whole
(as distinct from certain specified matters) could not be
accurately inferred from the Qur’an. In view of this, the
early Muslim historians followed a number of procedures
in dealing with the stories of the Pentateuch. With regard to
individuals and events of ancient times which were treated
in detail in the Qur’an, and of which differring accounts
appeared in the Tawrah, it was obviously necessary to base
historical writing on the Qur’anic accounts. But with regard
to individuals and events which are only mentioned in pas-
sing in the Qur’an, it was reasonable to search for further
details in the Tawrah, and use them in historical writing, so
long as this did not give rise to any contradiction with the
text of the Qur’an. And with regard to matters not mentioned
in the Qur'an at all, it was again permissible to use the
accounts of the Tawrah for historiographical purposes, so
long as their use did not give rise to the same difficulty.
Even in the case of the prophetic tradition which was a cen-
tral consideration in the study of history, God had said
(Qur’an, XL.78) that some of the earlier prophets are not
mentioned in the Qur’an, and it was therefore reasonable to
search for information about these in other sources, so long
as this was not expressly forbidden. Thus we find that early
historians, such as Ibn Qutayba (d.889 A.D.) and al-Ya'qubi
(late 9th century A.D.), made considerable use of material
taken directly from the Tawrah, and it also became usual
for them to embody in their writings variant versions of
Biblical stories or clearly non-Biblical accounts of figures

mentioned in the Old Testament."
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to them from non-Semitic sources, such as the histories of
the Iranian peoples like the Pahlevi epic, of the Khudhay-
nama, and so on. Finally they had at their disposal the extra.
Qur’anic traditions concerning the Middle East in the ljfe-

Now the historical literature! which was based on the
sources briefly discribed here, embodied 2 particular set of
1deas concerning the nature of human history: ideas which

urally apply to the inves-

tigation of areas of the history of the Islamic world which

did not happen to be recorded in the early writings. This
essay 1s not intended to discuss this Islamic “philosophy of

history” in detail. But, because the argument proposed here
is that the Kanemi wlama of the 13th century A.D. are likely

to have applied it in attempting to establish the origin of
' It is necessary to consider some of the 1deas

i
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ded that what we call “civilisation’” developed after it. Wes-
tern writers have long speculated on the connection between
the “drying out” of the present Arabian and Saharan deserts
and the rise of civilisation in Egypt.2° In the Judaic-Chris-
tian-Islamic tradition it is associated with the prophet Nuh
(Noah), and the re-peopling of the world after the subsidance
of the Flood is attributed to the descendants of Noah. In the
words of al-Yaqubi, for example:
““... Noah divided the land among his sons.
He gave to Shem (Sham) the centre of the earth,
and the holy sanctuary and its surroundings, and
the Yemen, and the Hadaramawt as far as Oman,
as far as Bahrayn, and as far as Alaji, and Yabrin,
and Bar, and al-Daww and al-Dahna. And to Ham
the lands of the West and the coasts [of East Africa]
...And Japhet (Yafith), son of Noah, settled between
the east and the west”.”
[t was from these three sons of Noah that the peoples of the
world known to the early Muslim historians were believed
to be descended. Thus the descendants of Japhet eventually
formed the peoples known as the Greeks and the Romans,
the Slavs, the Turks, the Persians, the Chinese etc. The
“sons of Shem” became the Hebrews and the Arabs. The
progeny of Ham were the ancient Egyptians, the Berbers
the Ethiopians, the black pecples of Africa and southern
India, etc. Eventually the third group of peoples occupied
all the “land of the west from beyond the Euphrates to the
place where the sun sets’’.

This idea of the historical importance of the aftermath of
the Great Flood was associated with another idea namely:
the conception of peoples as descent groups. This latter
idea found its justification for the early Muslim historians
in Qur'an XXV.54.22 But it is of course an idea of great
antiquity. A cursory glance at the Old Testament will indi-
cate the great importance attached by the ancient Hebrews
to genealogy.”® And in modern times the importance in
society of the lineage, with its siblings and affines and so on,
is well known to pre-occupy our colleagues, the social anth-
ropologists. Among the scholars of early Islamic times the
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somehow determined by
'ord asl means both “origin’

d them to be due to their (diffe-

| the black inhabi-
descendant of Ham. The

the temperate nations who
inhabit the central regions, who cultivate the scien-
ces and crafts, and w

ho possess religious groups
and religious laws as well as political lead