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BOOK REVIEWS 

La civilisation islamique en Afrique de l'Ouest. Commu­
nications du Symposium International tenu les 27-30 
Decembre 1996, Dakar, Senegal. Ed. par Samba Dieng, 
preface par Prof. Dr. Ekmaleddin ihsanoglu. istanbul: 
1999, XXIX, 430 pp. - Serie d'histoire des nations 
musulmanes, No. 4. 

The international symposium La civilisation islamique en 
Afrique de /'Guest was held in December, 1996, in Dakar. 
Three years later IRCIC A published the symposium mate­
rials as the fourth issue in the Serie d 'histoire des nations 
mu.rnlmanes (while the series also has an English title, it 
lacks, like other IRCICA series. a stable title). At present, 
the topic of the symposium is no longer uncharted territory, 
but far less has been done than remains to be done; in par­
ticular, a critical analysis of the African literary heritage. 

The collection opens with an otlicial greeting followed 
by papers. Unfortunately, the book contains no information 
on symposium participants, nor does it adhere to a single 
system of transcription for proper names. All texts are evi­
dently given in the author's version, and S. Dieng's role was 
more that of compiler than editor. 

The main topics of papers are the histrny of Islam in 
West Africa, Islamic education and the Islamic cultural 
and literary heritage. Taking into account the interests of 
the journal Manuscripta Orientalia. we note only those pa­
pers that discuss manuscript sources. The first of them, 
'"Towards a history of Islamic thought in West Africa 
down to the nineteenth century" (pp. 139-55) is by John 
0. Hunwick, publisher of an extremely important reference 
project on Arabic literature, Arabic Literature of Afi·ica. It 
is a marvellous. concise overview of Arabic sources on 
Africa, the emergence and development of Arabic-language 
literature in various regions of West Africa. the role of the 
family of 'Uthman Dan Fodio (d. 1232/1817) in the ap­
pearance of written works in Fulbe and Hausa. The paper 
notes the weak spots in the study of these issues. This ex­
cellent overview is marred only by a large number of typo­
graphical errors. 

Al-Amin Abu-Manga, author of two books -- Fu/fit/de 
in the Sudan. Berlin, 1986, and Hausa in the Sudan. Koln, 
1999 - and publisher of the oral Fulani epic Baajankaro 
(Marburg. 1985), in his paper "Contribution of the Socket 
(read Sokoto I. W.) jihad leaders in dissemination of 
Arab-Islamic knowledge through local languages" 
(pp. 215-30) continues the discussion of literature in 
Hausa and Fulbe and 'Uthman Dan Fodio's circle. This lite­
rature focuses exclusively on poetic works in Arabic script 
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that followed Arab poetic forms. He provides examples of 
such poetry in Latin script and translation, analysing in 
detail types, meters. adornments and genres. 

The role of the 'Uthman Dan Fodio family in the emer­
gence of Hausa literature is also treated in a paper by 
D. M. Argungu, "Contributions of Hausa language to the 
spread of Islamic culture and civilisation in Nigeria" 
(p. 307-12). Fu I be literature is discussed in "Le 'beytol": 
une fonne de la litterature poular". by Samba Dieng 
(pp. 313-8). 

We note with interest '"La poesie islamique wolof" by 
Assane Sylla (pp. 357-63). which contains important 
comments on the significance of Arabic writing and Islamic 
culture for literature in Wolot: focusing on their role in the 
transition from traditional oral poetry to a written literature. 
The author also provides examples of poetry in Latin writ­
ing and in translation. 

Penda Mbow's "Elements de reflexion sur I' cnscignc­
ment et le systeme de pensee au Soudan Occidental" 
(pp. 239--45) is polemical. The author rebukes Western 
scholars for a lack of interest in determining the place of 
Islam in African civilization, limiting themselves to politi­
cal science and colonial history. while "Timbuktu. whether 
we like ii or not, was one of the largest intellectual centres 
of the Muslim world". Indeed. if we examine the "Handlist 
of Manuscripts in the Centre de documentation et de 
recherches historiqucs Ahmen Baba, Timbuktu"". 5 vols .. 
London, 1995-1998. one finds that an enormous quantity 
of manuscripts was produced; a qualitative analysis is still 
lacking. 

In ··Preservation of Arabic manuscripts in Nigeria·· 
(pp. 231-7), Musa Sulaiman Etsayi stresses that the bulk 
of Arabic-language literature by Sudanese ulama was and 
remains in manuscript fonn; he expresses concern about the 
future awaiting these manuscripts. The author urges that the 
search be continued for works known only through secon­
dary sources. gives an overview of literature on the issue. 
enumerates the people and institutions that aided in the 
preservation of manuscripts. In addition to cataloguing and 
storage. work continues to publish and translate Arabic­
languagc texts; as we sec from the list the author provides. 
this work is in the main conducted as a doctoral disserta­
tion. unfortunately. and its results do not come out in book 
form. General works created on the basis of manuscript 
sources form another area of manuscript studies. Naturally. 
the percentage of published material remains small. The 
author recommends the following methods of disseminating 
and preserving the manuscript heritage: photocopying 
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(instead of the traditional copying by hand), which avoids 
the grammatical and orthographic errors common among 
insufficiently educated copyists: scanning, lamination, 
printing (the author calls on philanthropists to provide 
material support). This concerns primarily materials of edu­
cational significance. The author also recommends comput­
erization. stenciling, and microfilming. 

Two papers discuss concrete authors. Abdou! Mala! 
Diop's "Cheikh Moussa Kamara et la mystique: apport -
critique -- analyse" (pp. 247-50), after enumerating 
works by Kamara (rn. 1864--1964) on various subjects, 
limits itself to an analysis of the author's mystical views. 
Unfortunately. the absence of any bibliographic references 
reduces the paper's usefulness. Sidi Mohamed Mahibou's 
"L 'oeuvre de Abdullahi Dan Fodio et son impact sur la vie 
sociale ct culturelle de sa region" (pp. 365-76) is tradi­
tional in form: bibliographic infonnation, the author's opin­
ion. his work (some 170 titles). its timeliness. We do not 
learn. unfortunately. which of the author's works have been 
discovered, published and studied. 

Finally. Khadim Mbackc in his "Contribution de 
l'Afrique de l'Ouest ii l'enrichissement des lettres islami­
qucs: le cas du Senegal" (pp. 395--411) draws up a rec­
ommended list of I 0 topics on the basis of manuscripts "of 
varying significance" that he has studied: 

I. astronomy (its tasks were dctennining the direction 
of Mecca. the times of the 5 prayers, the beginning and end 
of Ramadan. orientation while travelling). The most de­
tailed discussion here is of Mbacke Bousso: two other au­
thors arc mentioned in passing: 

2. the biography of the Prophet - Sheikh Muhammad 
b. Abdallah Niass: 

3. Muslim law - Malick Sy and Muhammad Bamba; 

4. Qur'anic exegesis - Serigne Ahmad Deme: 

5. grammar - Mor Khoudia Coumba Diop: 

6. history - Moussa Kamara (or Camara, the same au­
thor discussed by Abdou! Mala! Diop; Kamara's main 
work, the historical '(',uhiir al-hasiitfn, although compilative, 
is considered by the author an indispensable source for un­
derstanding traditional African culture); 

7. copies of the Qur'an - once again, Mbacke Bousso; 

8. literature - it is enough to mention here the large 
work by Amar Samb, Essai sur la contrihution du Senegal 
a la litterature d 'expression arahe, 2 vols., Lille, 1972, 
Arabic edition, Algiers, 1978-79: 

9. religious morality - once again, Muhammad 
Bamba; 

10. Sufism - also Bamba. 

Overall, despite some repetitiveness in topics and 
sources, one can only greet the publication of these sympo­
sium proceedings. The symposium undoubtedly repre­
sented a contribution to the discussion of the issues sur­
rounding Islamic civilization in West Africa. One hopes 
that the publication of these materials will draw attention to 
the preservation of the Islamic heritage in this region not 
only among scholars and specialists, but also among poten­
tial sponsors of projects to study and preserve the cultural 
heritage of Islamic Africa. 

I. Wojewodzki 




