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Series Editor Preface



In many ways, what makes anthropology unique among the social sciences is a focus on ethnographic fieldwork. We go there (be it the remote reaches of Africa or just down the block) to study them (who are variably conceived as either more or less like us). It is from the personal, dialectic encounters of fieldwork that we build up our perspectives and produce anthropological understanding. Dealing with real people and the intimacies of their lives makes this a difficult project, but it provides the best way to comprehend the world around us in terms of both the sensual practice of quotidian reality and the abstractions of high theory.


A great deal of what anthropologists learn in the field comes from conversations, sometimes extraordinary but most often mundane. We place high value on what the people we study (“collaborators” more than mere “informants”) have to say. Through such dialogues we float ideas, testing the waters of cultural understanding and moving toward an inter-subjective sense of mutual comprehension.


Helen Regis focuses on Fulbe Voices in this engaging account of life in a small town in Northern Cameroon. We benefit from Regis’s sensitive ear as she relates how Fulbe individuals talk about their lives; we hear in their own words about their regrets and hopes, fears and desires, and struggles with the world in which they live. In writing this book, Regis builds upon recent discourse-centered approaches to culture in the most productive way. She does not hit us over the head with rigid theoretical models, rather she interrogates theory with field data, using it to elucidate the patterns and contradictions of Fulbe life that emerge from lived experience and daily conversations. The result is an artful ethnography, equally illuminating both in terms of its specific descriptions and its critical application of theory.


The significance of this work rests with its ability to convey the vast complexity and fluidity of the rhythms of daily life in Domaayo. Regis has a sharp ethnographic eye, and her narrative transports us to the local Koranic school, allows us to witness the preparations for a boy’s circumcision, and makes us privy to women’s hushed conversations in the kitchen. We discover that the Fulbe are not the homogeneous, insulated sort of culture group anthropologists of an earlier era sought out. Local patterns of life are ever changing constructions marked by contradiction as much as conformity.


The Fulbe of Domaayo are overwhelmingly farmers and yet their self-perception is built around an image of themselves as noble pastoralists (as opposed to the “pagan” farmers of the countryside). This is a decidedly Muslim society, and yet one that practices its own hybrid form of the Islamic faith. It would be easy to write off these seemingly logical inconsistencies as merely the irrationality of culture, but Regis shows that the Fulbe with whom she converses are not plagued by cognitive dissonance. They are too busy living their lives, hemmed in by structural constraints and yet fully possessing the agency and intentionality to adapt to new circumstances and engage larger systems in a manner consistent with (although not determined by) their own cultural logics.


The Fulbe have a code of behavior known as pulaaku that governs the expression of emotions. Pulaaku reflects a highly stoic sensibility that to outsiders may seem like a rigid and constraining code of behavior. But this is not some rigid, hidden hegemonic structure. Regis shows that people frequently discuss pulaaku, debating its virtues and finer points. More important, it is a code that is worked out through practice, open to variable interpretations, contestation, and change. Even the most institutionalized rituals, such as male circumcision, are not without local controversy. Thus, Regis shows that the Fulbe are not merely enacting age-old cultural paradigms, but they are actively constructing an ever emergent future.


In a similar fashion, Regis contextualizes Fulbe structures of kinship and medical practices. In anthropological classifications, the Fulbe are a polygynous culture, meaning that a man may have more than one wife. Regis takes us beyond this structural fact to show how polygyny plays out on the ground. She shows, for example, the subtle political means through which wives vie for status. She also demonstrates how the Fulbe deal with pain and sickness in idiosyncratic and yet conventionalized ways that link them (through the local health center) to the larger milieu of World Bank politics and neoliberal economic reforms.


Fulbe Voices makes an important contribution to the Westview Case Studies in Anthropology series and to the discipline as a whole. This series presents works that recognize the peoples we study as active agents enmeshed in global as well as local systems of politics, economics, and cultural flows. There is a focus on contemporary ways of life, forces of social change, and creative responses to novel situations as well as the more traditional concerns of classic ethnography. In presenting rich humanistic and social scientific data borne of the dialectic engagement of fieldwork, the books in this series move toward realizing the full pedagogical potential of anthropology: imparting to the reader an empathetic understanding of alternative ways of viewing and acting in the world as well as a solid basis for critical thought regarding the historically contingent nature of ethnic boundaries and cultural knowledge.


Fulbe Voices addresses current theoretical issues in anthropology in a lively and accessible style. It advances our understanding of cultural diversity while uncovering the often hidden webs of global relations that affect us all. And, most important, it coveys the rich texture of Fulbe life in Domaayo at the turn of the twenty-first century.


Edward F. Fischer


Nashville, Tennessee





Acknowledgments



Numerous persons and institutions contributed to making this book possible. I would like to thank Adeline Masquelier, who challenged me to flesh out my narratives and read multiple drafts of early versions of the book. one could not ask for a better critically, and teacher. William Jankowiak inspired me to do ethnography. Barry Hewlett brought me to Africa. Ted Fischer suggested this project to me in 1999, and his close readings greatly improved it. At Tulane University, Carol Trosset, Victoria Bricker, and Judie Maxwell supported my research endeavors materially and intellectually. My cousins Pam Bunte and Rob Franklin warmly welcomed me into the field of anthropology and encouraged my work early on. At Mississippi State, Homes Hogue, Martin Levin, and John Bartkowski believed in me and extended offers of friendship that made the ville austere a place of intellectual adventure and spiritual warfare. Jean Rahier, Felipe Smith, Peter Sutherland, Nina Asher, John White, and Shana Walton have been intellectual companions and friends.


In New Orleans and Derby, James Charbonnet, Rick Fifield, Peter Trosclair, Ken Devine, Amasa Miller, Bart Ramsey, Greg Stafford, Neti Vaandrager, Angie Mason, and L. J. Goldstein all supported this project through many years in more ways than I could recount. Much Love.


Cameroon is blessed with a network of scholars, crossing disciplines of history, political science, economics, sociology, and anthropology. I have greatly benefited from many conversations with members of this intellectual fellowship and the numerous provocative and congenial sessions organized at the African Studies meetings and elsewhere. In Cameroon, the Ministry of Public Health, the Ministry of Scientific Research, the University of Yaounde Medical School, and the Institute of Research on Medicinal Plants and the Cameroonian staff at the United States Agency for International Development in Yaounde supported the project in numerous ways. Phoebe Godfrey, M. H. Newberger, and Catherine Till generously offered their friendship and hospitality. Tulane University School of Public Health and Tropical Medicine, the Department of Anthropology and the Graduate School at Tulane, the Mississippi State University Office of Research, and Louisiana State University Department of Geography and Anthropology have all provided support for various stages of this project. I particularly want to thank my colleagues at LSU’s Geography and Anthropology Department for providing a congenial atmosphere in which this project could finally come to fruition. Bill Davidson, Joyce Jackson, Miles Richardson, Jill Brody, and Dydia DeLyser especially made me feel welcome and shared with me their intelligence, their wit, and their great humanity.


To the people in Domaayo who took me into their homes and shared with me their struggles and aspirations, I shall always be grateful. Everything that is right about this book is owed to you. All errors and omissions are of course my own. Yaafu!


Domaayo means “on or near the river.” There are many small towns in northern Cameroon called Domaayo. This is not one of them.


Finally, I owe the greatest debt of all to my parents, Helen Bunte Regis and Claude François Regis, who gave me the patience, curiosity, and strength to be in the world.


H.A.R.


[image: image]


Africa. Cameroon lies just north of the equator on Africa’s west coast.




Introduction



THE PEUGEOT AND THE MOTORCYCLE



I arrived in Domaayo in a white Peugeot and left on a red motorcycle. Actually the red motorcycle arrived with me in the back of the Peugeot station wagon. I had come to the field with my professor, Barry Hewlett, to begin work for a public health project on schistosomiasis (bilharzia), a tropical disease caused by a parasite and acquired through contact with infected water. As in many ethnographic research projects, my first task was to obtain permission from the Cameroonian government to carry out my research. Because my work was part of a public health project, I had no difficulty getting a research permit and extended visa in the capital city, Yaounde. But I had yet to negotiate such permission at the village level. My professor and I had visited the chief at his work in a nearby town and arranged to meet with him and the village elders in Domaayo the following day.


We arrived full of anticipation of this initial view of the village where I was to spend twelve months initially doing intensive research. I was accompanied by my professor and the driver of our rental car, whom I shall call Ji’birilla. As is often the case in development projects, the driver was doubling as guide, translator, and culture broker. He drove the two-hour journey over asphalt from Maroua, and then on red dirt roads, until we drove down into a green valley and up to the entrance of a picturesque village, where the chief and the elders were gathered.


We walked up to the assembly and found two chairs that were positioned in front of the chiefs. The other men were seated on the sand under the canopy of a large shade tree. The two chairs had seemingly been hastily arranged, as they faced away from the chief. My professor and I shook the chief’s hand as he welcomed us warmly but formally. We simply turned the chairs around to face the chief and sat down before him. It wasn’t until many months later that I realized that I had just violated a primary rule of Fulbe social etiquette. I had assumed the chairs were meant to face the chief, and that looking someone in the eye when he speaks to you is a sign of paying attention and of honesty. But as someone kindly explained to me some time later, “the chief looks at you. You do not look at the chief.” The chairs had been intended to face away from the chief. And of course, all of the elders (as I remarked at subsequent gatherings) face away from the chief when he speaks. They look down at the ground, occasionally looking quickly at him over their shoulders. Averting one’s gaze is a sign of respect. Fulbe culture acknowledges the power of the gaze.


He asked us to explain the purpose of our project, the kinds of things we hoped to learn, and the methods to be used.


My professor did most of the talking. The driver translated, while the chief and the village elders nodded. There was some discussion, of which only some was translated for our benefit. Finally the chief leaned forward and asked pointedly. How does the village benefit from this project? We explained that the project would provide treatment for all residents of the village who tested positive for schistosomiasis at the end of the research period. The elders seemed satisfied at this response, and the chief then called forward a veiled person, a woman, who kneeled near the chief. She had been sitting at a distance until now. And the chief was speaking to her at length in Fulfulde (the Fulbe language). She answered softly, her head bowed, and her gaze averted, speaking in monosyllables. “Na’am.” (Yes sir.) Her face was deeply incised with scars that run from her forehead and temples down to the corners of her mouth looking almost like whiskers, sculpted into her rich brown skin. The chief turned to me: “You will stay with me as soon as I have built a house for you. Until then, Dija has agreed that you will stay with her family.” Thus my fate was decided.


When I returned the next day with my suitcase, she not only provided me with food and shelter, but she also began socializing me into this Fulbe community. Dija became my primary teacher for those first weeks, teaching me basic manners, such as eating with my right hand, and rudimentary vocabulary, as well as more complex rules of social etiquette. I sat with her for hours in her square, adobe-walled kitchen, sipping tea, eating beignets (doughnuts), watching her cook, observing her commerce in basic commodities (sugar, vinegar, oil, coffee), and watching her raise her two adopted children, learning as they did from her scolding and encouragement. Like them, I was in awe of her power and authority. And for the rest of my stay in Domaayo, I remained in fear of hurting her feelings or violating her sense of right and wrong. The other neighborhood women came to jokingly call her Daada Elen, in acknowledgment of her maternal investment in me. I went to weddings with her, and I accompanied her to funerals and baby-naming ceremonies. I sought her advice about appropriate wedding gifts, and she taught me how to deliver condolences. And whenever I went out to social events without her, she quizzed me at length upon my return about who and what I had seen, scolding me when I had failed to notice what she wanted to know (such as the quality of a length of cloth), and thus teaching me about what was important to notice in these events and about my role as conveyor of that important information.


Through Dija, I was plunged into a world of women. But I also enjoyed conversing with men; they often stopped me during my daily round of visits. Some saw me as an opportunity to practice their French, to satisfy their curiosity about the world beyond Domaayo and the well-traveled roads to regional markets. We spoke about politics, geography, religion, and marriage practices. As a foreigner, a student, and a traveler, I was in their minds not quite female. And, at times, they included me in their fellowship as an honorary male. Through these contrasting experiences I became fascinated with understanding the highly segregated and gendered worlds of Fulbe men and women.


The red motorcycle had arrived with me in the back of the Peugeot wagon, but I had not yet learned how to ride. Perhaps this motorcycle is an apt metaphor for the ethnographer’s tool kit. We study research methods in our classes and write elaborate research proposals before embarking for the field, but we often find out later that we did not fully comprehend our methods until we began employing them in a new cultural environment. I arrived in the village not knowing how to ride, and my new, red motorcycle staying parked in my host’s compound for nearly two weeks as I mustered up the courage to wheel it out onto the sandy road and give it a spin. A gathering of young men quickly grew under the neem tree as villagers realized they were about to see a nasaara (European) woman on a motorcycle. I managed to turn the key in the ignition and give it several ineffectual kick starts before Saali, the chief’s younger brother, came forward, laughing, to show me what to do. I will always be grateful to him for his generosity and compassion. In the same way, I can never repay the debt I owe to those who taught me about their lives by teaching me their language. The most sophisticated research methods are useless without the gift of friendship.


Though the names of people and places have been changed to protect the privacy of my friends, it is my hope that they will recognize themselves in these pages in their complexity.


FULBE VOICES



Domaayo, a pseudonym, is a small village in Cameroon’s Extrême Nord (Far North) province, near the Chad border and only a few hours’ drive from Nigeria. Its residents, numbering less than 1,000, are primarily ethnic Fulbe, and are overwhelmingly practicing Muslims. As I lived and worked in this community of under a thousand people over a period of twenty months, I came to experience a variety of Islam rarely represented in the Western media. The way in which Fulbe people live as Muslims is one of the central themes of this book. Villagers vary widely in their level of French (secular) education, literacy in Arabic, the language of the Koran, and their interest in theological issues. But all Domaayo residents engage in moral and political debates in a language shaped by their distinctive understanding of Islam. They argue about the merits of Fulbe marriage traditions and debate the promise of specific betrothals. They discuss the merits of “pagan” aspects of their cultural heritage, such as the prominent role of griots (musicians, genealogists, and men of words) at weddings, and the costly practice of exchanging gifts and countergifts at baby-naming ceremonies, circumcisions, and weddings. They agree about the merits of Koranic medicine, herbal remedies, and Western pharmaceuticals, but disagree about which to use in particular cases. Belief in mischievous, benevolent, or malevolent spirits is generally shared but bargaining with such spirits is considered un-Islamic, though it is a practice commonly attributed to one’s neighbors. Traditionalists and reformers on each issue can be found in any village gathering. Yet there is a surprising degree of tolerance for divergent opinions in the civil society of Domaayo.
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Looking over a compound wall at an approaching storm.


In this polygynous, patrilineal, and patrilocal family system, men are more likely than women to be Islamic scholars and teachers, but there are several women teachers, and others who, having made the pilgrimage to Mecca, are honored with the title “Hajja.” Though the culture sanctions polygyny (men may marry more than one wife), there are men, as well as women, who argue for the merits of monogamous marriage. The divorce rate is high, though lifelong partnerships are praised and admired. In a society where the patrilineal family groups define the social world and all women of childbearing age are meant to be married into a lineage, some women are nonetheless remarked for their freedom and autonomy. Divorced women and those who claim to be “too old for marriage” far before their time are the subject of gossip laced with sharp tones of reproof and, occasionally, admiration.


This book is called Fulbe Voices because it centers on everyday conversations between the men and women of Domaayo as they work out the contradictions that run through their culture and the social tensions which often turn on contrasting social positions of men and women, schoolboys and elders, married and free women, as well as rulers and the ruled. In Fulbe talk, social worlds are articulated and transformed. Domaayo Fulbe understandings of gender, kinship, politics, embodiment, sickness, medicine, Islam, and spirit-work are conveyed in their own words, as well as through a close examination of embodied practices. The arguments about tradition and reform, local ways and global flows, structural adjustment and a benevolent state, and democratic aspirations and domination are specifically Fulbe, yet they share many common features with debates going on elsewhere in West Africa, indeed in much of the continent. Domaayo is indeed an “out of the way place” (Tsing 1993), yet it is dramatically enmeshed in national, and transnational processes affecting communities all over the globe.


Fulbe Voices opens with a discussion of Fulbe identity, which is rooted in a history of nomadic pastoralism, migration, and religio-military jihads and vexed by their situation today as postcolonial subjects. Racial, political, and religious identities come together in a complex discourse of superiority and self-deprecation. In chapter two, everyday practices of pulaaku, or Fulbeness, are viewed through the prism of Fulbe talk about emotions. Public restraint and the denial of physical needs shape how Fulbe men and women approach everyday life and how they face major life events, such as marriage, death, birth, and sickness. Chapter three centers on Fulbe conversation about the topic of marriage, one that holds considerable interest and distress for many Fulbe men and women who consider that their fortunes are largely determined by whom they marry. Though young women marry into patrilineages where they must struggle to find allies and supporters, young men rely on the solidarity created through communal prayer and the experience of circumcision (the focus of chapter four). I explore the conflicting structures of egalitarianism, which men find in the brotherhood of Islam and in the hierarchies based on differences in age, education, and wealth. The circumcision school, through which all boys must pass, introduces them to these contradictions, as they forge bonds with their peers through their shared suffering and as they learn to fear and respect their elders.


The visceral experience of giving birth is the basis for all womanly authority in Fulbe society. Chapter five examines the many dangers that confront young mothers and their infants and the varied medicinal practices that are employed by mothers to heal and to prevent sickness. Mothers employ multiple healing techniques, combining Koranic medicine, herbal, and pharmaceutical remedies with “women’s medicines,” which sometimes conflict with Islamic orthodoxy in Domaayo. The Fulbe landscape is inhabited by a parallel world of spirits who make themselves known through their mischievous dealings with humans. In chapter six, Fulbe talk about spirits raises many issues about collective memories of conquest, colonialism, and the uneven workings of power in Fulbe society. Though Islamic scholars recognize the existence of spirits, they also disapprove of the discourse about mistiraaku, or witchcraft, which primarily afflicts women and children. Men often claim not to believe in mistiraaku, but many women who consider themselves to be devout Muslims seek to protect their children from these predatory forces.


In chapter seven, I examine the major changes in Cameroon’s public medicine that reveal close linkages between global institutions, national policies, and seemingly remote places like Domaayo. The World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) created structural adjustment policies that impacted most of Africa in the 1980s and 90s, and affected many areas of life, from the market place to the medical clinic. Through interviews with public health officials and Domaayo residents, I show how dramatic public-policy changes are produced and experienced in a local community. Fulbe talk about public medicine is a window into how globalization is unfolding in this part of Africa.
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Cameroon





1



Fulbeness, History, and Cultural Pluralism


ROSALINE



A few weeks after my arrival in the village of Domaayo, I was befriended by a fourteen year old Mundang girl named Rosaline. She was bright, strong-willed, and ambitious. Her father had been a Lutheran catechist and a strong believer in the value of Western education. She and her father lived across the river in a small settlement, a cluster of family compounds, near Domaayo proper but not contained by it. She had acquired from her father a strong aversion to Muslim advances, both ideological and social. The latter had become more and more frequent of late, in the concrete form of marriage proposals, which she received from Fulbe men and tenaciously refused. For Rosaline, marriage to a Muslim meant submission to his will and conversion, two unappealing prospects for a defiant Christian girl.


She first approached me when she heard I was looking for a translator and language teacher. She spoke French well, and though I didn’t want a Mundang assistant (I worried it would complicate my work in a Fulbe community), I looked forward to her visits and the possibility of communicating easily with another girl. My host family made fun of her obstinacy in her girlhood and paganism. Her refusal to marry was widely discussed in the village. She had strong feelings about my Fulbe friends too. Eventually, we grew apart, but not before I had spent many hours walking with her, picking mangoes from her family orchard, and keeping her company while she sold vegetables at the roadside market. One afternoon, as we walked together through the village, she pointed to a respected mallum and notable, a scholar and courtier/attendant of the chief, Mal Suudi: “Look! Do you see this man? He is Mundang. He makes himself out to be Fulbe, but he is 100-percent Mundang.” She made it clear that she saw him as an impostor, or worse—a traitor.


Her revelation was shocking, but I could not doubt her words. She knew him, and she knew his family. Yet my view of the taken-for-granted character of Fulbe ethnicity in this community was irrevocably shattered. This Islamic scholar in elegant white robes, who often affected the Arab turban and served as a close adviser to the chief—was a Mundang who had converted to Fulbeness? Perhaps a native-born Fulbe person would have immediately found a flaw in what I perceived as his seamless performance of Fulbeness. Upon reflection, I came to admire the enthusiasm with which he had embraced his chosen destiny in Islam and Fulbeness. Rosaline, as was clear from her tone, certainly did not. Later, the same mallum himself told me the story of his conversion, and he explained his devotion to spiritual things and his transformation from Mundang to Fulbe. Listening to Mal Suudi, and discussing his story with others, I began to see that the process of ethnic identification and the performance of ethnicity were central issues in this “Fulbe” village. I will return to Mal Suudi and his personal journey of conversion and transformation after first situating the Fulbe spatially and temporally in West Africa.


THE FULBE IN WEST AFRICA



The Fulbe live in every West African country from Senegal to Nigeria and are found as far East as Chad, the Central African Republic, and the Sudan (Boutrais 1994; Riesman 1992). In every one of those states, they are a minority, but their total numbers (estimated between eight and ten million) make them one of the numerically most significant West African ethnic groups. Although the most well-known Fulbe people are nomads, less than half of contemporary Fulbe still raise cattle (Riesman 1992:11). The Fulbe are variously known as Fulani (in Anglophone Africa), Peul (in Francophone Africa), Woodaabe, Mbororo, Fula, Toucouleur, and Halpulaaren. They all speak varieties of Fulfulde, which are mutually comprehensible (between good-willed speakers). Their contemporary distribution in West Africa is due not only to their nomadism, but also to their military and religious activism and leadership. In Cameroon, Guinea, Burkina Faso, Niger and Nigeria, they headed religio-military jihads in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and established tributary states, some of which still stood at the time of European colonial expansion into the Sahelian zones (notably in northern Nigeria and Mali) in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


Most of Domaayo’s residents believe that their identity as Fulbe distinguishes them from their “pagan” neighbors known as haabe. Yet, when I asked villagers about their history, ancestry and origins, my questions were often met with puzzled shrugs, suppressed giggles, and embarrassed laughter. Usually the person I was talking to would refer me to someone else, who would in turn tell me to talk to some other “expert” about local history. No one, it seems, wanted to speak (or at least not in public) about their communal ancestry. Eventually, I learned that some of the ancestors of this community were Muslim men who had participated in Shekh Usumaanu’s famous nineteenth century jihads, while other ancestors were non-Muslim farmers of non-Fulbe parentage (and therefore “pagan”). Some ancestors were nomadic pastoralists, while others were traders and Islamic clerics. The complexity of actual Fulbe ancestry appeared to contradict their claims to cultural superiority over their non-Fulbe neighbors. Privately, many men admitted that they are not “really Fulbe.” However, in their relation to non-Muslim neighbors, they emphatically placed themselves in the Fulbe camp. Somehow, they were both proud of their collective claims to a distinctive Fulbe culture and heritage and worried that their personal claims to membership in that group might be undermined by too much probing.
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Four Fulbe Jihads. Contemporary Fulbe settlements reflect the histories of pastoralism, migration, and jihads. Drawing by Clifford Duplechin. Adapted from David Robinson’s The Holy War of Umar Tal. Oxford: Clarendon, 1985.


DOMAAYO



In many parts of West Africa, Fulbe identity is linked with cattle. Most Fulbe people in Domaayo, however, are farmers and traders. Domaayo residents grow millet, sorghum, peanuts, cotton, onions, garlic and some vegetables (such as cucumbers, melons, lettuce, and tomatoes) in irrigated gardens. In the rainy season gardens, okra, mallow, and other vegetables are grown. They will be dried and stored for use in sauces during the dry season, when fresh vegetables are hard to come by. Aside from cotton, the onions they sell are perhaps their greatest agricultural contribution to the Cameroonian economy. Only a few villagers owned cattle in significant numbers, and for most Fulbe people in Domaayo, cattle ownership was a nostalgic icon of their past wealth and glory. They enjoyed yogurt, butter and milk-based porridge (gaari) during the rainy season, but these items were usually purchased from the pastoral Fulbe who camped near Domaayo during their annual migration. Villagers admired the freedom and mobility of these “cow Fulbe” who seemed to have retained a greater degree of autonomy than they themselves had been able to since colonial times. For the sedentary Fulbe, many of the things which “make life sweet” must be purchased, and they are therefore constantly reminded of their entanglements in the monied economy and of their incomplete mastery of its operating forces.


The recent dramatic losses of political and economic power have created a tremendous feeling of uncertainty and alienation from state institutions among Fulbe people. The following section provides a brief overview of the Fulbe in West African history and in Cameroon. There follows an exploration of the often contradictory notions of Fulbeness, which coexist in the contemporary Fulbe community in which I did my field work. Identity in Domaayo is variously said to rest on ancestry, a “racial” notion of physical attributes, religion, or the performance of Fulbeness.


FULBE HISTORY



In northern Cameroon, most of the contemporary Fulbe trace their arrival in the region to the 1804 jihad led by Shekh Usuman Dan Fodio of Sokoto, Nigeria, although an unknown number of Fulbe pastoralists, traders and sedentary Islamic scholars were already living in the region prior to the jihad (Schilder 1994:100). The holy war led to the establishment of the Sokoto Caliphate with an Emirate in Adamawa (now a province of northern Cameroon), which answered to Sokoto and in turn was answered to by a number of hierarchically arranged local chiefdoms. Many of the pre-existing local populations were made into tributary groups of the Fulbe rulers. And many local residents converted to Islam.


Concepts of ethnicity in northern Cameroon are characteristically based on a distinction between pagan and Muslim. As a rule, all Muslims are considered to be Fulbe, and all non-Muslims, of various heritages, are lumped into the category “pagan”. The latter are frequently referred to as haabe (the Fulfulde word for pagan) or kirdi (the term for “pagan” used in the sweeping generalizations of French colonial administrators). Locally, the Mundang, Tupuri, Guiziga, and Guidar are the Fulbe’s primary non-Muslim neighbors. Fulbe people I knew tended to look down on members of these ethnic groups as mere haabe, an attitude which has its roots in the Sokoto empire.


During the nineteenth century, the outright incorporation of Mundang individuals into the Fulbe population occurred through the Fulbe adoption of Mundang twins, who were considered dangerous to their parents, through slave raids, which often captured young children, and through the Mundang sale of children in times of famine (Schilder 1994:108). These children grew up in Fulbe communities, speaking Fulfulde and knowing only Fulbe culture, though they were always seen as haabe captives. Fulbe also participated in the West African slave trade, supplying slaves to Hausa traders, significantly enriching their economy. Paradoxically, the economic success of the Fulbe traders depended on the availability of potential slaves, which were, naturally, their pagan neighbors. The trade thus both thrived on the incomplete subjugation of the Mundang and fostered the persistence of a Fulbe/pagan distinction. Schilder (1994:118) argues that this may have dampened the missionary zeal of Fulbe, as Islam forbids slave raiding among Muslim populations. As long as haabe populations lived near the Muslim Fulbe, they engaged in dry season slave raids, which were justified as jihads, or holy wars.


RELIGIOUS AND ETHNIC CONVERSION



With this history in mind, one gets a deeper appreciation of the power of ethnic categories in contemporary Cameroon. As Mal Suudi’s case illustrates, ethnicity in Northern Cameroon has as much to do with residence and religion as ancestry. A person who is Mundang might move to a city as a young adult, convert to Islam, speak Fulfulde and dress in Islamic fashion—long flowing robes rather than western, tailored clothes. In this way, he can become Fulbe. He and his acquaintances will not forget that his ancestry is Mundang, but his chosen ethnicity will be Fulbe. Islam favors this process of ethnic conversion as teachers encourage the treatment of fellow Muslims as brothers, without discrimination as to ancestry. “Aren’t we all children of Adam?” I often heard mallums ask rhetorically. Many residents of Domaayo were married across ethnic boundaries, if those were to be defined by ancestry. A man could easily marry a Mundang woman, I was told, as long as she converted to Islam. During the height of the nineteenth century slave trade, Fulbe men also married Kanuri, Shoa Arab, and Hausa speakers, all predominantly Muslim people who enjoyed free status (Fisher 1978:371). If a woman spoke Fulfulde well, and conformed to local ways of doing things, treating her neighbors as fictive kin, she would be accepted as easily as a native Fulbe woman. The emphasis of ethnic solidarity thus seems to be on the performance of ethnicity. Throughout West Africa, the Fulbe have successfully assimilated people of varied ancestry, strengthening their population demographically, as well as facilitating their political rule over diverse populations during periods of empire building (see Willis 1979). Conversion, inter-ethnic marriage and adoption were the principal vehicles for Fulbeization of peoples of varied ancestry in the region. The same views on the process of ethnic assimilation, which were applied to neighboring ethnic groups were also applied to the visiting anthropologist. Having shown interest in Fulbeness by struggling to learn the language, I was encouraged to take on more and more of the Fulbe repertoire and was praised for my efforts. As the Rosaline story illustrates, I was also disciplined when I “crossed over” and mixed with people of other ethnic groups.


My host family teased me about my friendship with her. Rosaline, too, taunted me by ridiculing my “so-called Fulbe” friends and neighbors. Although her claim that Mal Suudi was 100-percent Mandang shocked me, I was curious to hear what he would say about his own identity. Fortunately, Mal Suudi had heard about my inquiries into the ethnic origins of Domaayo residents, and he wanted to tell me his own version of things. Mal Suudi loves to talk, and I quote him below, to give the reader a chance to see how he thinks about himself and his world.


Mal Suudi’s Transformation: The Fulbeizing of a Mundang


Mal Suudi spoke to me one afternoon about his Islamic studies, his identity, and ancestral origins. We had been chatting amiably on the side of the road, when my questions about his religion prompted him to give me his educational history in a speech which turned into an impassioned profession of faith:


I studied the Koran under Mal Nyaako for ten years. When I had read it completely, they sacrificed a large cow for me. They prayed the fatya (a prayer of thanks). I became a mallumjo then! So that others would know I had finished reading the Koran, they gave me a Koran. Amen. They gave me a book. I entered into my own saare then (that is, got married). For ten years, I had carried wood for him (Mal Nyaako, his teacher), gave it to him with my hat off (a submissive pose). The wood was (for light) to read the Koran and to make writing tablets (alluha).


The Arabic books (je deftere Arabia), I studied with Alhaji Bello. There were three books. There too I studied for six years after having finished the Koran. I read laadari, I read dawa I di salaati, I read tawhiidi, I read ‘kurdeebi, I read halli mashiiru. These five books were written by Shehu Laadari (an influential Koranic scholar).


Then, I entered the party, I entered the world, I entered the ganjal—I danced the flutes—I entered sukaaku. But now, I have left all that behind, I am only praying, I am only doing the work of the religion. (Mi nasti haala parti, mi nasti dunyaaru, nastu mi ganjal—j’ai dansée les flutes—mi nasti sukaaku. Too, jonta kam, mi acci pat, mi don juula non, mi don wadda kuugal diina non.)


[image: image]


Posing with Koran and baby


Mal Suudi testifies to the labor and hardship involved in becoming learned in Islamic knowledge. Sixteen years of study and submission to the authority of the teacher have made him one who has read (jangi) and therefore, one who can act as a spiritual advisor, healer, and teacher. But he is no saint, he lets me know. He became involved in partying, in the concerns of this world and the world of women. The flutes (ganjal) refer to the alluring world of sukaaku in which young Fulbe men gambled their belongings to “win” a woman for one night.


Fulbe talk about the “temporary marriages” of sukaaku often joined fantasy and nostalgia in highly textured stories about beauty, love, and the madness of desire. Griots (musicians), flutes in hand, acted as middlemen in the escalating presentations of gifts and countergifts (kola nuts, cigarettes, money, jewelry) that determined the winner and the loser. The competitive courtship of sukaaku would take place when more than one man wanted to woo the same azabaajo (free woman). The stakes in this ritualized gamble were high, and men were known to sometimes give away substantial possessions—including livestock—in their determination to “win” a particular woman. Although every man I interviewed about this practice, spoke of it as something of the past, the concept of sukaaku survives in the popular imagination as a dramatic example of an un-Islamic and dissipated lifestyle. The villagers talk about it dismissively as senseless, wasteful, and sinful, yet their descriptions carry a wistfulness that betrays the enduring power of these rituals of competitive wooing, if only as fantasy.


In the context of this profession of faith, the sukaaku story suggests in Mal Suudi’s past, not only a life of sin, but one tinged with glamor and excitement. “Now I have left all that behind,” he affirms. It is as if he is saying, “I know the world, so I know what I have left behind in order to pursue a religious life.” Here Mal Suudi’s narrative uses the same plot structure used in stories that describe the lives of Christian saints from Paul to Augustine and, more recently, in the Autobiography of Malcom X (Haley 1965). The story of salvation/redemption begins with vivid descriptions of “the life” of sin, only to make the man or woman’s conversion more substantial and more convincing (Diawara 1995; see also Van der Veer 1996).


Mal Suudi did not dwell on the topic of sukaaku. He wanted to emphasize the significance of the specific texts that he studied, and that he feels made him who he is today. The mallum explained the significance of each of the different books. “These books take the language of the Koran and put it in understandable terms. If you read only the Koran, you won’t know these things.” Thus, the books constitute an exegesis of the Koran. Each book teaches the scholar an additional area of religious knowledge, and attests to his growing expertise and practical authority. The first book reveals the existence of God and gives the names of God. The second “tells you how to do ablutions, how to pray, etc.” The third is written by Shehu Usumaanu, the child of Fodi (Usuman Dan Fodio, leader of the Islamic jihad of 1804):


He was blessed. He did many good things (barkaaji) for the world. This book praises the prophet. (Don maanta annabiijo.) If you read it, it is like you are looking at the prophet with your eyes. (To a jangi, ban a don lara annabiijo bee gite.) You fall in love with Him. (Tu deviens amoureux.)


The other two are also about prayer—teaching people how to pray. (Tindingo juulgo non.)


When you’ve read these five books, you are a part of the Islamic brotherhood. You can talk to anyone. Before you’ve read these five books, you don’t know.


The last statements underline another aspect of hierarchy within an egalitarian community of Muslims. All men are “children of Adam” and, therefore, equals before God. But in Islam not all men are part of the learned. As previously mentioned, the average child learns in Koranic school “just enough to pray,” and very few go beyond the first graduation, which occurs upon the completion of the recitation of the Koran. Mal Suudi told us that the completion of the five books marked his entry into the Islamic brotherhood, enabling him to “talk to anyone.” Those who have not read them simply “don’t know.” They may be children of Adam, but that does not make them the peers of learned men: Equality with men of that status requires many years of study. Mal Suudi’s own life attests to the transformative powers of Islamic learning, and, at this point in his story, he turns to the subject of his own origins to substantiate the point:
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