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Introduction: Approaching the  
Qur’an in Sub-Saharan Africa

ZULFIK A R HIRJ I

Raking the Soil: Islam and the Qur’an in Africa

The qur’an’s pres ence on Africa’s soil dates back to the time of 
the Prophet Muhammad (d. 632). Muslim histor i ans record that 

in the year 616, the Prophet instruc ted around one hundred of his 
support ers to leave Mecca and under take an emig ra tion (hijra) to 
seek refuge across the Red Sea in the Christian kingdom of Aksum 
(an area that included much of present- day Eritrea and north ern 
Ethiopia) in the face of perse cu tion by the Prophet’s Meccan oppon-
ents.1 The kingdom’s ruler, known as the Negus (al- najāshī), whom 
the Prophet and the inhab it ants of Mecca were likely to have been 
famil iar with through trading contacts and polit ical alli ances, had 
provided sanc tu ary to a handful of the Prophet’s follow ers the year 
before.2 He thus exten ded his welcome to the new émigrés. 
Sometime later, a Meccan deleg a tion trav elled to Aksum to seek 
retri bu tion for losses they had incurred in battles with the Prophet 
and his follow ers. They deman ded that the Negus return the émigrés 
to Mecca. The Negus asked the Prophet’s follow ers to respond to the 
charges. The Prophet’s cousin, Ja�far b. Abī Tālib (d. 629), was 
amongst the group and pleaded their case. He spoke about the 
Prophet’s message and recited verses from Sūrat Maryam (Q. 19). 
The Negus and members of his court were so moved by what they 
heard that they wept profusely. As a result, the Negus rejec ted the 
Meccan claims and vowed to protect and shelter the émigrés.
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This episode in Islam’s early history marks the Horn of Africa as 
the first place outside the Arabian Peninsula where verses from the 
Qur’an were recited. It would be a few decades before the Qur’an 
was compiled into a fixed offi cial codex (mu��af). It would be more 
decades still before the words of the Qur’an and the message of 
Islam would be heard in other parts of Africa. But it would  
be centur ies before the histor ies of Africa’s Muslims were told. In 
the annals of Muslim histor i ans, the first hijra became subsi di ary to 
the Hijra of 622 when the Prophet and his follow ers fled from Mecca  
to Yathrib (later Medina). Thereafter, follow ing the move ments  
of the Prophet and his successors, the mise en scène of Muslim and 
Western accounts of Islam’s history would be set north w est and 
east of Arabia.

Islam was intro duced on a larger scale to the contin ent of Africa 
via Egypt in the 630s during the era of the early Muslim conquests. 
It then spread through out the contin ent by a number of means 
includ ing conquest, trade, migra tion and conver sion. Owing to 
Muslim dynastic ambi tions, the lands of north ern Africa were 
among the very first places on the contin ent to fully embrace  
Islam. However, there was a Muslim pres ence in most regions of 
sub-Saharan Africa from the second/eighth century onwards.3 
Within a few centur ies, there were substan tial Muslim popu la tions 
through out the region. Dynasties such as the Almoravids in the 
western Sahel (r.  431/1040–541/1147) and the Kilwa Sultanate  
on the East African coast (r. fourth/tenth–seventh/thir teenth 
centur ies) ruled under the banner of Islam. From that period until 
the present, Islam has been an import ant feature in sub-Saharan 
Africa’s land scape. Today, many coun tries in the region have sizable 
Muslim popu la tions. In 2010, Muslims consti tuted more than 
thirty per cent of sub-Saharan Africa’s overall popu la tion, and one 
third of the world’s estim ated Muslim popu la tion.4 Relative to the 
length of Islam’s pres ence in the region and the ubiquity, growth 
and diversity of Muslim communit ies therein, Western schol ar ship 
of Islam and Muslim soci et ies in sub-Saharan Africa has been, until 
recently, fairly limited.5

Scholars from various discip lines trace this dearth of know ledge 
back to the age of European imper i al ism and its late nine teenth 
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century ‘Scramble for Africa’, an enter prise in which European 
imper ial powers rapidly divided up Africa between them selves 
through conquest and colon isa tion.6 At this time the Western 
European imagin a tion, based on the accounts and reports of 
explorers, mission ar ies and academ ics, among others, conceived  
of Africa, partic u larly sub-Saharan Africa, as a Dark Continent 
popu lated with prim it ives who possessed no history and lived 
outside of civil isa tion.7 When these percep tions became part of 
European colo nial policy and colo nial schol ar ship, they created  
an intel lec tual and cultural legacy that also reshaped the histor ies, 
mental maps and self- under stand ing of their colo nial subjects.8 
European Christian mission ar ies and colo nial agents carried out 
some of the earli est studies of the languages and customs of 
sub-Saharan African peoples, includ ing ‘African Muslims’. To them, 
the ‘Muhammadans’ were compet it ors in their mission to ‘civil ise’ 
and ‘tame’ the African ‘race’. For example, the first Swahili trans la-
tion of the Qur’an was written by Canon Godfrey Dale (d. 1941), the 
head of the Anglo-Catholic University Mission to Central Africa in 
Zanzibar, in order to educate local Christian teach ers about Islam 
in their vernacu lar language, advance Christian polem ics against 
Islam and win converts.9 Predictably, Dale’s trans la tion, which in 
addi tion to its mistakes and polem ical comment ary did not include 
the original Arabic, created a firestorm amongst local Muslims. It 
set off a decades- long debate between Muslims in the region 
regard ing the useful ness and trans lat ab il ity of the Qur’an into 
vernacu lar languages and set the tone for Muslim–Christian rela-
tions in the region that rever ber ates in coastal East Africa even 
today.10 To take an example from West Africa, in the second half of 
the nine teenth century, at a Christian mission ary school in Senegal’s 
then capital of Saint Louis, the French Governor Louis Faidherbe 
(d. 1889) set out to mould the think ing of young Muslims by 
provid ing them with a secular French educa tion – to which he felt 
they would be more recept ive – rather than an overtly Christian 
one.11 Faidherbe’s actions were not benign. The French colo nial 
admin is tra tion conceived of the Sahara as a reli gious fence between 
the authen tic Moorish Islam (islam maure) of North Africa and the 
inferior and animist Black Islam (islam noir) south of the Sahara.12 
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In Senegal, the French conceived of islam maure as a potent threat 
to their broader polit ical ambi tions in the region and islam noir as 
inher ently weak and easily subdued. Thus, Faidherbe’s policies were 
steeped in the French racial polit ics of the period with its under-
tones of scientific racism, a group of pseudos cientific theor ies in 
which race categor ies and racist ideas are given credence by meas-
ur ing and clas si fy ing human popu la tions accord ing to phen o typ-
ical traits. Indeed, his legatees, like Paul Marty (d. 1938), a colo nial 
scholar- admin is trator based in Dakar who wrote several works on 
Islam in West Africa, expli citly artic u lated their aim at ‘taming’ 
(apprivoise ment) the prac ti tion ers of Black Islam.13 As Rudolph 
Ware has argued, over the long- term, the French colo nial imple-
ment a tion of the racially under pinned concept of islam noir which 
aimed to isolate communit ies from devel op ments and influ ences in 
other parts of the Islamic world, para dox ic ally preserved aspects of 
locally concep tu al ised tradi tions of Muslim self- under stand ings 
and ways of knowing and being in West Africa.14 This legacy 
contin ues to have an impact on the formal and informal reli gious 
insti tu tions through which these tradi tions of know ledge were 
impar ted, partic u larly Qur’an schools.

Western schol ar ship on Africa became more prop erly estab lished 
in the European academy between the 1930s and 1960s. Building 
on the work of colo nial schol ars, univer sit ies in England and 
Germany began to research and teach a few of the many hundreds 
of languages of sub-Saharan Africa, such as Swahili, Hausa, Nuer 
and Zulu, and the liter at ure, art and culture of the region became 
the subjects of schol arly interest for a range of discip lines. These 
schol arly activ it ies paled in signi fic ance to the impact that the 
impos i tion of European languages and school ing had on the form-
a tion of all African colo nial subjects and the advance ment of their 
intel lec tual and artistic herit ages. Imperial plun der ing, which 
resul ted in the depos it ing of objects and manu scripts of so- called 
prim it ive peoples into the archives and museum collec tions of 
European insti tu tions, also stripped communit ies of their herit age. 
Initially collec ted to show the ‘progress of mankind’ and the superi-
or ity of the European races, imper ial booty became the subject 
matter of differ ent schol arly fields. However, despite this growth in 
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certain fields, such as anthro po logy, schol ars of Africa avoided the 
study of Islam and Muslims in Africa in order to focus on the more 
‘authen tic’ Africans.15 In this nativ ist discourse, Islam, and Arab 
Islam in partic u lar, was regarded as a colon ising force that had 
overrun indi gen ous African tradi tions. As Ware, drawing on the 
work of Robert Launay has cogently put it, ‘The field has been 
construc ted as though one cannot be authen tic ally African and 
authen tic ally Muslim at the same time.’16

In cases where the study of ‘Islam in Africa’ was taken up, 
schol ars such as J. Spencer Trimingham,17 writing in the 1960s, 
contin ued to express many of the same colo nial preju dices in their 
assess ments of Africa’s Muslim communit ies. They contin ued to 
contrast the forms and expres sions of Islam in African contexts 
with those of the more ‘ortho dox’ Islam in the ‘central Islamic 
lands’ of the Middle East and North Africa.18 Such claims, by exten-
sion, sugges ted that the expres sions of sub-Saharan Africa’s Muslim 
communit ies were intel lec tu ally inferior owing to their virtual  
isol a tion from the major centres of Islamic learn ing in the north. 
This resul ted in limited schol arly study of the intel lec tual labours  
of indi gen ous Muslim schol ars.19

While this was happen ing in the European context, intel lec tu als 
from differ ent parts of sub-Saharan Africa, includ ing academ ics, 
writers and film makers, also produced schol ar ship on Africa in the 
1960s; they offered a range of local perspect ives on Islam as part of 
an emer ging strident discourse of African nation al ism and inde-
pend ence.20 Some of these intel lec tu als, such as the Côte d’Ivoirian 
novel ist Ahmadou Kourouma (d. 2003), discussed the tensions 
within and between Africa’s indi gen ous reli gious expres sions and 
locally artic u lated Islamic beliefs in the advent of inde pend ence 
from European colo nial rule.21 Others, such as the Senegalese writer 
and film maker Ousmane Sembène (d. 2007) in his film Ceddo 
(1977), offered a critique of offi cial Islam in Senegal and its tend en-
cies towards mimicry and claims of indi geneity and authen ti city.22 
Other schol ars, such as the Kenyan- born Ali A. Mazrui (d. 2014), 
proposed that Islam, Christianity (and Western colo ni al ism) and 
the African ances tral culture were a set of cultural resources that 
Africans could use and critique in creat ive ways in their struggle for 
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self- determ in a tion.23 Mazrui’s ‘triple- herit age’ thesis (made into a 
BBC tele vi sion series titled The Africans: A Triple Heritage in the 
1980s) was pillor ied by Wole Soyinka (b. 1934), a Nigerian writer of 
Yoruba descent, who wrote that Mazrui’s thesis ‘payed lip service to 
African deities’ and ‘ended up being just another expens ive propa-
ganda for the racial- reli gious superi or ity of seduct ive super sti tions 
impor ted into, or forced down the throat of the African contin ent’.24 
The debate between Mazrui and Soyinka contin ues to be raked over 
in academic and intel lec tual circles today, indic at ing the extent to 
which Islam’s histor ical and contem por ary place in Africa remains 
part of a live debate.25

Mazrui’s ‘triple- herit age’ salvo shows a tend ency amongst 
schol ars and intel lec tu als to offer up grand narrat ives or contin-
ental rubrics about Islam in Africa.26 In recent schol ar ship, the 
most preval ent are: 1) the contin ued idea that wherever you find 
Islam in Africa it is so- called African Islam or Africanised Islam, 
meaning that reli gious expres sions of Muslims on African soil have 
visible hall marks of indi gen ous African reli gions; and 2) the 
double- barrelled termin o logy African Islam/Islam in Africa, the 
first half of which refers to forms of indi gen ous Islam that  
are closely tied to Sufi groups or ideas, and the second half of  
which refers to forms of Islamic expres sion that are tied to Islamist 
reform move ments.27 While such frame works may have some 
heur istic value, in each case where they are applied they require 
careful defin i tion and judi cious applic a tion, and abandon ing when 
the data does not fit. But, more import antly, it is hard to imagine 
that such over arch ing frame works can adequately account for the 
immense histor ical and contem por ary diversity of Islamic expres-
sions in sub-Saharan Africa, let alone the entire contin ent.

In an attempt to grapple with the immense plur al ity of Islam  
in Africa and its rela tion ships with Islam else where, Roman 
Loimeier has proposed an approach that takes up Talal Asad’s 
propos i tion that ‘Islam was a set of discurs ive tradi tions’ which 
comprise a set of found ing discourses such as the Qur’an and 
Hadith, a set of discurs ive prac tices such as contest a tion and 
re- artic u la tion, as well as a range of social insti tu tions and social 
actors such as Qur’an trans mit ters and inter pret ers – all integ ral to 
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the form a tion and perpetu ation of the Islamic tradi tion.28 Loimeier 
suggests:

In order to explain this para dox ical notion of unity within 
diversity we should visu al ize Islam as a great pool or corpus of 
texts, of prescrip tions concern ing the faith and/or every day life, 
of shared rituals and fest ivals, of norms and values, as well as 
teach ing tradi tions that were based on a number of key texts such 
as the Qur’an, the compil a tions of the sunna of the Prophet, as 
well as a large number of legal and theo lo gical texts.29

Loimeier rightly expands Asad’s defin i tion of ‘discurs iv ity’ and ‘texts’ 
to include ‘core sites such as Mecca and Medina’, ‘core icons and 
symbols’, ‘calli graphic repres ent a tion’, repres ent a tions of saints, and 
specific ‘amulets and visu al iz a tions’, among other expres sions.30

My own gloss on Loimeier’s propos i tion31 is that under stand ings 
of Islam in Africa and else where can best be gleaned through an 
exam in a tion of what people do with Loimeier’s expan ded sense of 
Asad’s ‘discurs ive tradi tion’: how they engage with it and select 
from it; what they add to it or subtract from it; how they relate it to 
histor ical and contem por an eous soci opol it ical real it ies; how they 
debate and contest inter pret a tions of it; and how they preserve it 
and trans mit it from one gener a tion to the next. Thus, it may not be 
suffi cient to identify what goes into making the Islamic tradi tion in 
a local ity or a region, it is also import ant to identify what people on 
the ground choose to select from their tradi tion at any given histor-
ical moment and crit ic ally examine why they are making these 
selec tions. Such a meth od o logy allows an under stand ing of Islam 
and Muslim soci et ies to be unearthed from below.

The proposed meth od o logy also calls for a case- based approach 
that requires multiple studies to be under taken before old or new 
paradigms are employed to explain what is a very diverse and 
complex set of exper i ences. Indeed, recent schol ar ship being 
produced in a range of discip lines, as exem pli fied in the present 
volume of case studies, provides a more nuanced under stand ing 
about the histor ical and contem por ary diversity, depth of thought 
and creativ ity amongst Muslims in Africa, and the local form a tion 
and devel op ment of Islam in differ ent parts of the region. However, 



Zulfikar Hirji

8

some of the old preju dices persist in many academic discip lines. In 
the field of art history, for example, Karin Ådahl’s intro duc tion to 
Islamic Art and Culture in Sub-Saharan Africa (1995) makes this 
expli cit when she asks:

How then should the limits for what is Islamic art be set? With 
the perspect ive of an art histor ian dealing mainly with clas sical 
Islamic art, I find it hard to accept a tribal mask as an Islamic art 
object in spite of its justi fic a tion in rituals which have been assim-
il ated into the African Islamic society from pagan prac tices.32

John Picton has offered a rejoin der to Ådahl’s ques tion by stating: 
‘Writing a history of art in West Africa without due refer ence to 
Islam would be about as sens ible as trying to consider European art 
history in the absence of Christianity.’33 As evid enced by Ruba 
Kana’an’s study in this volume, which shows how a talis manic shirt 
from West Africa is compar able to the tradi tion of inscribed garments 
produced by Muslims in Iran, India and Turkey, the study of Islamic 
art and mater ial culture in Africa, as with other schol arly discip lines, 
is increas ingly cognis ant of the extent to which Muslims in Africa, 
like Muslims every where, includ ing in the Middle East, have evolved 
the Islamic tradi tion in ways and forms that are distinct ive but are 
also readily compar able to other parts of the Muslim world and, at 
times, part of a shared tradi tion.

One of the most tangible forms of the Islamic tradi tion that 
Muslims in sub-Saharan Africa share with Muslims else where is its 
manu script culture. Until recently, the schol arly study of Islamic 
manu scripts in sub-Saharan Africa has been limited owing to an 
over de termined focus on oral tradi tions as well as limited access to 
the region’s rich and diverse manu script tradi tion.34 This situ ation 
has led to the neglect of Muslim manu script tradi tions, and there 
now is an urgent need for their preser va tion and for crit ical schol ar-
ship on the Islamic manu script culture of sub-Saharan Africa. In 
this regard, the digit isa tion and preser va tion of an archive of 
approx im ately 130 nine teenth- and early twen ti eth- century manu-
scripts from the Riyadha Mosque College in Lamu,35 and the efforts 
to digit ise Arabic manu scripts in the collec tion of the Institute of 
Ethiopian Studies at Addis Ababa University are but two recent 
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examples of efforts to preserve such tradi tions. The most notable 
efforts have been made in the numer ous private manu script librar ies 
of Muslims in West Africa, partic u larly in Djenné and Timbuktu in 
Mali.36 On the one hand, the content and survival of these private 
repos it or ies chal lenge the preju dices about Islam and Muslims in 
the region, partic u larly their allegedly limited written liter acy, and 
the extent to which such communit ies were isol ated from reli gious 
networks and schol arly ideas in adja cent regions of the Middle East 
and the Mediterranean. On the other hand, the coex ist ence of these 
schol arly text- based tradi tions along side aural/oral, artistic and 
perform ance- based expres sions of Islamic ideas and imagin ar ies 
provide evid ence of the dexter ity that Muslims in sub-Saharan 
Africa have employed in convey ing their exist en tial and spir itual 
concerns.

Indeed, all of this schol arly activ ity has become more urgent in 
recent years owing to phys ical threats posed to these librar ies and 
tradi tions of learn ing by Muslims belong ing to groups with a  
very differ ent orient a tion to those who have for centur ies nurtured 
these cultures of learn ing. Abdel Kader Haidara, Director of  
the Mamma Haidara Memorial Library in Timbuktu, has noted  
this threat.37 His library houses one of the oldest manu script collec-
tions in Timbuktu. This collec tion comprises one of the more than 
four hundred private manu script collec tions in that country. The 
contents of many of these librar ies – which were founded in the 
mid- tenth/mid- sixteenth century – were kept safe from French 
colo nial author it ies, to whom they allegedly were being sold for 
display in French museums, by protect ors who buried them beneath 
the soil. These manu scripts have only resur faced in the last few 
decades after changes in the region’s polit ical climate. The Mamma 
Haidara collec tion contains some 22,000 manu scripts and 8,500 
printed books. The oldest manu script in the collec tion is a copy  
of the al-Muwa		a
 of Mālik b. Anas, copied in the year 467/1074. 
The library contains around 800 copies of the Qur’an, 220 works  
of Qur’anic comment ary (tafsīr) and 350 manu scripts related to 
Qur’anic sciences. The oldest Qur’anic manu script in the collec tion 
dates to 532/1138 and is likely to have been produced in al-Andalus. 
Since 2012, the contents of many of the private librar ies of Timbuktu 
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have been under threat from milit ant Islamists who have attemp ted 
to capture territ ory in north ern Mali. This threat promp ted Mr 
Haidara and others to smuggle their manu script collec tions out of 
Timbuktu to safer climes in Bamako and other parts of West Africa, 
often at great personal risk. The commit ment and resolve of West 
African Muslim communit ies and intel lec tu als such as Mr Haidara 
to preserve West Africa’s Islamic herit age requires recog ni tion as 
well as part ner ship and support from schol arly communit ies, 
among others. The decision to include an account of this recent 
episode in Timbuktu’s history here is aimed at drawing atten tion to 
this import ant chapter in the contem por ary histor ies of Islamic 
learn ing in sub-Saharan Africa and its implic a tions for schol ars 
and others concerned with world herit age.

Lines in the Sand: The Study of the Qur’an in  
Sub-Saharan Africa

Critical schol ar ship of the Qur’an in sub-Saharan Africa has been 
limited. The reasons for this gap may mirror what has been 
described in the previ ous section and what Scott Reese neatly sums 
up as the two central assump tions that have created a lacunae in 
schol ar ship on Islamic learn ing in Africa: 1) that ‘the reli gious 
nature of a text a priori deprives it of any histor ical value’; and  
2) that ‘reli gious intel lec tu als and insti tu tions of African Islam are 
somehow frozen in time’.38 What is true with regard to the study of 
Islamic learn ing in Africa may be doubly so for the study of the 
Qur’an. Here, too, there may be assump tions that the Qur’an is a 
static, fixed and formu laic text whose study might yield little in 
terms of know ledge about the partic u lar society in which it is used. 
There may also be assump tions that the Qur’an is just a text that 
is bound between two covers, subject to rote memor isa tion and 
mimetic repe ti tion under the scru tiny of a strict scholar (�ālim). It 
may also be that the ubiquity of the Qur’an makes it a some what 
banal subject of close study. Perhaps other reasons are that the 
study of the Qur’an in Africa, and perhaps any tradi tion expressed 
or written in Arabic, is perceived as not provid ing an under stand ing 
of the ‘authen tic’ African. Or, the reasons may be alto gether more 
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benign: for some schol ars, it may just have been that phys ical manu-
scripts of the Qur’an and asso ci ated liter at ure such as comment-
ar ies, partic u larly from premod ern contexts, have been unavail able 
or out of reach; or that the complex and multiple language skills 
required to under take such studies were beyond the abil it ies of even 
the most dedic ated of schol ars.

While these reasons, among others, may account for the general 
state of the field, they also provide a rationale for the public a tion of 
the present volume and its twin aims:

1) to open up new discourses about Islam and Muslims in 
sub-Saharan Africa through an exam in a tion of how Muslims  
in this geograph ical and sociocul tural context engage with the 
Qur’an;
2) to open up new discourses about the Qur’an through an  
exam in a tion of how Muslims in sub-Saharan Africa engage  
with it.

But publish ing a book of studies on the Qur’an in sub-Saharan 
Africa means heeding the field’s complex and fraught history. This 
means avoid ing the afore men tioned assump tions and preju dices  
by explain ing the volume’s title, which uses the nomen clature 
‘sub-Saharan Africa’. In this volume, the term is used only to reflect 
a conscious decision to select case studies from geographic areas 
south of the Sahara – a decision that was made to draw atten tion to 
parts of Africa that have been very much under rep res en ted in the 
broader liter at ure on Islam and Muslims in Africa. In no way does 
this nomen clature suggest some sort of putat ive divi sion between 
these two Africas, nor does it suggest any fore gone assess ment of 
the types of Islamic expres sion amongst Muslims living south of the 
Sahara.39 While this volume has attemp ted to be compre hens ive in 
terms of its cover age of all the diverse places where Muslims reside 
in sub-Saharan Africa, this has not always been possible because of 
the dearth of studies specific ally focused on Muslim engage ments 
with the Qur’an in a number of these loca tions. As a result, the 
volume does not include, for example, studies from Ethiopia, Sudan, 
Malawi, Mozambique or South Africa. Hence, this volume should 
be taken as a first step towards a more compre hens ive study of  
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the Qur’an in sub-Saharan Africa, rather than as the defin it ive  
last word.

The next task then is to explain the word ‘Qur’an’ as it emerges 
from the volume’s case studies. Covering a period from the twelfth/
eight eenth century to the early twenty- first century and a variety  
of geograph ical loca tions in West and East Africa, includ ing 
Burkina Faso, Kenya, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal and Tanzania, 
the volume’s case studies indi vidu ally and collect ively attest to the 
Qur’an being more than a book between two covers. The studies use 
differ ent frame works and meth od o lo gical approaches from the 
academic discip lines of philo logy, histori ography, anthro po logy 
and art history to refer ence a variety of media and modal it ies  
that Muslims in sub-Saharan Africa, like else where, have used and 
continue to use in their engage ments with the Qur’an. These include 
manu scripts; comment ar ies; trans la tions; recit a tions and invoc a-
tions; music and poetry; magic squares and symbolic reper toire; 
scripts, designs and decor a tions; reli gious acts and ritual prac tices; 
medi cinal and curat ive acts; textiles, ink, paper, and wooden 
boards; spaces of educa tion, healing and prayer, as well as spaces  
of dreams and spirit worlds. Defined, then, through Muslim 
approaches to it, the Qur’an (in its fullest sense) is a rather complex 
subject. It moves as a whole and in parts, in letter and deed, and in 
thought and inspir a tion through multiple discurs ive networks and 
social actors who, in turn, move within and between diverse local, 
regional, trans- regional and trans- dimen sional spaces that are 
constantly in the making over multiple gener a tions. Thus, this 
sheer complex ity requires a pris matic lens that is best achieved 
through a multidiscip lin ary approach, such as the one embraced in 
this volume.

In sum, while the geograph ical marker of ‘sub-Saharan Africa’ is 
used in the title of this volume, the presumed bounds of land, sea 
and air are rendered rather feeble barri ers when viewed against the 
unboun ded ness of the phys ical, intel lec tual, creat ive, soci opol it ical, 
meta phor ical and spir itual spaces into which the volume’s diverse 
Muslims who engage with the Qur’an take us. This (re)orient a tion 
recalls Alfred Korzybski’s oft- cited aphor ism: ‘a map is not the 
territ ory’.40
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Gathering the Texts: A Summary of the Case Studies

Four broadly defined and over lap ping themes emerge from the 
volume’s case studies: 1) inter pret a tion; 2) embod i ment; 3) gendered 
know ledge; and 4) trans mis sion. The first of these, ‘inter pret a tion’, 
concerns the formal and informal processes that Muslims use  
to make God’s Word under stood. The contri bu tions of Dmitry 
Bondarev (chapter 2) and Tal Tamari (chapter 3) provide examples 
of the exeget ical produc tion of tafsīr (synchron ous, often inter lin ear 
comment ary on the Qur’anic Arabic text) in histor ical and contem-
por ary contexts. Bondarev’s study compares the variety of Arabic 
tafsīrs inscribed on four Qur’an manu scripts dating from the 
eleventh/seven teenth to the nine teenth centur ies, from the Borno 
Empire in north east Nigeria. Bondarev shows that Borno’s schol ars 
turned to multiple clas sical Arabic tafsīrs to help them elucid ate the 
meaning of the Qur’an. Among these comment ar ies were the Sunni 
Tafsīr al-Jalālayn, composed by the Cairo- based scholar Jalāl al-Dīn 
al-Ma�allī (d. 864/1459) and his student Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyū�ī 
(d. 911/1505), as well as some lesser- known tafsīrs from the schol-
arly Sufi tradi tion, includ ing �aqa
īq al- tafsīr, the comment ary of 
the Nishapurī exegete Abū �Abd al-Ra�mān al-Sulamī (d. 412/1021). 
This rich and diverse Arabic- language mater ial was not only copied 
into each of the Borno Qur’an manu scripts but it coex is ted with 
inter lin ear annota tions and comment ar ies in Old Kanembu, a 
Nilo–Saharan language that developed in the area of Lake Chad. 
Hence, such manu scripts may indic ate the dexter ous poly glot capa-
cit ies of the scribes that lived and worked in this region in the 
premod ern period or suggest differ ent histor ical phases of their 
local exeget ical tradi tion. Whichever the case may be, it defin itely 
reflects a keen aware ness of, and access to, the exeget ical tradi tions 
in the broader Muslim world. It also indic ates that Borno schol ars 
produced their own original comment ar ies in the vernacu lar of 
their region. As such, through Bondarev’s forensic lexico graphy, we 
see the finger prints of an inter pret at ive community of scribes and 
schol ars who, through their multi lin gual inter play of comment ary, 
trans la tion, annota tion and cita tion, gathered around the Qur’an to 
make meaning out of God’s Word.
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The meta phor of gath er ing around the Qur’anic text takes on a 
real- time spoken dimen sion in Tamari’s study of a 1992 audio 
record ing of an orally delivered tafsīr of Sūrat al-Ra�mān (Q. 55) by 
a Manding- speak ing scholar from the Segu region of central Mali. 
In this case, the scholar, who is of prom in ent lineage and well- 
versed in clas sical Arabic tafsīr tradi tions, attempts to comment on 
the sura’s meaning for an audi ence of his students through what 
Tamari calls ‘trans la tional reading’. This process involves para-
phras ing and trans lat ing the Qur’anic Arabic text into Manding, a 
Niger–Congo language spoken through out south ern Mali and 
adja cent coun tries, as well as using other lexical and inter- linguistic 
strategies includ ing words from a special ised Arabic–Manding 
lexicon called Bamana, and loan words from Arabic and French. 
The scholar also uses affect ive modes of perform ance- style inter-
locu tion, such as repe ti tion and onoma to poeia, which indic ate the 
embod ied nature of the trans la tional process in which the meaning 
of the words is given phys ical form through gestic u la tion and vocal 
stresses. The scholar is thus an earnest reli gious brico leur who 
draws from and mingles a range of languages and lexical resources 
to make abstract Qur’anic ideas, such as the unity of God (taw�īd), 
concrete and intel li gible to non-Arabic speak ers. In so doing, the 
scholar casts his own tafsīr into the discurs ive arena and adds to 
Borno’s discurs ive tradi tion. Tamari notes that while oral tafsīr 
sessions are recalled to have taken place in the region since before 
the colo nial period, in modern times this tradi tion competes with 
printed copies of tafsīrs circu lat ing in the market, includ ing ones in 
Bamana and other vernacu lars. However, whereas the printed 
tafsīrs preserve the ubiquit ous phys ical separ a tion between the 
Qur’anic text and vernacu lar comment ary, the oral tafsīr has the 
advant age of retain ing a more fluid inter tex tu al ity which may 
account for its contin ued appeal in teach ing–learn ing contexts.

The contri bu tions by Farouk Topan (chapter 4), Gerard van de 
Bruinhorst (chapter 5) and Adeline Masquelier (chapter 8) concern 
acts of Qur’anic trans la tion and inter pret a tion in the context of 
intra-Muslim contest a tions. Topan’s study focuses on Swahili- 
language trans la tions of the Qur’an produced in East Africa by 
Mubarak Ahmad (d. 2001), Abdullah Saleh al-Farsy (d. 1982) and 
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Ali Muhsin al-Barwani (d. 2006) during the twen ti eth century and 
shows the extent to which each of the three trans la tions reflects the 
‘history, culture, ethni city, the aspir a tions of the trans lator and  
of his community’, among other aspects of the trans lat ors’ context. 
A shared char ac ter istic of these three trans la tions is that each of 
their authors seeks to present their trans la tion as author it at ive and 
appeal to local Swahili- speak ing audi ences by contest ing trans la-
tion(s) that preceded it, as a whole or in part. As such, Topan’s cases 
make plain that trans lat ing the Qur’an is not a prosaic exer cise,  
but a creat ive endeav our which can be histor icised and through 
which we can witness long- stand ing and emer ging intra- communal 
contest a tions, among other debates.

Bruinhorst’s study exam ines a recent (2003) elec tron ic ally 
published inter lin ear Swahili Qur’an trans la tion and tafsīr by Ali 
Jumaa Mayunga (b. 1947), a Tanzanian Muslim convert to Twelver 
Shi‘ism, and its recep tion. Here, the local scholar uses Qur’anic 
comment ary to present his own conver sion journey. He also draws 
compar is ons between Islamic history and contem por ary Tanzanian 
polit ics. Bruinhorst notes a partic u larly charged example of the 
scholar’s compar ison between the oppres sion of the Shi‘a under 
Mu�āwiya b. Abī Sufyān (d. 60/680), the Umayyad governor of Syria, 
and the anti-Muslim policies of Julius Nyerere (d. 1999), the former 
pres id ent of Tanzania. This exeget ical strategy of blend ing polit ics 
with reli gion, accord ing to Bruinhorst, was highly contested by the 
scholar’s local audi ence. In their view, owing to the region’s history 
of contested Swahili Qur’an trans la tions, it was prefer able for trans-
la tions to be free of ‘explan at ory foot notes and intro duc tions’ so as 
to mirror the ahis tor ical canon ical feel of the Qur’an in its original 
Qur’anic Arabic. In response, the Shi‘i scholar defends his decision 
by drawing on a sermon of Ayatollah Khomeini (d. 1989), the 
former supreme leader of Iran. While both Qur’an and history form 
part of a single seam less discourse, the oppos i tion to this work and 
contem por ary trends in East Africa favours an ahis tor ical approach 
to Qur’an trans la tions that strips the finger print of the scholar from 
the trans la tion.

Interpretations of the Qur’an are also the subject of Masque -
lier’s study of Islamic prayer prac tices amongst Hausa- speak ing 
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communit ies in Niger’s south ern town of Dogondoutchi in the late 
1990s. In this case, anti-Sufi Izala reform ists sought to correct the 
oblig at ory prayer (Hausa, salla) prac tices of Sufi- oriented tradi tion-
al ist Muslims in Dogondoutchi and erad ic ate their forms of Islamic 
expres sion, includ ing medit at ive prayer (Hausa, zikri), devo tional 
singing (Hausa, ishirin iyya) and recit a tions of the opening chapter 
of the Qur’an (Hausa, salat al- fatih). In chart ing the discourse 
between the two sides and their leaders, Masquelier provides insight 
into the multiple ways that author it at ive know ledge of the Qur’an 
and the ability to accur ately read the text was used by both sides  
to prove their claims and the superi or ity of their under stand ing  
of the revel a tion. Unlike the Izala, who focus primar ily on expos i-
tion of the Qur’anic text and follow ing a very strict bodily regime of 
prayer postures, the tradi tion al ist Muslims added other more 
embod ied and sensory forms to their reper toire of reli gious 
knowing, includ ing visu al ising the text and repe ti tious or melodi ous 
chant ing of Islamic prayer such as salat al- fatih. From their 
perspect ive, such prac tices provided ‘bliss’ and ‘pleas ure’ that 
encour aged the growth of an ‘inner spir itu al ity’. It is import ant to 
recall that Masquelier notes that such forms of Islam do not negate 
the Qur’anic text, which all parties in the debates agreed was the 
found a tion of Islam; rather, the aim of Dogondoutchi’s tradi tion al-
ists is to get at the Qur’an’s essence.

Ryan Skinner’s study (chapter 6) of the contem por ary music 
scene in Mali’s capital Bamako evid ences similar tensions between 
Qur’anic embod i ment as a way of Islamic knowing and a more 
textual approach to God’s Word. Skinner exam ines the manner in 
which Malian popular musi cians inter pol ate Qur’anic content, 
phrases, formu lae and selec ted words into the lyrics of their songs 
to ‘inter pel late’ (i.e. bring into being) an ‘Islamic voice’ and produce 
moral subjects. Such processes are what Skinner calls ‘a poetics of 
recog ni tion’ through which local parti cipants in the music, both 
performers and audi ences, co- construct a moral space of inter ac-
tion. While not the kind of oral tafsīr space discussed by Tamari, 
the musical perform ances that Skinner describes also exhibit code- 
switch ing between Arabic and Bamana, and repeatedly inter pol ated 
Qur’anic content. As Skinner notes, in Malian contexts the Qur’anic 
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content in the music serves to reaffi rm iden tity and belong ing and 
mark partic u lar ways of being Muslim, but when the music with its 
Qur’anic content moves into the global arena, it can suffer from 
‘misrecog ni tion’ and be contested and regarded as ‘unortho dox’ or 
against Islam. Skinner’s study provides several illus tra tions of the 
responses of Mali’s musi cians to these claims, includ ing Toumani 
Diabaté (b. 1965), who defend their use of the ‘poetic voice of Islam’ 
and ‘Qur’anic inter pol a tion’.

Ruba Kana’an (chapter 7) exam ines a late- twen ti eth century 
talis manic shirt from Burkina Faso which is heavily inscribed  
with Qur’anic content, includ ing selec ted Qur’anic verses (āyas), 
the ninety- nine names of God (al- asmā
 al-�usnā), the names of 
proph ets and other Islamic formu lae. Kana’an argues that the shirt, 
like its many other coun ter parts in West Africa and other parts of 
the Islamic world, includ ing Sultanate and Mughal India, Ottoman 
Turkey and Safavid Iran, embod ies the Qur’an as one iter a tion of 
the Islamic tradi tion of ‘talis manic’ shirt- making. Muslims in many 
places used such inscribed shirts to protect the wearer from harm. 
Such garments were part of a long- stand ing and widely spread 
Islamic apotro paic tradi tion of bodily care and healing through the 
invoc a tion, inges tion and applic a tion of Qur’anic mater ial. Kana’an 
also discusses the way in which Western schol ars of Islam, partic u-
larly art histor i ans, have often over- determ ined the ‘Africanness’ 
and ‘local ity’ of such talis manic objects, primar ily attrib ut ing the 
cultural produc tion of such garments to the ‘magic’ and ‘anim istic’ 
beliefs of the diverse African reli gious land scape rather than  
seeing them as part and parcel of the Muslim world view. As such, 
Kana’an adds Western art histor i ans to Skinner’s global arena of 
‘reli gious ortho dox ies’, who through a ‘polit ics of misrecog ni tion’ 
have wrongly presen ted the cultural expres sions of Muslims in 
sub-Saharan Africa as entirely anom al ous to that of Muslims 
else where.

As with Kana’an’s talis manic shirt, the healing and protect ive 
words of the Qur’an are central to Kjersti Larsen’s ethno graphic 
study (chapter 9) of the differ ent ways in which the words of the 
Qur’an are regarded as ‘medi cine’ (Swahili, dawa) amongst some 
Muslim female and male resid ents of Zanzibar Town, the capital 
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city of Zanzibar, Tanzania. Here, speak ing the Qur’an or enact ing 
its truths are believed to mater i al ise a force that can protect and 
heal. This is true in all aspects of life, not just in the space of ritual 
prac tice. This idea of ‘utter ance’ is compar able to Skinner’s study, in 
which the Islamic moral subject is inter pel lated through acts of 
Qur’anic inter pol a tion. It is for this reason that Larsen’s inform ants 
move through their daily lives invok ing Qur’anic words, phrases 
and ideas at every turn. Such actions not only dissolve distinc tions 
between the social and the ritual, they also allow some inform ants 
access to the world of spirits, which is considered an import ant  
part of the Qur’anic world view in Zanzibar, as it is else where in  
the Muslim world. One of Larsen’s female inter locutors attrib uted 
her unique know ledge of the hidden mean ings of the Qur’an to 
Muslim spirits from Arabia, with whom she became acquain ted 
through the regular prac tice of dhikr (remem brance of God) and 
under tak ing pious deeds. Over time, she believes, the spirits  
trans mit ted this special Qur’anic know ledge to her, which even tu-
ally allowed her to become recog nised as a reli gious author ity in 
Zanzibar in arenas that are usually domin ated by men. As such, 
Larsen’s study hints at the final two themes of gender and know-
ledge trans mis sion that are explored fully in the remain ing studies 
of the volume.

In Susan Rasmussen’s study (chapter 10) of gender, altered states, 
and local cultural repres ent a tions of Islam among the Tuareg (Kel 
Tamajaq) living in the rural Aïr moun tains of Niger, mara bouts 
(Tamajaq, inesle men) – local diviners who are also Islamic reli gious 
schol ars – inter pret the dreams of their female clients. Rasmussen’s 
ethno graphic study shows how the Qur’anic world view that speaks 
of the world of spirits (djinns) is uniquely artic u lated and expressed 
amongst the Tuareg. Additionally, Rasmussen provides examples of 
how verses from the Qur’an are used to divine cases of posses sion 
or spirit visit a tion and as a ‘force of medi ation and recon cili ation’  
in a richly elab or ated case about a woman who was poten tially 
possessed. She argues that amongst the Tuareg, indi gen ous systems 
of knowing and those derived from Islam work in ‘a product ive 
tension’ rather than a neat binary oppos i tion between ‘folk’ and 
‘scrip tural’ reli gion. By exten sion, women are not, in Rasmussen’s 
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view, more likely to opt out of norm at ive Islamic reli gious prac tices 
or feel deprived of access to the Qur’an. As in Larsen’s case study, 
the woman who was almost possessed achieved equi lib rium 
through embra cing these Islamic prac tices and using them to her 
advant age.

Joseph Hill’s study (chapter 11) provides another example of how 
women in Islamic contexts move past assigned gender roles. Hill’s 
study exam ines the life of Shaykha Maryam Niasse (b. 1932), the 
daugh ter of the Tijānī Sufi Shaykh Ibrāhīm Niasse (d. 1975). She 
resides in Senegal and acts as an Islamic leader and teacher. While 
such women are widely recog nised as Qur’an teach ers, inter na tion-
ally influ en tial Islamic author it ies, chan nels of their father’s divine 
bless ing (baraka), their formal appoint ment as Sufi spir itual 
guides who regu larly induct male and female disciples into the Sufi 
order is far less widely known. Hill casts his atten tion to Shaykha 
Maryam’s daily life and the way she expertly medi ates her ascribed 
gender role by assert ing her know ledge and mastery of the Qur’an. 
What is also notable in Hill’s study is Shaykha Maryam’s use of an 
esoteric inter pret a tion of the Qur’an to argue that gender distinc-
tions are this- worldly (āhir), and thus present her author ity as 
trans mit ter of reli gious know ledge and spir itual truths as equi-
val ent to or even surpass ing that of a man. As Hill suggests, para-
dox ic ally, the ‘largely hidden and informal’ femin ine forms of piety 
in this Sufi context are often viewed as being of the highest and 
most legit im ate order, thereby height en ing the Shaykha’s reli gious 
author ity.

Andrea Brigaglia’s study (chapter 12) of the wooden tablet 
(Hausa, allo; al- lawh being the Arabic equi val ent) histor ic ally used 
through out the Muslim world for the teach ing of the Qur’an, and 
still adopted in most tradi tional West African Qur’anic schools, 
brings together themes of trans mis sion of know ledge with the 
concept of embod i ment. Brigaglia’s study focuses on the role of  
the allo in the first stages of tradi tional Islamic educa tion in 
Hausaland (north ern Nigeria) and on the symbol ism asso ci ated 
with it. Far from being a mere substi tute for paper as a support of 
learn ing before the latter became easily (and cheaply) avail able in 
the region, Brigaglia shows how the allo is seen as an indis pens able 
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support for writing down the Qur’an as the students move through 
the various stages of their reli gious educa tion. The study also 
discusses the anthro po morph ism of the differ ent phys ical shapes 
taken by the allo through the differ ent stages of tradi tional Qur’anic 
studies. As with Kana’an’s study of a West African ‘talis manic’ 
shirt, Brigaglia also argues that the allo’s mater ial form and 
aesthetic are deeply groun ded in Islamic theo lo gical concepts 
rather than being examples of syncret ism with local ‘pagan’ ideas. 
Further pursu ing this line of reas on ing, Brigaglia discusses how  
the allo is also an object that embod ies a complex network of 
Islamic know ledge and symbolic mean ings – what Brigaglia calls 
‘embod ied epistem o logy’. Ultimately, the allo allows the student to 
conceive of their learn ing as the re- enact ment (and not only the 
trans mis sion) of the original process through which the Word of 
God was revealed: the ‘descent’ (nuzūl) of the archetypal, eternal 
Qur’an from the heav enly ‘preserved tablet’ (al- law� al- ma�fū) to 
the Prophet Muhammad.

My own study (chapter 13), which concludes the volume, exam-
ines the histor ical or styl istic rela tion ships between three illu mi  -
nated Qur’an manu scripts produced at the town of Siyu on Pate 
Island in the Lamu archipelago between the twelfth/eight eenth and 
nine teenth centur ies. I argue that the manu scripts, which are 
currently located in Los Angeles, London and Muscat, provide 
evid ence that there was a distinct ive and soph ist ic ated scribal tradi-
tion on the East African coast located at Siyu before the nine teenth 
century. Thus, in connec tion to the theme of trans mis sion, the 
study of the Siyu Qur’an manu scripts raises ques tions about the 
histor ical form a tion and devel op ment of this scribal tradi tion, its 
connec tions to other manu script produc tion centres in the region 
and beyond, and its rela tion ship with locally produced Swahili- 
language manu scripts in Arabic script. Finally, like the Hausa allo 
discussed by Brigaglia, the talis manic shirt from Burkina Faso in 
Kana’an’s study and the Borno manu scripts examined by Bondarev, 
the Siyu Qur’ans are treated here not just as phys ical objects that 
house the text of the Qur’an, but as examples of ‘mater ial reli gion’ 
out of which the histor ies of the people who engaged with the 
Qur’an can be read, felt and imagined.41
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In sum, the twelve studies in this volume provide a range of 
meth od o lo gical approaches and theor et ical frame works that allow 
us to begin to under stand the plur al ity of engage ments that Muslims 
from diverse communit ies of inter pret a tion and from differ ent 
parts of sub-Saharan Africa have had with the Qur’an. These studies 
also add to the growing schol ar ship on Muslim approaches to this 
scrip ture. But they are also indic at ive of the many land scapes, in 
Africa and else where, where the Qur’an and Islam feature yet 
remain to be studied. Undoubtedly, the fruits of all such endeav-
ours will make for a richer harvest.
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