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Introduction

The colonial-era Senegalese Muslim intellectual Shaykh Musa Kamara is best
known for his over 1,700-page Arabic-language text about the history and
social organization of the greater Western Sahel, Zuhūr al-basātı̄n fı̄ tārı̄kh
al-Sawādı̄n (Flowers in the Gardens in the History of the Blacks) (Kamara
1998). Long celebrated by nationalist historiography as proof of an autochthon-
ous historical consciousness and a spirit of tolerance, his status as a point of ref-
erence has been renewed in the contemporary context of Islamist political violence
in the region. In particular, his invalidation of jihad as an acceptable practice
makes Kamara relevant in new ways that enable the reconciliation of African
racial identities and Islamic forms of life with global political modernity.
However, these receptions do not account for Kamara’s own intellectual
project, nor do they exhaust the possible readings of him in the present. In add-
ition to thinking about Senegal in terms that cohere with the modern, Kamara
also offers a way of thinking about the Muslim-majority West African country,
and the greater Western Sahel more generally, in terms that have emerged from
the historical specificity of the region. These include saintly subjectivity, notions
of power irreducible to either the religious or the political, and a method of genea-
logical criticism. Importantly, he developed these ideas at the moment when a con-
sensus about the place of Islam in colonial governance was being elaborated: Sufi
orders would mediate the relationship between the colonial state and the popula-
tion, in which few were citizens and many were subjects. Revisiting his body of
work permits us to consider an analytical language about an African society
with deep histories of Islam and an intellectual elaboration that was expressed
within and sought to intervene in a colonial context. By showing how Kamara
has appeared alternatively as a walı̄ (Arabic: a friend of God or Muslim
‘saint’), a colonial informant, a Senegalese historian, and most recently a Sufi
scholar-saint, I highlight both the canonical status of his interventions and the
difficulty of extracting him, and his knowledge production, from the coloniality
of his moment or from more recent forms of domination.
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Biographical sketch

Shaykh Musa Kamarawas born around 1864 in the easternmost part of what was
at the time Futa Toro, in the middle Senegal River valley.1 Futa Toro was an
Islamic political formation established in 1776 by a movement, led first by
Ceerno Sulayman Bal and then by Abdul Kader Kane, that had sought to limit
the vulnerability to enslavement of a population with a deep Muslim past (Ware
2014: 110–62; Robinson 1975a; Barry 1998: 94–106). By the time of Kamara’s
birth, however, the autonomy of this agriculturally rich region had been compro-
mised by French domination of the river-based trade in gum arabic and textiles, in
addition to an emigration of the inhabitants of Futa to participate in the cam-
paigns of the militant saintly figure Hajj Umar Tal, who had established a
rather large Islamic political formation to the east and south (Robinson 1985;
Hanson 1996: 141–55).

Kamara’s family was a scholarly one. Accordingly, he pursued the traditional
course of study, learning the Qurʾan and the basics of Islamic law with nearby tea-
chers. He showed early signs of being a gifted learner but maintained an independ-
ent disposition throughout the process. There seems to have been an important
shift, however, when he began to travel in the early 1880s in pursuit of more
advanced studies in Islamic jurisprudence, Arabic language and literature, and
esoteric sciences. Taking up the common practice of seeking out knowledge
from teachers wherever they may be found, Kamara travelled throughout his
native Futa Toro, in the lands of the Bı̄dạ̄n tribes north of the Senegal River,
and to Futa Jallon in the Guinea highlands further south. Through this process,
he met and developed strong ties with Muslim scholars of the region, firmly inte-
grating Kamara in the region’s echelon of scholars.2 Hoping to take advantage of
the networks of support and patronage that had criss-crossed and buttressed the
region’s political formations for at least the previous two centuries, Kamara
made plans to go on the pilgrimage to Mecca, long a cherished but challenging
accomplishment for West African Muslim scholars (Al-Naqar 1972). However,
the difficulty of financing such a trip and the instability resulting from what
would be the region’s last jihad, waged by Mamadu Lamine Drame, limited his
prospects for undertaking the hajj (Bathily 1970; Fisher 1970; Robinson 1975b).
In the midst of the conquest of what would become French West Africa,
Kamara settled down in the village of Ganguel with his entourage at around
the age of thirty.

Although the following period of Kamara’s life is less well documented, it has
been ascertained that over the next thirty years Kamara developed a strong repu-
tation as both a scholar and a planter in the eyes of his peers, catching the atten-
tion of the French surveillance apparatus. At this time, the French colonial state
was heavily invested in surveilling Muslim scholars, worried that they constituted
the most substantial threat to the colonial order. The responsible agency, the

1For a synthesis of Kamara’s life, see Schmitz (1998) and Diop (2014). Other useful works
include Bousbina (1992), Pondopoulo (1993), Hilliard (1977), Robinson (1998), Samb (1972)
and Schmitz and Lo (2016).

2In two cases, these relations were cemented through marriage to the daughter or sister of a
scholar. The theme of marriage and gender relations more broadly in the life and work of
Kamara warrant further reflection, as Robinson has intimated (see Robinson 1988: 102).
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Service des Affaires Musulmanes, combined the textualist preoccupations of
orientalist training with the practical demands of surveilling a population
(Harrison 1988: 94–117; Burke 2014: 21–37). At this time, Kamara appeared as
a useful interlocutor for the French for both orientalist and ethnographic
reasons. The colonial administrator Robert Arnaud first recorded Kamara in
1912, mentioning him as the student of a trusted Muslim scholar and as
someone who was critical of excesses of the maraboutic system; the French
often assumed that the master–disciple relationship that structured so much of
religious life in the region was an exploitative one. Kamara’s independence, mod-
erate influence without political ambition and familial connection to colonial
employees made him attractive to colonial officials such as Arnaud
(Pondopoulo 1993: 99–101). He developed a prolific correspondence with other
officials who were interested in him as a source of information about the histories
and customs of the region, which stimulated his writing endeavours.

It was under these conditions that Kamara undertook Zuhūr. From 1920 to
1926, Kamara travelled and recorded oral testimony about the region’s past
and accounts of various lineages, and consulted relevant texts. He focused on
the history of Futa Toro, but situates it in Zuhūr within a broader regional
history as well as a macro-history of Islam. As Pondopoulo has argued,
Kamara anticipated remuneration for this lengthy undertaking and expected it
to be published in a bilingual print edition. However, with a change of administra-
tions and a rupture in the regime of colonial knowledge, the prospects for publish-
ing Zuhūr began to disappear (Pondopoulo 1993: 109–10; Schmitz 1998: 32–51).
The orientalist interest in textual knowledge, as represented by Kamara’s work,
was marginalized as ethnographic surveillance became the gold standard of colo-
nial knowledge. Kamara began to pen much shorter topical works to add to his
volumes on the legality of jihad and a text on Islamic law and legal customs of
the Western Sahel (Kamara n.d.a; n.d.b; 2001; 2003; 2015).

Although Kamara’s hopes for publication were dashed by broken promises, he
bequeathed a number of his texts to the Institut Français d’Afrique Noire, where
he has long been of interest to specialists of Islamologie, or francophone
Orientalism, serving in many ways as the foundation of a Senegalese nationalist
historiography. Kamara’s descendants have been able to collect and identify
more of his works, many thought to have been lost, as well as texts that belonged
to him. Under the leadership of his grandson Thierno Mohammadu Bassirou
Camara,3 an annual visit to Kamara’s grave has been formalized and government
support has been committed for a research centre and library.

A subjectivist reading of Kamara

The above account, presenting the academic consensus on Kamara’s life, fails to
exhaust the ways in which Kamara understood himself and how he has subse-
quently been received. For the project of understanding the twentieth-century

3This article reflects the variety of transcriptions of names in the region. I refer to historical
figures using standardized Pulaar orthography, while with living people I use the spellings they
use themselves.
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intellectual history of Senegal and identifying the problems encountered in think-
ing Africa beyond the colonial, other readings are needed, beginning with a
reading of Kamara’s own representation of himself. Kamara’s 1937 autobio-
graphical text, Tabshı̄r al-khāʾif al-hạyrān wa tadhkı̄ruhu bisāʿat rahṃat Allah
al-Karı̄m al-Mannān (The Spreading of the Good News of the Fearful and
Confused and his Reminder of the Broadness of the Mercy of God, the
Generous, the Bestower) (Kamara 2014), offers a guide to understanding
Kamara in his own moment and to thinking about him in his own terms.4

Tabshı̄r makes an argument for Kamara’s status as a walı̄, a friend of God or
Muslim ‘saint’. Tabshı̄r has often been used by academics to glean historical
and religious facts about Kamara (Samb 1972: 107–28; Bousbina 1992). This
section presents another approach, one that reads the text closely to think
through Kamara’s subjectivity, holding as much as possible the textual excess
that is not contained by fact. This is what I call a subjectivist reading.5

There are some caveats to this approach. Kamara wrote Tabshı̄r in the twi-
light of his life, sometime between August 1937 and his death in 1945, following
a series of disappointments and difficulties resulting from his being a colonial
subject.6 The story that Kamara tells about himself at this moment, with its
inclusions and exclusions, may or may not have been the story that he would
have told at a different moment. All the same, a reading of Tabshı̄r affords
us an indispensable account of the subjectivity of a Muslim scholar and
saintly figure that was forged over much of the course of French colonization,
granting us an opportunity to think through the entanglements of Islam, Africa
and the colonial.

Tabshı̄r is awriting of the saintly self, chargedwith sentiment and spiritual striv-
ing. Such writing about the lives of friends of God is abundant in Islamic contexts,
including in the greater Western Sahel. They appear under many names, including
tarjama (biographical profile),manāqib (accounts of exemplary acts, hagiographic
monographs), tadhkı̄ra (notebooks and/or memoirs) and risāla (epistles). While
there is a debate among scholars of Islam as to the extent to which writing on
the lives of saintly figures can be treated coherently as a class, there is a shared ten-
dency to refer to this literature as hagiography.7 These texts typically narrate epi-
sodes in the life of friends of God, plotting their sanctification and making an
argument for their saintly status.

However, we should pause at the moment of translation that categorizes these
sophisticated and diverse genres and traditions using terms such as hagiography,
biography or autobiography. Given the difference between Kamara’s language
and our own, and between his time and ours, as well as the differing categories

4My reading of Tabshı̄r follows from the work of Abdul Malal Diop, a Senegalese Arabist who
has written extensively on Kamara.

5This is not to be confused with a reader-response theory, which relies on the subjectivity of the
reader as a guiding interpretive grid.

6In addition to the challenges mentioned earlier, Kamarawas denied citizenship on the basis of
his polygamy (Archives Nationales du Senegal 13 G 6 (17)), and his request for government
support in his old age was denied (Pondopoulo 1993: 103).

7On Islamic hagiography, see the comprehensive view in Renard (2008; 2009) and Bashir (2011)
for an approach that stresses the specificity of a given text.
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of classification and organization of knowledge, such work consciously or uncon-
sciously becomes a task of modification and adaptation, a putting into relation of
two terms that are not identical.8 This requires more than finding the equivalences
of two genres; it demands the accommodation and negotiation of different modes
of thought and representation. Translating tarjamatı̄ (Kamara 2014: 1) as ‘my
biography’, particularly as a mode of historical representation, is a treacherous
act. That being said, the margin of difference between tarjama, tabshı̄r and
tadhkı̄ra on the one hand and autobiography on the other furnishes the space to
reflect upon the specificity – that is, the sameness and difference – of Kamara’s
work in relation to other similar texts in his trans-scalar context (local, regional,
Islamic, discursive). Furthermore, that space allows us to consider Kamara’s spe-
cificity in relation to now-hegemonic modes of thinking the human. It is in this
margin that we might witness Kamara’s subjectivity emerge.

The question of translation is particularly relevant in the consideration of sub-
jectivity as the meaning of a life because of the dual semantic resonance in the
term tarjama. Depending on the context, and particularly in the later period,
tarjamamight mean biographical profile or it might mean translation or interpret-
ation. In the greater Maghreb, a space often thought to include the Western Sahel,
tarjama was an especially important genre. It recorded the education, character,
deeds and genealogies of the khasṣ,̣ or the special elite. Emulating the paradig-
matic representation of a life found in the sı̄ra literature on the biography of the
Prophet, such works presented the lives of those who similarly sought to
emulate Muhammad, the ideal Islamic form of life. I propose that the interpret-
ation of the excess of a life situated in history, translating it into the Islamic
form of life that is beyond time or space and putting it in textual form, is the
primary task of a tarjama such as Tabshı̄r.

Although classical historicist approaches have tended to avoid hagiographic
texts, more nuanced social, cultural and religious histories have elaborated
dynamic methods to read them in the context of Muslim West Africa (Babou
2007; Ngom 2016; Seesemann 2011; outside the African context, see also
Bashir 2011: 18–20). By writing about his own life as a walı̄, Kamara streamlines
what Bashir calls the hagiographic process, turning the work into an expression of
his own subjectivity as a friend of God and offering us a unique opportunity to
think about saintly subjectivity.

‘I say,’ Kamara writes in the introduction, ‘one comes closer to the truth with
what a person says about himself, even if the opposite is said’ (Kamara 2014: 1).
Directly after announcing his text as a self-authored hagiography, Kamara
justifies his project by referring to other saintly figures who did the same. He
names four authors and their works that might be considered autobiographical
in nature. Two of these authors – the prolific early modern ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-
Shaʿrānı̄ (d. 1565) and the late medieval Ibn ʿAtạ̄ʾ Allāh (d. 1310) – are major
figures in the tradition of global Sufi thought (Winter 1982; Makdisi 2012). The
other two, Sidi Mukhtar al-Kunti (d. 1811) and Hajj Umar Tal (d. 1864), were
among the most important religious and historic personalities of the eighteenth-

8The entire problematic in Vincent Cornell’s important work on Islamic sainthood centres on
the productive problem of translating the terms walāya and wilaya, the abstract noun form of
the specific walı̄, as sainthood (Cornell 1998).

608 Wendell Marsh

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972020000091 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972020000091


and nineteenth-century Western Sahel (Robinson 1985; Syed 2017; Batran 2001;
Marcus-Sells 2015). By including these four authors, Kamara locates himself sim-
ultaneously in West Africa and in the wider Islamic tradition. Kamara then cites
two verses from Sura Mariam of the Qurʾan, which suggests the importance of
knowing when one is born, died and resurrected (Qurʾan 19:15, 19:33). This
opening justifies Kamara’s writing about himself as a friend of God by invoking
previous saintly figures while grounding such a potentially immodest act in the
chief epistemological and legal authority of the Qurʾan. Second, it entextualizes
Kamara’s status among some of the most prominent ‘people of God’. Tabshı̄r
plays an important part in the hagiographic process by representing Kamara’s
relation to the ideal Islamic form of life through emulation and proximity while
authorizing it through sound knowledge.

Tabshı̄r is not simply a narration of Kamara’s life from beginning to end. In
fact, only the first chapter might be said to be properly biographical, giving expli-
cit details about his life experiences. The other chapters present titles and excerpts
of previous works, testimonials to his knowledge and saintly character, and poetry
devoted to him, as well as essays on the master–disciple relationship, insight about
the nature of prayer not to be found in the authoritative sources of the law, and his
famous critiques of genealogical manipulation by elites in the greater Western
Sahel. What is important to Kamara is not so much his life as such, but the evi-
dence that demonstrates that he – by proof of the knowledge he has acquired,
the grace that he has been granted and the piety that he has practised – has
achieved a special spiritual status. After arguing the superiority of spiritual geneal-
ogies over carnal ones, Kamara concludes the work by declaring that his own spir-
itual lineage goes back to the fourth khalif of Islam, ʿAli, often considered the
father of Sufism. There is hardly a stronger claim than that. Reading Tabshı̄r
only as biography offering objective facts misses such rich texture.

Among the most significant evidence for Kamara’s status as a friend of God are
his presentations of marvels, miraculous signs of his election. The title of the work
is the verbal noun form of bishārat, which means good news, glad tidings or
augurs, prophetic signs that indicate something of godly worth. In this case, the
text is the presentation of Kamara’s election as a friend of God. The most com-
pelling signs are narrated in the opening chapters. One scene stands out in particu-
lar, as it serves to explain the major turning point in Kamara’s life. The scene
recounts a dream that Kamara had at around the age of twenty-one or twenty-
two, when he had still been enjoying his youth with the frivolity associated with
it. Then, everything changed:

I saw in a dream as if I had come to live in a house where the Prophet of God, our father
Ibrahim, had appeared as my father in old age. I greeted him. He said to me: ‘We thought
that you were taking a path other than ours or you were taking a course that was not our
course.’ … It was at that moment that the Messenger of God entered the room. Our
father Ibrahim got off the bed and left without me knowing when or how, or much
less where, to go. The Prophet sat down in the room next to the door facing me and
asked: ‘What did this man say to you?’ I said that he said to me: ‘You all think that I
am taking the course of a path other than your own.’ He started to reassure me,
saying, ‘You are safe. There is nothing wrong with you.’ He continued to say this until
I sensed that I faced him and he approached me. (Kamara 2014: 9–10)
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Kamara then informs the reader that he immediately stopped with the diversions
of youth and sought out the person who would become his spiritual guide, Shaykh
Saʿad Buh. He also sought out a dream interpreter who pronounced that people
would bear Kamara as he had borne Ibrahim. From the dream itself, we see
Kamara’s close proximity to Muhammad. It is this closeness with and mirroring
of Muhammad that is the basis of Kamara’s subjectivity as a proximate embodi-
ment of the ideal Islamic form of life.

Tabshı̄r can also be called a sentimental text, because it documents a number of
Kamara’s affective motivations in the twilight of his life. In the chapter on the
praise he has received from ‘elite scholars of action and righteous friends’ of
God, Kamara informs the reader of these motivations:

I had been having a lot of depression and dread, little joy and hopefulness…However, a
state of hope and delight ran over me. I said to myself, it would be better if I wrote glad
tidings [bishārat] to strengthenmy hope in God. So, I wanted to write here what I have left
of the letters which contains praise for me. (Kamara 2014: 23)

Composed primarily of letters from his peers as well as colonial officials such as
Henri Gaden (d. 1939) and Maurice Delafosse (d. 1926), the chapter documents
that he was a consummate letter-writer.9 One pictures an ageing Kamara
looking through his papers to remind himself of the support and enthusiasm
with which he had been received over the course of his life. This passage and its
sentimental excess offer a key to reading the broader text as a part of the hagio-
graphic process. In collecting these letters and recollecting his own memories,
Kamara is sincerely making sense of his life as a friend of God, someone who
through emulation and proximity has a subjectivity that approaches the ideal
Islamic form of life.

The subjectivist approach to Kamara corresponds to the way in which he has
been remembered by his descendants.10 Stories of miraculous events, feats of per-
ception and boasts of universal praise dominate their memory of him today. In one
story, recounted to me byKamara’s grandson, Cheikh Saad Buh Kamara, a noted
Mauritanian sociologist, Kamara spits on an earring that is then passed around to
the women in the family.11 With the earring in their possession, the women had
sons. Another story has Kamara’s son Tourad asking his father for help in
dealing with the colonial administration, after he had been accused of not speak-
ing Arabic well enough to perform his role as a censor, reading Arabic texts and
highlighting things that might be politically troublesome. Musa Kamara told his
son how to handle the situation, and it was soon resolved. The point of that story
was that Kamara had bası̣̄ra, or insight into how things really work beyondwhat is

9The network of relationships documented in these letters has been referred to in Kamara
studies as the ‘cult of friendship’ since Amar Samb’s work. With the exception of Anna
Pondopoulo’s superb reconstruction of the saga of the translation of Zuhūr by using Kamara’s
correspondence (Pondopoulo 1993), the letters have been used only superficially. The practices,
materiality and sensibility of letter writing in Kamara’s moment – the world the letters stand in
for as a representation of a past since disappeared – warrants further reflection.

10As far as I am aware, Pondopoulo is the first person in the scholarship to recognize the diver-
gence of the scholarly reception and familial memory of Kamara (see Pondopoulo 1993: 100–1).

11Interview, Nouakchott, February 2017.
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apparent or visible, long an important characteristic of saintly figures in the
region. This esoteric Kamara differs significantly from the objectivist reading of
an enlightened Kamara, the Kamara of a Senegalese modernity inflected by
race pride and religious identity, which I describe in the final section. The differ-
ence is not merely a question of what details are allowed as historical; rather, at
stake are the meanings made and interpreted in ways that can be made objective
for some other instrumental use.

The objectivist reception of Kamara

So far, I have argued that Kamara’s life can be fruitfully read from a subjectivist
point of view. However, until very recently, scholarship has tended towards object-
ivist readings of Kamara’s work that might make him useful by yielding historical
facts on a rationalist basis. This was as true in the late colonial period as it has
been for the nationalist period. This objective mode accompanied the colonizing
process that sought to order the world rationally – that is, by empirical observation
and syllogistic logic, systematic thinking and instrumental reason. This process
should not be described too euphemistically, as it was defined by a relation of vio-
lence and surveillance, and the boundary between knowledge and operational
intelligence was a fuzzy one (de l’Estoile 2005: 30–57; Adedze 2003). As the colo-
nial order became self-confident in its establishment, subjectivist modes of
meaning-making were subordinated to the objectivist mode; this continued long
after independence. This reception history of Kamara reflects key epistemological
transformations relating to the hegemonic ways in which Islam has been under-
stood in francophone Africa.

Since at least the 1850s, colonial administration in French West Africa differen-
tiated bad Muslims from good Muslims according to who could be useful in
achieving security in their territories, facilitating trade in the region, and garnering
resources frommetropolitan France to continue their mission. However, this prac-
tice of designation was largely haphazard, based as it was on the spectrum of rela-
tions defined at one end by the merchant and scholarly families who lived in the
capital, Saint-Louis, and who worked hand in hand with the French, and at the
other by groups remote from the coast who waged open conflict.12 However, by
the inter-war period, colonial policy towards Islam became systematized
through the establishment of institutions of surveillance, the development of a
pragmatic sociology of Islam and the theorization of racial difference in Islam
(Harrison 1988; Burke 2014; Marsh 2018: 24–34). These processes are often
referred to as Islam noir; this differentiated black Muslims from Arab Muslims,
along with their forms of religious practice and political orientation, on the
basis of an inherent biological difference. In this schema, black Muslims in
Africa could not be known from the great texts of the universal religion as the
Orientalist position on Arabs had determined; only direct observation of

12This spectrum is effectively represented in the contrast between Bou el-Mogdad (d. 1880), the
chief interpreter and advocate for the Muslim community in Saint-Louis (M’Bayo 2017: 39–46),
and Hajj Umar Tal (d. 1864), a militant saintly figure whose messianic movement came into direct
confrontation with colonial forces at Médine along the upper Senegal River in 1857 (Robinson
1985; Syed 2017; Marsh 2018: 96–131).
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empirical particularities in the twin forms of surveillance and ethnography would
do. Extending Simone Browne’s argument that blackness was subject to and the
means by which surveillance was developed during the slave trade (Browne
2015), we can fruitfully understand surveillance as it took on Islam in the colonial
context of FrenchWest Africa as being defined by similar biopolitical imperatives.

It is within this web of surveillance, knowledge production and policymaking that
Kamara first appears as an object of surveillance and someone who might be useful
as an instrument of governance or a source of empirical data. As early as 1912,
Kamara appears in an article by Arnaud expressing criticism of abuses for material
gain in the maraboutic system (Arnaud 1912: 122, cited in Pondopoulo 1993: 99). In
1914, he received recommendations from William Ponty (governor from 1908 to
1915), certifying his loyalty. Paul Marty’s influential study of the personalities of
Islam in Senegal also depicted Kamara’s intelligence (Marty 1917: 29).

Alongside being subjected to surveillance, Kamara began to be seen as a poten-
tial source for a positivist history that could serve as the foundation of colonial
knowledge. As Anna Pondopoulo has convincingly argued, Kamara should be
situated within the development of colonial theory and practice of knowing and
governing (Pondopoulo 1993: 98–9; 2008). Following the scholar Charles
Monteil, who argued that colonial knowledge had to be based on the history, lan-
guages and customs of governed populations in order to effectively and efficiently
achieve the administration’s objectives, scholar-administrators Maurice Delafosse
and Henri Gaden published several works either by or in conjunction with African
authors (Soh 1913; Dyao 1912; Gaden 1931; Caam 1935).13 Recent scholarship
has shown that the colonial state had developed significant networks of infor-
mants, schoolteachers and Muslim scholars who would provide what was
coming to be understood as ethnographic knowledge in the form of texts. In add-
ition to Kamara, two important examples were Yoro Dyao and Siré Abbas Soh,
who may even have been in competition with Kamara in attracting resources to
carry out research (Labrune-Badiane and Smith 2018: 218–26). Some of the
most substantial work that Kamara undertook responded to a colonial demand
for historical, ethnographic and Islamic legal knowledge. Zuhūr al-Basātı̄n is
the product of Kamara’s attempt to satisfy the mix of orientalist textualism, his-
toricism and empiricism upon which colonial governance might be based.

However, there was a degree of ambivalence as to just how useful such works
would be. For instance, in his preface to Chroniques du Fouta by Siré Abbas
Soh, Delafosse laments that the region had no equivalent of the major tarikhs,
or historical chronicles, of the middle Niger, such as the one he had helped trans-
late with his father-in-law, the noted orientalist Octave Hodas (Soh 1913; see also
Schmitz 1998: 44–51). Delafosse said that Soh’s text was of little historical value,
but it gave a precious glimpse of a humanity in its infancy, thus adhering to
common tropes of racist thought (Mudimbe 1988: 68). Although a 1931 decree
inaugurated a literary prize for local works, for which Kamara would submit
his hagiographic work on Hajj Umar Tal, by the end of the decade the epistemic
chasm between the older orientalist paradigm that read texts and the newer

13On Delafosse, see Amselle and Sibeud (1998) and Delafosse (1976); on Gaden, see Dilley
(2014).
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ethnological one that surveilled populations was too great;14 the work of transla-
tion between them had become too tedious, time-consuming and ineffective for
the work of colonial governance.

By the late colonial period, Kamara and his work would be dismissed
altogether. Referring to Kamara’s Zuhūr al-Basātı̄n, the noted orientalist
Vincent Monteil writes:

The content of the Arabic manuscript is quite characteristic of the rambling aspect of this
kind of work. 866 recto-verso folios contain a vast compilation in which, in the greatest
disorder, the author mixes his own knowledge with information gleaned from works
sometimes difficult to identify …

Nothing is therefore more disappointing than a reading of this kind of work, and it
requires deciphering never-ending digressions to pull out some useful nugget of the
text. They are books of sorcery (grimoires) that the Portuguese call alfarrabios: that is
to say, ‘gibberish’. (Monteil 1964: 12, 13)15

In just two paragraphs, Monteil summarizes and dismisses a mammoth work. He
is able to do so because of the interpretive schemes of Islamologie, and the embed-
ded assumptions inherent to the theory of Islam noir, which viewed the textual pro-
ductions of Islam in Africa as virtually useless for the modern historian. By the
early 1960s, when Monteil was writing, even French Orientalism had become
far more empiricist in its orientation. As a specific iteration of philology,
Islamologie was primarily concerned with origins and originality.16 Accordingly,
Monteil read Kamara’s text as a derivative work lacking an authorial voice.
While the text resembled the Islamic tradition of letters with its Semitic script,
under the theory of Islam noir, the blackness of its author rendered it into some-
thing not much more than the speech of barbarians.

However, Kamara would not be silenced forever. Taking up the terms of order
and evaluation established by an objectivist Islamologie, Amar Samb, Senegal’s
first academic scholar of Islam, sought to recuperate Kamara as an empiricist
and rationalist historian of the first rank. Samb’s overall project can be described
as an attempt to nationalize the Arabo-Islamic tradition and to modernize
Senegalese Islam. In contrast to the colonial state’s theorizing at the turn of the
twentieth century, which had been preoccupied with isolating Muslim subjects
in French West Africa from a newly self-aware global community, independ-
ence-era intellectual production was concerned with building the nation (Aydin
2017; Harrison 1988). In this moment, Samb’s response to Monteil was to
prove that not only was Kamara useful as a source for writing history, the explana-
tory mythological charter of the nation state, but he was a rigorous historian in his

14See also the work done by Labrune-Badiane and Smith on native teachers and the literary
competition (2018: 234–8).

15As one of the reviewers of this article has pointed out, ‘grimoire’ is sometimes used figura-
tively to refer to a text that is graphically dark, difficult to read, or even arcane. Monteil’s use
of grimoire may be merely a benign statement about how difficult it is to read the text.
Whichever way one takes this specific ambiguity, the relation between magic and difficulty of
reading is relevant to the epistemological transformations that made the former a metaphor of
the latter.

16For a critique of the monologism of older philological studies, see the superb introduction to
Inden et al. (2000).
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own right. Samb writes of Kamara in the introduction to his translation of
Kamara’s book on ʿUmar Tal:

His qualities as a historian are not difficult to demonstrate: it only suffices to browse his
book on The Life of El-Hadji Omar. Starting with material testimony, written and oral,
the Cheikh proceeds, armed with a critical sensibility, always with an eye for discerning
the authentic from what is not, the natural cause of legend, and the rationally admissible
facts of miracles … [He cites Kamara speaking about the spurious Umarian claim to
Prophetic descent.] Such is the method of a real historian: that is to say, reasoning
from real facts or from reliable information, or in the absence of the two, putting
forward hypotheses that are not repulsive to a sane and rational explanation. (Samb
1972: 115, 116; 1974: 9–10)

For Samb, Kamara’s self-conscious method puts him in a class of modern
European historians in the tradition of Ranke, Carlyle and Le Bon. At the
same time, Samb praises Kamara’s style as representing ‘the literary virtues
that good Arab writers envy in Senegal’ (Samb 1972: 116). But there is an under-
lying tension in Samb’s interest in Kamara. On the one hand, Kamara represents
an entire tradition of Arabic writing in Senegal, and his work puts this tradition on
a par with European and Arab writing. On the other hand, Samb’s preoccupation
with finding an exceptionally great writer of a uniquely Senegalese tradition
divorces Kamara from that tradition. Samb appears stuck between Romantic
notions of the artist and his relationship to a tradition, a valorization of the
Arabic language as a vehicle of nationalism, and an insistence on the need to
develop tradition into something modern. We are left with an ambiguous assertion
that it is only Kamara’s Senegalese-ness that sets him apart from modern histor-
ians, but it is his rationalistic approach to history that puts him among their rank.

The traces of French Islamologie are clear in Samb’s reading of Kamara.
Beyond the references to French orientalists, which situate Samb’s work in the
field of Islamologie, his concern with identifying Kamara as a historian emerges
as a primary criterion of evaluation. Kamara was a good historian because he
was a positivist historian. Such a framing inevitably puts Kamara and his
written production in the terms of European history.

Kamara’s insights into how to think about Senegalese society, particularly his
treatment of genealogy, have not been a major part of his reception (Kamara
2015); instead, Samb’s Islamologie has rendered Kamara a source of information,
and has reinforced Europe’s place as the standard measure of what constitutes
history. Samb achieves his goal of demonstrating a black contribution to the civil-
ization of the universal (Senghor’s civilisation de l’universel; Senghor 1964; 1977),
but at what cost? As Samb announces in the preface to his first work, ‘it is time
to show the worldwhat Negro genius is capable of producing in contact with a civ-
ilization, or a foreign culture’ (1972: 7). However, in accepting the civilization
concept, in saying that the ‘Negro’ has something to bring to civilization by way
of its contribution to Arabo-Islamic heritage, Samb tacitly accepts the hierarchy
in which Europe is on top, the Muslim world comes second, and the ‘Negro’
third.By using the very terms, conventions andmethodologies of the so-called colo-
nial sciences, Samb ensures the continued epistemological subordination of the for-
merly colonized world. Moreover, the process of literal and figurative translation
necessarily eliminates those elements of Kamara’s work that make it
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comprehensible on its own terms, and that could be the theoretical basis of a
dynamic form of social inquiry in Senegal today.

The objectivist reading of Kamara, elaborated as it was over the course of the
late colonial and nationalist periods, reflects a particular form of knowledge that
sought to stabilize and render useful Kamara’s texts as sources of information.
This form of knowledge was marked by the contest and transitions between a
French orientalist paradigm and a positivist ethnographic one. It is somewhat
ironic that the valorization of Kamara in the nationalist period followed so
closely the methodological problematic of colonial knowledge while attempting
to offer different thematic arguments. However, such ironies continue in emergent
readings that seek to valorize Kamara as a Muslim scholar-saint.

Emergent horizons for reading Kamara

As an on-air discussion during the summer of 2014 about the Israeli occupation of
Palestine descended into an exchange of verbal fire, Tariq Ramadan, a once-major
figure of global Islam who has since fallen from grace following accusations of
sexual assault, launched the worst insult imaginable for today’s African intellec-
tual: he accused Bakary Sambe, a Senegalese professor of Islamic studies and a
visible public intellectual, of having a colonized mind. At a momentary loss for
words, Sambe hit back at Ramadan, saying, ‘It is you who are the first colonizers,
you Arabs.’Once tempers cooled, Sambe wrote on his blog to clarify the statement
that solicited Ramadan’s insult (Sambe 2014). He spoke from neither Paris nor
Washington, as Ramadan had suggested, but from Ganguel, a small village on
the left bank of the middle Senegal River. This small place, connected by a
long, rough dirt road, is a far cry from the centres of Françafrique and the New
World Order. Yet, for Sambe, it symbolized an autonomous tradition of enlight-
ened, modern Islam – an Islam that was peaceful, tolerant and learned – because it
was the long-time home of ShaykhMusa Kamara. Sambe’s invocation of Kamara
as the embodiment of an autonomous, enlightened Islam follows a history of intel-
lectual projects in Senegal that have sought to reconcile Islam, liberalism and an
African identity in order to shape a uniquely Senegalese modernity in step with the
rest of the world (Seck 2010). This reconciliation has been required to make Islam
in Senegal fit within the modern measures of religion as individual private belief
and practice. Since at least 2013, when a major conference was convened by the
Islamic Institute of Dakar, this once marginalized figure has re-emerged as an
important reference for thinking history, Islam and the modern in Senegal
(Majla al-dirāsāt 2014). Kamara’s re-emergence, however, has been characterized
by a convergence of rationalist and subjectivist readings institutionalized by a
secularist framing of Islam as a modern religion.

Kamara is an especially attractive figure for Senegalese intellectuals – secularist
and Islamist alike – to do things with because the multiple and contradictory recep-
tions of him encourage a discourse that operates simultaneously in multiple and
contradictory registers. Kamara, in his writing and in the memory of him, is
legible to both the rationality of the state and the spirituality of society.

Such ambiguity is operative in the context of making arguments within a discur-
sive context of African Islamic modernity, in which African identities, Islamic
forms of life and political liberalism have long coexisted in conflict and
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collaboration.17 This problem space is often captured in shorthand by the invoca-
tion of the ‘Senegalese exception’.18 Bakary Sambe’s comments after his encoun-
ter with Ramadan illustrate how effective mobilizing the figure of Kamara can be
within the space of signification of this African Islamic modernity. Sambe wrote
on his website:

At the end of the debate, inspired especially by Cheikh Ahmadou Bamba, Cheikh El
Hadji Malick and Cheikh Moussa Camara in my critique of jihadism and violence in
the name of Islam, I reaffirmed that in Africa we have the appropriate resources for
Islamic religious discourse and have no need to be Muslims supervised by others.
(Sambe 2014)

By referring to three notable saintly figures from Senegal, Sambe identifies an
autonomous tradition that provides resources for and examples of the African
nation praised for both its exceptional democratic values and its membership in
the larger world of Islam.19 This rhetorical move extends Sambe’s claims from
equality to superiority, on the basis of a tradition that resembles liberal-
democratic values. Kamara’s intellectual output enables the rejection of the glo-
bally hegemonic view that, in Islam – as in all matters – Africa is derivative,
unlearned and dependent on others, and asserts that the history of African
Muslims has a unique value for modernity, a newer term for the Senghorian civ-
ilization of the universal.

At present, the public register of discourse concerning Kamara, in Senegal and
beyond, tends to revolve around those elements and material in his oeuvre that
appeal to modern, rationalist, liberal-democratic values. Typically mentioned
are his critical position on violence, his ecumenicalism, and his maintenance of
a pious distance from political power. The critique of jihad has had a particular
purchase. In Akthar al-Rāghibı̄n fı̄ al-jihād (Kamara 2003), Kamara argues that
jihad is not an acceptable practice because of the loss of innocent lives and a
lack of prophetic leadership to authorize it. This text is familiar to a Senegalese
audience mostly because of Amar Samb’s translation, entitled ‘Condamnation
de la guerre sainte’ (Samb 1976).20 The immediacy of the threat posed by political
violence makes Kamara’s arguments critical in the sense that they respond to a
present crisis in which the scale of the militarization of the Western Sahel is as
great as it has been since it was occupied by the French military during the

17David Scott’s use of ‘problem space’ has been most useful in thinking about this (see Scott
1999; 2004: 4).

18Both inside and outside the country, the explanation for why Senegal is the exception to the
African andMuslim rule is the presence of Sufi Islam, a tradition of mysticism institutionalized in
religious orders. Recognized as ‘good Muslims’ as opposed to ‘bad’ Salafi ones, Sufis – and, by
extension, the Senegalese state – have been viewed as dependable partners in the global War on
Terror. In many ways, the discourse of the Senegalese exception harkens back to the colonial dis-
course about the racial particularity of black Islam.

19On the role of Islam in the ‘Senegalese exception’, see Diouf (2013) and Ralph (2015).
20As Mbaye Lo has pointed out, Samb’s translation of this work as ‘Condemnation of Holy

War’ is incorrect from the perspective of Islamic scholarship. To condemn something is a much
higher degree of disapproval that requires a certainty that Kamara likely avoided claiming.
Instead, he ‘invalidated’ the use of jihad, claiming not that it was unacceptable trans-historically,
but that for his context it was no longer valid (Lo 2016).

616 Wendell Marsh

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972020000091 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972020000091


colonial period. The post-2013 appropriation of Kamara’s argument is
decontextualized and stripped of its meaning within its own problem space in
order to be mobilized as modern critique. That such a timely argument is made
in Islamic terms against Islamist violence by a Senegalese thinker makes claims
against Arab paternalism and imperialism, like those voiced by Bakary Sambe,
possible and compelling.

Kamara’s views on the relationship between the major monotheistic religions
are also often used to explain and justify a popular Senegalese discourse on ecu-
menicalism and tolerance. Any visitor to Senegal today will likely encounter a dis-
course about how religiously open the country is; how, despite religious
differences, the Senegalese people are united by some underlying strata of cultural
practices – even the first president, Léopold Senghor, was Catholic while the
majority of the population is Muslim. These same discourses are echoed globally
in various representations of Senegal’s exceptionalism. During my stays in
Senegal, Kamara’s speech delivered at the opening of the Cathédrale du
Souvenir in Dakar in 1935 (Kamara 1973, also translated by Amar Samb) was
often referenced. The use of Kamara’s texts gives Senegalese modernity scholarly
legitimacy, while providing the ideology of tolerance its historical authenticity.

Further, Kamara’s pious distance from politics is often taken as a normative
model for the relationship between religion and politics. Today, the Kamara
family insists that their forefather had no interest in politics, that he was part of
a quietist tradition.21 This position, also emphasized by academics, would seem
to be confirmed by Kamara’s own account of himself in his Tabshı̄r, as Amar
Samb has argued (Samb 1972: 128): Kamara could have been an inspector of
Arabic instruction, or a Muslim judge, and yet he decided to stay in his small
village to cultivate the land, teach the Qurʾan, and devote himself to God. Such
a representation is often accompanied by a criticism of contemporary religious
leaders who appear too interested in political power and accumulating wealth.
While this representation might very well be true, what is most interesting is
how smoothly it coheres with the liberal-democratic premium placed on the sep-
aration of religion and politics, and how it offers itself as a normative measure
against which to judge people today.

In sum, Kamara is made to be a key symbolic and substantive resource by
which a Senegalese modernity can be articulated. This alternative modernity is
both distinct from and compatible with global political modernity, an African-
Islamic liberalism of which a ‘good’ public Islam is considered the source,
beyond the influence of the West or the experience of colonialism. Kamara is
an attractive figure for such a liberalizing project because his example seems to
encourage the type of political structures and relationships palatable to liberal
democracy: tolerance, pious distance of religion from the state, and the controlled
exercise of reason. At the same time, he gives the unique and specific cultural
content needed to make modernity in a Senegalese image. In short, new readings
of Kamara have permitted the formulation of a secular Islam.

Kamara is no longer only a figure who is useful, whether as an informant
(as was the case for the French) or as a historian (as was the case for Samb).

21Elsewhere this tradition has been described as the Suwarian tradition in West African Islam
(Sanneh 2016).
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He becomes an example and a resource to define and objectify ‘religion’ in the
Muslim-majority country. It is in his saintliness, his esoterism, and so on, that a
particular theory of what religion is, what it should do and how it should be in
the world is stabilized. This is in fact a secularized, or a post-secular, version of
‘religion’ that is being endogenized – made out to be a phenomenon that was
already present before colonial rule, through the example of Kamara.22 But in
addition to the changing representations of Kamara that I have analysed so far,
attention to the discursive practices – that is, the doing things with words, the insti-
tutional configurations that condition those performances, and the processes of
authorization of acceptable speech – that has been directed towards him offers
a perspective on the singularly historical nature of the emergent horizons for
reading Kamara. Where, for example, the university and its Institut
Fondamental d’Afrique Noire was the site of knowledge production on Islam
in Senegal during the nationalist period, the location of authorized discourses
has shifted to the Islamic Institute of Dakar, which is attached to the city’s
central mosque, a quintessentially public religious institution. This institute has
since established an Islamic studies journal in which a translation and summary
of Kamara’s critique of jihad figured prominently alongside institutional histories
of Islamic studies in Senegal (Kamara 2013). In short, at the very least there has
been a change in where the authority to speak about Kamara formally is invested.
Whereas the university spoke of Kamara’s historicity, the new location of speech
on Kamara pronounces on his religiosity. The resulting representation becomes
Kamara the scholar-saint.

Again, the emergent discursive practices and representations of Kamara are
critical at a moment in which the horizon of militant jihad makes the contest of
defining religion of the highest political order. The development of a religious
Kamara integrates a utilitarian and instrumentalist theory of knowledge that
has sought to objectify Islam with an Islamic subjectivity in the form of secular
religion. However, this integration is not one of reconciliation with the global
hegemonic order, as the narrative of the Senegalese exception might suggest.
Rather, the empiricist mode, along with its instrumental logic of statecraft, subor-
dinates Islamic subjectivity into objective frameworks, thereby limiting the possi-
bilities of the Islamic as demanded by liberalism.

Conclusion

In this article, I have argued that the prolific Muslim intellectual from colonial-era
Senegal Shaykh Musa Kamara is a canonical figure, and that the multiple read-
ings of his life embody the entanglements of Africa, Islam, colonial modernity
and ongoing forms of domination that we might characterize as global liberalism.
Starting with his auto-hagiographic Tabshı̄r, I elaborated a subjectivist mode of
reading Kamara that sought the textures of his writing and the affective and

22I thank Sean Hanretta for the framing of ‘endogenization’. Of course, I am not saying that
‘religion’ is new, but that the institutions, resources and practices devoted to defining and policing
what is good and bad religion find a more concrete expression and have consequences for the ways
in which intellectual resources such as Kamara might be thought.

618 Wendell Marsh

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972020000091 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972020000091


spiritual dimensions of his experience that are beyond historical reconstruction. In
this reading, Kamara appears as a Muslim friend of God who, through proximity
to and emulation of Muhammad, the ideal Islamic form of life, achieved a saintly
subjectivity. I then traced attempts to objectify Kamara’s writings as sources of
information or as historical consciousness. During the colonial period he was
viewed, depending on the shifting criteria applied, as a more or less valuable
informant. During the nationalist period, he appeared as an essential African
voice of a non-colonial history. Finally, I explored the emergent readings of
Kamara in which he becomes the symbol of Islam in Senegal as a modern,
secular religion. In this reading, which is characterized by a problem space
partly structured by the threat of Islamist political violence in the region after
2013, Kamara appears as a composite scholar-saint, someone who satisfies the
spirituality of society while remaining legible to the rationality of the state.

If I have identified a plurality of readings of Kamara, it is not to measure one
against the other to find the one that is most accurate, the most true. Instead, I
have aimed to identify the different horizons that inform different readings and
to insist, in fact, on the necessity of the act of reading and of holding all at
once a multiplicity of interpretation. Doing so insists upon, for lack of a better
term, a humanistic but critical attitude towards the past and to future possibility.
This is a textual attitude that Kamara himself exemplified in his own intellectual
practice of travelling, speaking to people, asking them questions and judging their
replies. It is an attitude cultivated by broad and deep reading, curiosity and reflec-
tion on matters both mundane and ephemeral. In a moment in which university-
based academics interested in Africa seek out decolonial approaches to thinking
Africa, it is worth asking: what would it mean to think with people from
Africa’s past as resources for theory as opposed to sources of information?
While Kamara’s method is far from being institutionalized, the elaboration of a
social inquiry that emerges from African historicities such as Kamara’s will
have to be as ambitious as it is imaginative. It will also have to reconstruct its
own coloniality even as it stretches creatively to get beyond it.
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Abstract

The colonial-era Senegalese Muslim intellectual Shaykh Musa Kamara is best
known for his over 1,700-page Arabic-language text about the history and
social organization of the greater Western Sahel, Zuhūr al-basātı̄n fı̄ tārı̄kh al-
Sawādı̄n (Flowers in the Gardens in the History of the Blacks). Long celebrated
by nationalist historiography as proof of an autochthonous historical conscious-
ness and a spirit of tolerance, his status as a point of reference has been
renewed in the contemporary context of Islamist political violence in the
region. However, these receptions do not account for Kamara’s own intellectual
project, nor do they exhaust the possible readings of him in the present. In add-
ition to thinking about Senegal in terms that cohere with the modern, Kamara
also offers a way of thinking about the Muslim-majority West African country,
and the greater Western Sahel more generally, in terms that have emerged from
the historical specificity of the region. These include saintly subjectivity, notions
of power irreducible to either the religious or the political, and a method of genea-
logical criticism. Importantly, he developed these ideas at the moment when a con-
sensus about the place of Islam in colonial governance was being elaborated.
Revisiting his body of work permits us to consider an analytical language about
an African society with deep histories of Islam and an intellectual elaboration
that was expressed within and sought to intervene in a colonial context.
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Résumé

Shaykh Musa Kamara, intellectuel musulman sénégalais de l’ère coloniale, est
surtout connu pour son texte de plus de 1 700 pages rédigé en langue arabe
intitulé Zuhūr al-basātı̄n fı̄ tārı̄kh al-Sawādı̄n (Florilège au jardin de l’histoire
des Noirs), qui traite de l’histoire et de l’organisation sociale du grand Sahel occi-
dental. Salué depuis longtemps par l’historiographie nationaliste comme la preuve
d’une conscience historique autochtone et d’un esprit de tolérance, son statut de
point de référence a connu un renouveau dans le contexte contemporain de vio-
lence politique islamiste dans la région. Cependant, cet accueil n’explique pas le
projet intellectuel de Kamara, et n’épuise pas non plus les lectures que l’on
peut faire de lui aujourd’hui. Outre une réflexion sur le Sahel dans des termes
en cohérence avec le moderne, Kamara offre également un mode de réflexion
sur le grand Sahel occidental en général, et sur le Sénégal en particulier, dans
des termes qui ont émergé de la spécificité historique de la région. Parmi eux
figurent la subjectivité sainte, des notions de pouvoir qui ne peuvent se réduire
au religieux ou au politique, et une méthode de critique généalogique. Surtout,
il a développé ces idées au moment où un consensus sur la place de l’islam dans
la gouvernance coloniale était en cours d’élaboration. Revenir sur son œuvre
nous permet d’examiner un langage analytique concernant une société africaine
riche en histoires profondes de l’islam et une élaboration intellectuelle qui s’expri-
mait intérieurement et cherchait à intervenir dans un contexte colonial.
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