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Abstract: “Mandingization,” the gradual process of cultural change whereby Jola
peoples of the Casamance region of southern Senegal are becoming more like their
Mandinka neighbors, is analyzed in this article as comprising four distinguishable
processes: ethnogenesis, ethnocultural drift, ethnic osmosis, and ethnic strategiz-
ing. By distinguishing among these four processes and analyzing their interaction,
we can understand the dynamics of Mandingization more clearly and also derive
insights for understanding ethnic change generally. The current moment of ethnic
change in The Gambia includes a resurgence in Karon Jola ethnic identity, but we
need to view this process as contingent, not yet accomplished, and a challenge to
the pattern of Mandinka dominance in a time of broader social change.

Résumé: La “mandingisation” est le processus graduel de changement culturel par
lequel le peuple Jola de la région du Casamance dans le sud du Sénégal devient
de plus en plus similaire a ses voisins les Mandinka. Ce processus est analysé dans
cet article dans I'ensemble de ses quatre formes: ethnogenése, courant ethnocul-
turel, osmose ethnique, et élaboration de stratégies ethniques. En distinguant ces
quatre processus et en analysant leur interaction, on peut mieux comprendre les
dynamiques de la “mandingisation” et aussi en tirer des conclusions applicables
au changement ethnique en général. L'évolution ethnique présente en Gambie
inclut une résurgence de l'identité ethnique Karon Jola, mais il est nécessaire de
considérer ce processus comme une contingence pas encore aboutie, ainsi qu’un
obstacle a la tendance dominante de I'’ethnie Mandinka dans un contexte plus large
de changement social.

African Studies Review, Volume 54, Number 2 (September 2011), pp. 95-121

Steven Thomson is an assistant professor of anthropology at Pacific Lutheran Uni-
versity in Tacoma, Washington. He conducted research in The Gambia~Casa-
mance region in 1997, 1999-2001, and 2009. His areas of specialization are
political anthropology, the anthropology of religion, and development studies.
E-mail: thomson@plu.edu.

95

https://doi.org/10.1353/arw.2011.0033 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1353/arw.2011.0033

96 African Studies Review

One of the most successful mid-level theories of ethnicity in Africa has been
the “Mandingization” model of ethnic change among the Jola peoples of
the lower Casamance region of Senegal and adjacent parts of The Gam-
bia.! Briefly put, Mandingization entails changes in agricultural practices,
local political systems, gender relations, and kinship systems that are seen
by Jolas as well as by scholars who study this region as flowing from the pro-
cess of conversion to Islam and progressive adoption of “Mandinka ways of
living.” While the French geographer Paul Pélissier (1966) is given credit
for initially noting this trend, Olga Linares provided the definitive work on
this subject in her nuanced and carefully reasoned work, Power, Prayer, and
Production (1992).

Through this reconsideration of Mandingization as a model of regional
shifts in patterns of ethnicity, I propose a more general analysis of processes
of ethnic change that attempts some synthesis of the existing paradigms.
By holding in focus at once the actor orientation of situationalist analysis,
the historical dynamism of the constructivist approach, and the primordial-
ists’ insistence that cultural patterns are meaningful and powerful because
of their ability to endure, I show that a complete analysis must integrate
these perspectives while still maintaining conceptual clarity about the type
of dynamic under consideration at the moment. Broadly speaking, I pro-
pose, first, that Mandingization as a sociohistorical process is best viewed as
part of the larger processes of ethnogenesis and ethnocultural drift at work
in this region over the past two hundred years, as shown by major historical
studies of the region published since Linares’s work. Second, I present data
on marriage and Mandingization from a Gambian community that gener-
ally reaffirm and extend Linares’s analysis by documenting the patterns of
shifting ethnic identity that can accompany affiliation as processes of ethnic
osmosis. In a third section, I discuss a cultural revivalist and ethnopolitical
organization that points to the possibilities and problems of an emerging
process of ethnic strategizing that might be called “re-Jolafication.”

Models of Ethnicity: Perspectives on Change

In a sweeping review of approaches to understanding ethnicity in Affica,
Thomas Spear (2003) suggests that polarized debates about the nature of
ethnicity are giving way to an approach that recognizes both the potential
and the limitation of three distinct traditions of scholarship on ethnicity:
instrumentalist, constructivist, and primordialist. Instrumentalist analyses,
as pioneered by Manchester School anthropologists, originated in observa-
tions of migrant workers who deployed ethnic markers in performances
that were highly circumstantial and aimed at new urban political configu-
rations, not positions derived from cultural complexes of rural origin (see
Epstein 1958; Mitchell 1956). While successfully challenging the earlier
fixed ideas about “tribalism,” these models had relatively little to say about
the specific content of ethnic models, in particular the affective elements
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that could become powerful political motivators. If ethnic identities could
be taken off and put on so easily, reconfigured on a daily, hourly, even
moment-to-moment basis, what made any particular characteristic salient?

A more thoroughgoing critique of ethnicity was launched by Ranger
(1983), Fardon (1987), and Vail (1989), who argued that often the very
categories under debate—and most certainly their reification—were the
creation of the colonial encounter. In particular, these constructivists
emphasized the flexibility of precolonial social networks and the ways that
colonial administrators, missionaries, chiefs and elders, and educated Afri-
can elites created increasingly fixed ethnic identities through systematic
miscommunication, misconstrual, and manipulation. Lentz (2000) contin-
ues this argument by documenting how the famously decentralized peoples
of northern Ghana came to acquire relatively fixed ethnic identities that
could be recorded on colonial-era maps.

Traditional primordialism addresses the deeply affective, motivating
power of ethnicity by marking its roots in metaphors of shared kinship,
thus naturalizing the group. While this analysis may hold for some groups,
Lonsdale (1992) has taken up this issue of the motivating force of ethnic
categories under the rubric of “moral ethnicity”; his view is that, as disrup-
tive as colonialism may have been, it did not (always) create social con-
figurations with no connection to the past or continuity in terms of shared
community standards. Rather, these standards of behavior that came to be
associated with ethnicized “ourselves-ing” may have drawn on practices that
predated the creation of the ethnic designation. Lonsdale juxtaposes this
sense of “moral ethnicity” with “political tribalism” to capture the essence
of the manipulation of colonial-era ethnic boundaries for calculated indi-
vidual and group gain (2004:76). Peel (1989, 2000) also makes this type
of argument, asserting that while “the Yoruba” as a single ethnic category
is clearly a colonial-era artifact, the content and extent of the applicability
of the term has been guided by longstanding, shared social and cultural
patterns, was informed by the contours of precolonial states, and has been
constructed more by Yoruba actors than European administrators, mission-
aries, or scholars.

As a complement to the instrumentalist, constructivist, and moral eth-
nicity approaches to the topic of ethnicity, a significant parallel line of argu-
ment addresses the nature of ethnic situations rather than the nature of
ethnic identity. Essential to all of these approaches is the observation that
ethnicity as a phenomenon is fundamentally an attribute of pluralistic situ-
ations, especially “the asymmetric incorporation of structurally dissimilar
groupings into a single political economy” (Comaroff 1987:307). As the
subtitle of Barth’s 1969 landmark volume says, we are considering “the
social organization of cultural differences.”

More recently, however, Eriksen (1998) has refocused our interest on
the fact that in order for multiple ethnic communities to coexist, there
must be a significant degree to which their “cultures” overlap. Put more
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precisely, in a given social universe with an uneven distribution of behavior,
knowledge, attitudes, and social organization, certain arenas are the exclu-
sive domain of one or another ethnic group and mark group boundaries,
but significant strata of “common denominators” must remain. It is a com-
mon assertion that ethnic groups are not simply culture-bearing units, yet
we often fall into the fallacy that the sum of the descriptions of the various
ethnic groups present in a given social context is sufficient to describe the
relevant culture of that place. Clearly, this cannot be the case. If it were,
the members of these multiple ethnic groups would have no basis for com-
munication, shared social and political life, intermarriage, or any form of
cooperation.

This understanding that shared cultural patterns, not just the distinc-
tive, exclusivist elements, are essential to the operation of multiethnic situ-
ations is, in fact, one of the keys to some of the unresolved conundrums
of both the instrumentalist and constructivist positions. That is, how do
individuals, especially when they are relatively immobile, part of a dense
social network, and associated with the behaviors and beliefs of one ethnic
group, conform so convincingly to an alternative pattern that their asserted
(self outward) and attributed (community inward) ethnic identity changesr
Part of the answer lies in the fact that these individuals do not remake them-
selves, their habits, or their social capacities completely; rather, they acquire
(or emphasize) those elements that are necessary to signal the alternative
ethnic identity. The specific qualities of the “boundary marking” conven-
tions of a given system of ethnic identity are therefore relevant to an under-
standing of the extent and limitations of such flexibility.

Identifying the importance of “common denominators” allows me to
distinguish some key concepts for my specific argument about the meaning
of “Mandingization” in coastal Senegambia. Mandingization is a concept
indexing changes in a system of ethnicity, but we need to be able to distin-
guish several different processes embraced by the term. The instrumentalist
style of analysis has offered the most complete explanation for the process
just outlined, whereby an individual, family, or community reassigns itself
from one ethnic category to another without fundamentally transforming
the system at hand. Following Barth (1969:21), I use the term “ethnic osmo-
sis” for this maneuver.

Ethnogenesis, the creation of an ethnic category, is the constructiv-
ist’s logical counterpart to the idea of “ethnic osmosis.” Ethnogenesis can
include both the “genesis” proper of an ethnic category and also the his-
torical processes of “regenesis,” whereby major definitions of key bound-
ary markers are renegotiated. The creation, definition, and redefinition of
ethnic categories, in other words, constitute an on-going process. On the
one hand, as with all cultural phenomena, ethnicity is never truly a given
but must be continually recreated. On the other hand, at various points
enough consensus exists about the structure of ethnic categories, along
with minimal, constrained, or ineffective counterdiscourse to challenge the
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status quo, such that a relatively stable notion of ethnic identities can be
identified. Conversely, we can also identify periods of active ethnogenesis
and periods of relative stability in ethnic group categories.

The corollary of this argument is that ethnogenesis is never an instan-
taneous event. By definition there is some period of time during which
an ethnic category is “proposed,” progressively claimed by individuals, and
eventually recognized more broadly. Likewise, ethno(re)genesis, the signif-
icant redefinition of an ethnic category and its boundaries, does not occur
instantaneously but proceeds over a period of time during which it is tested
and contested, and either succumbs to the status quo or becomes generally
recognized.

While I want to broaden the sense of ethnogenesis to include regenesis
on the structural level, a shift of attention to the role of motivated actors
takes us to the realm of ethnic strategizing. At some level, an ethnic term
must be enunciated for the first time, whether the definitional change
or innovation has advocates who are social activists or is associated with
a change in policy led by politicians and bureaucrats. At stake here are
instances of a discursive, contested definition and redefinition of ethnic
categories, and such “ethnic strategizing” is the activity of “ethnic entrepre-
neurs.”

While 1 insist on the relevance of identifying as much as possible the
individuals involved in a particular moment of ethnic strategizing—colonial
administrators, missionaries, scholars, chiefs, politicians, artists, and media
personalities—we must also recognize that adoption of a novel term or the
acceptance of redefined elements must engage the broader population.
That is, it must be persuasive in the broader context of ethno(re)genesis.
Of course, in some situations the persuasiveness of the categories may be
carried by the weight of the bureaucratic or police force standing behind
the agent. Persuasion by force is less necessary if the category proposed is
seen at some level to “fit” lived and observed reality.

While ethnic osmosis and ethno(re)genesis are concepts regularly
deployed in this type of argument, the consideration of “common denomi-
nators” calls for one more analytic frame: ethnocultural drift. Here we
consider that not all cultural change has immediate ramifications for the
definition of ethnic categories. To illustrate, let me pose a hypothetical
situation. At some historical point, the first television receivers arrive in
a multiethnic community. Their distribution is not random—particular
individuals acquire television sets in ways that can be explained and are
consequential—but let us suppose that at least initially their distribution is
not skewed in terms of the existing patterns of ethnicity. Under these con-
ditions, then, television viewing marks a major change in what people do
with their time, the people with whom they gather, the kinds of information
they have, and so on, but it does not mark a significant change in the system
of ethnic categories relevant in this community. It may itself become, per-
haps, a new “common denominator” (we are the television watchers) or the
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source of new “common denominators” (we all share certain political ideas,
thanks to points of view expressed on and disseminated by television). At
some point, however, this new technology may be incorporated as an ethnic
marker itself. For example: “People A do not have televisions because they
are poor, and they are poor because they are lazy; we, people B, are better
and our televisions are the proof.” Or conversely: “Those corrupt B’s watch
television; we eschew television-watching because our teachers say it is not
proper.” The marker “no televisions” may be stigmatized or may be a point
of positive value; the marker is to a degree arbitrary though by no means
inconsequential.

Ethnocultural drift, then, is a way of highlighting the impact of “flows”—
particularly of objects, images, ideas—on systems of ethnicity (see Appadurai
1991). Or, to take a neo-Boasian view of the subject, we are attending to the
impact of cultural diffusion on cultural boundaries (see Bashkow 2004). The
incorporation of these novel elements in existing structures of ethnic distinc-
tions in some ways gradates into ethno(re)genesis, but it differs in one key
dimension. To the extent that the redefinition is based largely on a reassign-
ment of the markers already at hand, or a new definition of shared “com-
mon denominators” as more narrowly ethnic markers, the effort will become
more of a conscious, directed effort. Conversely, as novelties are incorporated
into frameworks of local meanings in more organic ways, ethnocultural drift
may go generally unremarked by the participants and be noticeable mostly
to the outside observer. That is, ethnocultural drifts are “ethno-” because,
as initially unmarked, they may become ethnically marked without a signifi-
cant, directed, motivated effort due to the ways in which novel elements may
become regularly integrated into already existing local patterns.

Let us turn, then, to an application of this analytic vocabulary to the
case of the Gambian—Casamance borderlands.

Mandingization Defined: A Model of Ethnocultural Drift

The Mandingization hypothesis developed by Linares takes as a starting
point the religious conversion of Jolas of the northern Casamance region
from a system of autochthonous shrines to Islam.? While her presentation
pays close attention to variations in the practice and interpretation of Islam
across this region and presents a critique of approaches that draw reductive
connections between tenets of belief and practical economic advantage,
she demonstrates that among Jola peoples, conversion to Islam involves
changes in a broad spectrum of practices and beliefs that are not specifi-
cally religious.

Linares’s work proceeds by examining three Jola communities. In one
located on the south bank of the Casamance River near its mouth, tradi-
tional religious practices are strong, the various tasks of rice cultivation
are distributed between women and men, and local politics are mediated
through the shrine system in which both women and men have access to
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leadership roles. As she guides us through two other communities progres-
sively north and east of this starting point, the practice of Islam becomes
more rigorous and orthodox; men withdraw from rice cultivation and
invest their energies in millet, sorghum, and peanuts; they retire from culti-
vation entirely at progressively earlier ages; and the practice of local politics
is reshaped along Mandinka models of an alkalo, a sort of village headman
for life, who consults with the elder men of wards founded by early settlers
and acting on behalf of their immigrant clients. The constant among these
three communities is that people identify as Jolas and speak closely related,
if distinct, Jola languages.

While Linares in no way implies that this process follows an inevitable
script or that Mandingization necessarily will encroach into the Jola heart-
land, these three communities are presented as “stages” or “variations”
within a single “process” of the type I have identified as ethnocultural drift—
by which one group borrows everyday practices from another. Linares takes
as an important starting point the premise that “Mandingized” Jolas “accept
that many of their attitudes and practical behaviors reflect bu arabu bati
kumandingaku (‘the path, the way of the Manding’)” (1992:147-48). She
does not merely take her informants’ word for the origin of these practices,
but through close analysis determines that while there is a considerable
degree of cultural diffusion in play here, there are also instances of Jolas’
“projecting many of their own cultural constructs on their Manding neigh-
bors,” thus highlighting various practices as approximating the values of
their locally relevant Others (1992:204).

Both the strength and the weakness of Linares’s work is that she takes as
her topic change within Jola communities. That is, she wants to interrogate
why communities change fundamental aspects of their religious practice
(and she carefully documents that for Jolas themselves, Islam is first and
foremost practice and only secondarily ideology) and how these changes
ramify though relations of production, village politics, and gender-kinship
systems. What is largely absent from her work is a comparable sensitivity
to the dynamism of the category of “Mandinka.” That is, the analysis of
“Mandingization” relies on a rather static model of Mandinka identity and
practice with which Jola communities interact.

My critique of Linares’s work is not so much substantive as conceptual;
far from questioning her ethnographic work, I consider her text a model
of clarity and methodological rigor. Undoubtedly, cultural change among
the northeasternmost Jolas has been driven by their adoption of Islam and
interaction with Muslim, Mandinka-speaking neighbors. This change has
involved alterations in practice while categories of identity have remained
constant: ethnocultural drift. Rather, I want to interrogate the basic con-
cept of “Mandingization,” a term that implies a directional process—*Jola
become more like Mandinka.” But to posit such a shift, which I am calling
ethno(re)genesis, we must first consider the stability of these two concepts
and the evolution of the distinction between them. To provide a historical
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context for “Mandingization,” therefore, I first examine the complex social
systems of this region in the period from European contact to formal colo-
nialism (roughly 1500-1850), and then turn to the processes of ethnogen-
esis that started around 1850 and continue to the current day.

Historicizing Mandingization: Ethnic Pluralism and Ethnogenesis

The terrain of coastal Senegambia reflects an intense and spatially com-
pressed ecological transition. North of the Gambia River, open Sahelian
savannahs dominate. On the south bank, forests begin to appear and
become progressively denser within a few hundred kilometers. In the midst
of this transition, the vast mangrove estuary generated at the mouth of the
Casamance River provides additional ecological diversity.

In this zone, a number of small states developed over the first half of
the previous millennium to control the flow of forest goods, mainly kola
nut and malaguetta pepper, into the trans-Saharan trade in exchange for
iron, cotton textiles, cattle, and horses. Food surpluses from the region,
particularly rice, as well as dried fish and mollusks and sea salt collected by
evaporation, also entered these trade networks, although their contribu-
tion to this regional economy was minor compared to the forest and Saha-
ran goods passing through. The records of the early European navigators
indicate that these trade networks were controlled by very small states that
were focused on taxing activity at market centers and controlling key water-
ways and portage routes.*

While similar in the structure of their economic interests, these states
were differentiated by the language of their elite political class and their
technologies of warfare and transportation. The Banyun states of the lower
Casamance region (most prominently the Casa kingdom) specialized in
transportation of goods and raiding parties by smaller canoes and short
portages to navigate the complex mangrove swamps of the region. Mande
states of the middle Casamance and Gambia River basin (such as Niumi)
deployed the decisive military technology of the mounted warrior suited to
the drier, more open savannahs. Complex historical ties among these small
Mande states that were renewed through kinship bonds among the elites
sustained trade with the central Mande areas of contemporary Mali.

Identifying these states by the language and strategies of the ruling
elite, however, is very misleading. Recent work by the historians Donald
Wright, George Brooks, and Peter Mark all indicate that polities through-
out this region incorporated highly diverse populations. Localized groups
speaking Bak languages grew rice on the floodplains from the Gambia
River to the Cacheu River. (To foreshadow my argument, I refrain from
using the common term “proto-Jola” for these groups because it contains
a teleological fallacy and obscures the fact that their descendants may be
found among contemporary Mandinkas and Jolas.) Jakhanke—Mande-
speaking Muslims—both conducted long-distance trade and maintained
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agricultural plantations worked by their students. Luso-african lancados—
some Roman Catholics, some New Christians who revived their Jewish prac-
tices—built ties with local producers and merchants to assure supplies to
European ships plying the triangular trade. While these various segments of
the population facilitated trade and interaction with visitors and neighbors,
the chronic instability and insecurity of the slave trade during these centu-
ries tended to reinforce an individual’s identity as a subject and resident
of a particular state rather than connections to more distant persons with
whom one may have shared language, religion, economic interests, and/or
origins but interacted only sporadically.

While all of these polities became more diverse because of the rise of
the slave trade, not all adapted to this new challenge with equal success.
The Mande states along the Gambia River were able to maintain them-
selves by redirecting their attention toward the previously marginal Atlantic
seaboard, adding humans to their cargo and raiding nearby Bak-speaking
peoples for additional captives. The Banyun states of the lower Casamance,
however, gradually faded in importance over the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries. The highly localized defense systems of the Bak-speaking
cultivators, combined with their effective mechanisms for ransoming cap-
tive kin through the network of religious shrines, proved more effective in
dealing with the threats of the Atlantic slave trade than the structures of the
Banyun states did.

The transition in the early nineteenth century from the slave trade era
to formal colonialism set the stage for the unfolding process of Mandinka
ethnogenesis. While this process undoubtedly incorporated various Bak-
speaking rice growers and some remnant langados into the emerging cat-
egory of Mandinka, the driving force of the early stage of Mandinka ethno-
genesis was the antipathy between reformist Muslim clerics known generi-
cally as “the Marabouts” and the Soninke Mande kings who still ruled the
states along the river, albeit with a reduced economic base after the demise
of the slave trade.? Indeed, throughout the second half the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Soninke-Marabout wars ravaged the entire region, here a Mar-
about converting both kings and populace of an entire region to Islam on
pain of death, there a Soninke king mounting a successful defense. Mar-
about warriors tended toward military excess, turning their annual military
campaigns into exercises in the extraction of tribute and captives for their
plantations—often targeting believers and nonbelievers alike—rather than
exercises in preaching or effective conversion.®

Just at the point when the Marabouts converted the last holdout
Soninke Mande kings of the lower Gambia in the final years of the nine-
teenth century, the British colonial administration colluded with French
forces in neighboring Senegal to round up the last Marabout leaders and
send them into exile. Not particularly endeared to the general population
because of their extractive habits, the defeated Marabouts are today vaguely
revered as heroes of anticolonial struggle without having founded the pow-
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erful social organizations which subsequently grew in neighboring Senegal.
In The Gambia, the various political, economic, and social trends of the
colonial era gradually consolidated a model of Mandinka ethnicity as the
rural body of uniformly Muslim peanut and rice producers who were the
backbone of the colonial economy. The final proof of the crystallization of
a widely recognized, singular Mandinka people came in the 1962 preinde-
pendence elections—the first to enfranchise the rural, that is Protectorate,
population—when D. K. Jawara, soon to be prime minister and later presi-
dent, was accused by his opponents in the Banjul elite (rightly or probably
wrongly) of “tribalism,” of being a Mandinka politician serving Mandinka
interests.

Many scholars assume that the history of Mande states led unproblem-
atically to the contemporary Mandinka ethnic group.7 Indeed, the term
“Mandinka” appears regularly in the accounts left by explorers and slave
traders, so it has significant historical depth. Still, this reading of the prior
social complexity and the wars that pitted Mande Marabouts against Soninke
Mande kings highlights the relative historical novelty of “the Mandinka”
as a unitary ethnic category. Today’s Mandinkas include the descendants
of Soninke Mande kings, Jakhanke merchant-scholars, the more militant
Marabout factions, formerly Bak-speaking converts to Islam, and almost
certainly some lancado remnants. While I find no evidence of an advocate
of this radical reorganization of ethnic categories (no ethnic strategist), the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century was without a doubt a period of
Mandinka ethno(re)genesis.

The process of Jola ethnogenesis is much more thoroughly commented
upon in the literature. The creation of an ethnic category to encompass
broadly similar yet highly localized peoples—that is, an “acephalous soci-
ety”—Dby colonial ethnographer-officers is a common story in Africanist
anthropology. Hyacinthe Hecquard, a French administrator at Ziguin-
chor, is credited with first using the term “Diola” to describe Bak-speaking
rice-growers in the lower Casamance in 1852 in a report on his activities.
However, these agriculturalists maintained systems of highly localized
social organization, a successful defense strategy against first the warfare
of the Atlantic slave-trade period, then the Mande jihadis, and finally the
encroachment of French colonial authority, and also a defense in all peri-
ods against neighboring communities seeking control of scarce paddy land.
Strictly local identities persisted into the late 1920s when the paths between
rural communities were finally considered safe to travel for both French
colonial officers and the soon-to-become Jola themselves. The 1930s saw
the rise in importance of Roman Catholic missions in the rural areas on
the south bank of the Casamance River and the increasing influence of
Sheikh Mafoudh, an Islamic scholar from Mauritania, in the rural areas of
the north bank. Both of these religious traditions—through their distinct
institutions, representatives, and media—contributed to the multiple forms
of Jola ethnic identity.8
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Here, then, we have the critique of the “Mandingization hypothesis.”
Clearly, Linares has documented that Jola communities in the midst of
this process attribute the changes in their daily lives to the adoption of
Mandinka ways. This ethnographic reality cannot be discounted, nor can
we ignore the significant degree of cultural continuity that is indexed by
the category “Mandinka.” The error we can potentially fall into is one of
assuming that while Jola communities have transformed themselves, their
proximally relevant Other has been static. Indeed, as we have seen, the
same antecedent groups reorganized to form both of the emerging ethnic
categories of Mandinka and Jola; ethnogenesis was mistaken for ethnocul-
tural drift. In the nineteenth century, some north bank Bak rice cultivators
were converted to Islam by the sword and were subsequently incorporated
into the emerging Mandinka ethnic group. What is remarkable is not that
twentieth-century north bank Jola people converted to Islam and adopted
some Mandinka ways, but that they did so and retained a Jola identity, or
rather, converted to Islam but also participated simultaneously in the cre-
ation of the category of “Jola” despite adopting some Mandinka ways. What
Linares describes is not so much a process of Mandingization, but rather
one strand of the process of Jola ethnogenesis with the ethnic category
in various instances and locations encompassing Muslims, Christians, and
adepts of the traditional shrine system. While the boundaries of the Mand-
inka ethnic category are rather consistent across regions and social contexts
as definitionally linked to Islam, the Jola ethnic category may be marked in
context-dependent ways as linked to traditionalist religious practice, Chris-
tianity, Islam, or toleration of some combination thereof. Thus, with the
benefit of the historical analysis of Wright (1997), Brooks (1993, 2003), and
Mark (2002}, we can clarify that Mandingization, while continuing as a pro-
cess of ethnocultural drift, needs to be connected to the larger processes of
ethnogenesis at work in this region.

One of the key dynamics that Linares described as contributing to
Mandingization was marriage by in-migrants to local landowning families
and sponsors of religious conversion. With her ethnography in mind as I
conducted my research, I collected systematic data on ethnicity as a factor
in marriage in one Gambian community.

Marriage Patterns and Ethnic Identity in a Coastal Gambian Town

This analysis is drawn from a larger study of the community of Kartong, a
large village of twenty-five hundred people composed of roughly 50 per-
cent Mandinkas, 17 percent Karon Jolas, and 10 percent Buluf Jolas. The
remaining 23 percent of the population is drawn from eight other ethnic
groups. Clearly, this is a community of considerable diversity, and the exam-
ination of each of the constituent groups is beyond the scope of this article.
Suffice it to say that my focus on the three largest groups is justifiable on the
grounds that they constitute the stable agricultural core of the community,
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while the various other groups are seasonal migrants, temporary residents,
or classified on some other grounds as “strangers.” In this section, I will
examine patterns of ethnic osmosis as evidenced in marriage practices.

In order to explain the fundamentals of the relationship among these
three groups in Kartong, let me briefly recapitulate the historical trends
I have just examined with specific reference to Kartong and the area now
known as “South Gambia” extending from the Alahein River, which forms
the international border with the Casamance region of Senegal and extends
north toward the urban area of Banjul (see Figure 1). The available histori-
cal texts that refer specifically to this region note the presence, throughout
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, of the small Mande kingdom of
Combo made up of settlements near the Gambia River and various Bak-
speaking peoples occupying the coastal areas and the zone along the Alahein
River. By the 1840s Sabiji (known today at Sukuta, at the southern edge of the
Banjul-Serekunda urban area) and Gunjur (immediately north of Kartong),
which have long been centers of Islamic scholarship, became the strongholds
of three prominent militant Marabouts: Omar, a Maure based in Sabiji, and
Foday Kaba and his disciple, Foday Silla, two Mande marabouts living in
Gunjur. Together they waged war on the Combo Soninke king, ultimately
defeating him and forcing his conversion to Islam in 1875. Throughout this
middle portion of the nineteenth century, the Bak speakers of this region
were forced either to convert to Islam or retreat into the swamps of the Casa-
mance region to seek shelter among their kin. Once the Combo Mansa was
defeated, Foday Silla continued to pursue jihad against the Bak peoples to
the south and southeast of Gunjur well into the Casamance region.

The last quarter of the nineteenth century was a period of great instabil-
ity in the northern Casamance, with risks both from Foday Silla’s annual cam-
paigns and from neighboring Bak communities as population growth put a
rising premium on the available rice paddy land. Farmers coordinated their
work in rice fields farther from their village in order to minimize their vulner-
ability to raiding parties either from the Marabouts or from the next village.
At the turn of the century, just as the British arrested the last of the Marabout
warriors, protoJolas from both the Karon and Fogny-Buluf regions started
returning to South Gambia on a seasonal basis to collect wild rubber and
process palm oil and to sell these forest products in the favorable markets at
Banjul. Gradually they began to stay on in the region, reversing the migra-
tion of the previous half century. Initially they established small, entirely Jola,
satellite communities, but after the Second World War the tendency shifted
toward their relocation into larger, ethnically mixed villages.

There are two important distinctions between Karon and Fogny-Buluf
migrations in this period. First, since Fogny-Buluf was a larger region and
more densely populated, its outmigration spread over a larger swath of The
Gambia, while Karon Jolas tended to congregate along the coast and in the
Alahein River valley. Second, Fogny-Buluf Jolas tended to migrate after con-
verting to Islam under the influence of Sheikh Mafoudh and his disciples.
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Figure 1: The Lower Gambia and Lower Casamance Regions

Hashing indicates the extent of mang