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Abstract
In 1862, al-Ḥājj ʿUmar Fūtī Tall (d. 1864) conquered a prominent Muslim polity of the Middle Niger
valley, the Caliphate of H amdallāhi. Several months earlier, he had penned a long polemical work,
Bayān mā waqaʿa, where he outlined his conflict with H amdallāhi’s ruler, Ahmad III (d. 1862), and pre-
sented a legal justification for his eventual conquest. Al-Ḥājj ʿUmar was one of several West African
Muslim intellectuals who articulated a new vision of power in the region. These intellectuals linked legit-
imate political rule with mastery over Islamic knowledge that they claimed only they had. Yet these lin-
kages between religious authority and political power remain understudied. Al-Ḥājj ʿUmar’s Bayān offers
one example of political theology in nineteenth-century West Africa. In this article, I trace his arguments
and explain how he constructs his authority and claims to sovereignty in this work. In the process, I con-
ceptualize two theoretical frameworks — the ‘political geography of belief’ and the ‘political theology of
knowledge’ — to demonstrate how a careful engagement with Arabic sources can help develop new
approaches to the study of Muslim communities in African history and beyond.
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In 1862, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar Fūtī Tall (d. 1864), one of the foremost West African Muslim intellectuals of
the nineteenth century, conquered the Caliphate of H amdallāhi.1 Having initially taken up arms to
redress a local dispute in eastern Senegambia in 1852, a decade later his military advanced through
numerous other polities and ultimately ended the reign of the sole Muslim state that controlled the
Middle Niger valley.2 Then ruled by Ahmad III, the Caliphate of H amdallāhi was established in
1818 by his grandfather, Ahmad Lobbo (d. 1845), also a Muslim intellectual.3 This polity was

‡The original published version of this article did not include the author's affiliation. A notice detailing this has been pub-
lished and the error rectified in the online PDF and HTML copies.

1O. Jah, ‘Sufism and nineteenth century jihad movements in West Africa: a case study of al-Hājj ʿUmar al-Fūtī’s philoso-
phy of jihad and its Sufi bases’ (unpublished PhD thesis, McGill University, 1973); F. Dumont, L’anti-sultan; ou, al-Hajj
Omar Tal du Fouta, combattant de la foi (1794–1864) (Dakar, 1979); J. R. Willis, In the Path of Allah: The Passion of
al-Hajj ʿUmar; An Essay into the Nature of Charisma in Islam (London, 1989); D. Robinson, The Holy War of Umar Tal
(Oxford, 1985); M. Ly-Tall, Un Islam militant en Afrique de l’Ouest au XIXe siècle: La Tijaniyya de Saiku Umar Futiyu contre
les pouvoirs traditionnels et la puissance colonial (Paris, 1991); J. H. Hanson, Migration, Jihad and Muslim Authority in West
Africa: The Futanke Colonies in Karta (Bloomington, IN, 1996); M. Tall, Al-Jawāhir wa-l-durur fī sīra al-H ājjʿUmar (Les
perles rares sur la vie d’el Hadji Omar) (Beirut, 2005); A. Syed, ‘Al-H ājj ʿUmar Tall and the realm of the written: mastery,
mobility and Islamic authority in 19th century West Africa’ (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Michigan, 2017).

2On the origins of al-H ājj ʿUmar’s war, see Syed, ‘Al-H ājj ʿUmar Tall’, 159–65.
3A. H. Ba and J. Daget, L’empire peul du Macina, 1818–1853 (1st edn, Dakar, 1955); W. A. Brown, ‘The Caliphate of

Hamdullahi, c.1818–64’ (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wisconsin, 1969); M. Johnson, ‘The economic foundations
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one of several Islamic theocracies that emerged through revolution during the turbulent eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries in West Africa.4 These movements were revolutionary because Muslim
intellectuals, including al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar, breached long established norms of maintaining pious dis-
tance from the political realm.5 Instead they articulated a new vision of power in the region that
linked legitimate political rule with mastery over Islamic knowledge that they claimed only they
had.6 Analzying al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s conflict with Ahmad III offers one critical perspective on political
theology — the intersection between religious and political practices in various articulations of
sovereignty — in nineteenth-century West Africa.7

One source for such an analysis is a long polemical and legal work in Arabic that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar
penned in 1861. The work, Bayān mā waqaʿa baynanā wa bayna amīr Māsina Ahmad ibn Ahmad
(What happened between the ruler of Masina, Ahmad ibn Ahmad and us), is al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s
account of his conflict with Ahmad III.8 In the introduction, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar dates the origins of
this conflict to 1856, after he conquered the formidable Bambara polity of Kaarta.9 He then explains
how his conflict with Ahmad III resumed in 1859, when he led his troops into the Middle
Niger valley and subsequently conquered another powerful Bambara polity, Segu. In the
first part of the Bayān, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar meticulously refutes Ahmad III’s claims to authority
in the Western Sahel and the Middle Niger valley, while also justifying and legitimizing his

of an Islamic theocracy: the case of Masina’, The Journal of African History, 17:4 (1976), 481–95; B. Sanankoua, Une Empire
peul au XIXe siècle: La Diina du Maasina (Paris, 1990); and M. Nobili, Sultan, Caliph and Renewer of the Faith: Ahmad
Lobbo, the Tārīkh al-Fattāsh, and the Making of an Islamic State in West Africa (Cambridge, 2020).

4For some examples on the so called ‘Islamic revolutions’ in West Africa, see P. Curtin, ‘Jihad in West Africa: early phases
and inter-relations in Mauritania and Senegal’, The Journal of African History, 12:1 (1971), 11–24; D. Robinson, ‘Revolutions
in the Western Sudan’, in N. Levtzion and R. L. Pouwels (eds.), History of Islam in Africa (Athens, OH, 2012); R. Loimeier,
Muslim Societies in Africa: A Historical Anthropology (Bloomington: IN, 2013), 108–29; and P. E. Lovejoy, Jihād in West
Africa During the Age of Revolutions (Athens, OH, 2016). For a critique of this literature, see A. Syed, ‘Between jihād and
history: re-conceptualizing the Islamic revolutions of West Africa’, in F. Ngom, M. Kurfi, and T. Falola (eds.), The
Palgrave Handbook of Islam in Africa (Cham, Switzerland, 2020).

5Following Hunwick, I conceptualize ‘religious authority’ as ‘an assumed authority to guide and order people’s social —
and to varying extents economic and political — lives in accordance with an interpretation of what the holders of such
authority claim to be divine authority, which overrides authority established by “secular” powers’. J. Hunwick, ‘Secular
power and religious authority in Muslim society: the case of Songhay’, The Journal of African History, 37:2 (1996), 176.

6For an analysis on this ‘pacifist’ tradition, see L. Sanneh, Beyond Jihad: The Pacifist Tradition in West African Islam
(Oxford, 2016).

7The coinage ‘political theology’ often refers to the study of the Christian theological underpinnings of modern secular political
concepts in theWest, including sovereignty, and ismainlyassociatedwith theGermanpolitical theoristCarl Schmitt; seeC. Schmitt,
Political Theology:FourChapters on theConcept of Sovereignty, trans.G. Schwab (Chicago, 1985).However, a rangeof scholars from
numerous disciples have expanded the use of this concept and questioned Schmitt’s narrow conceptualization of sovereignty. For
example, see W. Gray, ‘Political theology and the theology of politics: Carl Schmitt and medieval political thought’, Humanitas,
20:1–2 (2007), 175–200; P. M. Scott and W. T. Cavanaugh (eds.), The Blackwell Companion to Political Theology (Oxford, 2008);
A. A. Moin, The Millennial Sovereign: Sacred Kingship & Sainthood in Islam (New York, 2012); H. Fancy, The Mercenary
Mediterranean: Sovereignty, Religion, and Violence in the Medieval Crown of Aragon (Chicago, 2016); and S. Tareen, Defending
Muh ammad in Modernity (Notre Dame, IN, 2020). For a recent monograph in African studies, see R. Marshall, Political
Spiritualities: The Pentecostal Revolution in Nigeria (Chicago, 2009).

8My analysis of the Bayān is based on Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris (BnF) Arabe 5605, 2a–29a. I have also consulted a
critical French annotated translation of this BnFmanuscript; see S. M.Mahibou and J. L. Triaud,Voilà ce qui est arrivé, Bayân mâ
waqa‘ad’al-Hâjj ʿUmaral-Fûtî: Plaidoyerpouruneguerre sainteenAfriquede l’OuestauXIXe siècle (Paris, 1983).Thisworkcontains
numerous notes and a useful glossary of key people and places that have been indispensable for my own analysis.

9I use ‘Bambara’ as an external classification to define the ‘ethnic’ groups of Kaarta and Segu based on its internal usage in
the Bayān as ‘banbara’ (pl. banābir), as well as on established secondary scholarship in English on these polities. See
R. Roberts, Warriors, Merchants, and Slaves: The State and the Economy in the Middle Niger Valley, 1700–1914 (Stanford,
1987). The term ‘Bambara’ has a complex historical origin and consists of overlapping, and sometimes pejorative, meanings.
Further, the groups of people it is meant to define often use other designations, such as ‘Banmana’, rather than ‘Bambara’; see
J. Bazin, ‘A chacun son Bambara’, in J. L. Amselle and E. M’Bokolo (eds.), Au cœur de l’ethnie: Ethnies, tribalisme et Éetat en
Afrique (Paris, 1985), 87–127; and J. L. Amselle, Mestizo Logics: Anthropology of Identity in Africa and Elsewhere,
trans. C. Royal (Stanford, 1998), 49–57.
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own actions (Fig. 1).10 In the second part of the work, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar systematically analyzes Ahmad
III’s actions and ultimately denounces him as an apostate. Thus, the Bayān is not simply a narrative
of ‘what happened’. Rather it is a series of complex, multifaceted arguments that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar pre-
sents aimed solely at delegitimizing Ahmad III’s claims to authority and establishing the legal jus-
tification for his conquest of the Caliphate of H amdallāhi several months later.

The Bayān is one example of a large corpus of Arabic source material from West Africa that
Ousmane Kane has recently conceptualized as the ‘Islamic library’.11 In an emerging body of scholar-
ship, scholars are using Arabic sources to ask new questions and produce new analyses of a range of
topics in African history.12 A study based on the Bayān adds to this wave of exciting scholarship.
This article demonstrates how an engagement with the scholarly production of Muslim intellectuals

Figure 1. The Western Sahel and Middle Niger valley, ca. 1850. Map by Boris Michev.

10I use ‘Western Sahel’ to mark the region east of the Upper Senegal River valley and to designate the territories of Kaarta
and Bakhunu. I use ‘Middle Niger valley’ for the region between Timbuktu and Masina and include the Caliphate of
H amdallāhi and Segu and its client states.

11O. Kane, Beyond Timbuktu: An Intellectual History of Muslim West Africa (Cambridge, MA, 2016), 25, 96; Nobili,
Sultan, 25–31.

12For some examples on West Africa, see G. Lydon, On Trans-Saharan Trails: Islamic Law, Trade Networks and
Cross-Cultural Exchange in Nineteenth Century Africa (Cambridge, 2009); B. Hall, A History of Race in Muslim West
Africa, 1600–1900 (Cambridge, 2011); S. Jeppie, ‘History for Timbuktu: Ahmad Bulʿarāf, archives, and the place of the
past’, History in Africa, 38 (2011), 401–16; D. van Dalen, Doubt, Scholarship and Society in 17th-Century Central Sudanic
Africa (Leiden, 2016); M. S. Mathee, ‘Probing the theological resources of a seventeenth-century tārīkh: the Tārīkh
al-Sūdān and Ashʿarī kalam’, Islamic Africa, 7:2 (2016), 159–184; and Nobili, Sultan. For a discussion and examples of
new methodologies to analyze Arabic source material, see A. Syed and C. Stewart (eds.), special issue ‘From texts to meanings:
close reading of the textual cultures of Islamic Africa’, Islamic Africa, 9:1 (2018), 1–132.
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in Arabic unveils new interpretative possibilities and conclusions on the history of Islam in Africa and
on the discursive practices of Muslim communities more generally.13 Specifically, it shows how
nineteenth-century West African Muslim intellectuals constructed their authority, how they incorpo-
rated and debated through the Islamic intellectual tradition, and how they specifically linked their
knowledge to a performance of power. In other words, the study of the Bayān underscores the need
to take seriously how ostensibly religious discourses became intertwined with claims to political legitim-
acy in the nineteenth century in West Africa. This work utlimately shows that ‘religion’ is not a separate
domain of human experience and practice, but rather is a generative factor within history and politics.14

One of the defining aspects of the Bayān is how al-Ḥājj ʿUmar draws on a globally sourced corpus of
nearly fifty distinctworks of the Islamic religious sciences, including those onQur’anic exegesis, jurispru-
dence, and theology.15 He uses his extraordinary engagement with the broader Islamic intellectual trad-
ition to create and support several newarguments. Thus, as Kane argues elsewhere, sources that belong to
the Islamic library also demonstrate that ‘Saharan and Sub-Saharan Africans participated in this Islamic
civilization,not onlyas consumersbut alsoas contributors.’16 In this respect, al-Ḥājj ʿUmarwas adding to
an exisiting history of political debates and discourses in nineteenth-century West Africa. Of particular
note to these debates were the legal and political ideas of the controversial sixteenth-century North
African scholar ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Maghīlī (d. 1504/5).17 The legal opinions of this figure, including his
emphasis on the permissibility of overthrowing ‘corrupt’ rulers and his equation ofmuwālā (affiliation,
friendship, support) with nonbelievers as a form of apostasy had a lasting impact on the region.18 These
opinionshada strong influenceon the intellectual thoughtandactionsof the founding rulerof theSokoto
Caliphate (1804–1903), ʿUthmān dan Fodio (d. 1817), and his son and successor, Muh ammad Bello (d.
1837).19 In the Bayān, al-Ḥājj ʿUmar reworks these preexisting ideas and redeploys them as the basis of
several arguments to justify territorial conquests in completely different contexts.

In this article, I focus on the polemical and legal arguments that al-Hạ̄jj ʿUmaruses tomake his claims
to political legitimacy. An analysis of the Bayān reveals how the main argumentative thrust of this work
rests on questions of belief and nonbelief. Specifically, al-Ḥājj ʿUmar constructs archetypal legal and
theological distinctions between Muslims and non-Muslims. To explore the different layers of those
arguments and explain howal-Ḥājj ʿUmar performs his authority, I develop and present two interlinked
theoretical frameworks: the ‘political geography of belief’ and the ‘political theology of knowledge’.

I begin this article with a discussion on the polemical nature of the Bayān and briefly outline how
al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar represents his conflict with Ahmad III in the introduction. By focusing on the first
part of the Bayān, I demonstrate how the process of politicizing religious difference becomes critical
to how al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar maps vastly different populations and territories using similar legal terms.
This, in turn, becomes central to how he legitimizes his conquests in the Western Sahel and the
Middle Niger valley. I conceptualize how al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar uses legal discourses and categories of belief
to define territory and make claims to sovereignty as the political geography of belief. In continuing
my analysis, I further argue that he uses his mastery over Islamic knowledge to construct his pol-
itical authority. The numerous citations and his ability to produce such arguments partly validated

13See the seminal work, S. S. Reese (ed.), The Transmission of Learning in Islamic Africa (Leiden, 2004).
14D. R. Peterson and D. R. Walhof (eds.), The Invention of Religion: Rethinking Belief in Politics and History (New

Brunswick, NJ, 2002), 1–2.
15For a list of secondary works al-H ājj ʿUmar cites, see Mahibou and Triaud, Voilà, 199–213.
16O. O. Kane, Non-Europhone Intellecuals, trans. V. Bawtree, (Dakar, 2012), 5.
17ʿA. Batrān, ‘A contribution to the biography of Shaikh Muh ammad Ibn ‘Abd-al-Karīm ibn Muh ammad Al-Maghīlī,

Al-Tilimsānī’, The Journal of African History, 14:3 (1973), 381–94; and J. Hunwick, ‘Al Maghîlî and the Jews of Tuwât:
the demise of a community’, Studia Islamica, 16 (1985), 155–83.

18Often transliterated as ‘muwālāt’, I discuss the relationship between this concept and apostasy in greater detail in the
final section of this article.

19M. D. Last, The Sokoto Caliphate (New York, 1967); M. Hiskett, The Sword of Truth: The Life and Times of the Shehu
Usuman Dan Fodio (Oxford, 1973); and S. Moumouni, Vie et œuvre du Cheikh Uthman Dan Fodio (1754–1817) (Paris,
2008).
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his claims to legitimate rulership and gave his arguments potency. Conversely, one of al-H ̣ājj
ʿUmar’s central claims in the Bayān is that Ahmad III did not have any legitimacy as a ruler because
he had no mastery over the Islamic intellectual tradition. I analyze how the multiple and entangled
relationships between mastery over knowledge and religious authority form the basis of new claims
to political authority as the political theology of knowledge.

Finally, I focuson the secondpart of theBayān to investigatehowal-Ḥājj ʿUmarused the legal concept
ofmuwālā to denounce Ahmad III as an apostate. In this discussion, I demonstrate how the two central
frameworks I develop — the political geography of belief, and the political theology of knowledge —
enable a deeper understanding of the legal case al-Ḥājj ʿUmar presents for conquering the Caliphate
of H amdallāhi. I conclude with an invitation to consider the possibilities that these frameworks hold
not only for scholars of Islam in Africa, but also for other scholars in African studies and beyond.

A polemecist’s narrative of conflict in brief

Al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar completed the Bayān during a period of intense and growing conflict with Ahmad
III. As with other examples of polemical literature written by West African Muslim intellectuals, the
Bayān was meant to legitimize a particular political project.20 In the opening pages of the Bayān, he
directly addresses a ‘discerning reader’ and invites them to carefully assess what happened between
him and Ahmad III.21 This evocation, along with al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s use of ‘you’ throughout the work,
suggests that he had a particular audience in mind. Yet he does not specify who exactly he wrote the
Bayān for. While answering questions about the circulation of the Bayān and how it was read is
beyond the scope of this article, it is still possible to speculate that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar wrote this
work with more than one audience in mind.22 A surviving missive that he sent to Ahmad III in
1860, denouncing his actions, gives evidence of a history of correspondence between them.23

This suggests the Bayān was al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s final statement in a much longer exchange. As
David Robinson notes, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar also circulated the Bayān to the elites of the caliphate in
what were ultimately failed attempts to negotiate for peace.24 Therefore, one possible reason why
he wrote the Bayān was an attempt to gain support against Ahmad III from others in this polity.
Additionally, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar perhaps wrote the Bayān for an audience beyond his immediate con-
flict with Ahmad III. As I will discuss below, he went to great effort to place his conflict with Ahmad
III in a particular narrative frame and justify his actions. It is possible therefore he anticipated that
other Muslim elites in West Africa would read the Bayān. After all, he was a well-known figure who
was challenging the authority of an established Muslim polity and potentially going to war with it.
In this respect he may have also wanted to preserve his legacy by documenting his perspective
to control the narrative of this conflict. He certainly had an awareness that texts continued to
circulate in West Africa well beyond the context of their production. He cites numerous examples
of older texts in the Bayān, a point I will return to later in this article. Therefore, the possibility that
al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar also wrote the text with an audience in posterity in mind cannot be completely
dismissed.

The polemical purpose and potential multiple audiences of the Bayān mean that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar
did not produce an accurate portrayal of his conflict with Ahmad III. As Bintou Sanankoua has
demonstrated, this conflict has multiple layers and several local traditions of history that are not

20R. Loimeier, Muslim Societies, 129; J. R.Willis, ‘Jihād fī Sabīl Allāh—its doctrinal basis in Islam and some aspects of its
evolution in nineteenth-century West Africa’, The Journal of African History, 8:3 (1967), 395–415; M. Nobili, Catalogue des
Manuscripts Arabes du Fonds de Gironcourt (Afrique de l’Ouest) de l’Institut de France (Roma, 2013), 27.

21BnF Arabe 5605, 2a.
22K. Hirschler, The Written Word in the Medieval Arabic Lands: A Social and Cultural History of Reading Practices

(Edinburgh, 2012). An anagolous work for Islamic West Africa remains to be written.
23BnF Arabe 5684, 138b–142a.
24Robinson, Holy War, 294.
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easy to untangle.25 For example, internal narratives from Masina depict al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar as an aggres-
sor who was wrong to mobilize his military in the Middle Niger valley and attack another Muslim
polity.26 Other Muslim intellectuals fiercely resisted his actions against the Caliphate of H amdallāhi
and disagreed wholly with his opinions and legal justifications. Among his most significant antago-
nists was the powerful Kunta scholar Ahmad al-Bakkāy (d. 1865). This figure wrote several polem-
ical treatises against al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s justifications and eventually organized and led the successful
armed resistance against him.27 Finally, in the late 1920s or early 1930s, the Senegalese savant
Muusa Kamara (d. 1945) wrote a long commentary on the Bayān to demonstrate why al-H ̣ājj
ʿUmar’s legal reasoning and appeal to jihad was not justifiable.28 Notwithstanding this larger
body of source material, I do not engage with these other voices and political traditions in my ana-
lysis of this conflict. Instead, in this section I will briefly highlight the evolution of this conflict and
explain how al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s representation of it underscores the larger political aims of the Bayān.

The narrative that al-Ḥājj ʿUmar presents in the introduction to the Bayān suggests that his conquest
of the Caliphate of H amdallāhi in 1862 had its roots several years earlier in theWestern Sahel. It was in
this region where he first encountered the army of Ahmad III. While he was able to conquer Kaarta’s
capital, Nioro, with relative ease in 1855, al-Ḥājj ʿUmar was never really able to consolidate his power
over this territory.29 He immediately faced rebellion from the Masassi, the former ruling elites of
Kaarta, as well as a group of Soninke-speaking Jawara.30 The Jawara fled eastward, near the neighboring
territory Bakhunu, and launched raids against trade caravans heading to Nioro.31 When al-Ḥājj ʿUmar
sent his troops to quell their rebellion, some of his troops also entered Bakhunu. The caliphate had long
maintained strategic and commercial interests over this territory, despite a distance of nearly 400miles.32

Thus the presence of al-Hạ̄jj ʿUmar’s troops in this territory led Ahmad III to send his own army.
In the Bayān, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar initially expresses his surprise in witnessing the army of Ahmad III

so far from the Caliphate of H amdallāhi and asks for its commander to send an envoy to Nioro.33

Al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar claims to have no knowledge of the fact that Ahmad III’s army was in this territory
because of his actions. Eventually Ahmad III’s soldiers left Nioro and entered into an alliance with
the Jawara.34 Rather thanwait for the caliphate to send reinforcements to support apopulationhedepicted
as rebels, al-Ḥājj ʿUmar senthis army toKassekeri, northofBakhunu.35Aftera longdrawnout battle, how-
ever, al-Ḥājj ʿUmar’s calculation to strike quickly paid off, as he emerged victorious.Consequently,Ahmad
III relinquished his interests in the Western Sahel to the authority of a new political ruler.

But conflict between these two Muslim elites did not end in the Western Sahel. A few years later,
al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar sought to conquer the Middle Niger valley. On the one hand, transformations in the
Senegal River valley directly influenced his decision to head eastward. The French had expanded

25B. Diarrah-Sanankoua, ‘Un chapitre controversé de l’histoire du Maasina: le duel Aamadu Aamadu (et) Alhajji Umar
Tal’, in C.-H. Perrot (ed.), Sources orales de l’histoire de l’Afrique (Paris, 1989), 215–25.

26The most well-known work is Mā Jāra baina Amīr al-Mu’minīn Ahmad wa baina al-H ājj ʿUmar, by Muh ammad bin
Ahmad. For an annotated French translation of this work, see S. Boubacar, ‘Bayân ma jara: édition, traduction et commen-
taire’ (unpublished MA thesis, École Normale Supérieure de Lyon, 2013–4).

27Robinson, Holy War, 303–10. On al-Bakkāy, see A. Zabadia, ‘The career and correspondence of Ahmad al-Bekkāy
Timbuctu from 1847 to 1866’ (unpublished PhD thesis, University of London, 1974).

28M. Kamara, Akthar al-rāghibīn fī al-jihād baʿd al-nabīʾīn man yakhtāru al-zụhūr wa-malaka al- bilād wa-lā yubālī
bi-man halaka fī jihādihi min al-ʿibād (Rabat, 2003). On how Kamara represents al-H ājj ʿUmar in a different work, including
aspects of his conquest over the Caliphate of H amdallāhi, see W. H. Marsh, ‘Compositions of sainthood: the biography of
H ājj ʿUmar Tāl by Shaykh Mūsū Kamara’ (unpublished PhD thesis, Columbia University, 2018).

29Robinson, Holy War, 186–9.
30Ly-Tall, Islam militant, 268–74.
31Robinson, Holy War, 189. Also Bagkhunu, Bagunu and Bakunu. This territory was east of Kaarta, see Mahibou and

Triaud, Voilà, 43, 215.
32Mahibou and Triaud, Voilà, 43, 215; Ba and Daget, L’empire peul, 173.
33BnF Arabe 5605, 2b.
34Robinson, Holy War, 189.
35Also Kasakayri or Kasakaré, see Mahibou and Triaud, Voilà, 223.
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their commercial and political interests in this region and had come into direct conflict with him.36

Consequently, by 1859 al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar, already weakened by rebellion, had lost control over Kaarta
and its surrounding territories.37 He needed access to new agricultural land to support a growing
army and numerous dependents, many of whom had migrated to Kaarta with him. On the other
hand, political transformations in Segu may have also led al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar to the Middle Niger valley.
The new faama (king or ruler) of Segu, ʿAli bin Munzu (Bina Ali Diarra), had lent his support to
the last remnants of the Jawara at the very moment al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar was caught fighting against the
French.38 His decision to march into the Middle Niger valley was based on both pragmatic concerns
and a desire to retaliate against the actions of an enemy state.

In marching into the Middle Niger valley, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar disregarded the historical and political
entanglements of the Caliphate of H amdallāhi and Segu.39 Instead, his superior weapons gave him
decisive victories against many of Segu’s client states.40 One of the most important battles happened
at Woitala on the left bank of the Niger River. With 25,000 soldiers, he defeated 35,000 of Segu’s
soldiers.41 From Woitala, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar explains in the Bayān that he marched to the commercial
entrepôt of Sinsani in 1860.42 It is after conquering Sinsani that he faced the army of Ahmad III,
who by this point had also entered into an alliance with Segu. However, the presence of the com-
bined forces of Ahmad III and ʿAli bin Munzu did not deter him from maintaining his occupation
over Sinsani and subsequently marching against Segu, whose capital, Segu-Sikoro, he conquered in
1861. But just before al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s conquest, ʿAli bin Munzu managed to escape and sought ref-
uge with Ahmad III.43 In the Bayān, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar notes that Ahmad III only gave ʿAli bin Munzu
amnesty and protection because the latter had paid him a large sum of money.44 He claims there
was no preexisting alliance between the two of them, because for the previous forty years the
Caliphate of H amdallāhi was at war with Segu.45

It is this point of contention with Ahmad III over the ruler of Segu that orients al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s
narrative in the introduction to the Bayān. He depicts this particular conflict in the Middle Niger
valley as an extension to his conflict with Ahmad III in the Western Sahel several years earlier. He
silences the vastly different political and historical contexts of these different regions. He also does
not account for the evolution and transformations in his own circumstances that led him to invade
the Middle Niger valley. Instead, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar focuses his narrative on what he insists were Ahmad
III’s premeditated and unjustified attacks against him over a number of years.

Al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar accomplishes the central goal of depicting Ahmad III as an aggressor in his nar-
rative by emphasizing categories of belief. Early in the introduction, he notes that after he conquered
Kaarta, he sent letters to the elites of Futa Toro, the Caliphate of H amdallāhi, and the Saharan con-
federation Awlād Mubārak.46 He explains that the purpose of these letters was so that these other
polities could ‘share in our joy because of all that God had inflicted on their polytheist enemies’.47

In these letters he clearly appeals to a religious imaginary of solidarity based on a dichotomy

36On interactions between the French and al-H ājj ʿUmar, see Ly-Tall, Islam militant, 215–55.
37Robinson, Holy War, 233.
38Ibid. 249.
39On the relationship between the Caliphate of H amdallāhi and Segu, see Mahibou and Triaud, Voilà, 47–9.
40Y. Saint-Martin, ‘L’artillerie d’El Hadj Omar et d’Ahmadou’, BIFAN, sér. B, 3–4 (1965), 560–72.
41Robinson, Holy War, 240; Ly-Tall, Islam militant, 370–1.
42BnF Arabe 5605, 4b. A client state of Segu, Sinsani was a significant commercial center in the Middle Niger valley, see

R. Roberts ‘Long distance trade and production: Sinsani in the nineteenth century’, The Journal of African History, 21:2
(1980), 169–88.

43Robinson, Holy War, 292–3.
44BnF Arabe 5605, 4b. The amount he notes using the Arabic measurement for coinage is ‘one thousand mithqāl’.
45BnF Arabe 5605, 4a.
46BnF Arabe 5605, 2b. While al-H ājj ʿUmar uses the generic term ‘al-bid ān’ to refer to this Saharan political group, I main-

tain that this group is Awlād Mubārak given its proximity to Kaarta.
47BnF Arabe 5605, 2b.
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between believers and nonbelievers. He emphasizes that all the territories that he came into conflict
with were non-Muslim territories. The implication was that Ahmad III’s decision to send his army
against al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar could only have two interpretations. His actions were either in support of
believers, or they were in support of nonbelievers. The rhetorical strategies that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar
employs, including quoting numerous verses of the Qur’an with little contextual discussion, lead
the reader to conclude the latter. Consequently, this emphasis on belief circumscribes al-H ̣ājj
ʿUmar’s discussion and sets the stage for the legal and polemical arguments he makes to delegitim-
ize Ahmad III’s claims to authority in the remaining parts of the work.

Towards conceptualizing the political geography of belief

In the first part of the Bayān, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar expands on his narrative in the introduction to explain
why Ahmad III had no authority to send his army against him in the Western Sahel and the Middle
Niger valley. Ahmad III had justified his actions by sending al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar a total of five letters dur-
ing their conflict. He sent two letters during their conflict in the Western Sahel and an additional
three letters after al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar entered the Middle Niger valley.48 Ahmad III unequivocally
claimed that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar had violated the sovereignty of the Caliphate of H amdallāhi and
demanded he leave these regions. In the Bayān, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar frames his rebuttals to Ahmad
III’s claims by first quoting large sections of these letters. He then places his counterarguments
within numerous other quotations from several sources from the Islamic intellectual tradition to
delegitimize Ahmad III’s claims over Kaarta, Bakhunu, and Segu, as well as the latter’s client states,
including Sinsani. The significance al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar places on religious difference in the introduction
becomes part of a much more complex legal argument about the relationship between categories of
belief and the legitimacy of his territorial conquests in these different regions.

The example of Bakhunu captures the layered complexity of al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s arguments based
on religious difference. While Ahmad III claimed to have authority over Bakhunu, al-Ḥājj
ʿUmar rebuts his claims by emphasizing the different categories of belief of this territory’s popu-
lation. He begins by identifying the majority of the population as ‘Bambara’ and then, in cat-
egorizing them as nonbelievers and polytheists, argues they ‘worship idols in the place of
God’. Next, he categorizes a group of people, most likely the Jawara who were in rebellion against
him, as muh āribūn. Though the term muh āribūn (sing. muh ārib) defines a group of people
engaged in warfare, in legal terms it also carries a much broader meaning. The term also
includes, as al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar notes, people who act as bandits or highway robbers, tax people
unjustly, make ‘those things forbidden licit’, and seize the property of both ‘Muslims and poly-
theists unjustly’. Al-Ḥājj ʿUmar, as I will explain in greater detail below, also defines this group
as nonbelievers. Finally, he identifies and classifies a population in Bakhunu as a group of
oppressed Muslims, who were ‘under the authority of the polytheist Bambara and others’.49

These three distinct categorizations based on belief are meant to do political work and form
the basis of several interrelated arguments al-Ḥājj ʿUmar presents about the legitimacy of his
conquest over Bakhunu.

One of al-Ḥājj ʿUmar’s most significant arguments is based on the relationship between categories
of belief and the legal status of a territory. Since he depicts the majority of the population of Bakhunu
as polytheists, he argues that this is also indicative of the territory’s ruler. Thus, in reference to
Bakhunu’s ruler, whom he does not name, he explains that he ‘is either clearly a nonbeliever
(kāfir sarīh ) or a muh ārib or between the two of them. He only has pretensions of Islam’.50 In
this depiction, al-Ḥājj ʿUmar clearly frames the ruler of Bakhunu as a nonbeliever. This mattered

48BnF Arabe 5605, 5a.
49BnF Arabe 5605, 12a.
50Ibid.
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because of an existing political and legal discourse in West Africa that argued that a territory whose
ruler was a nonbeliever had to also be considered a non-Muslim territory.51 A territory defined as
such could not come under the jurisdiction of a Muslim ruler, like Ahmad III had claimed.52

The genealogy of these ideas in the discourses of West African Muslim intellectuals can be traced
back to the North African scholar ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Maghīlī. In one crucial work, Ajwibat an as’ilat
al-amīr Askiyā al-h ājj Muh ammad (hereafter The Replies, per John Hunwick’s published transla-
tion), he answered a series of legal questions that the ruler of the Songhay empire, Askiyā
Muh ammad (d. 1537/8), had asked him.53 The work consists of a wide-ranging discussion on
numerous topics, including on the political implications of different categories of belief and non-
belief. Al-Maghīlī also presented an argument for why Muslim rulers could be considered as non-
believers because of their actions, and why it would be legally justifiable to remove such rulers.54 His
opinions gave legitimacy to Askiyā Muh ammad’s coup over Sunni ʿAli (d. 1492) in the early 1490s
and also gave the former license to confiscate the property of the latter. Crucially, al-Maghīlī’s intel-
lectual and legal thought had a lasting impact on the elites of the Sokoto Caliphate. Nearly five dec-
ades before al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar composed the Bayān, Uthmān dan Fodio reframed al-Maghīlī’s ideas to
justify his conquests of expansion over the Hausa city-states.55 Those opinions were quite wide-
spread, and through interaction with the Sokoto Caliphate, were certainly familiar to the elites of
the Caliphate of H amdallāhi.56

In the Bayān, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar draws extensively from these older opinions to conceptualize
Bakhunu as a non-Muslim territory and justify his conquest. In reference to Bakhunu, he argues,
‘It is under this characteristic [unbelief] that we found this land, and therefore there was no
valid reason to deter us from the obligation of jihād against its people.’57 This quotation demon-
strates that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar considered it an obligation to fight against someone who was both clearly
a nonbeliever (kāfir sarīh ) and also maintained hostilities against Muslims. He argues that this opin-
ion represents ‘the consensus of Muslim scholars’.58 He further bases this interpretation on part of
the Qur’anic verse, ‘And fight the idolaters all together, just as they fight you all together.’59 Though
he acknowledges that Muslim exegetes debated and disagreed on the meaning and legal scope of this
verse, he maintains that its relevance went beyond the specific context of the Prophet Muh ammad
and the early Muslim community.60 He links his own specific circumstances in the nineteenth cen-
tury to historical circumstances in the early history of Islam in seventh-century Medina.
Consequently, he evokes ‘idolatry’ or ‘polytheism’ as a universal marker of hostility, underscoring
that such groups were by default in a ‘state of war’ with Muslim communities across time.61 This

51BnF Arabe 5605, 12b.
52Though it is possible for Muslims to enter pacts of nonaggression with non-Muslim rulers, al-H ājj ʿUmar does not

address this possibility in the Bayān. On ‘sulh ’ or reconciliation and treaties of peace, see M. Khadduri, ‘Sulh ’, in
P. Bearman et al. (eds.), Encyclopaedia of Islam, (http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_7175), 2nd edn, 2012,
accessed 27 Aug. 2020.

53J. O. Hunwick, Sharīʿa in Songhay: The Replies of al-Maghīlī to the Questions of Askia al-H ājj Muh ammad (Oxford,
1985).

54Hunwick, Sharīʿa in Songhay, 131.
55M. Hiskett, ‘An Islamic tradition of reform in the Western Sudan from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century’, Bulletin

of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 25:1 (1962), 577–96.
56On the relationship between Sokoto and the Caliphate of H amdallāhi, see C. Stewart, ‘Frontier disputes and problems of

legitimation: Sokoto-Masina relations, 1817–1837’, The Journal of African History, 17:4 (1976), 497–514; and Nobili, Sultan,
182–201.

57BnF Arabe 5605, 12b.
58Ibid.
59Qur’an 9:36, quoted in BnF Arabe 5605, 12b.
60For a discussion on the Qur’anic verses related to jihad, see M. A. S Abdel Haleem, ‘Qurʾanic “jihad”: a linguistic and

contextual analysis’, Journal of Qurʾanic Studies, 12:1–2 (2010), 161–6.
61I use ‘state of war’ from Jackson’s analysis of religious freedom as the basis of conflict and hostility between the earliest

Muslim community and polytheists in seventh-century Arabia. See S. Jackson, ‘Jihad between law, fact and orientalism’,
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‘state of war’ that the early Muslim community maintained with polytheistic Arab tribes during the
life of the Prophet Muh ammad continued to influence al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s political imagination during
his own time. By decontextualizing the perhaps restricted application of this Qur’anic verse, he
explicitly argues that ‘the obligation of this command is valid so long as there are polytheists.’62

Al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s association of polytheism with hostility is only one of the legal justifications that
he employs for his conquest of Bakhunu. He also supports his actions with a parallel but different
argument by using the category of muh āribūn, referring to those who engage in warmongering,
banditry, or rebellion. While in theory muh āribūn were Muslims, since they pronounced the
shahāda or testament of faith, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar unequivocally argues that this group should be treated
as nonbelievers. The problem of h irāba, those actions that defined a muh ārib, took precedence over
presumed religious affiliation for al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar.63 Because their conduct was harmful to the larger
community of believers, their actions had made them into non-Muslims. The implication was that it
was justifiable to attack them. It is also worth adding that according to The Replies, al-Maghīlī’s
opinion was that the muh āribūn did not have legal protection as believers in conflicts with other
believers, and therefore they had no protection against the seizure of their property and potential
enslavement.64

Since making Muslims into non-Muslims was certainly controversial, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar draws on a
range of older Islamic legal works to frame his position. Apart from al-Maghīlī’s opinions, he also
cites from the significant sixteenth-century legal scholar ʿAbdul al-Rahmān al-Ajhūrī (d. 1656),
who noted: ‘Ibn Sha‘bān said that highway robbers in spreading fear on the roads are generally
more deserving of jihād than the nonbelievers of Byzantium because of the dangers that they
pose.’65 This was one among other established rulings in the Islamic legal tradition that justified
specific actions against a group of people categorized as muh āribūn. But in citing older legal opi-
nions, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar decontextualizes these legal rulings from the specific time, region, and circum-
stances within which Muslim jurists had made them. Instead he uses these opinions to define a
general principle about how to deal with a group of people categorized as muh āribūn that was
applicable across time and space. Though al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar never explains in the Bayān why he defines
this specific population in Bakhunu as muh āribūn, deploying this category was powerful. It allowed
him to authorize his actions in his nineteenth-century context as an extension of much older
Islamic intellectual discourses.

The political and legal significance that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar associates with a hierarchy of religious
belief in Bakhunu underscores what I have defined as the political geography of belief. On the
one hand, since he categorizes the ruler of Bakhunu as a nonbeliever, he subsequently treated
this polity as a non-Muslim territory. It follows that since this was a non-Muslim territory and
its ruler had engaged in hostilities against him, he was justified in attacking it. He also identifies
two different Muslim populations and employs a second line of argumentation. The first group
of Muslims he labels as muh āribūn, who were nonbelievers because of their actions. Therefore,
he argues he was still justified in attacking this territory because of the presence of this population.
Finally, he also identifies an ‘oppressed Muslim’ population. In his view this group had come under
the authority of nonbelievers. Consequently, he also considered it justifiable to attack Bakhunu in
order to protect this disenfranchised population based on belief and shared religious affiliation.
These multiple lines of argumentation about territory that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar articulates based on dis-
tinctions between believers and nonbelievers are central to his claims of political legitimacy. They
underscore how he justified his actions in Bakhunu, while also arguing that Ahmad III’s claim to

Mélanges de l’Université Saint-Joseph, Beyrouth, 62:1 (2009), 313–6. On the changing meanings of jihad in Islamic history, see
A. Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God: Jihād and Martyrdom in Islamic Thought (Oxford, 2013).

62BnF Arabe 5605, 12b.
63Ibid.
64Hunwick, Sharīʿa in Songhay, 127–31.
65Quoted in BnF Arabe 5605, 12b. For more on al-Ajhūrī, see Mahibou and Triaud, Voilà, 196.
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authority over this territory was tenuous at best and was simply based on pretension.66 These argu-
ments on the relationship between belief and territory were also central in his conquests of the
Middle Niger valley.

But before investigating those arguments more carefully, it is worth explaining that Ahmad III
also constructed arguments rooted in a political geography of belief to legitimate his authority in
the Middle Niger valley. Specifically, in one of the letters he sent to al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar in Sinsani, he
emphatically states: ‘Know that the Bambara have repented and turned to God. They have broken
their idols and have constructed mosques, in accordance with what God demands of them.’67

Ahmad III draws from the Islamic tradition to explain the political implication of the conversion
of the Bambara of Segu. For instance, he cites a h adīth attributed to the Prophet Muh ammad during
an early conflict, in which the Prophet is reported to have said, ‘I was commanded to fight people
until they witnessed that there is no other god except God.’68 The allusion to conversion and con-
flict are quite apparent in this quotation. In the context in which unbelief signified hostility, Ahmad
III argues that on the occasions where the Prophet Muh ammad fought against people, he did so
until they accepted Islam. Conversion in this case meant that a population no longer posed a mili-
tary threat. Consequently, Ahmad III framed his counterarguments against al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s mobil-
ization in the Middle Niger valley by emphasizing the relationship between categories of belief and
legitimate conflict.

From Ahmad III’s perspective, the elites of Segu had to be treated as Muslims. He substantiates
this claim by arguing that they had broken their idols and had constructed mosques. The conse-
quence of this change in state of belief are twofold. On the one hand, Ahmad III argues that it
was impermissible to fight against them because they were Muslims. On the other hand, as
Muslims they could also legitimately come under his protection. Although it is unclear whether
he was intentionally echoing al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s earlier arguments about Bakhunu, Ahmad III implies
that Segu had now become a Muslim territory, since its ruling elites had converted to Islam. Thus,
whatever legal justification there may have been for al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar to attack the Bambara of Segu
previously, those justifications were no longer applicable. This territory was inviolable from the
aggression of other Muslims, and its integrity and sovereignty had to be protected. Ahmad III,
as the ruler of the sole and historic Muslim polity in the region, was asserting his authority through
a political geography of belief.

The question then is how did al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar argue against these persuasive claims that were simi-
lar to the very legal reasoning he had used to conquer Bakhunu? He does this by attacking the very
basis of Ahmad III’s claims that the Bambara of Segu had ever converted to Islam. In the Bayān,
al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar argues that the Bambara did not destroy their idols. He went as far as to confiscate
their idols to demonstrate the ‘proof that made apparent his [Ahmad III’s] lie’.69 He further argues
that in Segu ‘there were no mosques’.70 In al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s view, there were no spatial markers that
externalized and signified the conversion of the Bambara to Islam. Whatever their interiority was in
terms of belief, their belief was not sufficiently materialized in an observable form. The implication
was that he still conceived of them as nonbelievers, and therefore in the context of conflict, their
territory was a non-Muslim territory. As in the case of Bakhunu, because of the legal status of a
non-Muslim territory, under no circumstances could Ahmad III legitimately claim authority over it.

Al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar further explains that even if the Bambara had converted, they continued to main-
tain hostilities against him. Therefore he argues that their actions abrogated the legal implication of
safety that conversion offered them according to the hadith that Ahmad III had quoted. In al-H ̣ājj

66BnF Arabe 5605, 12b.
67Quoted in BnF Arabe 5605, 15a. The elites of Segu may have intentionally misled Ahmad III about their conversion, see

Roberts, Warriors, 82.
68Quoted in BnF Arabe 5605, 13b. This statement must be understood in the context of ‘state of war’ that I discuss above.
69BnF Arabe 5605, 15a.
70Ibid.
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ʿUmar’s political imagination, there was no possibility that the Bambara were only defending their
territory from an outsider who had declared war on them. Thus, even if he had to admit that they
may have become believers, in legal terms, by focusing on their actions, he dealt with them as non-
believers. The examples of Bakhunu and Segu demonstrate that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s narrow categoriza-
tions of belief had serious political implications. His turn to a political geography of belief allowed
him to use very similar arguments to justify his conquests over very different territories in the
Western Sahel and the Middle Niger valley.

Towards conceptualizing the political theology of knowledge

These polemical and legal arguments were inseparable from how al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar performed his pol-
itical authority by linking it to his erudition. In the Bayān, he demonstrates that any instantiation of
Islamic authority in the political realm had to be supported through deep engagement with the
broader Islamic intellectual tradition. This relationship between Islamic knowledge and political
authority, or what I define as the political theology of knowledge, was not unique to al-H ̣ājj
ʿUmar among the leaders of the Islamic revolutions in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
But while these other figures engaged in reforming communities of which they were themselves
members, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar was quite different. He had declared war in the Western Sahel and the
Middle Niger valley as an outsider, with no previous historical links to these different territories.
In the Bayān, he introduces a new articulation of politics that was different from the forms of pol-
itical legitimation and modes of affiliation that were practiced in the territories he conquered. This
new vision for political authority was central to how he dismisses the sources on which Ahmad III
had made his claims to political legitimacy.

Ahmad III’s claims to authority were rooted in his lineage as a member of the Bari ruling elite of
the Caliphate of H amdallāhi. He had come to power after his father died in 1853. For several dec-
ades, the caliphate remained the dominant Muslim polity of the Middle Niger valley. But when
al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar led his forces into the Middle Niger valley in 1859, he challenged the foundation
of Ahmad III’s sovereignty in the region. As the main representative of the Tijānī Sufi brotherhood
in the Sahel, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar also had numerous sympathizers and disciples within the caliphate.71

He thus had a large base of support within this polity for his actions in the region. This, along
with the fact that the elites of the Caliphate of H amdallāhi did not unanimously support Ahmad
III in his ascension to power, meant that the latter faced internal opposition at the very moment
he was also engaged in conflict with al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar.72 On the one hand, Ahmad III claimed to
be an Islamic ruler simply because he was the head of an established Islamic theocracy. On the
other hand, he also explicitly performed his authority by drawing on the Islamic intellectual
tradition.

In one letter that he sent al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar, Ahmad III focused on reinforcing his legitimacy as a
ruler of an ‘Islamic polity’, the Caliphate of H amdallāhi. He drew from the hadith literature to
argue that according to the Prophet Muh ammad, it was not possible to have two Muslim rulers
in a single geographic area. Ahmad III argued that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar was a stranger who had inserted
himself into the social and political landscape of the Middle Niger valley. He subsequently accused
al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar of orchestrating an invasion and spreading discord ( fitna) and demanded that he
take his fight elsewhere. The full implication of his argument was that as the sole Muslim authority

71Robinson, Holy War, 287; Ly-Tall, Islam militant, 128–31. The issue of the Tijānī Sufi brotherhood is beyond the scope
of this article. It is worth mentioning, however, one of the grievances that al-H ājj ʿUmar levels against Ahmad III is how the
latter confiscated goods and imprisoned members of this brotherhood. Al-H ājj ʿUmar uses this example as evidence to show
that Ahmad III favored polytheists over other Muslims; see BnF Arabe 5605, 26b. For more on this Sufi brotherhood, see
J. L. Triaud and D. Robinson (eds.), La Tijâniyya: Une confrérie musulmane à la conquête de l’Afrique (Paris, 2000); and
Z. Wright, Realizing Islam: The Tijaniyya in North Africa and the Eighteenth Century World (Chapel Hill, NC, 2020).

72Robinson, Holy War, 285; Sanankoua, Empire peul, 120–4.
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in the region, Ahmad III had every reason to support the Bambara, whom he considered his allies,
against al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar. He justified his actions as those of any other Islamic ruler against an invader.
For this reason, he considered he was simply obeying the rules of legitimation established through
an interpretation of the Prophet’s commands.73

The historic legitimacy of the Caliphate of H amdallāhi as a putative Islamic theocracy was not
something al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar argued against. In the 1830s, he had travelled to the Niger Bend and met
the founder of the Caliphate of H amdallāhi, Ahmad Lobbo, and accepted his authority as an Islamic
scholar and ruler.74 Instead, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar aimed to delegitimize the very idea that Ahmad III was
an Islamic ruler. Unlike his grandfather, Ahmad Lobbo, Ahmad III had no mastery over Islamic
knowledge in al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s eyes.

For this reason, in so much of the Bayān, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar goes to great lengths to depict
Ahmad III as ignorant. He argues that Ahmad III’s citations of the Qur’an, hadith literature,
and the broader Islamic intellectual tradition did not give him legitimacy. For instance, in
one of the letters that Ahmad III sent to al-Ḥājj ʿUmar during their conflict over Kaarta and
Bakhunu, he quotes the Qur’anic verse, ‘This is My straight path, so follow it.’75 Ahmad III chas-
tises al-Ḥājj ʿUmar and reminds him about established Muslim practice in the context of dis-
pute. In response to this quotation, al-Ḥājj ʿUmar gives a lengthy explanation and rebuttal.
He then writes, ‘This citation stems from his ignorance. It is an argument he uses because of
his satisfaction with himself and his family. But in reality, it is a proof against him.’76 In rebut-
ting his use of this Qur’anic verse, al-Ḥājj ʿUmar explicitly argues that Ahmad III considered
that he was on the ‘straight path’ because his father and grandfather were Muslim scholars.
The polemic arguments that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar makes against Ahmad III were meant to demonstrate
that his usage of Qur’anic verses did not reflect the reality of his actions. The assumed contra-
diction between Ahmad III’s use of quotations and his actions stemmed from his ignorance of
the Islamic intellectual tradition.

In summarizing this point, al-Ḥājj ʿUmar emphatically explains why Ahmad III had no legitimacy.
He argues:

He is ignorant. He surrounds himself with the ignorant. He takes as his scribe not only some-
one who is ignorant, but the most ignorant of them. He takes as teachers those who are ignor-
ant. His messengers are also all ignorant. The simple reason for this is that he has attained the
peak of ignorance. He can neither exit nor escape from his ignorance. This is apparent in his
citations that become a proof against him, and how he misinterprets the Book of God and the
sunna of His Prophet. His ignorance is also apparent in how he considers the prohibited, not
only permissible, but in his thought and speech something that is obligatory. Look closely at
his letters and determine for yourself the truth of what he claims.77

This quotation indicates precisely how al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar represents the Caliphate of H amdallāhi under
the rulership of Ahmad III in the Bayān. He argues that it was a territory that was enveloped in
ignorance. The implication was that since al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar argued for a politics steeped in Islamic
knowledge, none of the actions that Ahmad III took were legitimate. He was ignorant, and all
the political elites of his state were also ignorant.

The problem with ignorance was that it was also tied to conceptualizations of morality. In
explaining this relationship, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar quotes from a letter that Ahmad al-Bakkāy, the main

73Bnf Arabe 5605, 13b.
74Robinson, Holy War, 108–9.
75Qur’an 6:153, quoted in Bnf Arabe 5605, 6a.
76BnF Arabe 5605, 6a.
77Ibid.
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representative of the prominent Kunta family of Timbuktu, had sent to Ahmad III. When the latter
had come to power in 1853, he demanded that Ahmad al-Bakkāy give him allegiance and submit to
his authority.78 In rejecting this demand, Ahmad al-Bakkāy argued that Ahmad III was ignorant,
and further explained:

Any evil is better than following you, and every good action becomes evil by following you.
You belittle the esteemed, and you befriend the lowly. You alienate the learned [ fuqahā’]
and you cherish the foolish [suffahāʾ]. You honor children, while you debase the parents.
You give preference to the children of prostitutes, while you humiliate the children of virtuous
women. So how can I submit to your authority, when your own subjects detest you?79

According to Ahmad al-Bakkāy, Ahmad III was not in a position to demand fealty because he was
morally corrupt.

The significance of quoting this letter was to show that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s opinions were not simply
isolated. Before he waged war in the Middle Niger valley, others had rebuked Ahmad III and ques-
tioned his authority. By quoting Ahmad al-Bakkāy, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar attempts to show how ignorance
had also led Ahmad III to moral and religious corruption. He performed actions that were not
rooted in any understanding of the Islamic intellectual tradition. He therefore had no basis to
claim he was a legitimate Islamic ruler. This was especially true from the perspective of al-H ̣ājj
ʿUmar, who in the Bayān attempts to demonstrate that legitimate Islamic authority was built on
the basis of a political theology of knowledge. This conceptualization was meant to delegitimize
any other basis for the construction of political authority. Thus, by appealing to his mastery over
Islamic knowledge, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s religious authority became the cornerstone to his new claims
to political legitimacy.

Polemics, knowledge, belief, affiliation: Making Aḥmad III an apostate

The arguments that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar presents to delegitimize Ahmad III’s authority reach their cres-
cendo in the second part of the Bayān. If the first part of the Bayān demonstrates the political impli-
cations of the relationship between belief and territory, on the one hand, and ignorance and
authority on the other, in the second part al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar extends those arguments further. In
addressing his audience, he explains the purpose of this part was ‘to demonstrate to you how
Ahmad [III] in reality had abandoned Islam’.80 It was not enough for al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar to justify
his actions in territory that Ahmad III had claimed to have authority over in the Western Sahel
and the Middle Niger valley. Instead, one of his primary objectives in framing his narrative in
the Bayān was to prove that Ahmad III was an apostate. By arguing that Ahmad III was a non-
believer, he deploys a political geography of belief to conceptualize the Caliphate of H amdallāhi
as a non-Muslim territory. Central to al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s attack are Ahmad III’s actions during their
conflict. In particular, he singles out how Ahmad III sent his army against him in support of the
Bambara of Segu. These actions are again a consequence of Ahmad III’s alleged ignorance and illegit-
imacy as a ruler. By depicting Ahmad III as an apostate, al-Hạ̄jj ʿUmar uses his mastery over Islamic
knowledge to present an argument that interlinks categories of belief, affiliation, and action. He does
this through an explanation of the political and legal implications of the concept of muwālā.

The term muwālā is a multilayered concept that can take a variety of meanings, including affili-
ation, friendship, or support. For this reason, in the second part of the Bayān, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar spends
numerous pages discussing this term using a wide range of Qur’anic verses and commentaries on

78On the relationship between the Kunta of Timbuktu and the Caliphate of H amdallāhi, see A. Sankare, ‘Rapports entre les
Peul du Macina et les Kounta (1818–1864)’, Sankore, 3 (1986), 1–58; and Nobili, Sultan, 154–81.

79Quoted in BnF Arabe 5605, 14b.
80BnF Arabe 5605, 15b.
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those verses. He concludes that the term defines a general understanding of the importance of soli-
darity among believers. He quotes the Qur’anic verse, ‘The believers are but brothers; so make peace
between your brethren, and reverence God, that haply you may receive mercy.’81 To support and
explicate the apparent meaning of this verse, he subsequently quotes several narrations attributed
to the Prophet Muh ammad. To summarize the main points of this discussion, he quotes from
ʿUthmān dan Fodio’s opinion that brotherhood was based on common faith as a radical marker
of solidarity and affiliation. In this respect, ʿUthmān dan Fodio quotes from Abū ʿUthmān
al-Jabrī, who explains that ‘brotherhood based on religion is firmer than brotherhood based on
blood. Brotherhood based on blood can be broken because of a difference in religion, while brother-
hood based on religion cannot be broken because of a difference of blood.’82 The clear implication
of this evidence is that solidarity or muwālā based on faith transcends kinship bonds, and any other
form of affiliation.

Emphasizing the importance of muwālā among believers allows al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar to then level an
ideological and political attack against Ahmad III. Referencing his own explanation of muwālā, he
argues, ‘If this duty of muwālā between Muslims appears clear to you, you will realize that Ahmad
entirely rejected it.’ He accuses Ahmad III of contravening established precedents of muwālā in
Islamic thought and practice because he had supported and protected nonbelievers. More specific-
ally, in al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s view, Ahmad III had defended ‘polytheists despite their polytheism, and
protected them against believers by mixing his army with theirs’.83 Al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar draws from sev-
eral verses of the Qur’an and other legal opinions to explain that it was prohibited for believers to
engage in acts that explicitly constituted unbelief.84 He uses these verses to create an analogical argu-
ment to emphasize that it was also prohibited for believers to become affiliated with nonbelievers in
the context of conflict. In other words, he takes the general interpretation of muwālā as defining
solidarity among believers and applies a more narrow and restrictive meaning of this concept to
describe Ahmad III’s actions.

To justify how muwālā with nonbelievers could be interpreted as apostasy, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar ded-
icates several pages of the Bayān to the legal opinions of ʿUthmān dan Fodio. The former wrote
numerous works between 1811 and 1814 detailing, among other topics, the political implications
of different categories of belief and a restrictive understanding of muwālā. The immediate context
of these works was his ongoing conflict with the neighboring polity of Borno (Bornu).85 Even
though Borno was a Muslim polity, ʿUthmān dan Fodio argued that it should not be considered
as such.86 He used legal polemics to depict it as a non-Muslim polity. In analyzing the scholarship
of ʿUthmān dan Fodio and his son Muh ammad Bello on this issue, Kota Koriya has recently argued
that ‘according to their argument, at the core of apostasy is the support of unbelievers against
Muslims and the establishment of muwālāt (friendship) with those who do not belong to the
Islamic faith.’87 These ideas certainly developed over time in the writings of ʿUthmān dan Fodio
as his own political circumstances changed.88 But by narrowing the definition of what constituted
belief and who could be considered a believer, he ultimately justified his war against Borno.89

81Qur’an 49:10, quoted in BnFArabe 5605, 17a.
82Quoted in BnF Arabe 5605, 16b.
83BnF Arabe 5605, 17b
84BnF Arabe 5605, 19a–21b.
85B. G. Martin, ‘Unbelief in the Western Sudan: ʿUthmān dan Fodio’s “Taʿlīm al-ikhwān”’, Middle Eastern Studies, 4:1

(1967), 50.
86For more on Borno, see R. Dewière, Du lac Tchad à La Mecque: Le sultanat du Borno et son monde (XVIe-XVIIe siècle)

(Paris, 2017); and V. Hiribarren, A History of Borno: Trans-Saharan African Empire to Failing Nigerian State (London, 2017).
87K. Kariya, ‘Muwālāt and apostasy in the early Sokoto Caliphate’, Islamic Africa, 9:2 (2018), 181.
88Kariya, Muwālāt, 194–95.
89L. Brenner, ‘The jihad debate between Sokoto and Borno: an historical analysis of Islamic political discourse in Nigeria’,

in J. F. Ade Ajayi and J. D. Y. Peel (eds.), People and Empires in African History: Essays in Memory of Michael Crowder
(New York, 1992), 21–43.
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In forming this opinion, ʿUthmān dan Fodio again reworked the opinions of al-Maghīlī. He not
only cited The Replies, but also cited extensively from a different work, Misbāh al-arwāh (Lamp of
the souls). Al-Maghīlī was the figurehead in the late-fifteenth-century persecution of the Jewish
community of Tamantit, a settlement in the Saharan oasis Touat. He wrote Misbāh al-arwāh , a
polemical legal treatise, to condemn the Jews of Touat and their Muslim allies.90 It is in this
work that al-Maghīlī also provided a long theoretical and theological discussion of why muwālā
with nonbelievers could support an accusation of unbelief.91 While the context of Hausaland,
three hundred years later, differed markedly from Touat, ʿUthmān dan Fodio expanded
al-Maghīlī’s polemical use of muwālā directed at a specific Jewish community in the Sahara to
also include ‘polytheists’ more generally.

It is worth mentioning that ʿUthmān dan Fodio’s use of al-Maghīlī’s ideas and the politicization of
categories of belief that his opinions entailed did not go unchallenged. The influential scholar, and later
ruler of Borno, Muh ammad al-Kānemī replied to several of ʿUthmān dan Fodio’s accusations and
argued that under no circumstances could Borno be considered a non-Muslim territory.92 Further,
in the Bayān, al-Hạ̄jj ʿUmar also quotes ʿAbd Allāh dan Fodio (d. 1829), who questioned the legal
position of his brother ʿUthmān dan Fodio and his interpretation of al-Maghīlī’s work. ʿAbd Allāh
argued that al-Maghīlī’s legal opinions on the question of muwālā with nonbelievers were ambiguous.
Al-Maghīlī based his own opinions on interpreting several verses of the Qur’an that explicitly applied
to the early Muslim community, including verses that dealt with hypocrites. The point he made, which
ʿUthmān dan Fodio and al-Hạ̄jj ʿUmar expand on in their own writing, was that hypocrisy was espe-
cially grievous and condemnable in this context because it implied support and affiliation with non-
believers against believers. Consequently, they argue through analogy that those believers that openly
maintained muwālā with nonbelievers to attack other believers are worse than hypocrites. ʿAbd Allāh
questions the validity of this analogy and argued in reference to al-Maghīlī:

When he describes as a nonbeliever the one who helps the troops of the nonbelievers against
the troops of Muslims, this is not obvious to me because the verse [of the Qur’an] al-Maghīlī
invokes on this subject relates to the help which one brings to them for an unfaithful cause as
did the hypocrites.93

He maintains that when one Muslim army attacked another Muslim army, this amounts to a sin
and can never amount to an accusation of unbelief in the Islamic legal tradition. Similarly, he con-
cludes that if believers made an alliance with nonbelievers to attack other Muslims, this too could
only be considered as a sin.

Since this critique also had implications for the basis of al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s conceptualization of
muwālā in depicting Ahmad III as an apostate, he subsequently quotes ʿUthmān dan Fodio’s
lengthy reply to ʿAbd Allāh. In his reply, ʿUthmān dan Fodio is unwilling to challenge the authority
of al-Maghīlī and his opinions, even if they seem to go counter to the normative opinions in the
Sunni legal tradition.94 Instead, he outlines a long theological and theoretical discussion on the
nature of belief and unbelief more generally. He then subsequently uses numerous syllogisms

90For a selective translation of Misbāh al-arwāh and an analysis of the effects that al-Maghīlī’s preaching and ideas had on
the Jewish communities in the Sahara, see J. Hunwick, Jews of a Saharan Oasis: Elimination of the Tamantit Community
(Princeton, 2006).

91Hunwick, Jews, 14–24.
92On Muh ammad al-Kānemī, see L. Brenner, ‘Muh ammad al-Amīn al-Kānimī and religion and politics in Bornu’, in

J. R. Willis (ed.), The Cultivators of Islam (London, 1979), 160–76.
93Quoted in BnF Arabe 5605, 22a. The verse in question is Qur’an 4:138: ‘Give glad tidings to the hypocrites that for them

awaits a painful punishment.’
94Abd Allāh on the contrary argued that interpreting al-Maghīlī’s opinion on muwālā as apostasy would be contrary to

established legal doctrine in Sunni Islam. Abd Allāh’s full argument is quoted in BnF Arabe 5605, fol. 22a.
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and analogies to explain that al-Maghīlī’s polemical conceptualization of the relationship between
muwālā and apostasy in certain circumstances is in fact correct and justifiable. However, ʿAbd
Allāh did force ʿUthmān dan Fodio to specify when exactly he thought that muwālā with nonbelie-
vers amounted to apostasy. In a previous work, ʿUthmān dan Fodio had only defined muwālā
according to three different categories.95 But in reply to ʿAbd Allāh he expands those categories
to five.96 In this new conceptualization he emphasizes and admits that muwālā between believers
and nonbelievers in some cases is legally warranted for a cause that was good and just. ʿUthmān
dan Fodio argues this is in fact praiseworthy and allows believers to maintain good relations
with nonbelievers. It is in defining the fifth category that he equates muwālā with nonbelievers
and apostasy. In this regard, he emphasizes that when muwālā consists of assisting nonbelievers
for the purpose of ‘weakening Islam and leading to its destruction or strengthening unbelief and
exalting it’, then in his interpretation this is considered to be an act of unbelief.97 However, this
more explicit explanation of muwālā was still meant to support ʿUthmān dan Fodio’s claims that
any actions against him and his community were by definition ‘weakening Islam’ and therefore a
form of apostasy.

While ʿUthmān dan Fodio applied this definition of muwālā only to justify his conflict with
Borno, Muh ammad Bello used it to justify more expansive wars. In analyzing how Muh ammad
Bello applied the concept of muwālā, Koriya explains that he ‘argued that the provision on apostasy
could be applied to any Muslim, not only the people of Borno and the Taureg, when a person’s
muwālāt with unbelievers was confirmed’.98 In the Bayān, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar also quotes extensively
from Muh ammad Bello. Part of Muh ammad Bello’s universalization of his father’s narrow applica-
tion of muwālā was based on his uncritical acceptance of al-Maghīlī’s opinions. From al-H ̣ājj
ʿUmar’s citation of Muh ammad Bello, the latter considered that there was a consensus (ijmaʾ)
around al-Maghīlī’s opinions.99 It is not clear if Muh ammad Bello stated this opinion because of
a misreading of the source material, but many of the jurists that he cited plainly disagreed with
al-Maghīlī’s authority and legal reasoning.100 In fact there was no consensus on al-Maghīlī’s opi-
nions, and therefore there was no legal justification to apply his opinions universally. Thus,
Muh ammad Bello’s opinions were partly based on a mischaracterization of the assumed expansive
applicability of muwālā. Yet his opinions were clearly relevant to al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar who used these
ideas developed in the context of Sokoto for his own accusations against Ahmad III.

What is noteworthy about al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s use of these opinions to level a charge of apostasy
against Ahmad III was his own previous aversion to conflict among Muslims. For instance, in
the early 1820s he had spent several months in Sokoto. He learned that there was renewed conflict
between Muh ammad Bello and the aforementioned Muh ammad al-Kānemī, who became the ruler
of Borno in 1820. It is not clear if at this point al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar was aware of the legal opinions that
Muh ammad Bello had used to justify this ongoing conflict. But in a long acrostic poem, Tadhkirat

95In Sirāj al-ikhwān, ʿUthmān dan Fodio defines muwālā according to three categories: 1) muwālā with nonbelievers is
permissible when believers fear aggression from nonbelievers; 2)muwālā with nonbelievers is a sin when believers show affec-
tion to nonbelievers with the intention of acquiring their wealth; 3) muwālā with nonbelievers comprises nonbelief when
believers support or protect nonbelievers in something that is contrary to Islamic law. The relevant section of this work is
quoted in BnF Arabe 5605, 21a–22b.

96In Najm al-Ikhwān, ʿUthmān dan Fodio replies to his brother, Abd Allāh, and expands the categories of muwālā. In
addition to the three previous categories he outlined in Sirāj al-ikhwān, he also includes muwālā with nonbelievers out of
natural inclination that is involuntary, as well as muwālā with nonbelievers in support of a good cause. He does not consider
these forms of muwālā as sins. The full discussion of all five categories is quoted in BnF Arabe 5605, 24a–25b.

97Quoted in BnF Arabe 5605, 25a.
98Kariya, Muwālāt, 7.
99On ijmaʾ, see W. Hallaq, ‘On the authoritativeness of Sunni consensus’, International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies,

18:4 (1986), 427–54.
100Hunwick, Jews, 71–3. While Muh ammad Bello cites these figures as agreeing with al-Maghīlī, their legal opinions clearly

suggest otherwise.
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al-ghāfilīn (A reminder for the forgetful) that he composed in 1830, he harshly rebuked both
Muh ammad Bello and Muh ammad al-Kānemī.101 In several telling verses, he wrote:

Having fought, spilling blood, and enslaving the free, offending God
The ignorant and oppressors, as well as those in power consider it licit to sell human beings
among you
And they say that certainly the two scholars have also permitted this knowingly.102

In these lines he explicitly condemned the ‘two scholars’, Muh ammad Bello and Muh ammad
al-Kānemī, for the social strife their wars had created. Thus, there was a transformation in
al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s thought and actions as his circumstances changed over time. He had initially
focused his intellectual efforts on moral and ethical reform through preaching and teaching. But
as the main representative of the Tijānī Sufi brotherhood, which had made significant inroads in
sub-Saharan West Africa through his efforts, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar also gained numerous enemies. By
the early 1850s, he had lost the support of powerful patrons and temporal rulers that could assure
the protection of his new emerging community.103 Over time, as he attempted to carve out a new
political space, he justified his territorial conquests explicitly on the very opinions that supported
actions he had once condemned.

Those opinions became the centerpiece in al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s new context of conflict with Ahmad
III. Addressing his audience again, he writes, ‘You know well that abandoning the obligation of
muwālā towards Muslims is a grave sin and a betrayal of the sharī‘a.’104 He argues that Ahmad
III’s support for the Bambara was inexcusable, and concludes that ‘those who take the polytheists
as affiliates, protect them, aid them and sustain them against Muslims is a nonbeliever like them.’105

Through articulating a political theology of knowledge, al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar constructs himself as an
Islamic ruler, and an exemplar of a believer. He uses his mastery over Islamic knowledge to con-
struct an argument about muwālā to frame why Ahmad III’s actions against him, a legitimate
Islamic ruler, support an indictment of apostasy against him. By making Ahmad III a nonbeliever,
al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar reinforces his arguments rooted in a political geography of belief to establish that the
Caliphate of H amdallāhi was also a non-Muslim polity like Kaarta, Bakhunu, and Segu. This con-
ceptualization provided him with a legal pathway to conquer this Islamic theocracy several months
later. This is the ultimate conclusion that the entire narrative of the Bayān and the numerous inter-
linked arguments al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar presents within it are meant to accomplish.

Conclusion

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries several West African Muslim intellectuals seized
political power and breached long-established norms of political neutrality. These ‘Islamic revolu-
tions’ were premised on various articulations of political theology. Despite the epochal shifts these
movements brought in West Africa, the Arabic scholarly production of many of the main protago-
nists of the Islamic revolutions remains understudied. A turn to the Islamic library offers fertile
ground to produce new analysis of seemingly well-known narratives in the history of West
Africa. Specifically, West African Arabic sources open the way to explore examples of how religious

101The full title of the work is Tadhkirat al-ghāfilīn ‘an qubh ikhtilāf al-muʾminīn (A reminder for the negligent on the
ugliness of dispute among believers). For a critical annotated French translation, see C. Gerresch-Dekkais, ‘Tadkirat
al-Ġâfilîn, ou un aspect pacifique peu connu de la vie d’Al-H ajj ʿUmar Tâl: introduction historique, edition critique du
texte arabe et traduction annotée’, in BIFAN, sér. B, 39:4 (1977), 891–946.

102Gerresch-Dekkais, ‘Tadkirat al-Ġâfilîn’, 945, verses 179–81.103Syed, ‘Al-H ājj ʿUmar Tall’, 144–78.
104BnF Arabe 5605, 17b.
105BnF Arabe 5605, 17b.
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authority became intertwined with political authority in arguments about territory and sovereignty
prior to European colonialism and the formation of postcolonial nation-states in this region.

In this article, I centered my analysis on one Arabic source, the Bayān, that al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar com-
pleted in 1861 prior to his conquest of the Caliphate of H amdallāhi. Rather than viewing this nar-
rative simply as documenting what happened over several years between al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar and Ahmad
III, I highlighted the polemical nature of this work. The narrative framed the specific legal and pol-
itical arguments al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar attempted to make in order to justify his actions in the Western
Sahel and the Middle Niger valley. In order to explain and describe these justifications, I concep-
tualized two intertwined theoretical frameworks through a close reading of this text. On the one
hand, I used the ‘political geography of belief’ to explain the relationship between legal discourses
and categories of belief to claims to sovereignty and territorial conquest. On the other hand, I used
the ‘political theology of knowledge’ to explain the relationship between mastery over Islamic
knowledge and performances of political authority.

These frameworks are useful for an analysis beyond the specific context of the conflict between
al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar and Ahmad III. They have clear relevance for the study of the Islamic revolutions in
West Africa more generally. Further, my emphasis on exploring questions of political legitimacy,
sovereignty, and Islamic authority through these frameworks is relevant for scholars working on
Muslim communities not only in the past, but also in the present. Though the political formation
of modern-day nation-states is clearly different from al-H ̣ājj ʿUmar’s political context, many of the
arguments he presents in the Bayān resonate in the discourses of both state and nonstate actors who
attempt to radically transform their political landscapes, including in contemporary Africa.

In sum, my investigation of one Arabic manuscript written by a significant nineteenth-century
West African Muslim intellectual makes new theoretical contributions that have import well beyond
the context in which it was produced. My conceptualization of the political geography of belief can
be transported across religious contexts to understand how religious-difference-making and identity
formation can become central to imaginaries of territorial authority and political action. In a similar
way, my discussion of the political theology of knowledge is useful to understand how mastery over
religious knowledge produces religious specialists and experts who then may use their religious
authority to engage with the political realm.
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