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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Baraji in the Life Cycle 

 

It is odd to think back to the day that first I met Amadou and remember that we 

were once strangers.   

Our unlikely relationship began because fruit vendors in the open-air marketplace in 

Ouélessébougou, a town in the southwest corner of the West African state of Mali, wouldn’t 

sell their customers a single banana.  Instead, sellers carefully organized their fresh produce 

into loose, small piles on their wooden tables to vend as a group.  During the summer of 

2010, while living in Ouélessébougou, I often spent my mornings walking around the open-

air marketplace in an attempt to improve my language abilities and better understand life in 

Mali.  Each morning, on my way into the central market, I purchased a small bunch of 

bananas from a woman who sold fruit on a quiet edge of the marketplace.  A single piece of 

fruit always satiated me, and I faced the daily dilemma of where to place the additional 

bananas that marketplace norm had required me to purchase.  Giving the bananas to people 

inside the crowded market brought me unwanted attention, as those who witnessed the 

exchange would shout and ask me, sometimes in good humor and other times in earnest 

confrontation, where their banana was.     

 I soon developed a routine in which I would buy a pile of bananas, eat one, and 

retrace my steps by about one hundred meters in order to give the remaining bananas to an 

old man who made rope by hand near the market.  I passed the old man every morning on 

my way into the market from my home, and his familiar voice and pleasant shout of “i ni 

sɔgɔma!” which means “good morning” in the Bambara language, brought me daily cheer.  
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The man happily took the bananas I presented him with an easy smile that revealed the 

wrinkles in his aged but lovely face and crooked front teeth, which were among the few 

remaining in his mouth, and a polite thank you.  I would quickly acknowledge his expression 

of gratitude by briefly replying “nse,” the proper female response to a greeting in Bambara, 

before returning to the market.   

 

 
Figure 1: Amadou Diallo crafting a rope at his usual workplace 

     

 One morning, while sitting on a bench in the market and sipping a coffee that had 

been overly sweetened with condensed milk, I visited with a small group of people who were 

also enjoying their morning perk.  We spoke lightheartedly of our origins, interests, and 

plans for the day.   

“Where are you from?” I asked the man sitting next to me.   

“I’m traveling from south of here, the city of Sikasso.  I drive a sotrama,” he 

explained and gestured toward the main road to a van used for public transportation in Mali.   
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Suddenly a middle-aged man approached the bench and shouted for everyone to 

stop talking.  He pointed his finger at me and told the people that I was a spy (kolajɛba) and 

would undoubtedly use whatever information they told me to further oppress Africans.  I 

watched with flabbergasted humiliation as my conversation partners looked at my accuser 

with confusion and then slowly turned their eyes to me with suspicious glares.  I lamely and 

timidly muttered, “It’s not true” (tinɛ tɛ) before rising from the bench and leaving.  I strode 

around the market feeling embarrassed and dejected for several minutes before I decided to 

go home and read for the remainder of the morning.   

On my return from the market, the idea to go visit with the old man to whom I gave 

my bananas to each morning suddenly caught my mind.  I walked to the old man’s 

workplace, where I found him crafting a rope and visiting with the welder who worked next 

to him.  I gave a shallow obsequious bow and introduced myself to the two men using my 

Bambara name, Mai’i.  The welder shook my hand and immediately invited me to sit with 

them, producing a metal-frame chair with rubber webbing for seat and back support.  The 

old man I shared my bananas with introduced himself as Amadou Diallo and told me that 

his friend who welded next to him was named Koniba Doumbia.   

Silence set in shortly after the three of us exchanged basic greetings and 

introductions.  For several minutes I watched, mesmerized, as Amadou’s hands moved like a 

choreographed dance as he plaited rope.  I broke the pause by asking Amadou whether his 

work was difficult.  He said that making a good rope was challenging and offered to teach 

me the basics of his craft.  He reached into an old grain sack sitting next to him and pulled 

out a slender stick that had been cut from a tree and quickly began to twist plastic strings 

into a cord, which he soon after wound around the wooden stick.  He handed me the stick 

along with an organized assembly of white plastic strings from used rice sacks that had 
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already been divided and tied together into discrete sections, and instructed me to continue 

the motions of winding the cable while adding new groups of string into the cord.   

I clumsily but steadily worked on the rope in Amadou and Koniba’s company for the 

remainder of the morning and slowly felt myself recover from the uncomfortable 

confrontation that had happened earlier in the market.  A short two hours later I told 

Amadou and Koniba that I needed to return home for lunch but asked if I could join them 

again the next morning.    

I continued to make rope with Amadou every morning for the remainder of the 

summer.  Amadou gradually taught me all the steps for his style of handmade rope 

construction.  The process began by cutting the seams of a grain sack to turn it into a flat 

sheet.  Next, I learned to tear apart the sack by its individual strands that were then tied into 

groups of approximately eight to twelve strands.  These sets of tied strands were 

subsequently wound one by one, introducing others at any moment depending on the 

desired diameter, into a long cord that eventually measured twice the length of the desired 

finished rope size.  Once the cord was finished I divided it into two separate spools, and 

Amadou instructed me to hold tension on each line by and begin plaiting them together into 

a two-stranded braid.  Some rope makers in Mali sold two-strand ropes, but Amadou 

insisted on always fortifying his rope by crafting a third cord that he lastly wound between 

the grooves of the previously plaited two-strands.  Amadou demanded that I uphold his 

reputation for making beautiful and high-standard ropes and, when I first started studying 

under him, he often insisted I redo my work when my rope had too many loose fibers 

sticking out or had asymmetrical elements in its diameter or plaiting.  
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The more time I spent with Amadou the more the more the town’s populace began to 

accept my peculiar presence.  Amadou was a respected town elder and by closely associating 

myself with him I suddenly found myself receiving an unprecedented level of regard from 

townspeople.  Rather than staring or namelessly shouting “tubabuni!” (little white person) at 

me in the market, women began to address me by name and asked me questions about my 

new occupation: Did I sell my rope?  For how much?  How many meters?  When would I 

finish my next rope?  These conversations helped me realize the importance of rope in 

Ouélessébougou.  Amadou’s job may at first seem a simple occupation for an indigent 

African man, but residents used rope to fetch water from their wells, secure cargo when 

traveling, and tie their livestock.  People in Mali would face life-threatening problems 

without dependable rope.  As I learned more about Amadou’s life and his understanding of 

Islam, I came to find it especially fitting and profound that Amadou made rope as his 

professional occupation.  Surah 3 verse 103 of the Qur’an instructs Muslims to, “hold firmly 

to the rope of God,” and Amadou saw the parallels between his work and his faith too 

obvious to ignore.  While working together Amadou continually employed analogies, shared 

throughout this work, between Islam and rope making to clarify the nature of the 

relationship between strengthening religious devotion, practice, and understanding to the 

craft of making strong and reliable rope.   

As time went on, I slowly memorized the details of Amadou’s appearance and work 

environment.  He stood only five and a half feet tall with a medium build, and commented 

that he blamed his mother for his short height and credited his father for his good looks.  

The hair on his head had turned completely white with age, but several black whiskers 

remained in his cream-colored beard.  Amadou’s wrinkles highlighted his smile, which was 

the most striking feature of his face.  He smiled easily.  When Amadou laughed his whole 
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face expressed his amusement, tipping his head back when he found a joke particularly 

funny while his eyes shined with happiness.  Amadou had a sharp sense of humor (and an 

even sharper tongue for insulting anyone who might playfully offend him!) and entertained 

everyone who worked near us with his stories, short jokes, and deadpan wit.  He excelled at 

physical comedy and dramatized each sneeze and cough while repeatedly and loudly accusing 

his best friend Koniba of practicing sorcery that had caused him to become sick.       

Everyday Amadou wore a kufi, a brimless and rounded cap worn by old men 

throughout the Muslim world, and dressed in a flowing cotton robe (boubou) with long 

sleeves and matching pants.  Amadou loved white, tan, and light blue and typically selected 

clothes in these muted colors.  His cell phone hung from a lanyard attached to a padded case 

around his neck, which Amadou typically placed in his chest pocket to keep it from swinging 

in front of him while he worked.  He also stored a small black leather address book in his 

pocket in which he wrote the phone numbers of his friends and family in French numerals 

while his contacts’ names were transliterated using the Arabic alphabet.   

His body bore the visible signs of a life spent working in the sun.  Small black 

freckles dotted his cheeks and temples, and his feet and hands bore cracks and calluses 

alongside jagged and broken nails.  The joints on both of his second toes stuck up, making 

these two toes point permanently in a right angle.  He explained that the warped shape of his 

toes did not come from any sudden injury but was rather the result of walking too much 

during his lifetime.  He enjoyed perfect sight from his right eye but complained of blurred, 

smoky vision in his left and said that is was difficult to find a pair of glasses that would 

adequately correct his ocular problems.  Amadou owned two pairs of eyeglasses, one with 

thick black rims and a second pair with thin gold frames.  He unsatisfactorily rotated 

between the two during the day. 
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Figure 2: Koniba Doumbia works repairing watering cans for a community garden 

 

Amadou worked on a raised platform of cement that stood about two feet high from 

the sandy road in front of us.  Conical thatch and square metal roofed homes, passing 

motorcycles, donkey-pulled carts, and a cacophony of nearby conversations and radios 

surrounded us each day.  Amadou sat on small leather cowhide with a rice sack placed upon 

it for additional padding.  Every evening Amadou conspicuously stored the leather hide in 

the low rafters of the aluminum sunshade that covered our workspace from the bright 

daylight.  He did not worry about thieves taking the hide because it was too small to be 

worth anything to anyone but him.  Despite our combined efforts to keep the workspace 

cleared and organized, each day we found ourselves surrounded by the frayed rice sacks and 

constantly looking for the knife and scabbard that we shared.  Koniba Doumbia, Amadou’s 

friend, worked next to us, and the three of us sat together and talked whenever Koniba was 

not welding.  People in Ouélessébougou normally used their possessions until the objects 
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became exhausted and beyond repair and Koniba served residents by welding their broken 

motorcycles, chairs, tables, kettles, sunshades, cups, and bicycles.   

Over the summer of 2010 Koniba, Amadou, and I became friends and they 

incorporated me into their daily lives.  I often thought of Koniba and Amadou after I 

returned to the United States at the end of my research trip.  I had conducted research on 

religious practices in Ouélessébougou for five months in 2007 and the summer of 2009 but 

had not felt a strong connection with any informants until I met Amadou and Koniba in 

2010.  After I left Mali that year, I stayed in touch with Koniba and Amadou through regular 

telephone calls, and they would always ask me when I planned to return to see them again.  I 

selected Amadou in my mind as someone with whom I wanted to work extensively when I 

returned to Ouélessébougou for further fieldwork.  Amadou was a talented speaker and 

storyteller with a quick wit and sense of humor, and I knew that I could rely on him to 

answer the questions I had been formulating about religious practices and daily life in Mali.  I 

did not, however, realize the full role he would take in my research until I returned to 

Ouélessébougou the following year to formally begin long-term field research.             

Baraj i  as a Value System 
 

After my return to Ouélessébougou in 2011 I spent several weeks adjusting to life in 

the town by establishing a daily routine, which included making rope daily with Amadou.  As 

I began to ask questions about Amadou’s past, his stories and personal experiences began to 

fascinate me and I found myself wanting to learn more about key events that had led him up 

to the moment when we happened to meet.   

Amadou was talkative by nature, had a gift for vividly describing his experiences, and 

spoke fully of the subjects that interested me—especially the role his Muslim beliefs had 

played throughout his long life.  The clear connection between Islam and Amadou’s 
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experiences came into obvious focus as he frequently recalled memories from the various 

jobs—which included cattle herding, gold mining, farming, and trading—that he had held 

during his lifetime.  Amadou, like most Malians, found it difficult throughout his life to earn 

enough income to support his family and lived under the stress of poverty his entire life.  He 

said that he never had the chance to earn a lot of money, but he consoled himself during 

moments of special hardship by saying that his hard work had religious worth and had 

earned him baraji.   

 I noticed during my conversations with Amadou that he often focused on explaining 

how his experiences and decisions had generated baraji.  In questioning Amadou and other 

residents further about the meaning and significance of the word, I soon realized that that 

the concept of baraji, which loosely translates from demotic language as “recompense,” 

“divine reward,” or “religious benefits” (see Bailleul 2007: 31; Riesman 1992: 65; Soares 

2005: 166-167, 1996: 744), offered a profound but unexplored framework for understanding 

Islam in daily life in West Africa.1   

As religious diversity continued to increase in Mali in the twenty-first century, the 

meaning behind an affiliation such as “Muslim” had become increasingly complex.  Muslims 

negotiated this diversity by approaching their religious lives and decisions primarily in terms 

of baraji, as people uniformly emphasized that they hoped to acquire units of baraji through 

various religious practices and daily pursuits.  In questioning people further about the 

meaning of the word, I learned that the organizing principle of baraji represented a value that 

Muslims in West Africa attributed to the range of religious rituals and other practices 

                                                
1 A definite etymology for baraji eludes researchers.  Some linguists believe Fulfulde speakers originally adopted 
the term baraji from the Arabic word baraka, which means blessing (Smeltzer 2005: 47; Vydrin 1999: 96).  In 
Bambara the word bàraji also signifies water stored in a small gourd, but most Bambara speakers interviewed 
for this work reported no connection in meaning between the religious concept and gourd water and insisted 
that the two words carried different origins.  



Bell – Between Prayers: The Life and Merit of a West African Muslim 

associated with both Islam and indigenous religions.  Although baraji is invoked to reference 

the potential of merit-making from a range of both indigenous and overtly Muslim activities, 

the adoption of the idiom baraji to valorize ritual practices exceeds syncretism and rather 

represents what Stewart (2001: 261-288) deems a “search for equivalence” between (rather than 

a blending of) numerous religious influences.   

Thus baraji and merit-making worked as a symbolic representation of virtuous 

behavior wherein a person applies his or her understanding of global Islam and local ritual to 

everyday life and pragmatic activities to acquire an eventual reward.  Ideas regarding which 

actions could potentially generate baraji directed what practitioners considered proper 

behavior and Malians discerned the different religious practices and daily choices they made 

throughout their lives through this merit system.  The anthropological concept of “value” 

offers a framework for understanding this state of affairs, specifically how Malians 

incorporated Islam into daily life through baraji as an outcome for inspired behavior.   

Since social anthropology’s emergence as a discipline of study, scholars have 

expanded understandings of value from its original economic sense to speak in terms of the 

merit and promise of societal prosperity that certain events and actions carry (see 

Buggenhagen 2011: 714-732; 2001: 373-401; Evans-Pritchard 1950: 120; Radcliffe-Brown 

1952: 150-151; Stanner 1985: 113-125).  In such schemes, value indicates the manner 

through which people endow attachment to their and other’s behavior; thus, value becomes 

the connective substance that binds and maintains people through culturally sanctioned 

conduct (see Radcliffe-Brown 1952: 150-151; Stanner 1985: 113-125).   

Value, in this study, similarly connotes the way that Muslims in Mali ranked various 

religious and daily practices in terms of their desirability and potential to access baraji.  I 

show that Amadou, like other Muslims, developed and defended his religious life as an 
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expression of value in terms of baraji.  Thus, baraji represents a system for valuing all things 

in relation to Islam and God and a primary means through which West African Muslims 

discerned the different religious practices and daily choices that they employed during their 

lifetimes.  The ways that people spoke about their baraji reflected the growing market 

economy in which they lived, as they reported the various ways that they earned (sòrò), 

searched for (nini), and were repaid (sara) for actions with baraji, just as they were with 

money.  

As an invisible bank account and form of value, baraji served as “invisible chains,” or 

ropes, that linked people to varying degrees to a range of practices and relationships 

(Gregory 1997: 12).  Just as Amadou produced ropes with varying widths and tensile 

strengths, the imaginary ropes that attached Muslims to an array of ritual activities and 

everyday matters also varied in their strength and dispensability.  Using this imagery, for 

example, an exceptionally strong rope connected Muslims to the practice of praying fives 

times per day, as prayers remained an inextricable generator of baraji.  Eating peanuts 

between meals, in contrast, could be understood as connected to Islam through a very 

tenuous rope.  Granted, a person could earn baraji while eating peanuts if they generously 

shared the snack with their friends, but the practice alone was not viewed as essential in 

obtaining the baraji needed for salvation.  It is worth noting that, for some practices, Malians 

could articulate the numerical sum of baraji that the action brought.  But most practices were 

deemed immeasurable.  For instance, Amadou reported that reciting the Arabic greeting, 

bismi-l-laahi earned a Muslim seventy baraji, while similarly noting that attending a funeral or 

helping to dig a grave amassed an unidentified number of baraji. 

The value of earning baraji was taught to children in Mali from a young age.  But as 

people aged and moved through life, their understanding and practice of Islam tended to 
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improve and, thus, their methods for earning baraji continued to be updated.  Accordingly, 

Amadou’s life history highlights the ways he actively and continually broke, retied, 

reinforced, and built new invisible ropes between himself and the practices that he believed 

furthered his acquisition of baraji.  Amadou, like other Muslims, reflected on and reckoned 

his behavior in terms of its contribution or detriment to earning him baraji and reaching 

paradise in the afterlife.  Baraji represented a chance to make up for any personal 

peccadilloes that had put him in debt to God.  Speaking of sins in this work (jurumuw) as a 

kind of moral debt (juru) becomes especially appropriate given that the Bambara language 

uses the same word for both debt and sin, cueing the oppressive nature of both by terming 

them as “ropes” (juru), implying that sinful or monetary debts weigh on and limits in their 

hold by tying them up.  Sins bore negatively on one’s chances for salvation and admission 

into paradise (lahara or alijɛnɛ) in the afterlife.2  The Qur’an speaks of the Day of Judgment as 

a literally day of weighing merit, or baraji, against sins, describing, “And We place the scales 

of justice for the Day of Resurrection, so no soul will be treated unjustly at all.  And if there 

is [even] the weight of a mustard seed, We will bring it forth.  And sufficient are We as 

accountant.”  This verse shows that, given such a literal keeping of accounts, Muslims 

should attach great moral import to meritorious or sinful weight of their social lives and 

thoughts.   

Understanding Rel ig ious Life  and Baraj i  through Life  History 
 

 Given the significance of merit in the afterlife, Muslims in Mali appraised this life 

and their religious practice primarily in terms of baraji, making it originally easy to investigate 

how people understood the concept as a framework for everyday life.  So much of life was 

                                                
2 Amadou indiscriminately rotated between using the words lahara and alijɛnɛ in his references to paradise in the 
afterlife.   
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centered on baraji, and the concept served as a social substance that connected Islam to 

seemingly pragmatic activities.  People believed that they would obtain baraji through 

participation in both practices that were evidently Islamic (such as prayer and fasting) and by 

behaving with honor in their private lives (such as by carrying out domestic chores, daily 

vocations, and participating in conversations with integrity).   

Despite the prominent place of baraji in daily discourse, scholars researching religion 

in West Africa have so far paid negligible attention to the concept of baraji and the personal, 

cultural, and theological lenses through which it is understood.  Passing references to baraji 

in the existing literature focus primarily on describing baraji through economic undertakings, 

as researchers explain that Muslims in West Africa commonly give material gifts to religious 

leaders and elderly people with the expectation they will receive spiritual merit, or baraji, in 

return (see Hanretta 2008: 290; Riesman 1992: 65; Schulz 2006: 219; Soares 2005: 166-167, 

1996: 739-753).  Minor mentions of baraji in writings on Islam in West Africa reveal that the 

concept of baraji extends throughout West Africa to both Mande and Fula groups, thereby 

supporting understanding baraji as a pervasive trans-ethnic and linguistic concept in West 

Africa.  Yet there is a clear gap between how often Malians reference baraji as an instructive 

component in their lives, and how seldom scholars use the concept in their attempts to 

explain religious ideology among West African Muslims.  In fact a field researcher for 

Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) International who lived among Soninke Muslims has 

produced the most comprehensive and sophisticated overview of baraji in West Africa to 

date (see Smeltzer 2005).  The SIL report details the ways that Soninke Muslims seek to earn 

baraji by observing the rhythms of a Muslim life through the five pillars of Islam (jɔsenw 

duuru) and Eid celebrations during their earthly existence (6, 48-55).  Muslims may also 

acquire “supplementary baraji,” which practitioners earn through pious deeds viewed as 
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supererogatory (farida) and which complement the effects of baraji earned by observing the 

principal five pillars (57).3       

My project grew out of the desire to address omissions in the literature on baraji and 

to advance scholarly understandings of the topic by presenting the life history and personal 

perspectives of Amadou Diallo, with a detailed focus on how he has understood and applied 

the concept of baraji to his life.  Amadou’s life history shows the various ways that he sought 

to uphold his understanding of the importance of and methods for earning baraji in a 

changing world, and reveals the intricate ways that West Africans connect their beliefs to 

everyday life by valorizing practical actions in terms of baraji.  His story further shows how 

Muslims in West Africa use baraji to find religious relevance and comfort in everyday life by 

exploring the practices, experiences, and human feelings that have driven Amadou’s lifelong 

aim to acquire the unspecified amount of baraji that God requires for a person to enter 

paradise in the afterlife (lahara or alijɛnɛ).   

Before continuing, it is necessary to briefly address the scholarly significance of meeting 

a single man and experiencing something of his own education and feelings living under colonial 

rule.  Of course, anthropological enterprises have long endeavored to understand how people 

experience themselves, their lives, and their cultures; but it is increasingly difficult to do so in 

homogeneous ways (see Bruner 1986: 9).  Jackson (1998) has called life stories the “connective 

tissue” that make understanding the varied and complicated social worlds that we live in 

possible.  Yet so often, Jackson regrets, these histories are ignored in favor of hubris and 

bending or dismissing narratives in order to demonstrate that, “while the world may not be 

subject to administrative order, it can at least be domesticated through logic, theory, and 

                                                
3 Consistent with the widespread tenet, Amadou identified the five basic pillars of Islam as (1) belief (dannaya), 
(2) prayer (seli), (3) offerings (sarakati), (4) fasting (sun), and (5) pilgrimage to Mecca (hiji). 
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academic argot” (33).  Taking stock of such serious faults, this Amadou’s life story aims to give 

weight to the personal and everyday experiences of Malians.  

Amadou’s personal narrative reveals the intricate ways that baraji is pursued during a 

single lifetime and shows how the acquisition of baraji changes with age and circumstance, 

promoting an understanding of the dynamic nature of religion within the life cycle and even 

into the afterlife (see Vásquez 2001: 231-232).  Other studies on the relationship between 

religion and the life cycle tend to focus on Judaism, Christianity, and indigenous religion and 

provide explanations on how elaborate rituals complement the stages of human 

development (see Cresser 2007; Dieterlen 1941; Fuller 1988; Griaule 1970).  My research 

contributes to the study of religion in the life cycle by, first, taking account of Islam and, 

second, offering a more delicate approach to understanding religion and the life cycle by 

featuring the subtle changes that led Amadou to experience Islam differently throughout his 

lifetime.  Amadou’s history demonstrates that there is no static understanding of how 

Muslims understand and acquire baraji, and that views about baraji dynamically change as 

people move through various life stages, learning new ways and acquiring new capacities for 

earning baraji as they advance in age.       

Accordingly, I emphasize understanding the five primary pillars of Islam as a frame 

for time and one’s position in the life cycle.  With regards to time, the pillars command 

continual belief, daily prayer, weekly or monthly alms, annual fasting, and a one-time 

pilgrimage to Mecca.  Concerning the life cycle, consider, first, that children born into 

Muslim families begin their lives being taught to believe, often having the Muslim profession 

of faith whispered into their right ear immediately following their birth.  Next during 

childhood and adolescence young Muslims learn to pray, adopt sacrifice and giving of alms, 

and begin to fast for short periods of time.  By adulthood, Muslims ideally observe the first 
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three pillars of Islam with relative ease and can also perform a perfect fast during Ramadan.  

Last, completing a pilgrimage to Mecca finalizes one’s Muslim identity, and those who 

complete the pilgrimage reenter their communities with a new name (El Hadj for men and 

Adja for women) to mark this distinction.   

In order to best highlight how the practice of Islam changes throughout the life 

cycle, this work consciously avoids major dogmatic and theoretical conclusions and, rather, 

strives to let Amadou speak so that his actions and values can be understood through his 

own interpretations.  Instead of trying to impose categories derived from ever-shifting 

theoretical frameworks, I favor presenting local meanings and significance.  Although 

grappling with theory is a useful skill, through it one can lose sight that these references end 

up an obvious celebration of oneself and the researcher’s ability to digest what they have 

witnessed.   

Fortunately others of all stripes in the fields of anthropology and religious studies 

have similarly worried how the overuse of theory distorts narratives and ethnographies and 

have convincingly advocated that researchers break free from them.  For example, in the 

early twenty-first century anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski (1926) wondered when 

scholars would, “drop the lengthy litanies of threaded statement which make us 

anthropologists feel silly and the savage look ridiculous” (126).  Appiah (1992: 121) similarly 

problematizes that by insisting on theoretical categories, scholars of religious studies 

habitually bind themselves to ideas that are far from central from the concerns of religious 

practitioners and, thus, distorts the experiences of religious communities.  More recently 

Jackson (1998) has blasted the “academic habit” of shifting direct authority from the 

testimonies and experiences of informants over to impenetrable and abstract musings.  

Scholars are increasingly heeding the advice of Malinowski, Appiah, Jackson, and their 
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devotees.  Take, for example, Mokonyora’s ethnography Wandering a Gendered Wilderness 

(2007), in which Mukonyora announces in the introduction that she had to put her Oxford 

degree, and its emphasis on text and theory, aside in order to adequately present her field 

research on the Masowe in Zimbabwe.   

Similarly answering calls for theoretical subtlety, this writing seeks to limit 

participation in the kind guesswork and over-theorization that so often damages 

ethnographies and results in obscurantism.  Esoteric theoretical arguments so often 

compromise the literature on religion in West Africa, and the absence of in-depth 

explorations of baraji shows researchers’ reluctance to listen to the ways African Muslims 

define, understand, and practice Islam in their own unique terms.  In an effort to resolve this 

issue, here I focus on the expressed purposes and ends that Amadou and other Muslims 

achieved through their pursuit of baraji.   

Yet uncovering the untold stories and practices of Muslims in any kind of unified 

way quickly becomes an overwhelming task.  I researched in a town with thousands of 

inhabitants and naturally found it impossible to discover monolithic explanations for 

religious practices and understandings of baraji.  Within a single Muslim congregation I 

documented continual disagreement between members’ convictions about what constituted 

proper merit-making.  I chose to use life history as a primary research method when I 

realized that ways of acquiring baraji itself was a subjective proposition that expanded 

infinitely and I could not consequently offer a any type of gestalt interpretation of religious 

practice and belief related to baraji.   

Documenting Amadou’s life history offered an opportunity to fairly portray aspects 

of Islam, West African culture, and baraji through the case of a single individual’s narrative 

(see Marcus & Fischer 1986: 57-58).  Amadou’s personal history defies any assumption that 
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any collective or static body of Muslim practice exists in West Africa by showing that views 

about how to acquire baraji and lead one’s life as a Muslim change dramatically as people move 

through the life cycle and adapt to new personal circumstances.  This work shows the central 

importance of Islam and baraji in shaping Amadou’s life, specifically how his experiences 

became permanently conjoined with his religious feelings and beliefs, throughout his lifelong 

effort to act in ways that he deemed appropriate and in accordance with his virtues and goal 

to earn baraji.   

This ethnography unfolds the lived synthesis of Islam and everyday life in West 

Africa by investigating religious life in Mali through a single individual who spent his entire 

life outside of the powerful and elite in West Africa.  Naturally this style of research supports 

recent subaltern turns in African studies, which responds to concerns that modern 

historiography and ethnography promote a selective understanding of daily life by focusing 

on the presence and decisions of colonial powers, the privileged upper class, and others with 

material advantages (see Asad 1993: 1-14; Bhabha 2004: 79-84; Feierman 1990; Guha 2002: 

1-3).  It is increasingly appreciated that penchants for focusing on the power and elitism of 

kings, heroes, military leaders, sovereigns, and nobility, paints a misleading portrait that 

everyday civilians passively receive or, at best, react to external ideologies and initiatives 

(Feierman 1990: 5).  In keeping with calls to recover repressed histories and recognize the 

experiences and personal idiosyncrasies of underrepresented civilians, this ethnography 

works to give credence to a single African life while exploring issues related to Islam in Mali.   

Though Amadou did not live in affluent circumstances or become a commanding 

leader, this writing shows how a man of modest means nevertheless did far more than 

passively endure and accept a predetermined life course while (see Turner 1986: 34-35).  In 

this spirit, Amadou’s life shows how an individual can speak to historical processes even 



Bell – Between Prayers: The Life and Merit of a West African Muslim 

when living outside the urban and upper-class echelons of society by showing how Islam is 

understood and practiced in everyday life by civilians who drive and challenge social life 

through the pursuit of baraji. (see Kessler-Harris 2009: 625). 

The Town of  Ouélessébougou 
 

Ouélessébougou comprises both a town and rural commune located eighty 

kilometers southeast of Bamako, the capital of Mali.  The town lies in the administrative area 

(cercle) of Kati in the larger Koulikoro region of southwestern Mali and was historically part 

of the Jitumu chiefdom.  The mayor during the time of my research the mayor of 

Ouélessébougou, Yéh Samaké, estimated that the town proper had approximately 7,000 

inhabitants, ninety percent of whom, he said, identified as Muslim.  Although since the 

sixteenth century various Sufi orders have taken root in West Africa, the majority of 

Muslims in Ouélessébougou did not identify with any particular Sufi group and simply 

identified themselves using the broad term, “Muslim” (silamɛ).   There were eleven mosques 

in Ouélessébougou and one Catholic and one Protestant church, which served the growing 

but minority Christian population.   

As a growing town astride both rural communities and near Mali’s sprawling capital 

of Bamako, Ouélessébougou offered unique insight into both rural and urban ways of life.  

For instance, I rented a room in a family compound with electricity and enjoyed the benefits 

of electrical lighting in my two-room home and the ability to easily recharge my telephone 

and computer batteries.  Although employees with Mali’s Department of Energy operated a 

solar panel farm within town limits to produce electricity for residents, eighty-four percent 

of people in Ouélessébougou continued to live without electricity.  Most people lived 

outside of the few neighborhoods in which electricity was available or said that the cost of 
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installing the needed wiring and subsequent monthly bills made the technology too 

expensive.  

 

 

Figure 3: Location of Ouélessébougou  - I WILL GET A BETTER MAP!! 

 

Ouélessébougou lies in the Guinea Savannah in an ecosystem positioned between 

the semi-arid north and the wet southern, forested savannahs and rain forests of West 

Africa.  The outskirts of Ouélessébougou stands as one of Mali’s most productive 

agricultural zones and also holds discontinuous plains of short and wiry grasses used for 

grazing livestock (see Moseley 2011: 7).  There are no longer any permanent rivers in 

Ouélessébougou, but a large aquifer beneath the town gives inhabitants dependable access to 

open well and hand-pump water.  Bambara speakers identify three main annual seasons: a 

rainy season (samiya), hot season (futeni), and cold season (nɛnɛma).  The mean elevation is 

about 1,100 feet above sea level, and temperatures range from 50°F during the cold season 
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to above 100°F in the hot season.  June, July, and August are typically the rainiest months of 

the year in Ouélessébougou, with August ranking as the wettest.  Yearly rainfall typically 

varies from thirty to forty inches.  A cold and dry season lasts from November until 

February, followed by a three-month hot dry period from March through May.  

Ouélessébougou residents remembered that historically their town had expanded 

while nearby villages remained small because of the wise leadership of their village leaders 

(dugutigiw) and the populace’s general acceptance of strangers and visitors.  A local legend 

recounted that at the turn of the twentieth century the leader of Ouélessébougou, Niankòrò 

Samaké, sought the counsel of a ritual expert (soma) for guidance on how to ensure that his 

village would peacefully grow and develop.  The priest gave Niankòrò three specific 

instructions.  First, he told Niankòrò to sprinkle fini, a fine cereal crop used for making 

couscous, around the boarders of Ouélessébougou.  Upon fulfilling this task, Niankòrò was 

instructed to sacrifice a cow within the village limits.  Lastly, the ritual expert forbade 

Niankòrò and his progeny from raising sheep.  Niankòrò observed all of the priest’s advice 

and further held a family meeting in which he addressed the people in his lineage and 

commanded them to welcome strangers who passed through Ouélessébougou.  The 

residents of Ouélessébougou quickly developed a reputation for their tolerance, and over the 

last century people from a range of ethnic groups and West African countries have 

immigrated to live and work in the town.         

Like many permanent inhabitants in the town, Amadou moved to Ouélessébougou 

during his adulthood.  Amadou was born into a Fula and religiously Muslim family during 

the 1940s in Npièbougou, a small village situated approximately six kilometers south of 

Markala, a city in Mali’s central Ségou region.  Fula people are recognized for lives that 

center on cattle ownership and herding, and Amadou moved to Ouélessébougou in 1968 
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upon hearing that cattle owners in the region regularly hired experienced Fula men to care 

for their animals.  Although when I met Amadou in 2010 he had lived in Ouélessébougou 

for more than forty years, most residents still vaguely referred to Amadou as “Fula man” 

(fulakɛ) when speaking with or about him.  One day, while plaiting rope and enjoying the 

smell of fresh peanuts roasting nearby, I asked Amadou if this epithet bothered him.  

Amadou said that he loved his nickname and that the moniker was his neighbors’ way of 

acknowledging and honoring the differences between themselves and Amadou.    

Most of the people in Ouélessébougou identified as Bambara, and Amadou enjoyed 

explaining his perceptions on the dissimilarities between Fula people and the Bambara 

majority he lived among.  When I questioned Amadou on where Fula people currently lived, 

Amadou first stated that some reside in the Republic of Turkey, drawing attention to Fula 

participation in intercontinental migration in the African diaspora.  Most Fula people, 

however, continued to live primarily as minority groups along the savanna belt of West 

Africa spanning to the edges of North Central Africa and Sudanese North Africa (de Bruihn 

& van Dijk 2003: 285-287).  Given this wide dispersion, the Fulfulde language is broken into 

several dialects, most of which Amadou found mutually comprehensible to his native-

speaking ear.  Although many histories counter such accounts, Fula people typically claim an 

eastern origin, saying that their early ancestors migrated from Egypt, Israel, Saudi Arabia, 

and the Fertile Crescent to West Africa (Adebayo 1991: 3; Wilson-Haffenden 1967: 96).  

Amadou specifically recounted that his Fula ancestors wandered (yaala) from Ethiopia to 

West Africa with their cattle in order to help Bambara people, who were traditionally 
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occupied in agricultural activities and possessed no herding skills or access to coveted milk 

products.4   

Claiming an eastern origin lets Fula connect themselves to the Prophet and early 

Muslim communities, an appealing narrative given that Muslim identity governs the life of 

Fula people in such a profound way.  Riesman (1958: 96) notes, “the fact of being Muslim is 

inseparable from the fact of being Fula” and elsewhere it has been argued that Fula identity 

is more of a cultural-religious identity than an “ethnic” one per se (see Azarya 1993: 53).  

Fula people traditionally worked as semi-nomadic traders and herders of cattle, sheep, and 

goats, and for centuries Islamic principles have guided the ways Fula navigate the natural 

world around them as they have migrated across West Africa with their livestock.  

In addition to their dedicated practice of Islam, Fula people are recognized for the 

close and gentle relationship they share with their animals, especially cattle.5  A.G. Adebayo 

(1991: 2) aptly writes, “It is difficult for a non-pastoralist to understand what cattle mean to 

the Fula … they are a measure of wealth, a unit of account, a treasure, and a property.”6  I 

once asked Amadou why Fula people love cattle so much.  “Ah!” he yelled with affection at 

the very thought of the beloved animal, “A cow is everything!”  In consideration of cattle 

survival and prosperity, Fula pastoralists have walked and settled all over West Africa in 

search of increased rainfall and better vegetation for their herds, while also carefully 

evaluating the presence of bovine diseases and availability of markets before each migration 

                                                
4 Linguistic analyses of Fulfulde, the Fula language, classify the language as belonging to the Atlantic 
(Senegambian) branch of the Niger-Congo language family, and some scholars contend that Fula people 
originally migrated west to east from the Senegal River Valley that encompasses present-day northern Senegal 
and southern Mauritania (Adebayo 1991: 3-11; Hopen 1958: 6). 
5 Marguerite Dupire shows that the degree to which Fula identify with both Islam and cattle husbandry varies 
depending on a variety of factors, most importantly whether the group is sedentary or nomadic.  She argues 
that sedentarized Fula have historically been more highly Islamic and less interested in cattle ownership than 
nomadic Fula (1996: 29-32). 
6 Fula in southern Mali selectively raise Zebu cows (gonga) because of their resistance to ticks and ability to 
withstand severe heat. 
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(Adebayo 1991: 2; Dupire 1996: 24-27; Stenning 1959: 4).  In response to the drying climate 

in the West African Sahel and ensuing famine that lasted in Mali from 1968-1974, it became 

common in the 1960s for rural Fula in the northern zones of Mali to migrate to rural regions 

in the south in search of improved environmental security and employment possibilities in 

cattle husbandry (de Bruijn & van Dijk 2003:286). 

Amadou was among many Fula men who migrated to Ouélessébougou and nearby 

villages during the Sahelian famine.  Throughout the twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries, drought and deteriorating environmental conditions led Fula communities to 

migrate and break down more than ever (Tonah 2006: 152-153; see also Frantz 1990; 

Schneider 1997; Stenning 1959).  Fula people have thus become increasingly intertwined 

with the dominant cultures that surround them, and this project seeks to detail Amadou’s 

personal reflections on such a trend while uniting the characteristically separate bodies of 

literature in Mande and Fula studies by describing how a Muslim man who strongly 

identified with his Fula heritage lived while encountering considerable Mande cultural 

influences.   

Like most Fula speakers in Mali, Amadou learned the Bambara language, called 

Bamanankan by Bambara speakers, as a second language during his childhood.  Along with 

French, Bambara has, in effect, become the interethnic lingua franca of Mali (Amselle 1998: 

55). 7  Although I have since begun studying Fulfulde, at the time of this research I did not 

know any Fulfulde and Amadou knew only a little French, so Amadou and I spoke only 

Bambara with each other in all of our interactions.  Despite speaking their language, 

Amadou identified very lightly with the Bambara.  Even decades after his arrival, Amadou 

                                                
7 Bambara is a member of the Niger-Congo family of languages and is primarily spoken in Mali.  It is also 
spoken to a lesser extent throughout West Africa, particularly in Senegal, Gambia, Guinea, Ghana, and the 
Ivory Coast (Bird et at. 1977: 2).   
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continued to point out and joke about the cultural and physical differences between Fula 

migrants in Ouélessébougou and Bambara people.  Although nitpicking shibboleths between 

ethnic groups has become outmoded in academic discourses, Amadou was very conscious of 

who he was ethnicity-wise, and much of this consciousness came down to physical 

appearance.  He talked a lot about the red tone of his skin, as Fula people typically have 

fairer skin than Mande descendants and in fact the name “Fula” is derived from a Berber 

root “ful” meaning “the red men” (Wilson-Haffenden 1967: 7).  In addition to their light 

skin, Amadou noted that Fula people stereotypically had longer and fuller eyelashes, thinner 

lips, higher cheekbones, straighter and narrower noses, and less coarse hair than Mande 

people (see also Amselle 1998: 44; Dupire 1952: 1-16; Wilson-Haffenden 1967: 96). 

Most people in Ouélessébougou during my research identified as Bambara or from 

another source of related Mande ancestry.  Similar to the Fula, Mande people were spread 

across a discontinuous area in West Africa and there were no encompassing or centralized 

political or social systems for those identifying as either Mande or Fula (Bird & Kendall 

1980: 13; Dieterlen 1950: 124).  Mande and Fula people in West Africa have historically lived 

integrated with one another, and although people in Ouélessébougou actively identified with 

disparate ethnic groups, all residents shared cultural ideas that defined kinship, politics, and 

economic life in their town (see Amselle 1998: 43-57)8.  In the twenty-first century most 

Mande inhabitants in Ouélessébougou worked as farmers, primarily cultivating cotton and 

peanuts, while Fula people in the town continued to earn income through livestock 

husbandry.  However, many residents in Ouélessébougou found that their earnings as 

                                                
8 Amselle’s uses the concept of mestizo logics to show that language, culture, and religious practices among 
disparately identified ethnic groups are not entirely fixed nor isolated from one another.  Using this premise, his 
work considers the contemporarily designated Fulani, Bambara, and Malinke ethnic groups in West Africa and 
traces their practices to show a historical and cultural coexistence.  For example, defined codes of honor that 
are referenced using the variable terms “pulaaku” and “mɔgɔya” in Fula and Mande languages, respectively, are 
comparable in detail. 
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farmers and herders were less reliable due to drought and an overall worsening environment, 

and people either migrated to cities in search of work or found low-paying jobs as laborers in 

town.  In sum, this project unfolded in an environment that encompassed an array of 

language groups, ethnic identities, personal histories, occupations, and economic 

backgrounds all within a single town whose very origins supported such difference.   

Projec t  Methodology 
 

Soon after my arrival in Ouélessébougou I asked Amadou’s permission to collect and 

use his life history.  I explained my hopes for the research project and proposed that he help 

me to document the feelings and factors that he felt were important to his religious life and 

attainment of baraji while discussing his whereabouts and opinions during major historical 

events and personal changes that had occurred during his lifetime.  Amadou agreed to the 

project, and we quickly developed a schedule in which we would sit beside each other and 

talk about his life while making rope.  From the beginning Amadou appreciated the starting 

point of our project: that not all West African Muslims agree on matters of religion or share 

the same experiences and motivations.  We agreed to record his experiences and thoughts on 

a range of topics, starting with his earliest childhood memories and ultimately concluding 

with what it was like to be an old man (cɛkɔrɔba) in Mali. 

A Bambara proverb which counsels that “a single visit does not create relations” (sìnɛ 

kelen tɛ tɔgɔ ncɔ) shaped the approach I took to my fieldwork and informant relationships.  

The quality of my research improved by spending extended periods of time with my research 

collaborators, especially Amadou.  As part of my research, I interviewed Amadou’s family 

and friends as well as political and religious leaders in Ouélessébougou.  I used these 

interviews, which flowed more as guided conversations than according to any set protocol, 

to corroborate Amadou’s life experiences and hear varied perspectives on community and 
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religious life in Ouélessébougou.  My schedule often changed to accommodate my 

appointments with these participants, but Amadou never complained when external 

interviews drew me away from my time with him.   

When possible and appropriate, I arranged to spend additional time with my 

informants outside of the interview setting.  Paying social visits to informants helped me to 

improve my Bambara and clued me into the subtle details of life in Mali that I would have 

otherwise missed.  For example, Amadou often arranged for me to prepare lunches with his 

wife, Nouhouba.  Of all the activities I carried out with residents, I especially enjoyed these 

cooking appointments.  During these meetings Nouhouba treated me very delicately and 

restricted the chores she permitted me to do.  I pleaded with her several times to let me 

chop firewood or stir the sauce while it boiled, but she always insisted that the ax was too 

heavy or that ashes would fly into my eyes if I sat near the fire.  I eventually accepted that 

Nouhouba’s hospitality would never allow me to carry out certain tasks in her home but 

enjoyed our time together nevertheless.  Nouhouba told me fantastic stories from her life 

during these visits and helped me to understand the daily domestic chores that keep a 

compound functioning, all the while also teaching me how to prepare authentic Malian 

cuisine. 

 My informants each treated me with respect and I gave them each modest presents, 

typically tea, sugar, kola nuts, or fresh milk, to mark my appreciation for his or her 

participation in interviews.  Gift giving is a vital custom across West Africa, and in 

Ouélessébougou friends, family, and neighbors continually exchanged gifts with one another 

to express their love, loyalty, and friendship.  Recipients often recycled gifts that were given 

to them; a practice that originally insulted me until people repeatedly assured me that I 

earned fresh baraji every time a gift I had given mine changed owners.  Both Amadou and his 
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best friend Koniba played central roles in my research, and my gifts to them were 

consequently more extravagant than those I gave to other participants.  I regularly purchased 

large sacks of rice and housewares for Koniba and Amadou and formally but privately 

praised them for their help and support upon presentation of these presents.  I wanted to 

keep these exchanges somewhat secret to avoid drawing vulgar attention from residents to 

my comparative wealth, but the town’s culture did not support this wish.  The residents of 

Ouélessébougou always remembered and publically drew attention to those who gave them 

gifts, and recipients continued to laud those who gave them presents long after the time of 

the initial offering.  People dutifully repaid gifts.  Inhabitants said that neglecting to return 

on a gift made them look like a chicken that keeps its beak to the ground and never turns to 

see where its feed comes from.  Nearly every day Koniba and Amadou purchased for me 

bowls of porridge (siri) or steamed bean patties (farin) as a late afternoon snack.  I obviously 

did not expect Amadou and Koniba to match the monetary value of my presents to them in 

their reciprocation, but I truly appreciated the good-hearted generosity they extended when 

buying food gifts for me.       

I enjoyed living in Ouélessébougou, especially because my work making rope 

structured my days and gave me a recognized position in the town.  I quickly came to 

understand that to explore someone’s entire life takes a lot of time and effort, and 

consequently I spent most days with Amadou.  On a typical day I arrived at work to make 

rope at nine in the morning and broke only at midday for lunch.  I always went to the market 

before work in the morning to buy Amadou, Koniba, and me fried sweet bread and a small 

plastic pouch of potable water for each of us.  Amadou maintained that caffeine made him 

sit straighter throughout the day, and we always started the morning by sharing our latest 

news while drinking small, concentrated doses of gunpowder green tea with mint and sugar.   
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I used the early hours of the afternoon to eat lunch and briefly visit with my host 

family, who lived a short walking distance from my workspace.  During each of my visits to 

Ouélessébougou I stayed in the residential compound (du) of Bourama Samaké.  Bourama 

and his wife Kadia shared the spacious compound with their seven children, who ranged 

from sixteen years to nine months old.  Bourama was in his forties and taught math and 

physics at a nearby public school while Kadia sold flavored ice in the town market.  I learned 

from observing who lived in family compounds throughout my neighborhood that 

membership in residential compounds frequently changed, and decisions regarding who was 

eligible to live in a compound rarely conformed to strict patrilineal and patrilocal schemes 

that scholars have described as prevailing in West Africa  (see Cissé 1970: 159; Leynaud & 

Cissé 1978: 203-223).  As such, two teenage boys whom Bourama classified in the French as 

his “nephews” (neveux), but to whom he had no clear biological relations lived in the 

compound because there were no opportunities for formal education in their more rural 

hometowns.   

Like many Muslim men in Ouélessébougou, Bourama’s deceased father, Tiekòròfin, 

had married three wives in his lifetime.9  Bourama’s birth mother passed away in 2005, but 

Yirigoi, his father’s second wife, lived in Bourama’s compound and Bourama 

unquestioningly cared for her.  In 2011 Tiekòròfin’s younger sister who was in her late 

seventies, Djègèni, also came to live with Bourama.  

 

                                                
9 Surah 4, verse 3 of the Qur’an deals directly with the topic of polygymy.  The passage states, “…marry those 
that please you of [other] women, two or three or four.  But if you fear that you will not be just, then [marry 
only] one or those your right hand possesses.  That is more suitable that you may not incline [to injustice].”  
Most Muslim men in Ouélessébougou understood this section as express permission to take up to four wives, 
provided they treated each wife with equal emotional, physical, and material consideration. 
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Figure 4: Yirigoi washes her young grandson with an elixir she prepared to instill courage in him. 

 

 Yirigoi, who everyone in the compound called “grandmother” (momuso), impressed 

me from the first time I met her in 2007.  She spent the bulk of her time making medicines 

and visiting sick elderly friends within town limits.  Bourama’s children habitually teased 

Yirigoi about her preoccupation with health and remedies, and she laughingly defended 

herself by yelling insults.  She lamented that her grandchildren were animals (dantanfɛn) and 

baboons (gɔnw), and made fun of the shape of their noses.  The children always got the last 

word in during these playful arguments by lifting their arms and quickly snapping them 

down against the side of their body to show their contempt.  Despite the ongoing jokes, 

whenever anyone in the compound became ill or injured, they always first summoned Yirigoi 

for treatment and comfort. 
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I originally considered concurrently gathering both Yirigoi and Amadou’s life 

histories.  Two reservations stopped me from taking this approach.  First, I had practical 

worries about time and knew that I could not adequately collect two complete life histories 

in the space of eight months.  Second, I decided that I wanted to keep my relationship with 

Yirigoi personal and our conversations ultimately private.  In many ways, however, Yirigoi 

helped to advance my research and understanding of Islam and indigenous ritual health.  She 

told me about the medicines she made and she always invited me to attend Jum’a, or Friday 

prayer services in the mosque with her and gladly introduced me to her friends who also 

prayed there.  As women, the relationship between Yirigoi and me was quite different from 

the one I shared with Amadou, and Yirigoi and I often spoke intimately about about 

marriage, housekeeping, health, and work.  I often felt it was impossible to ever fully stop 

working when living in Mali, and I consciously tried to use my time with Yirigoi as a needed 

break from the constant stream of records I otherwise felt compelled to keep. 

I mindfully reserved my evenings and early afternoons for my host family, but 

otherwise happily spent my time with Amadou.  Within one month of regularly working 

together, Amadou deemed that the rope I produced was of a high enough quality to sell to 

the public.  Given that I did not need the income, I originally felt reluctant about putting my 

rope up for sale.  Amadou, however, pointed out that I would ruin his market if I began 

distributing rope for free and we ultimately agreed to sell our rope for the same price, 200 

francs (about $0.40) per arms-length.10  On a productive day, Amadou could make 500 

francs, while my slower hands typically earned me around 100 francs per day.  He typically 

worked steadily throughout the day, though he sometimes complained of the strain that a 

                                                
10 The West Africa CFA franc, a common currency throughout Francophone West Africa, Guinea-Bissau, and 
Equatorial Guinea, was freely convertible during the time of my research into Euros at a fixed rate of 1 Euro = 
655 CFA francs (Clément 1996: 1-3).   
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full life of physical labor had on his aged frame and allowed himself the indulgence of a 

short nap.  Amadou usually deemed it time for us to stop working sometime during the five 

o’clock hour.  The two of us always rode home from work together on our bicycles.  

Amadou owned a rickety, black bike that he frequently paid to have repaired, as it needed 

maintenance and new parts.  We would pass my house first, and he always blessed me to 

spend the night peacefully (ka su hɛrɛ caya) as he continued pedaling out of sight down the 

dirt road to his home.     

Amadou lived in a half-acre family compound in the residential center of 

Ouélessébougou.  As the property owner and oldest man living in the unit, Amadou served 

as the head of the compound (dutigi) and oversaw and settled all major domestic matters.  

Many family compounds in Ouélessébougou had twenty or more residents living together, 

and Amadou’s compound size was relatively small compared to those of his neighbors.  

Only six members of Amadou’s kin group lived permanently in his residence: his wife, 

Nouhouba Bagayoko; their 30-year-old son, Modibo, whose mental retardation kept him 

from marriage or employment in town; Amadi, their 27-year-old son who worked as a 

motorcycle mechanic; Amadi’s wife, Binta; and two young grandchildren.  As was the 

convention in Ouélessébougou, a member of Amadou’s compound stayed home at all times 

in order to protect their property and receive visitors.     
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Figure 5: Amadou Diallo’s home and courtyard 

 
 

The compound had three disconnected mud homes used primarily for sleeping and 

storing personal possessions.  Amadou and Nouhouba occupied separate private bedrooms 

in the compound’s largest quarters, an arrangement that many young and newly married 

couples in twenty-first century Mali chose not to observe but that Nouhouba insisted was 

necessary in order to “keep secrets” (gundo mara).  Amadi, Binta, and their two children lived 

in an adjacent two-room home, and Modibo inhabited a single-room dwelling.  A small 

structure used to store household cooking supplies, pit latrine, animal corral, garden, and 

water well rested on the various sides of the square compound.  A short, mud brick fence 

surrounded the property limits and each night Amadou closed the wide entrance to his 

compound with a gate made from gridded tree branches.  Family and communal life took 

place primarily outside in the compound’s sizable courtyard.  Three large mango trees spaced 

in a triangle stood in the middle of the compound.  Amadou’s wife had opportunely tied a 

clothes wire between each of the trees’ heavy limbs.  The trees’ shadows stretched across the 
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courtyard during the day, allowing family members to carry out their chores in the shade.  

Amadou’s family, like most of the populace in Ouélessébougou, lived without electricity.  

Every evening the family built a small fire and sat together near Amadou and Nouhouba’s 

house.  Amadou’s family otherwise depended on moonbeams and starlight from the lucid 

night sky, jocularly called by townspeople, “the big unpickable cotton field” (foroba kɔɔri jɛli 

bɔbaga t’a la), to see their way around the compound at after dark.  

Amadou’s compound reflected his love for all animals.  While other residents in 

Ouélessébougou expressed uncertainty about whether or not animals went to paradise after 

death, Amadou confidently assured me that all animals attain paradise because of the perfect 

compassion (hinɛ) that they all exercise in their earthly lives.  And that humans earn baraji by 

caring for animals.  Cows were his favorite, although he did not have any cattle at the 

juncture of his life in which I met him.  But I noticed that the mood of his voice changed 

and a pure smile came across his face whenever he talked about cows and reflected on far-

away memories of herding.  When I met him, Amadou owned a four-year-old dog called 

Louie, an unnamed cat, three sheep, one goat, three rabbits that he kept in a small mud 

house that he built, and five chickens.  He also built a small ground-level birdbath out of 

cement near the door to his home to draw pigeons to his compound.  Every evening 

Amadou’s son, Modibo, swept the dirty water from the small pool with a coarse hand broom 

and replaced it with fresh water drawn from the family’s well.  I only saw Amadou lose his 

temper once during the course of my research.  On this occasion, a group of school children 

amused themselves by throwing rocks at a land iguana, which serves as the totem for 

Diallos, on the road in front of our workspace.  Amadou shouted angrily for them to stop, 

calling them “cursed” (danga) and “children of hell” (jahanama denw).  The children laughed at 

Amadou and continued to abuse the small animal.  Provoked, Amadou rose from his work 
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and stepped directly onto the dirt road without pausing to put on his sandals.  He chased the 

children away, picked up the iguana, and walked barefoot down the street until he found a 

bush to place the frightened lizard.  Amadou continually told his elderly friends that he 

hoped to die from a lion attack, opining that becoming a meal for a hungry animal would 

procure him an honorable death.   

Amadou insisted on taking Fridays off from our work in order to explore the market, 

visit with friends, and attend the afternoon general assembly at the mosque (Jum’a).  Amadou 

volunteered as the muezzin at the town’s largest mosque (misiriba).  As muezzin, he was 

responsible for calling residents to obligatory prayers five times per day and for alerting 

congregants to attend an additional formal sermon and prayer meeting each Friday at noon.  

Amadou devoted significant time to his muezzin duties.  Muslims participate in five required 

prayers each day that are timed according to the position of the sun: a prayer at dawn (fitiri), 

near midday (selifana), in the afternoon (lansara), before dusk (safo), and at nightfall (fajiri).  On 

Fridays Amado arrived at the mosque to begin to call to Friday services (jumaseli) at eleven 

o’clock and did not leave until after the sermon had concluded, usually around one o’clock 

in the afternoon.  On regular workdays Amadou broke from his work to perform the lansara 

and selifana calls to prayer at the mosque, which was providentially located directly next to 

our workspace.  He always wore a metal digital wristwatch, which softly beeped twice at the 

top of every hour.  He insisted that a working watch was needed to keep his calls to prayer 

punctual but said he often felt ridiculous about wearing a timepiece because God had put 

such a reliable clock in the sky in the form of the sun.  Amadou began his repeated calls 

between forty and thirty minutes before the prayer was scheduled to began.  He said that an 

early reminder of prayer gave Muslims plenty of time to momentarily put aside their work, 

travel to the mosque, and ritually wash before conducting their prayers.  
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During the day, we spoke mainly about Amadou’s life and opinions.  But Amadou 

was also keenly interested in learning about my life in America.  As much as Amadou 

enjoyed discovering our differences, he particularly liked to ask me creative questions 

designed to show the similarities between Africans and Americans.   

One afternoon Amadou broke a period of comfortable silence between us by 

inquiring, “Is George Bush’s grandfather alive?”  

I responded that I was not completely certain, but that I assumed his grandfather 

had passed away.   

Amadou’s eyes danced, and he assumed a posture of playful superiority when he 

realized that I did not immediately see the point to his question.  “Oh!”  Amadou shouted in 

delight, “The most powerful man in the world, yet his grandpa is dead!  Just like mine!”   

Koniba, who overall had a milder and less emphatic personality than Amadou, 

beamed and laughed loudly at Amadou’s message.  The entire scene sent me into my own fit 

of laughter.   

Amadou needed little guidance during formal interviews and informal conversations 

and spoke easily and at length about each of the topics and life stages that I prompted him 

to discuss.  In addition to chronicling his life story, Amadou and I had topical interviews in 

which he explained his thoughts on an array of subjects shared throughout this work.  Some 

informants acted nervous during interviews, but Amadou always remained his natural self 

and seemed comfortable sharing his personal experiences and thoughts with me.  I regularly 

arranged times to formally record my conversations with Amadou.  Amadou originally 

resisted having his voice recorded.  As an old man with a gregarious reputation, Amadou 

loved observing the daily conversations and cares on the dirt road in front of his workstation 

and greeting the people who moved about on the street.  He felt that the visible and bizarre 
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presence of my digital voice recorder alienated him from his friends and passersby.  I argued 

that recorded interviews were essential for the project because of my imperfect Bambara, 

saying that voice recordings allowed me to listen to our interviews repeatedly until I 

understood the complete details of the memories and stories he related.  Amadou agreed to 

let me record him, and I showed my concern for his hesitation by always asking permission 

to conduct a recorded interview with him at least one day beforehand. 

Amadou’s interest in recorded interviews began to degenerate four months into my 

research.  I worried about the fate of the project when Amadou began to make excuses for 

postponing interviews to another day.  At this same time, I had started passing the warm 

evenings listening to Yirigoi and Djègèni recount folktales to one another in our family 

compound.  These elderly women criticized me for sitting quietly while they spoke, and 

taught me how to properly listen to a story by Malian standards.  They encouraged me to 

repeat phrases from the tale, clap my hands, laugh loudly, and forcefully interpose 

expressions such as, “What’s next?” (naamu?), and, “I don’t believe it!” (n’dalen tɛ!), and even 

interrupt the speaker when I thought that I could predict what would happen next.  I started 

applying these active listening principles to my interviews with Amadou and found that by 

doing so his enthusiasm for the research and recorded interviews returned.   

I also learned to relax the pace of the project; continually favoring slow and winding 

conversations over formal interviews that so often caused informants stress and harkened 

colonial era cross-examinations.  A Bambara proverb teaches, “People learn from taking part 

in conversations, not interrogations” (mògòw bè fen sòrò barò la, i t’o sòrò ninigali la).  Accordingly 

most days I worked without a voice recorder and I made continual and rapid jottings in a 

small moleskin notebook to preserve experiences from each day.  A single page of my 

notebook contained collections of stories, folk tales, overheard dialogues, descriptive scenes, 
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Bambara proverbs and expressions, new vocabulary, and overall feelings from throughout 

the day.  Each night I typed the contents into more ordered and organized fieldnotes.  

Amadou loved to watch me write, and at times he even reminded me to record certain 

moments and pieces of information in my notebook.  One day he complimented me for the 

ease with which I wrote, saying that he never grew tired of watching me scribble.  Upon 

hearing Amadou’s admiration, my mind drifted to the literature on the fetishization of 

writing in Africa, which argues that historically, West Africans attributed magical qualities to 

writing and saw literacy as a mysterious ability that was valued for its capacity to mediate 

between the natural and supernatural worlds (see Goody 1971: 455-466, 1987: 125-126; 

Masquelier 2009: 96; Mommersteeg 1990: 63-76; Niezen 1991: 226-229).   

But Amadou interrupted my arrogant thoughts saying, “When I watch you write it 

reminds me of the way French settlers reacted when they watched us Fula people milk our 

cows—they would praise me!”   

Although the literature is quite one-sided on the issue, the fetishization of foreign 

abilities occurs by both parties.   

I believe that I owe the success of my research to Amadou’s and my shared 

admiration and curiosity about one other.  Amadou and I got along well with each other for 

the entirety of the project and in the years following.  It seems remarkable that, even with 

the vast differences between our ages, gender, and cultural backgrounds, we never 

encountered any major troubles or misunderstandings.  Our close friendship changed to 

kinship over the course of my fieldwork, and by the time I returned to the States Amadou 

affectionately called me his grandchild (mɔden) and I referred to him as my grandfather 

(mɔkɛ).  Some people in Ouélessébougou laughed at our “imaginary” kinship, but our time 

together left us with a bond thicker than blood.  I treasured the experience of recording the 
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full tale of Amadou’s life and know that he found a similar enjoyment.  Amadou commented 

many times that he saw my chronicling his life and insights in writing as an effective 

preservation of his experiences and as a way for his progeny to know him.  Amadou said 

that younger generations in Mali knew comparatively less about their ancestors than the 

people of his generation, recalling that as a child his grandmother used to tell him a 

collection of Bambara and Fula folktales as well as stories about their relatives every night 

until he fell asleep.  Some nights Amadou remembered that he even skipped dinner in order 

to maximize his time listening to these tales.  Children in the twenty-first century, Amadou 

complained, preferred to listen to televisions and radios to the voices of their grandparents.  

He often felt uneasy about the cultural, political, environmental, and material changes he had 

witnessed since his childhood and continually questioned his place in the contemporary 

world.   

“I’m a person of the past” (n ye fɔlɔfɔlɔ mɔgɔ ye), Amadou constantly reminded me as 

he guided me through his life story.   

I continually complimented Amadou for his fascinating life and personality and told 

him that he was the ideal protagonist for my project.  Amadou dismissed these remarks and 

insisted he was everyman and often extrapolated his unique experiences and opinions as 

common to all people.  For instance, I once asked him to share his earliest memory, and he 

insisted that all people have the same first memory of eating their favorite food for the first 

time.  Despite Amadou’s regular inferences that he, as a single person, could explain the 

whole of humankind, it is important in reading this work to remember that Amadou’s life 

narrative represents the experiences and perspectives of one individual.  To an extent, 

however, Amadou was right that his life story offers a relatable experience.  Paul Riesman 

has written ethnographies on Fula life that promote a more sensitive and humanistic 
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understanding of culture, arguing that as humans we are all made of the same “human 

material” and encounter shared experiences and feelings (see Riesman 1992: 1-7).  I related 

to Amadou during our conversations, and his life story gives a touching expression of the 

joys and misfortunes that mark every person.   

This is not, however, to suggest that his life course reflects wholly universal 

concerns; when Amadou made personal choices and interpreted events he acted largely 

within the elements of the cultures that he inherited.  This ethnography demonstrates the 

principles of culture in Mali by relating the thoughts and circumstances of one individual and 

his achievement of baraji.  My use of life history is a mindful effort to deviate from cultural 

anthropology’s usual emphasis on the group, which comes at the expense of depicting 

individuals as passive carriers of tradition (c.f. Benedict 1934: 46-48; Sapir 1949: 509-512).   

Concern for individuals has been an ongoing problem in anthropology.  Works like 

Baba of Karo, Mama Lola, Black Elk Speaks, The Seed is Mine, and Nisa have helped to address 

old but unresolved concerns around the issue of informants by advocating the ways 

that, “more extended, intimate, committed contact between researcher and subject can 

undercut the colonial mindset of much anthropological writing” (Brown 1992).  Sapir (1949) 

most famously chastised that anthropologists paradoxically rely primarily on the personal 

accounts of informants to manufacture impersonal ethnographies that conventionally 

extrapolate individual accounts as shared by a monolithic cultural group (569, 593).  Mead 

(1999) complements Sapir’s case and adds that researchers typically understand culture by 

discerning what members of a society have in common.  Yet, “Much of culture is not 

common to all members of society,” and Mead warns that the familiar concept of culture 

can lead anthropologists to homogenize groups and ignore or exclude alternative points of 

view (Mead 1999: 33).  
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Life history emerges as a reasonable response to concerns that the person as a whole 

has been lost in ethnographic studies, yet the method is not without criticisms.  For example, 

Reynolds and Capps (1976) problematize the place of life history by contending that such 

studies insinuate that there is no clear difference between the life of the individual and the 

life model of their culture.  Of course this is not a downfall of life history alone, and all 

projects that use ethnographic methods are subject to the same criticism and dismissal.  

Granted, this work reflects a culture and time imposed on Amadou, yet it also shows his 

creativity and individuality against dominate lifestyles and worldviews.  In fact, at times in 

this work, the reader may have cause to disagree with Amadou’s experiences and opinions 

and feel warranted in consequently dismissing his life narrative altogether.  Indeed, Amadou 

ran against the cultural grain in Mali in many ways.  For instance, Muslims in the region 

commonly gave each other a special handshake when greeting one another in the mosque 

and at ritual events that consisted of three quick steps of normally grasping a fellow 

worshiper’s hand, then moving the hand upward behind the thumb to squeeze the palm, and 

lastly lightly squeezing the fingers before unlocking hands.  Amadou disliked these 

handshakes for no special reason and refused to participate in them.   

Sapir (1949) gives a nice illustration why scholars should take Amadou’s version of 

the world seriously, even when Amadou’s accounts contradict more prevalent beliefs, 

practices, and sensibilities elsewhere documented in West Africa.  In his celebrated essay 

“Why Cultural Anthropology Needs the Psychiatrist” Sapir tells the story of American 

ethnologist J. O. Dorsey’s informant named Two Crows, whom Dorsey described as an 

eccentric but influential member of the Omaha tribe.  Two Crows denied Dorsey’s 

understanding of how many clans there were in Omaha society, alleging that there were only 

seven when most informants had reported eight (Sapir 1949: 570-571).  Sapir reproaches 
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Dorsey for relegating Two Crows to a footnote.  Deviants, Sapir writes, are never absolutely 

wrong and should not be dismissed: “If we get enough Two Crows to agree we have what 

we call a new tradition, or a new dogma, or a new theory, or a new procedure, in the 

handling of that particular pattern of culture” (571).  In light of this potential, allow for 

Amadou’s account while recognizing that his life history offers an illustration of the freedom 

and creative participation that people have in their culture and community (see 316-321).    

To categorize too much select portions of his life as questionable and trying to tease 

out the norm or verified does violence to the life story.  I have, thus, tried to recount 

Amadou’s life as much as possible as it was told to me.  Even so I am mindful that it is the 

fate of biographies focused on religion that the central character becomes an ostensible 

subject for articulating both religious ideals and the interests of the biographer (see Dilthey 

1962; Stewart 2010).  As a professor of religious studies, I was interested in understanding 

religious life in southern Mali.  But Amadou also shaped the narrative of this book, and 

when I gathered his history he was old and his life story reflected a set of concerns one 

might expect for an aging Muslim man, namely that he was reflecting on this life and 

wondering about the next.  But for all the glitter of baraji that one amasses, there rests the 

darker shadow system of sins in any person’s lifetime.  Amadou was understandably 

uninterested in having a book written on his sins and regrets.  Although he deeply believed 

that he would someday face judgment, being part of this project was not his Judgment Day.  

I have respected Amadou’s wish to keep certain moments in his life private.  Any story is 

ultimately more complex than what can be captured in a single book.  

Organization of the Book 

I collected the bulk of Amadou’s life history over a year of daily interactions and 

interviews in 2012 followed by two summer visits in 2013 and 2014, all of which have been 
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edited and reordered to put his narrative in a flowing and chronological order that 

illuminates his religious life and attainment of baraji.  I translated my notes and interviews 

from Bambara to English with minimal outside input or assistance and have aimed to keep 

my writing in the words of Amadou according to these translations.  To retell Amadou’s life 

story, I have organized this ethnographic account into seven chapters that concentrate on 

how Islam has mattered to Amadou during his lifetime and on his acquirement of baraji amid 

various circumstances.  Although the five required Muslim prayers have shaped Amadou’s 

daily schedule throughout his life and fortified his faith in Islam, the goal of this research is 

to show Amadou’s vision of the world and how he has understood and practiced Islam 

between his participation in prayers and other overtly Muslim practices.  This project 

explicitly aims to understand how Amadou’s understanding of Islam and conception of 

reality became plaited together, like a finely made rope, to bring shape and understanding to 

his everyday life since childhood.  As such, the work focuses on Islam in the way in which 

Amadou has understood it as a tool and in relation to baraji.   

I begin my exploration of Amadou’s life with a chapter on the emergence of Islam in 

Mali, with a specific focus of Amadou’s understanding of the historical spread of Islam 

throughout the region, current of Islam and religious leaders in Ouèlessèbougou, and the 

prominent doctrine of baraji in the Qur’an.  From here, chapter three explores Amadou’s 

childhood in Mali’s Ségou region and shares his early experiences with herding, Fula family 

life, and Islamic education.  This chapter documents Amadou’s childhood fears and 

perceived tensions over the ethnic and religious differences he encountered in Npièbougou 

and how he worked to resolve these fears through his understanding of Islam.  Chapter four 

details Amadou’s adolescence and early adulthood at the turn of Mali’s independence from 

French colonial powers and considers how Amadou balanced his concern for obtaining 
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baraji with an interest in material wealth in the newly independent Republic of Mali during 

the early 1960s.  The chapter focuses on Islam and early Malian politics while describing 

Amadou’s maturity alongside his first travel and work experiences outside of Ségou.  Next, 

chapter five discusses kinship, Islam, and the onset of Amadou’s adult life as a migrant in 

southern Mali and reveals how Amadou relied on his understanding of the acquisition of 

baraji, specifically notions that through merit kin ties are supported and death is transcended, 

during adulthood to accept family responsibilities at the expense of his formerly independent 

lifestyle.  The chapter argues that researchers interested in kinship in West Africa will find it 

more useful to understand kinship in West Africa in terms of value, Islam, and baraji—as 

baraji represents a kind of shared substance that joins kin—rather than encoded biological 

ties.  Chapter six discusses aging, funeral practices in Mali, changes in the environment and 

politics that Amadou has observed in his lifetime, and details on Amadou’s life as muezzin 

and an acknowledged elder in Ouélessébougou.  The chapter examines how Amadou 

reconciled his preference and longing for the past with his present circumstances as an 

elderly man in the early twenty-first century.  I lastly conclude with a brief review of the 

insights that Amadou’s life brings to understanding Islam, culture, history, baraji and daily life 

in West Africa.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


