Nana Asma’u: Nineteenth Century
West African Suft’

Beverly Mack

Nineteenth-century Nana Asma’u lived a scholarly, activist life in what is now
Nigeria. She was an accomplished multilingual scholar who considered the
education of illiterate masses to be as important as her own communication
with other scholars in her community and across the Sahara to Mauritania
and Timbuktu. She promoted education through the use of her poetry, which
included texts about Islamic ethics, Islamic histories, and clear approaches to
Islamic daily practices. Until recently Asma’u’s work has been far less dis-
cussed than that of her famous father, Shehu Usman ‘dan Fodio, leader of the
Sokoto Jihad which began in 1804,” and the Fodio family’s Sufi profile has

This chapter contains technical terms and names from a number of different languages, and it
is impossible to reflect the sometimes conflicting methods of transliteration. For this reason
the usual dots and dashes have been omitted in most cases. Hausa has several implosive
sounds often indicated in print by hooks appended to the letters b, d, k, and y. These
diacriticals are not as readily accommodated by presses as standard Arabic diacriticals.
Therefore, for this publication, words with hooks are indicated by the insertion of an
apostrophe in place of the hook, as in ‘dan Fodio. In this case ‘dan is the Hausa word for
the Arabic “ibn”, meaning “son of”. Other examples are the terms: ‘Dan Yalli, Mo’dibo,
Fa’dima, Wa’kar, Alkammu, A’kilu, Yan Taru.

The Shehu’s life and times have been discussed extensively, but principally by Murray Last
and Mervyn Hiskett [Murray Last, The Sokoto Caliphate (Ibadan, Nigeria: Longman, 1967);
Mervyn Hiskett, The Sword of Truth (London: Oxford University Press, 1973)], both of whom
drew heavily on the Arabic writings of the Shehu himself, along with works by his younger
brother Abdullahi, his son Muhammad Bello, and son in law, Gidado ‘dan Laima. What is
known to date about Nana Asma’u and her active role in the history of her times is found in a
biography and four recently published books: the text and translations of her collected works,
and three other books on Asma’u’s life and times:Jean Boyd, The Caliph’s Sister (London:
Frank Cass, 1989); Jean Boyd and Beverly Mack, The Collected Works of Nana Asma’u,
Daughter of Usman ‘dan Fodiyo (1793 1864) (East Lansing, Michigan: Michigan State
University Press, 1997); Beverly Mack and Jean Boyd, One Woman’s Jihad: Nana Asma’u,
Scholar and Scribe (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2000); and Jean Boyd
and Beverly Mack, Educating Muslim Women: The West African Legacy of Nana Asma’u
(1793 1864) (Oxford: Interface Publications, 2013). These five volumes constitute the principal
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been discussed less often than the historical effect of its jihad. As Qadiriyya
Sufis, the Fodios were intellectually engaged; they eschewed overt demon-
strations of ecstatic engagement like dancing or large public dhikr sessions.
This chapter addresses Nana Asma’u’s writings and activism as they represent
the Fodio clan’s Sufi identity and, as a part of that philosophy, their perspec-
tives on gender-equity. Asma’u’s poetic works and social welfare activities
demonstrate the extent to which she and her associates were quietly, and
thoroughly, immersed in Sufi belief and practice.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: THE FODIO FAMILY
IN WEST AFRICA

Nana Asma’u bint Usman ‘dan Fodio (1793-1864) was born into a family of
Muslim scholars in the region now known as northwestern Nigeria, in the
community of Degel, which no longer exists. Degel was, in its day, a lively
centre of scholarly interests. It was home to several thousand scholars, many
of whom were huffdz, imams, muezzins, and panegyrists, some with nick-
names indicating their origins: al-Maghribi, al-Sidani, Malle® The Sokoto
Jihad, a struggle of Islamic reform led by Asma’u’s father, Shehu Usman ‘dan
Fodio, saw the decline of Degel and the rise of Sokoto as a thriving urban
centre in the aftermath of the Jihad’s series of conflicts.* The Jihad constituted
a watershed of religious reform that permanently altered the social fabric of
what was to become Africa’s most populous contemporary nation, Nigeria;
social relations there occasionally still echo the Jihad’s Hausa-Fulani con-
frontations, even after two centuries of integration and intermarriage.?

By the eighteenth century, literacy and intellectual exchange across the
Maghreb was central to the way of life and communications among West

sources for this chapter. I am grateful, as always, to Jean Boyd for her careful reading,
comments, and suggestions for revisions on this chapter.

Boyd notes that the document listing scholars living at Degel can be found in Gidado’s 1838/39
manuscript, Majmu Khisal al Shaikh (Last, The Sokoto Caliphate, xxxvi and 250); Last, The
Sokoto Caliphate, 18 20.

The tombs of both Nana Asma’u and the Shehu are in the Fodio family compound
(H. hubbare) in Sokoto.

Capitalization of “jihad” in this chapter indicates reference to the Sokoto Jihad in partic
ular, as distinguished from other jihads of the time, or jihad behavior in general. The Sokoto
jihad was the most far reaching and effective of a series of several nineteenth century West
African jihads. Sokoto continues to be a thriving urban centre, but it retains its small town
atmosphere and spiritual ambience in the twenty first century, about which Murray Last has
written (African Studies Review Vol. 56, No. 2 (September 2013), 1 20).

Since the nineteenth century in northern Nigeria, Hausa Fulani ethnicity has been a source of
both unity (with much intermarriage), and conflict, with political rivals blaming ethnicity for
certain disparate points of view and political affiliations.
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African Fodio clan members, both women and men. What is known about
the Fodio family’s nineteenth-century conditions and philosophies comes
from their own writings; hagiographic perspective about them originates in
their own impressions of their historical roles, which were overtly aimed at
creating a lifestyle that followed the sunna. The foundational principles of
Islam - Qur’anic ethics, adherence to the pillars, expectations of equality -
were their avowed ethical guidelines. Sufi tenets were integral to the inten-
tions of the Jihadists in their efforts at resocialization that followed jihad
battles. This effort was significantly orchestrated by women’s roles in teaching
Sufi values.

The Fodio family was known as ethnic Toronkawa for their origins in the
Futa Toro region (Senegal) of West Africa. Their antecedents emigrated
eastward in the sixteenth century, from Futa Toro to Konni, the border region
of what is now northwest Nigeria and Niger, led by their patriarch, scholar
Musa Jokollo.® Eleven generations after the clan settled there at the border
of Bornu and Songhai, Shehu Usman ‘dan Fodio’s great-grandfather,
Muhammad Sa‘d, shifted the family to the town of Maratta, in the Konni
region, to escape persecution that prevented his freedom to teach. Sa‘d’s son
(the Shehu’s father, Muhammad) was a scholar there, and the Shehu’s mother
was from Maratta. Muhammad subsequently moved his own family further
into the bush, to Degel, where they settled, continuing to work as scholars.” It
is believed that the Shehu was born in Maratta, in 1754, either before his father
moved the family, or because his mother had returned to her own family for
the birth. He grew up in Degel. His mother Hawwa’s lineage is significant
in the family’s Islamic identity, for her line of descent is “linked to the branch
of the family most noted for its learning”;” she traced her descent directly
from the Prophet Muhammad’s daughter Fatima. The family’s Islamic iden-
tity was demonstrated in their given names, their scholarly heritage was
evident in their surname, and their Sufi affiliation was indicated in a lineage
connection to the Prophet’s family.

The Shehu’s father Muhammad became known by the name “Fodio/Fudi”,
the Fulfulde term for “learned”, in recognition of his scholarship.® This

This and the following historical information from Last, The Sokoto Caliphate, Ixxiii.

This is the region on the main road to Birnin Kebbi and Gobir, the route from Agadez, Ingall,
Birinin Konni; the connection to Niger is strong.

Although Last notes that the Shehu never mentioned this in his writings, others have
documented Hawwa’s descent as: “Hawwa bint Muhammad b. Ahmad al Sharif b. b. Ali
al Yanbu’ib. ‘Abd al Razzaqb. al Salih b. al Mubarak b. Ahmad b. Abi’l Hasan al Shadhalib.
‘Abdullah b. ‘Abd al Jabbar b. Hurmuz b. Hatim b. Qusay b. Muhammad b. al Hasan b.
Fatima, daughter of the Prophet.” (Last, The Sokoto Caliphate, 4, n. 9)

9 » <«

This has been spelled as variants “Fodio”, “Fodiyo”, and “Fudi”.
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became the surname for him and his descendents. Muhammad Fodio
instructed his son, as did the Shehu’s mother Hawwa, and her mother, the
Shehu’s maternal grandmother Rukayya.'” Traditions about the Shehu’s
education confirm the ethnic pattern of mothers and grandmothers as
children’s first instructors in these communities. The Fodios’ mode of schol-
arship followed traditional models, in which a student studied with a credible
scholar to the point of earning an ijdza — a license to teach a particular book
that one had mastered under that tutelage — conveying scholarship that was
couched in terms of both practical and mystical understandings of the world.

QADIRIYYA SUFISM AMONG THE FODIO FAMILY
IN WEST AFRICA

The Sufi character of the Fodio family was clear in their self-identification as
Kadirawa, adherents of Qadiriyya Islam, a Sufi brotherhood which originated
in the teachings of Persian scholar ‘Abd al-Qadir al-JilanT (d. 1166, Baghdad)
and took its name from him." Al-JilanT is revered as a saint and sayyid; he
traced his lineage to both Hasan and Husayn, sons of Fatima and ‘Alf, the
Prophet Muhammad’s daughter and son-in-law. Born in Persia, al-JilanT was
a preacher, teacher, and writer, and one of the most revered among Sufi
notables. He promoted the Hanbalite doctrine of Sufism that conformed to
the foundational precepts of Islam, rejecting the imposition of esoteric beliefs
that threatened violation of Islamic traditions rooted in the tradition of
the Qur’an and the sunna. al-Jilani was known as Muhyi ad-din, the “reviver
of religion”,” and was revered by even as great a saint as Abu Madyan
(1126-1198) of Tlemcen, who studied with al-JilanT in Makkah; Abu Madyan
is revered in his own right as an ascetic saint of the Maghreb.” Another Sufi

' The Shehu’s early life is recounted in Last, The Sokoto Caliphate, Hiskett, The Sword of Truth,
and in accounts contemporary to the Shehu, including al Kashf wa’l bayan and Raud al jinan
by Gidado ‘dan Laima, ‘ida’ al nusukh an tazyin al waraqat by Abdullah b. Muhammad
Fodio. Jean Boyd’s The Caliph’s Sister is a wealth of information about the Shehu’s family with
a focus on Asma’u and her life.

" His full name is Al Sayyid Muhyi al din Abu Muhammad ‘Abd al Qadir Al JilanT al Hasani

Wal Husayni, (1077 1166 cE), born in the town of Na’if, district of Gilan, Iran, and died in

Baghdad, Iraq. He was a famous Hanbali Salafiyyah jurist and Sufi based in Baghdad. He is

also referred to as al Qadir, al Gilani, or al Jelani.

Annemarie Schimmel, The Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill, North Carolina:

University of North Carolina Press, 1975, 247) discusses the legend that accounts for this

sobriquet.

Abu Maydan was born in Andalusia, studied in Fes, and established a zawiya in Bejaia on the

Algerian coast. He is associated with Tlemcen, near where he is buried, and he is known for

his rejection of the material trappings of the world.
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figure, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 1350), documented Hanbalite Sufism; his
writings were supported by an outpouring of works that confirmed the
conformity of Sufism to “‘orthodox’ Sunni creeds . .. rooted in the Qur’an
and the precedent of the Prophet and the first Muslims”."* The writings of the
Fodio family reflect these Qadiriyya views on practical asceticism and reliance
on the example of the original Muslim community; their inclination towards
Hanbalite Sufism is reflected in the Shehu’s preference for promoting the
primacy of Qur’anic ethos and rejection of local inclination towards syncretism.

Sufism was a prime means of spreading Islam beyond its place of origin,
especially in sub-Saharan Africa, through “the untiring effort of Sufi preach-
ers who manifested in their lives the basic obligations of Islam”,” and used
vernaculars to spread the veneration of the Prophet. From the tenth to the
nineteenth century c.e., Sufi preachers were increasingly active in the
Maghreb through trans-Saharan networks of commerce and scholarship,
which facilitated interchange from Arabia to North Africa and throughout
sub-Saharan Africa. Islamic scholars travelled and wrote to one another
across the entire region, and Sufi concepts were transmitted widely. By the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, a West African surge of
interest in the Qadiriyya order may have been caused by the confluence of
the decline of the Ottoman Empire, the rise of European imperialism, and the
appearance of the WahabT movement seeking reform in Islamic communities;
added to these influences, the revival of Sufi thought at al-Azhar in Cairo
promoted Qadiriyya activity among orders throughout the Maghreb and
West Africa.'® In the Fodio family, Muhammad Bello cites evidence of
sixteenth century Sufi presence in the region in the name of a scholar of the
Saharan kingdom of Ahir (c. 1543) called al-‘Aqib b. ‘Abdullah al-Ansamuni
al-Massufi, and in the writings of Abdullahi Sikka, a Kano (Nigeria) scholar of
that same period.” It is safe to say that by the nineteenth century, Sufi activity
in the region was active and widespread.

Family accounts indicate that Asma’u’s education, like that of her siblings,
followed the pattern of her father’s classical grounding in Qur’an memoriza-
tion early in his life, followed by the study of tafsir and sira, including the
Moroccan mystic Abu ‘Ali al-Hasan b. Ma‘stid al-Yusi, al-FazzazT’s panegyric

14

Toby Mayer, “Theology and Sufism”, in The Cambridge Companion to Classical Islamic
Theology, Ed. Tim Winter. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008, 268.

Schimmel, The Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 240.

16 Hiskett, The Sword of Truth, 61 63.

7 Ibid., 60; this is from al ‘Atiyya lil mut’l, cited in Hiskett’s PhD dissertation, I, 91.
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to the Prophet “The Twenties” (al-Tshriniyyat),”® and Berber al-BusirT's
Burda (“The Cloak™), both of which discuss the Prophet Muhammad’s
miracles.”” The Shehu’s education also included figh, hadith (relying on
ninth century al-BukharT’s Sahih), his most comprehensive guide to an
understanding of the Prophet’s life, astronomy, and Sufism:*

In all of this the Shehu became learned, through the study of certain Arabic
texts which had become standard works among the scholars of his com
munity, and he encouraged his daughter Asma to acquire such knowledge.
His son Bello was also an expert in this study and so, no doubt, were his
other children.”

Hiskett cites his source for this information as “WKS, p. 83, i.e. Wa’kar
Karomomin Shehu” (“Song of the Shehu’s Miracles”) by Malam Isa ‘dan
Shehu (the Shehu’s son, Asma’u’s brother).”* This was a Hausa verse form
of the longer Arabic prose account of the Shehu’s life, Raud al-Jinan (Meadow
of Paradise), written by the Shehu’s son-in-law, Gidado ‘dan Laima.* Gidado
was Bello’s best friend, who fought beside him in the Jihad battles, and
Asma’u’s husband. It is clear from these writings that they were all immersed
in scholarly pursuits and felt it important to document their intellectual
activities.

For his early education the Shehu’s teachers were his uncles ‘Uthman
Binduri and Muhammad Sambo, who were both accomplished scholars
and known as pious men of “magisterial reforming zeal”.** The Shehu’s
son, Muhammad Bello, wrote that his father’s grounding in Qadiriyya
Sufism came from the Shehu’s Tuareg teacher, Shaikh Jibril b. ‘Umar, who
conferred on the Shehu salasil in Qadiriyya, Shadhiliyya, Khalwatiyya, and
several other licenses from Jibril when Jibril returned from Egypt, where he
himself received them from Muhammad Murtada b. al-Husaini al-Wasiti.
Jibril’s enthusiasm for reform of local practices underlined perspectives that

18 >«

Asma’u’s “Remembrance of the Prophet” (Mantore Arande, F. 1843) and “Yearning for the
Prophet” (Begore, F. n.d.) reflect these influences (see Boyd and Mack 1997:188 189, 304 345).
' Hiskett, The Sword of Truth, 37.
Ibid., 37 39.
* Ibid., 39.
See Mervyn Hiskett, “The Song of the Shaihu’s Miracles: A Hausa Hagiography from Sokoto”,
in African Language Studies XII (1971), 71 107.
Boyd notes that in Raud al jinan Gidado has listed everyone who was close to the Shehu:
children, wives, aunts, uncles, servants, judges, imams, waziris, and disciples. Children are
listed in birth order, with Bello fourth in order of sons, and Asma’u height in order of
daughters (personal communication 11/14/13).
% Hiskett, The Sword of Truth, 39 40; Last, The Sokoto Caliphate, 5.
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the Shehu had learned from his previous teachers.” Other influences may
have been a Degel resident Sufi, Muhammad Koiranga, who is reported to
have facilitated the Shehu’s mystical experiences,26 and Sidi al-Mukhtar
al-Kunti, whose active preaching in the regions west of Degel coincided
with and acknowledged the Shehu’s preaching and activism.” Whether
these scholars were influenced by disciples of Abti Madyan or al-Jawziyya is
not known, but the active nature of the trans-Saharan trade routes from West
Africa through the Sudan to Cairo make the prospect feasible. Through his
teaching, Shaikh ‘Umar’s commitment to the Qadiriyya brand of Sufism
passed to the Shehu, along with privileged knowledge about Sufi secrets
of litanies, prayers, and religious exercises leading to ecstatic states;*® many
of these were said to have been conveyed directly to the Shehu by the saint
al-Jilant himself in the Shehu’s mystical experiences.

Thus, by the time the twenty-year-old Shehu’s missionary career began in
1774, he had not only spent many years studying Islam, but had also engaged
in spiritual practices like retreats and extended prayer sessions. He continued
to study throughout his life, as was the custom among scholars of the time.
The Shehu’s wives Aisha, Hauwa (Bello’s mother), and Maimuna (Asma’u’s
mother) were confirmed Sufi mystics, as were other women of the commu-
nity, described in Asma’u’s “Sufi Women” (discussed below; see p. 207); his
household was one in which his immersion in mystical experiences was
common.” Thus, Asma’u absorbed the wholly Sufi nature of the family, the
only context that she knew, through her studies, daily discourse, and the
influence of family members. The Shehu wrote books in Arabic, and long
Fulfulde poems on tafsir, tawhid, figh, and Sufi tenets. His preaching was in
the Hausa vernacular of the region.>* The Shehu’s sermons, written down by

* Last (The Sokoto Caliphate, 6) and Hiskett (The Sword of Truth, 60) culled this information

from Muhammad Bello’s Infaq al maisur.

Last (The Sokoto Caliphate, 20), notes that there were more than seven Sufi students of

the Shehu at the time. This information is culled from Gidado’s nineteenth century Raud al

Jinan.

* See Batran, Abdal Aziz, “An Introductory Note on the Impact of Sidi al Mukhtar al Kunti
(1729 1811) on West African Islam in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.” Journal of the
Historical Society of Nigeria, 6, No. 4 (June 1, 1973), 347 352. Batran notes that al Kunti
regarded the Shehu as a Sufi saint, and was aware of Abdullahi b. Fodio and Muhammad
Bello’s writings and activism. I am grateful to Professor Yacine Daddi Addoun for pointing
out this reference.

> Hiskett, The Sword of Truth, 61.

* Ibid., 64. Boyd confirms that Hauwa, Bello’s mother, and Maimuna, Asma’u’s mother, were
confirmed mystics. These and other women are mentioned in the poem “Sufi Women” in
Boyd and Mack (1997) (personal communication, 14 November 2013).

3° Last, The Sokoto Caliphate, 9.
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his son Muhammad Bello, confirmed the importance of upholding the
obligations of the pillars of Islam, and discussed Sufi concepts of the soul’s
tendencies towards either destructiveness or salvation, depending on one’s
inclination towards ego-fulfilment or selfless purity.** Asma’u was born when
the Shehu, in his late thirties, had just returned from five years of preaching
and having mystical visions in Faru, in nearby Zamfara. He had written a
book on the sunna (Ilya’ al-sunna) that marked him as an important scholar
of his time.** The association of Faru with the Shehu’s mystical visions
and emphasis on following the sunna endowed Faru with importance as a
Sufi site.”

The Qadiriyya emphasis on adherence to the sunna is clearly evident in the
manner that the Shehu sought to emulate the life and jihad of the Prophet.
Asma’u describes this aim in several of her works.** The Shehu’s immersion
in Sufi learning is further reflected in the library holdings of the family, to
which he would have turned during his education. For example, he studied
Ibn Arabr’s “Meccan Revelations” (al-Futithat al-makkiya), and al-Ghazalt’s
well-known “Revivification of the Sciences of the Faith” (Ihya ulim al-din),
which was likely the inspiration for the Shehu’s own work, “Revivification of
Orthodoxy” (Ihya al-Sunna).> It is clear that the Shehu understood himself to
be a reviver of religion in the Degel region, following the historical example of
al-JilanT himself.

Although the early years of the Shehu’s preaching were non-confrontational,
change in leadership brought difficulty. Over a period of thirty years
(1774-1804) the Shehu became increasingly at odds with local Hausa leaders
concerning religious matters. The Sokoto Jihad aimed at reform of local
non-Islamic religious practices and resistance to local prohibitions on preach-
ing and teaching of Islam. The Shehu was not a restrictive fundamentalist in
the Wahabi sense, but he did advocate conformity to orthodoxy within the

" Hiskett, The Sword of Truth, 42 et passim.

> Boyd, The Caliph’s Sister, 3. Boyd also notes that the Shehu lived for four years in Faru east of

Bakura, Zamfara, where he had the mystic experiences as described in his Wird 1204 1208

(personal communication 14th November 2013).

This accounts for its significance as the place from which Sarkin Musulmi Attahiru 1st said

farewell after setting out from Sokoto for Makkah in 1903; this was an important assertion of

resistance of the Caliphate leaders to British colonial incursions.

3* Her works “The Journey” (Filitago, F. /| Wa’kar Gewaye H. 1839, /840) and “The Story of the
Shehu” (Ko’iwi Shehu, F. | Labaran Shehu, H. 1841/1864) (CW 131 153 and 156 175) have been
discussed by Beverly Mack in “Imitating the Life of the Prophet: Nana Asma’u and Shehu
Usman ‘dan Fodiyo” in Tales of God’s Friends: Islamic Hagiography, Ed. John Renard
(Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 2009), 179 196, and will be addressed
below.

¥ Hiskett, The Sword of Truth, 6o 61.
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Qadiriyya Sufi context. Political resistance to his efforts to secure the right to
practice Islam without persecution led him to launch the Jihad in imitation of
the Prophet.

In the two decades between 1774 and 1794 the Shehu gained a significant
following. Prior to this time his preaching had been well received by local
kings, but as local leadership changed, the Shehu found himself increasingly
at odds with kings who sought to control or subdue the rising numbers of
Qadiriyya Muslims in their midst. Although the Gobir ruler declared himself
a Muslim, the Shehu objected to his methods of rule, which favoured local
traditions in conflict with Islamic ideals and codes of behaviour.>* New laws
against sartorial expressions of Islam, demands for the reversal of conversions
to Islam, and increased aggression towards Muslims fuelled the need to
mount a jihad of resistance and reform.” It was at this time (1793-1794
C.E.), that the Shehu began having mystical experiences, including dreams
in which the saint ‘Abd al-Qadir al-JilanT spoke to him about making a hijra,
which was the beginning of plans for a jihad.>® He later wrote about these
experiences in his work Wird (“The Litany”).*

It was also at this time that his wife Maimuna gave birth to twins. It has
long been a tradition among Muslims to name twins after the Prophet’s
(non-twin) grandsons, Hasan and Husayn. In 1793 the Shehu duly named
his son Hasan, but instead of Husseina, he chose the name Asma’u for his
twin daughter. Some speculated that she was named after the daughter of the
Prophet’s Companion Abu Bakr. Odd as this seemed at the time, the only
sense that could be made of the Shehu’s choice was that he had foreknowledge
of the girl’s destiny to play a significant role in her father’s work, as did the
historical Asma in aiding the Prophet’s and Abu Bakr’s hijra out of Makkah.
As history has demonstrated, Asma’u did indeed play a significant role as a
scholar, teacher, and confidante to her father the Shehu, her brother Caliph
Bello, and her husband Lieutenant Gidado during the Sokoto jihad and its
aftermath.

The Sokoto Jihad battles were precipitated by a local king’s reversal of
his father’s earlier conciliatory attitudes. Prohibitions on public prayer,

3 TLast notes the Shehu’s concerns about issues of jurisprudence, taxation, conscription, political
appointments, music, and women’s activities, as cited in Kitab al Farq (Last, The Sokoto
Caliphate, Ixviii).

% Last (The Sokoto Caliphate) and Hiskett (The Sword of Truth) provide many more details

about the prelude to the jihad, but that is not this chapter’s focus.

Last (The Sokoto Caliphate, 10, 20) explains the details of his mystical encounters as described

by the Shehu in his Wird. Hiskett (The Sword of Truth, 63. et passim) discusses the Sufi nature

of the Shehu’s learning and teaching.

3 Hiskett, The Sword of Truth, 64 67.
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conversion, wearing turbans and veils, and the selling of some Fulani as
slaves, all increased to breaking point.** From her infancy, Asma’u had
known nothing but the struggle to defend what her family perceived to be
an Islamic way of life, against opposition they considered to be parallel to that
of the original community of Muslims more than a millennium earlier.

ASMA’U’S SUFI UPBRINGING

By the time Nana Asma’u was born, her scholarly family was already at the
centre of social conflict. She knew her father as a devout Sufi whose mystical
encounters were the likely source of her unexpected name, and whose long
years of fraught existence confirmed his belief in the spiritual imperative of
his reformist mission. Eleven years old when the Jihad battles began, Asma’u
had studied the classics from her father’s library, internalized Qadiriyya
tenets of belief, and understood her father to be striving to emulate the
Prophet. Her written works and activist behaviour throughout the rest of
her life are consistent with this grounding in Qadiriyya spirituality. It is no
surprise that her work is infused with Sufi concepts and advocacy.

The Shehu’s Sufi practices combined voluntaristic and gnostic
approaches.” When he was nearly forty, his gnostic encounters merged
with his worldly endeavours in dreams in which he met the eponymous
founder of the Qadiriyya order who fostered promotion of the Jihad in
order to put Sufi behaviour into practice in the community.** The Islamic
reform the Shehu sought through the Jihad was one that secured for the
average person the opportunity to practice Islam and gain access to deeper
spiritual experiences, as in the Prophet’s jihad. In this the Fodio clan’s Sufi
tenets were “both generated and ... illustrated out of Muhammad’s own
mysticism”.* The Fodios demonstrate in their writings — as a rationale for
the Jihad - the importance of following the sunna and encouraging such
behaviour on the part of others.** Asma’u’s poetic descriptions of her father
confirm his intention to imitate the Prophet, and echo the tradition that

+

Last, The Sokoto Caliphate, 11 13.

Schimmel suggests that it is often the case that the tendency is towards one of these over the
other (The Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 6).

+* Hiskett (The Sword of Truth, 66 67) discusses the Shehu’s dreams (recounted in Abdullahi’s
writings) in which al Jelani robed the Shehu in symbolically Sufi garb and also handed him
the “sword of Truth”, saying “Verily to make ready weapons is Sunna.”

Schimmel The Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 9, quoting F.A.D. Tholuck in his 1821 volume on
Sufism.

Schimmel (The Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 9, 24, 27) confirms the origins of Sufism in the
life and behavior of the Prophet and Qur’anic inspiration.
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“a Sheikh in his group is like the prophet in his people”.* The hagiographic
nature of the family’s descriptions of Shehu Usman ‘dan Fodio are meant to
endow his life’s story, and therefore his reformist aims, with credibility, as
well as to demonstrate reverence for him.** The Shehu’s confidence that his
jihad was destined to be successful was based on his belief in the intersession
of saints who would aid Muslims in overcoming unbelievers.* He understood
his mission of reform as progress on the Sufi path, providing service to his
community.**

EDUCATION AND GENDER EQUALITY

The pursuit of education was incumbent on both women and men among the
Fodios. Asma’u was educated in her early years by her mother and grand-
mother, as was her father. As an adult, she taught classes of young men as well
as separate classes of women, and communicated freely with male scholars
across the wider Maghreb region. The Shehu is known for having admon-
ished local Hausa men for not encouraging the women of their families to
leave the house for the purpose of education whenever that instruction was
available locally. He said that preventing women’s education was antithetical
to appropriate Islamic behaviour,* and the number of scholarly women in
the Fodio family attests to the practical application of that belief in the
importance of education and enlightenment, regardless of gender. If the
estimate of more than a thousand male scholars among the Shehu’s followers
is accurate, it can be assumed there were among them a goodly number of
women scholars as well.*° Judging from what is known about women scholars
in the Fodio family, and from the testimony of contemporary Sufi shaykhs

4

v

Schimmel, The Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 101.

See Carl Ernst’s commentary on hagiography in his The Shambhala Guide to Sufism (Boston,
Massachusetts: Shambhala Publications, 1997, pp. 63, 65 68, 137). The works mentioned
above  Hausa poem Wa'kar Karomomin Shehu (“Song of the Shehu’s Miracles”) by
Malam Isa ‘dan Shehu (the Shehu’s son) and Arabic prose account of the Shehu’s life,
Raud al Jinan (Meadow of Paradise) by Gidado ‘dan Laima are explicitly hagiographic.
Schimmel, The Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 203 discusses saints as the “governors of the
universe”, granting blessings from rainfall to victory over oppression.

Ibid., 229, notes that this is a characteristic aim of Sufi striving.

See Boyd, The Caliph’s Sister, 4 6, in which she cites passages from the Shehu’s Fulfulde
works that criticize men’s unfair and unkind treatment of their wives. Asma’u reiterates this
in her Hausa poem “A Warning” (1856). She also criticized women’s bad treatment of their
husbands. This even handed view is in keeping with the Qur’an’s consistently egalitarian
treatment of the genders; see 24:3, and 24:26, for examples.

This number is cited by Last, The Sokoto Caliphate, Ixxvi, who drew it from Gidado’s Raud
al Jinan.
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that they are unlikely to marry women who are not their equals,” it must be
assumed that there were significant numbers of women scholars in the Sokoto
Caliphate community.

Asma’u’s own education involved personal instruction from family mem-
bers who drew from a corpus of works in the Shehu’s library of manuscripts,
which numbered in the thousands. These included not just the books the
Shehu had written - those were more than three hundred - but also many
Arabic manuscripts of classical Islamic literature, some dating back to works
by twelfth-century authors. Evidence of these is clear in Asma’u’s own poetry,
which includes her reworkings of earlier authors’ classical works, according to
literary custom.

In contrast to Asma’u’s rigorous education, there were in the region
increasing numbers of uneducated, non-Muslim slave women captured in
Jihad battles whose new positions as wives or servants were potentially
disruptive to community welfare. A shared understanding of Islamic values
was crucial to unity in the incipient Caliphate. To this end, Asma’u organized
a corpus of educated Muslim women capable of reaching uneducated rural
women to instil in them the essentials of Islam. Asma’u’s model of extension
education was called the ‘Yan Taru (“The Associates”).’” Its teachers were
older women and young girls — those without child-care responsibilities —
who would first study with Asma’u, and then, once trained, travel together in
groups on foot to remote areas to instruct rural women. Yan Taru lessons
included poetic works that described normative Qadiriyya Sufi values, as well
as practices that ranged from the quotidian (how to pray, how to dress) to the
esoteric (ethics, tenets of belief). The rationale for this organization of women
teachers was that early marriage and domestic obligations militated against
young girls being at liberty to leave their communities and travel with a
Shaykh for study as boys did, but women should not be deprived of enlight-
enment because of their domestic obligations; thus, the ‘Yan Taru could bring
education to them in their homes. The value of this organization is evident in
the fact that it has remained active from its inception - throughout coloni-
zation, post-colonial times, and into independence - into the twenty-first

This perspective has been conveyed to me numerous times in Morocco and Nigeria; in
Morocco individuals have testified to the logic of marrying one’s intellectual equal, while the
prevalence of women in the Sokoto Caliphate is evident in genealogies that pre date the jihad
(listed in Jean Boyd’s notebooks) and in the lists of women ‘Yan Taru teachers from the
period of the jihad to the present, as documented in the appendix in Boyd and Mack,
Educating Muslim Women.

The Yan Taru movement has been discussed in Boyd, The Caliph’s Sister, and Boyd and
Mack, Educating Muslim Women.
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century, when contemporary women continue to educate one another in
a Qadiriyya context using the methods and materials begun by Asma’u in
the 1820s.”

EVIDENCE OF SUFISM IN ASMA’U’S STYLE: POETIC FORM,
ORALITY, VERNACULAR LANGUAGE

Asma’u’s collected works present the strongest evidence of immersion in Sufi
tenets: first, these are poems, not prose; second, they lend themselves to oral
recitation; and third, they are composed in the vernacular as well as in more
scholarly languages. Although other members of the Fodio clan wrote prose
and treatises, Asma’u’s works are in poetic form, the perennial mode of
communication of Sufi themes. The importance of poetry to Sufis is derived
from its Arabic linguistic origins, in which ever-deepening esoteric meanings
can be implied most economically in poetic form.>* Asma’u’s poems are Sufi
in content. They express the importance of emulation of the Prophet, com-
mentary on the sunna, discussion of miracles, belief in the guidance provided
in the Qur’an, ethical behaviour, adherence to practices prescribed in the
pillars, affirmation of the benefit of wisdom over knowledge (marifa v. ‘ilm),
and the superiority of moral obligation to the community over conquest.
Other topics of Asma’u’s that reflect constant Sufi concerns include detailed
parallels between the Shehu’s life and the Prophet’s, comparisons between
their inspirations for jihad and the jihad battles (set over a millennium apart),
attention to miracles, and reference to Sufi figures in history.

These concepts are conveyed in poetic works whose mnemonic qualities
facilitate their being internalized through oral repetition and memorization.
Each of Asma’u’s works, while written, lends itself to memorization and oral
recitation for use as a lesson plan in the ‘Yan Taru context. Oral expression is
characteristic of Islamic devotions, as is evident in daily prayer, and repetition
of prayerful words and phrases in the process of dhikr. Sufis have long
acknowledged the value of oral transmission of spirituality, understanding
that repeated oral prayer allows for the internalization of the word, which
transforms the human vessel in ways that writing cannot: Sufis say they write
their prayers on the heart, where they cannot be destroyed. In Sufism’s early
years, attention to the oral communication of gnosis was recommended:

>3 There also exist North American chapters of the ‘Yan Taru, as discussed in Boyd and Mack,
Educating Muslim Women (chapter 6), and in Beverly Mack’s “Nana Asma’u’s Instruction
and Poetry for Present day American Muslimahs” in History in Africa, 38, (2011), 1 16.

>* Schimmel, The Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 13.
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“[t]rue gnosis . . . is not attained through books . . . ‘to break the ink-pots and
tear the books” was considered by some mystics the first step in Sufism”.”> The
respectability of illiteracy in this context is inherent in the Prophet having
been called ummi, (Qur'an 7:157), a word implying mystical associations in a
man who was pure spirituality, untouched by worldly intellectuality; “[t]he
heir of the Prophet is he who follows the Prophet with his actions, not he who
blackens the face of paper”.”® Although Asma’u was not without her inkpot,
this perspective underlines the value afforded oral communication in her
community. Western scholarship has long since endowed the written form
with greater credibility than the oral form, but among nineteenth-century
Sufis oral communication remained a respectable means of conveying impor-
tant concepts.

Asma’u’s poems were intended to be recited in Fulfulde and Arabic among
her family members and other scholars, and in Hausa among the masses.
Inherent in that practice was her reliance on the vernacular, which facilitated
the spread of Sufism from its inception.”” Early Sufis composed in vernaculars
to make esoteric concepts clear to non-Arabic speakers, and thus developed
vernaculars into poetic languages of new literary modes.”® Sufi teaching
circles are vibrant centres of learning around the world, where they combine
oral instruction in local languages with communal dhikr in Arabic.”® Asma’u
was quadrilingual, but wrote in only three of these languages: Arabic, Fulfulde,
and Hausa,”® depending on which language was understood by her audience.
This practice was in keeping with Prophetic instruction to teach to the level of
the student, and served the practical needs of the Caliphate following the Jihad,
during years of integration of refugees.

For example, one of Asma’u’s Hausa poems - “The Qur’an” - contained all
114 names of Qur’anic chapters in a mere 30 couplets.”* Its brevity facilitated
its memorization by rural women, while the itinerant teachers were qualified
to unpack the work, explaining the import of each Qur’anic chapter (dis-
cussed more fully below; see p. 209). “The Qur’an” is interesting for its having

> Schimmel, The Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 17.

56 Ibid., 218, 222.

Schimmel gives examples of the use of Persian, Turkish, and Indo Muslim languages as
vehicles for the spread of spiritual concepts that could not be understood by the masses in
classical Arabic (The Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 33).

Schimmel, The Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 33.

Personal experience in visiting women’s zawiya meetings throughout Morocco (2001 2008)
indicate the efficacy of the use of darija Arabic for discussions.

Asma’u also spoke the Berber language Tamachek, although she did not compose in it.

All references to Asma’u’s poems in the following discussions are from Boyd and Mack, The
Collected Works. The interested reader may refer to it for details.
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been composed first in Fulfulde (1829), then in Hausa (1838), and finally in
Arabic (1850). Hiskett noted its Arabic title, Qasida fi'l mundja, while men-
tioning that it was of “little literary interest”.> As a listing of Qur’anic chapter
titles, it is certainly not compelling in a literary way, but its function was
one of educational value. Asma’u composed it first in Fulfulde - towards the
end of the period of Jihad battles — perhaps as an exercise, and for review and
commentary by her family members. Its Hausa composition in 1838 was a
deliberate effort to create a lesson plan that was succinctly composed and
transparent in intention to serve the needs of reconstruction, in which Yan
Taru instruction was instrumental.

ASMA’U’S POETRY: SUFI IDEALS IN ARABIC,
FULFULDE AND HAUSA

Asma’u’s collected works include over sixty originals. Of these, eighteen are
elegies of family members primarily written in Fulfulde; one is in Hausa, two
are in Arabic. Among the rest of the poems, seven (11 percent) are in Arabic,
thirteen (21 percent) are in Hausa, and the majority, twenty (33 percent), are
in Fulfulde, her first language, and that of the scholars of her community.
Each poetic work, especially among the elegies, is composed in a context of
Sufi values, with a focus on the importance of the sunna and cultivating Sufi
character traits of humility, piety, and active social welfare behaviour. Because
the language of the work indicates the audience to whom she was speaking,
these poems will be discussed here as compositions that seek to communicate
Sufi concepts to particular groups of listeners.

ARABIC WORKS

In 1820, when she was in her mid-twenties, Asma’u wrote her first composi-
tion, “The Way of the Pious”, in Arabic. This inaugural piece was Asma’u’s
presentation of the tenets she had learned, as well as an example of her facility
with the poetic style. In this four-part work she clarifies the importance of
expending one’s energy in support of the Islamic community through good
works such as visiting the sick, and cultivating character traits such as
humility and modesty, which reflect values she will extol in those she eulo-
gizes later in her life. Like all her works, this first poem is well organized and
moves logically from difficulty to resolution: part one lists barriers between
humans and heaven (death, difficulties of the grave, resurrection); part two

® Mervyn Hiskett A History of Hausa Islamic Verse (London: SOAS, 1975), 44.
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explains personal traits that lead to damnation (eigh