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Debates about religious issues are very significant within postcolonial contexts in 
African societies

These relate to issues such as identity politics, Islamisation of the public and 
critical debates on Islam

They can be close links between political dynamics and issues relating to Islam in 
global contexts, which impact upon public and private life in diverse African 
contexts

Within African public spheres, Islam often lost its independent political capital, 
but retained relevance when prominent religious leaders were actively promoted 
to grant legitimacy to colonial rule

Colonial policies did not only lead to accommodative practices among Muslims; 
they favoured the practice of Islam that was not overtly political

Within new cities and urban environments, forms of Muslim religious life  
thrived

Source: Abdulkader Tayob in Islam in the Modern World

 Sufi movements were particularly significant, including in West Africa 
(Muridiyya and Tijaniyya)  and in East Africa (Qadiriyya)

in zones where Muslims formed significant proportions of populations, Islamic 
identity politics dominated public life in competition with Christian groups

There was often a preoccupation with defining “orthodoxy” for Muslim social 
life, including the formation of scholarly bodies, development of schools and 
mosques, and the adopting of specific practices derived from Islamic sources

In some contexts, there was a focus on Islamic law as an expression of Islam

Source: Abdulkader Tayob in Islam in the Modern World
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Source: Abdulkader Tayob in Islam in the Modern World

 Muslims participated in post-independence movements and liberation 
movements throughout Africa, bringing in ideas about Islamic law and 
expression in some contexts

There are specific issues associated with ideas of “reform”, and especially the 
resistance to colonialism and imperialism, influenced by ideas of “modernist” 
Islam – Muhammad Abduh  was particularly relevant, and the influence of the 
Muslim brotherhood impacted in some zones, for example in the Sudan.

Muslim majority countries in sub-Saharan Africa created generally more secular 
states with sufficient co-operation of an legitimacy from religious leadership

Source: Abdulkader Tayob in Islam in the Modern World

These included countries such as Mali, Senegal, Nigeria and Chad that inherited 
secularism lasted today from the French, and also Somalia with a history of 
Italian colonialism.

Countries that have emerged from British colonial rule were not as decisive on 
secularism, even though they did not develop explicitly religious states

In some of these countries, Muslims and Christians engaged in a battle over the 
symbolic identity of the state

Such politics included a close watch over the religious identities of those in 
power, the dominant religious identity among citizens, and intra- and inter-
religious conflict and competition.

Source: Abdulkader Tayob in Islam in the Modern World

With the exception of  Sudan,  where a regime of Islamic law was 
introduced in the early 1980s, the movements of Islamic revival in sub-
Saharan Africa remained for the most part self-contained

Some did have connections with other movements elsewhere in the Muslim 
world, For example the Muslim Brotherhood, Tablighi Jamaat,  Saudi-linked 
organisations,  and some Shia movements

The rise of revival movements in the 1980s coincided with programmes of 
economic austerity, forcing states to decrease investments in social sectors 
like healthcare, education and welfare

This meant that Islamic movements were to emerge as important institutions 
organising these services

Source: Babacar Mbengue in An Introduction to Islam in the 21st Century



Reformist ideas and challenges were presented by Salafi  teachers in East Africa

Sufi scholars organised and advocated forms of religious reform as well

Traditions may be maintained through a legally sanctioned system of sharia 
courts, and may also be part of religious education systems and networks, some 
of which may also encourage ideas about modern scientific education.

Source: Abdulkader Tayob in Islam in the Modern World

Gambia

A reformist understanding of Islam took shape against a Sufi oriented 
epistemology which included claims to an esoteric access to knowledge

This also supported traditional practices at graveyards

Within this context, both perspectives operated without one form dominating the 
state

Source: Abdulkader Tayob in Islam in the Modern World

Islamic laws become a key element for activists

Critical activists have focused on the meanings of Islamic law, in particular in 
regard to women’s rights

Critical voices have been heard when ideas about being extended in northern 
Nigerian states have been articulated, and these courts’  judgements have been 
challenged in higher courts

This discourse is linked into ideas about the greater objectives (maqasid)  of the 
sharia more than its specific rules

Critical voices are an important part of the debates in political and public spheres

Source: Abdulkader Tayob in Islam in the Modern World
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 In Nigeria, the ruling aristocracy, nurtured and protected by the British through 
indirect rule, transformed itself into political players in the new state

Ahmadu Bello (Governor of northern Nigeria 1959 to 1966) connected politics 
with the construction of a Nigerian Muslim identity

He formed a political party attempting to connect with history of an 18th or 19th 
century Islamic state, calling the body Jamaat Nasr al-Islam ( society for the 
support of Islam)

Bello tried to found a new Sufi order (Usmaniyya)  to supersede existing orders

Source: Abdulkader Tayob in Islam in the Modern World

Bello promoted the preacher Abu Bakr Gumi (d.1992)  to  develop his ideas 
about Islam, making him the grand Kadi  and inviting him to present sermons in 
the Sultan Bello Mosque.

Bello  was assassinated in 1965, but his policies continue.

Gumi:  influential in ideas about reform, often directed against the influence of 
Sufi networks

Gumi

Bello:  can be compared/contrasted with Aminu Kano (1920-83), born into a 
religious scholarly family, a teacher who went on to lead the Northern Elements 
Progressive Union  which promoted ideas of social justice, development and 
equality rather than religious symbols in public life.

Source: Abdulkader Tayob in Islam in the Modern World Kano Mosque



Boko Haram

 meaning: “Western education is sacrilege” (Hausa)

this group emerged in northern Nigerian states, and has been responsible for 
numerous attacks in Nigerian and other contexts

The group presents a strong, jihad oriented manifesto which feeds into 
disenfranchised groups; it has been responsible for violent attacks, and also the 
kidnapping of schoolgirls in Nigeria (which led to substantial international 
publicity)

This group has exacerbated tensions between Christian and Muslims in Nigeria

Source: Babacar Mbengue in An Introduction to Islam in the 21st Century



http://edition.cnn.com/2015/04/14/africa/nigeria-kidnapping-anniversary/
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The country's area is more than two times the size of that of France or slightly 
less than twice the size of the area of the U.S. state of Texas.  
 
Since beginning of 2012, the Malian government has lost more and more control 
over the northern regions of Gao, Kidal, Tomboctou, and parts of northern Mopti. 

In April 2012 Tuareg-led rebels have conquered the historic city of Timbuktu and 
the northern part of the country, from which at least half the population has fled 
either into the southern part of Mali or into neighbouring countries. 

The Tuareg are Berber people, they are the principal inhabitants of the interior of 
the Saharan desert. 

The Tuareg declared independence from Mali and named the new state Azawad, 
which means 'the land of the nomads'.

Source: http://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/mali_map.htm

Roof of the Djenne Mosque 
Image: Albert Backer
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Koranic Sankore University. http://travel.nationalgeographic.com/travel/world-heritage/
timbuktu/



Muslims currently make up approximately 90 percent of the population of Mali.

majority - Malikite Sunni, influenced with Sufism. 

Others:

Ahmadiyya 
Shia branches.

Syncretic beliefs

Ancestor veneration

African Traditional Religion.
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Mali: Islamic expression – (© G. Bunt 2015

Enforcement of ‘Sharia’ in north:

Music banned; amputations, punishments for smoking, drinking, improper dress; 
stoning of adulterers

In 2012 several Islamic sites in Mali were destroyed or damaged by al-Qaeda related 
groups – claiming sites represented "idol worship”. 

French forces intervened in 2013, together with peacekeeping forces, in order to 
challenge the rise of aQ related activities, which had proclaimed ‘Azawad’ as an 
independent land 



Although non-Malians have been involved as members and in key leadership 
positions in two of the Islamist groups in northern Mali -- al-Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM) and the Movement for Unity and Jihad in West Africa (known 
by its French acronym MUJAO), the appeal of such groups to some Malians and 
their active participation in advancing those group’s agendas challenges the view 
of a static “traditional” Islam in Mali. The fact that Malian Tuareg rebel leader 
Iyad ag Ghali -- one time member of Tabligh Jama’at, the world’s largest Muslim 
missionary organization, which spread widely in Mali -- founded one such group 
Ansar Dine (literally “defenders of the religion”) whose major stated objective is 
to impose sharia throughout Mali should help set such simplistic views aside.

Benjamin Soares, Islam in Mali since the 2012 coup
http://www.culanth.org/fieldsights/321-islam-in-mali-since-the-2012-coup 

After the 2012 coup, Ansar Dine controlled Timbuktu (for a time) and destroyed 
shrines and other buildings deemed ‘unIslamic’. Control has now been regained.

Ousmane Madani Haïdara -- Mali’s most prominent Muslim preacher and head of 
the country’s largest and most successful modern-style Islamic organization (also 
called Ansar Dine) who encourages people to be better Muslims and good 
citizens -- was not only an outspoken critic of the Islamists and their harsh rule in 
the north, but also Malian Muslims from the south who share the Islamists’ ideas. 
Haïdara has even gone so far as to state publicly that such Islamists are not 
Muslims -- a position that is not uncontroversial. 

Benjamin Soares, Islam in Mali since the 2012 coup
http://www.culanth.org/fieldsights/321-islam-in-mali-since-the-2012-coup 

Source:  http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/20/gunmen-take-hostages-
radisson-hotel-mali-bamako
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