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Chapter 5

Pulaaku in historical context

The dry stick knows what it is to be green, but the green stick does not know what it is to be dried.









    Fulbe Proverb

Understanding the Fulbe means understanding pulaaku and the clustered concepts and metaphors the Fulbe use in their discourse about Fulbe identity.  Pulaaku describes both boundaries and centers the Fulbe discourse about both ultimate and practical things.  This chapter provides an overview of pulaaku and its historical relationship to Fulbe identity and, as such, a context for understanding the research data in the chapters that follow.

Who determines pulaaku?  When and how is the determination made?  Why is pulaaku so powerful?  In spite of the many variations in Fulbe communities regarding what constitutes truly being Fulbe, how do the past and present interact to inform the major conceptual materials for determining pulaaku?  It is, of course, the Fulbe who provide us with the original material on what pulaaku is.  Yet, the Fulbe, and all of us as groups and subgroups within humanity, are participants in ethnic groups, and therefore we are influenced to see from a certain perspective.  Often, as the following quote affirms, we do not see what we are; rather, we tend to believe what our group and those around us affirm “us” to be.  

Cultural Anthropology, as a behavioral science, deals not only with what people say they do and believe, but also with what they actually do and think. (Luzbetak 1993, 32)

For this reason, a perspective from outside of culture is needed in order to interpret culture.  Before we discuss the specifics of Fulbe pulaaku, a general understanding of ethnicity as well as how ethnicity and other factors have interacted with Fulbe beliefs and identity is necessary.

Ethnicity has been described as,

An attributional state possessed by a community, a commonality of language, kinship or cultural practice, while the second notion is that it is an attribution process, in which a certain overarching identity is assigned to individuals or groups by virtue of properties perceived, qualities defined or features selected.  From the latter perspective, ethnicity may guide behavior or its interpretation, but it is not part of the order of social groups but rather of discourse about it. (Spear and Waller 1993, 176) 

One major point taken from this definition is the importance of discourse and ethnic idenity.  Yet more must be said about this view of ethnicity vis-à-vis the Fulbe.  Researchers observed early on that the historical discourse about Fulbe ethnicity involved what was called by the Fulbe, pulaaku (Stenning 1959).  Numerous examples of creative adaptation to changes exist along the historical continuum of the Fulbe history.  People in flux, especially nomadic-type peoples like the Fulbe moving to a sedentary life-style, find new contextual factors forcing new aspects of discourse upon the ideal called pulaaku.  Old identities are then brought into dialogue with the new questions raised about Fulbe identity in a new context.  This results in the adduction of pulaaku, first in localized groups and communities, but then in larger movements, toward new positions.  Ethnic boundaries “are maintained in each case by a limited set of cultural features” which do not remain static through history for the same group (Barth 1998, 37-38). Such shifts transform both the boundaries of pulaaku discourse as well as the characteristics of the discourse.  For instance, a view focused on boundaries may change to a centered-set view.
  Such a centering frees the Fulbe to discuss new identity without excessive condemnation from the old boundaries.  At the same time, the discourse needs significant inputs of historical perspective to retain the metaphors.  

Discourse about pulaaku has been observed to encompass conjugal, ancestral, racial, familial, occupational, linguistic, religious, geographic and spatial relationships (Riesman 1977, 1992).  This width in pulaaku indicates that pulaaku discourse is discourse about culture.  For such discourse to remain relevant among the Fulbe, new discourse about identities will adopt historically grounded metaphors in order for established norms and familiar concepts to be referenced while simultaneously proposing some adaptation of identity in community in the new abstract forms.  Agreement on the forms and terms of discourse, while tacit, is “absolutely obligatory” (Johnson citing Whorf in Samnovar and Porter 2003, 187). 

Ultimate and Practical Perspectives

In each area of life, one can observe a powerful interplay of the largest of these tacit perspectives extremely relevant to the shifts occurring in pulaaku: 

The movement back and forth between the religious perspective and the common sense perspective is actually one of the more obvious empirical occurrences on the social scene, though again, one of the most neglected by social anthropologists. (Geertz 1977, 64)
  

The interplay in the pulaaku discourse between the religious and the practical is evident in Fulbe life.  Those called Fulbe have been attributed a duality of reputation from both the religious and common sense perspectives.  Both sides contribute to Fulbe urban identity, as it exists today. From the religious perspective, sedentary Fulbe are known as those that brought Islam to the area of north Cameroon while the nomadic are known as those who were too busy with their cattle to take time for religion.  This latter group, the nomadic, has had a reputation for not really being able to be true Muslims
  

From the traditional perspective, some Fulbe have depended on a pastoral lifestyle, eschewing sedentary values. Other Fulbe of different clans and classes became the dominant force of urbanization in northern Cameroon over the last 150 years!
  All these are called Fulbe and each group will argue for that designation.

At any moment in history, what could be termed an interpretive pulaaku dance is being rhetorically created and enacted back and forth between the ultimate and the pragmatic.  As one Fulbe said, “pulaaku and religion are like the positive and negative poles on a battery, when you hook them up a charge flows between them.”
  The high energy that flows between these two poles is released into ways of daily living called pulaaku.  Agreement in diversity is dynamic. 

How pulaaku is defined, in what context and with what import, is crucial to forming and maintaining Fulbe identity, and consequently, Fulbe interrelationships with others.  First we will overview the more traditional pastoral pulaaku as others have observed it.
Anthropologist Derrek Stenning (1957), who studied the Wodaabe in northeastern Nigeria, wrote of the pervasiveness of the concept of pulaaku.  “Pulaaku is the way of the Fulani [Fulbe] which has a variety of elements or components, the foremost being semteende (a sense of shame), along with hakkiilo (care, forethought), and munyal (endurance)” (VerEecke 1991, 187, quoting Stenning).  Other virtues that were noteworthy included “endam (compassion), ngoru (bravery), neddaaku (dignity, self-respect), goongaaku (truthfulness), and ndimaaku (being free)” (ibid.).  

In her own studies, Katherine VerEecke (1991) asked the Fulbe to describe pulaaku.  A few of the responses are included below:

“Pulaaku is the calf-rope to which all good things are tethered.”

“Pulaaku is a people not owned.”

“Pulaaku is the root of Fulbe.” (VerEecke 1991, 187)

Ronald Nelson includes pulaaku and fertility as two themes basic to Fulbe life.  He goes on to state: 

Activities, attitudes, relationships, customs and values seem to have their base in the Fulbe conception of what they are or at least, ideally conceive themselves to be, which they call pulaaku. (Nelson 1997, 53-54)

Although the nomadic and semi-nomadic Fulbe reference an ideal identity around a pulaaku identified occupationally with herdmanship values, physical appearances have been an important boundary as well.  The Fulbe are distinguished physically from many African people groups in that they are generally lighter skinned, facially fine-featured and tall, with wavy rather than curly hair.  Some proverbs and stories illustrated the dangers of racial mixing; however, most of the sayings specifically about pulaaku focus on other than physical appearances.  Other sayings listed by VerEcke include: 

“Life is lived in the name of pulaaku.”

“Pulaaku is herdsmanship and the cattle staff.”

“A Pullo holds the pulaaku as the essential tool for life as the herder holds his staff as the essential tool for herding.”

“Pulaaku is to live the semi-nomadic life.”

“Pulaaku is to life as the rope that tethers calves is to the herd.”

“Pulaaku is the tribe that cannot be enslaved, that cannot be owned.”

“Pulaaku is to wake up and to find.”
 

“Pulaaku is the holy rope to which all good things are tethered.” 

When appearances are mentioned, in spite of what they may say, Fulbe tend to be flexible if it results in agreement, as the Fulbe proverb states, “If you meet a woman and find she is a leper, or crippled, or black, if she has cattle you should marry her.” 

Paul Riesman (1977, 1992) has noted the importance of Fulbe virtues, but he has observed pulaaku to operate largely in the area of moral and ethical boundaries in relation to other ethnic groups.  His general approach to understanding how the Fulbe view themselves consists of describing, from their point of view, what they are not; as in the Fulbe emphasizing that they are not like the stereotype for rimaaybe (liberated slaves):

According to this stereotype captives are black, fat, coarse, naive, irresponsible, uncultivated, shameless, dominated by their needs and their emotions.  One may note the linking of the outward physical traits with those of character . . . a key to understanding pulaaku--for the Fulbe cannot imagine that a descendent of slaves could have better qualities than his ancestors. (Riesman 1977, 117) 

Riesman continued, “the Fulbe firmly believe that it is membership in the Fulbe race that makes a man capable of this [the qualities that are part of Fulbe-ness]” (1992, 127).  The Fulbe, in contrast to all this, are free people.

Riesman demonstrated how the metaphor of slavery is ultimately tied into descriptions of everyday life and the control of one's desires.  The clearest verbal expression of the distinctiveness between other social categories . . . other ethnic groups, is in the mouths of the bards (1977, 117).  The true Pullo, for instance: 

1) eats and drinks less than the slave; 2) can endure being out in the storm and cold; 3) can sleep in the bush without a fire; 4) bathes in cold water; 5) shows very little emotion in the presence of those whom he does not know or those who are in-laws; and  6) knows what it is like to watch a weaned yearling heifer "foam out" by trying to sneak in and take two teats at a time from the rear of the cow. (Reisman 1977, 118)  

The major concept of Fulbe-ness in this case is semteende (shame awareness and shame avoidance); the major concern of identity is to avoid being like a slave.

Images

We will be reminded quite often in the glimpses into pulaaku through dialogue, proverb, or story that true pulaaku cannot be grasped without fully engaging in the responsibilities of daily life.  Such a wholistic view allows one to see how the practical relates to the ultimate.  Traditionally, this daily life was related especially to the savvy of a herdsman’s way of life.  For the sedentary Fulbe today, this daily life and its wisdom (hakkiilo) include almost everything but cattle.  Yet, the Fulbe affirm that it is in the practical matters of daily life: eating, marrying, practicing religion faithfully, and relating responsibly to others in community where one sees pulaaku in others and discovers it for oneself. 

Being a Fulbe with traditional pulaaku standards was much more than making a living off their cattle. While cattle became symbolic of being Fulbe, it was the herder who became the pulaaku ideal or image.  

In contrast, the ideal image for the sedentary Fulbe is largely Islamic and typified in Uthman dan Fodio as religious reformer, warrior and ruler.  In either case, whether the Fulbe realize the ideal or simply live toward it tacitly, pulaaku nevertheless remains something that should be striven for, an ideal, an image, and a goal.  In the discourse that follows in chapters six through nine, we will see Fulbe go so far as to describe pulaaku as an ultimate identity for all humanity.

Flexibility

Pulaaku can bend in context without breaking.  Some Fulbe practice a more Islamic pulaaku when near the larger cities but shed this in the bush.  It sometimes is a symbolic change in cultural clothing and sometimes a literal one while living between clan and urban context.  In this way, the identity designation Fulbe can facilitate access to the formal community systems of an Islamic city life as well as a more familial or clan-based one of the countryside.
  

In some cases, people groups subjugated to slavery by certain classes of Fulbe and fixed with pejorative identity labels (and consequently shame) found ways to become Fulbe through Islam, receiving new identities and a new start to some extent in their world dominated by Fulbe Muslims.  Or, in axiomatic terms, “If you can’t beat them, join them.”

What follows is an interview with a person in the mountains of northern Cameroon showing that calling oneself Fulbe was only a convenient way to identify with political and religious power structures.  

Often being Fulbe was equated with being a Muslim, especially among the sedentary groups.  Such identity usually entailed speaking Fulfulde and adopting Islamic prayer rituals.  Schultz documents an interesting encounter between an anthropologist and a Fulbe in Guider, a village in northern Cameroon:

One morning, when doing a census in a quarter... I approached a large compound.  Outside the compound wall... sat a young man of about 20 years of age... I greeted him, explained my task, and he agreed to answer my questions.  When I asked him "Noy asngol ma?" (What is your people group?), I noticed that he hesitated before answering and then replied "Fulbe." 

Later, after learning that the rest of the people in the compound did not respond affirmatively to being Fulbe but claimed to be Ndjegn, she recounts, "I expressed my confusion to the elder brother, he laughed and told me his brother was also Ndjegn.  “But,” I asked, “why did he say he was Pullo?” [this was not in fact what the younger brother said which is something Schultz realized later].  “Well,” the older brother replied, “Did the young man not speak Fulfulde?  Did the young man not pray? [Muslim prayers]  Well then, he is Fulbe.” The informant smiled, indicating to me that his point had been made.

Although many Fulbe deny Islam is really part of pulaaku, being a Fulbe Muslim in the urban setting generally is attributed to good pulaaku.  However, a more general definition of pulaaku has emerged in the urban environment described by researchers in Cameroon recently as follows:

Pulaaku is the total sum of socio-cultural identity and values for the Fulbe.  It is at the same time their lifestyle and their life meaning.  Therefore it comprises a Fulbe ethic covering--at once a life philosophy and the daily rules of living, expressed individually and collectively.  Much of pulaaku concerns the “do’s and don’ts” of living in community and the sanctions which follow for transgressors.  As such the degree of pulaaku one evidences is in a sense a collective ‘grade’ on the social scale.   In the longest sense it is the remembered collective conscience of generations of Fulbe. (CERCP, 7) 

The researchers above were careful to avoid introducing religion into the discourse but instead use words like “philosophy, rules, do’s and don’ts, sanctions, and collective conscience.”  However, it is impossible to honestly discuss pulaaku today without referencing ultimate things, Allah, Islam or religion.

In biological systems, the greatest area of diversity and life is where systems intersect: field and forest, deep water and rocky reef, mountain and plain.  In northern Cameroon, the rhetorical attribution of identity has been seen in the dynamic interplay of the pastoral Fulbe and their pulaaku intersecting the pulaaku of the urban Fulbe.  Both have argued for the ethnic designation Fulbe, but for different reasons.  Both have sought, at times, to disqualify the other from being seen as really true Fulbe.  The sedentary may disqualify the nomads on the basis of a lack of true adherence to Islamic prayers and other associated religious requirements.
  The traditional or more genetic cattle Fulbe may respond that the urban Fulbe would have to “go learn Fulfulde from their slaves,” a stinging indictment.
  Occasionally one finds city Fulbe who lament the loss of pulaaku in the city and admit more pulaaku is found among the pastoral Fulbe.  I did not find a traditional pastoral Muslim that admitted the urban populations had better pulaaku than the herders.  What I did encounter were nomadic Fulbe who expressed a desire to settle, if they could find a place for their cattle.

Religion

Islam’s influence on pulaaku and on Fulbe identity is strongly felt by the pastoral and more genetically pure Fulbe people.  “It is sometimes difficult today in Mbororo families, which practice Islam, to divide things and to distinguish what comes from pulaaku and what comes from religion” (Mogensen 2000, 149).  

The pastoral Fulbe, centered on cattle values, tended historically to resist Islam while those who moved to the cities and were no longer tied to their herds tended to embrace Islam.  As Dean Gilliland points out from the neighboring Nigerian context, there are various levels of integration of Islam and some societies universally conform to Islamic ritual yet retain the traditional core (Cited in Mogensen 2000, 152).  Pastoral Fulbe often retain their pulaaku while outwardly conforming to the religion of the cities.  It has been said in Cameroon “Islam is like water: it takes on the color of the soils in the region where one finds it.”

At the same time, there are new factors such as the introduction of groups of Fulbe who are embracing faith in Jesus Christ as will be discussed in two later chapters.  Although these Believers do not significantly affect the present cultural context of Islamic and pulaaku values, they have a new opportunity for discovering and defining a refined pulaaku in Christian community.

In any case, Fulbe identity and pulaaku have historically depended on a religious base.  Though occasionally overlooked, the Fulbe tradition has at its core a religious and a practical explanation for life.

Becoming a Herdsman: Kumen

The Kumen text (Ba and Dieterlen 1961) is purported to contain the knowledge and understanding necessary to carry on the nomadic life of the Fulbe.
  Its age, about the tenth century A.D., as well as its origin in what is now Mali, makes it an important document for understanding the pre-Islamized Fulbe.  Principal elements include the knowledge of family structure, especially in-law relationships and the way of cattle.  

To be a good herdsman is to fulfill the intent for which the Fulbe were created.  Therefore the origin of the identity Fulbe for those on the nomadic end of the continuum comes from the Creator (Kumen), who is the ultimate Herdsman and Gatekeeper of all life and cattle from the beginning of the world.  The human gatekeepers of pulaaku derive their knowledge and authority from the Creator through encounters with Created things interpreted by Kumen.  

The text specifically includes instructions on a herder’s equipment constantly interwoven with the deeper metaphysical realities to which they refer, the special herder language and a herder’s relationship to plants and other animals, vis-à-vis the herd.  

“The Fulbe received pulaaku from cattle” (VerEecke in Abba 1991).  The meaning of this saying differs from some other pastoral sayings because of the direct appeal to cattle and the difference in the kind of statement made in comparison to other pulaaku sayings.  For instance, other references to pulaaku are not as much about its origination but about its description.  These references should be understood as poetic and wisdom sayings that energize conceptually and are truly heard in metaphor and association, not in literalness.  “The effectiveness of a proverb or maxim is its contextuality.  Proverbs serve to reinforce cultural orthodoxy in practice” (Brookman 1986, 75).  As can be seen in the wisdom sayings, life’s tangible center revolved around cattle.  

The Kumen Text (Initiatique de Pasteurs Peul) mentions only once the secret name of the bovine.  A sacred cow is also at the center of frescos picturing the emergence of sheep and goats.  If cattle provide not only the necessities of life but also, in life shared with them, the metaphors that allow the discoveries of ultimate things, then we can begin to appreciate the depth of the proverb.  The Kumen text notes:

Donc, profane des chose pastorals qui n’a vu en la vache qu’une pourvoyeuse de chair et de lait, pour savoir son vrai nom, il faut avoir evolue et appris a aimer le bovide, animal designe par Dieu, Doundari, pour symboliser a la fois l’utilite et la misericorde!” (Ba and Dieterlen 1961, 91)  

I offer the following translation, “How irreligious and unspiritual, therefore, to view the life of herding and especially the cow as no more than a provider of meat and milk!  In order to understand the cow’s true name one must undergo a transformation and learn to love the bovine cattle, animals chosen by God [named here as Doundari] that symbolize at once all that is practical and all that is mercy!”  It is through taking on and appreciating the life provided by God with the herd, with all of its trials and experiences [a la Kumen], that one comes to receive understanding of being truly human, and of knowing what can be known about the Divine.  The Pullo could not be complete in a traditional pulaaku without the herd.  Kumen is introduced here as part of the historical context for present day pulaaku.  Four interviewees, all literate, encountered in the scope of this research knew of its existence.  Two of the interviewees referenced material related to it (pre-Islamic names for God for instance).  

Ron Nelson (1997, 67) offers interpretations of the text as well as the overview cited below:  

The candidate for initiation into herdsmanship, Sile Sajo, is conducted by a deity, Kumen, through twelve “glades” [openings in a forest] in the mythical wilderness [Kumen is the eternal offspring of Geno or Dundari, Creator of all that exists].  In each of the glades, he encounters successively more profound secrets of the universe and the task of the herdsman.  Upon completing the rituals of the twelfth glade, Sile Sajo re-enters the land of people, fully equipped.  As a last test, he kills a lion and is finally given the secret name of cattle in a dream. 

Until the jihads of Uthman dan Fodio, beginning in the nineteenth century, the Fulbe pulaaku in this region centered on herdsmanship and a nomadic lifestyle with values as reflected in the Kumen text.  

Nomadic generally refers to a people that move constantly in search of food and pasture and have no legal rights, claims or obligations on a designated area of land.  Some Fulbe have done this, but Fulbe nomadism also includes transhumance and semi-sedentary lifestyles (ibid., 4).  

Transhumance is the seasonal and alternating movement of livestock together with the persons that tend the herds or flocks between two regions.  Of transhumance among the Fulbe there are three major types as follows: kodol meaning a localized moving from one area to another not far away and within the governance of the same village ardo; eggol meaning the movement from one village jurisdiction to another further away for a season and then returning; and, perol meaning a major displacement of flocks and belongings from one region or country to another.  Often such movement was the result of problems with authorities, wars or disputes.
  

The Fulbe have at times been nomadic, at times moved seasonally, at times migrated, and at times become sedentary, depending on the needs and pressures they faced.  Yet one over-attribute of the pastoral Fulbe has been the willingness to die defending one’s herd and thus to avoid cemtudum or shame, as the following account illustrates:
  

It was near the house of a semi-sedentary Fulbe who kept cattle, on a night almost totally black.  The first indication of trouble was the sound of someone fighting with a savage animal, a ferocious panther of the bush.   The cattle owner knew that this could likely be his son, as he had the habit of coming home very late at night.  But [the next phrase was said with a high-pitched tone and the added exclamation of clapping the hands] the owner stayed peacefully where he was, watching his cattle in the enclosure.  He waited and finally the son arrived.  Then the following exchange took place.

Father.  “Ah, it is you.”

Son.  “Yes it is I.”

Father.  “Yes, I knew it was you and I waited.  You must understand that if you had called for help, if you had cried out in fear during your encounter with the wild animal, then I myself would have had to come and kill you!”  

Crying out for help, in this case, would have brought shame on the whole clan.  Therefore a true Pullo must not bring shame on the clan but must fight the wild animal until he wins or is killed.  He must not cry out which would express fear and emotion unbefitting to semteende or shame avoidance.  This young man had to fight with the animal, alone.  The honor of the clan was above all and that is why his father said he would have had to come and kill him if he had shamed the clan.  This is the image of pulaaku for the cattle-herding Fulbe.
 

It is interesting to note that the fulfillment of the ultimate or last test in the Kumen text is killing the beast.  The lion threatens all that is at the heart of pulaaku for the pastoralist: cattle values and the life-milk that flows from the bovine herd.  This quality of selflessness, of enduring pain for the values of pulaaku, is markedly present in a number of epic stories where the honor and life of the clan is represented.  This value continues on into the village life, even when the cattle can no longer be kept.  It is called munyal and typically indicates the willingness and ability to endure hunger, encounter fearful situations, and suffer in various ways, without showing emotion.

Outward expressions of pain or emotions are strongly censured among the Fulbe, and, when exhibited, are a transgression of pulaaku.  In the soro ceremony for young adults of one nomadic Fulbe clan, no outward expression of pain is allowed except the grinding of the teeth.  This high regard for self-control is a major part of perceived Fulbe character.  “One way of demonstrating one’s pulaaku is not to betray one’s affections and painful emotions, that is to say, not to permit them to be expressed involuntarily” (Riesman 1977, 147).  

Comments like the following proverbs reflect this aspect of being Fulbe, “A Pullo will die from his shame.”  Or, “If you find a dead Pullo, it is shame which killed him.”  The enduring perception of Fulbe stoicism remains historically constant and is strong today even among the sedentary Fulbe.  I found that non-Fulbe groups spoke of the willingness to die for pulaaku and that these conceptions by others work to strengthen this Fulbe-ness.

Ethnicity involves less identifying an attribute than attributing an identity--often through naming or labeling of someone, by someone, often in the context of someone else. (Spear and Waller 1993, 176) 

Priest and King

What could be termed an attributional battle involving discourse often ensues where groups from various parts of the pulaaku spectrum intersect.  Historically, there are the traditions, recorded in texts by Ba (1966, 1971), that support a Fulbe priesthood rite and the enthronement rite for a Fulbe king.  These are of Fulbe origin as well; yet present very different ideals from that of the herdsman.  Nelson (1997, 61) speaks of the two initiation rites collected and published by the Honorable Ahmadou Hampate Ba, Kaydara (1966) and Laaytere Koodal (1971).  Kaydara is “a transition rite to qualify a person to be a priest (silatigi)” (ibid.) and “Laaytere Koodal is the enthronement rite for a major chief”(ibid.).  So what is the significance of these rites originating far to the West of Cameroon?  

Various interviewees from the following chapters have mentioned origins in what is now Mali, a staging area for the Fulbe migrations to Sokoto and Yola in what is now Nigeria with eventual arrival by some families in what is now northern Cameroon.  The significance of these rites is the establishment of ancient enthronement or initiation rites that glorify or honor the roles of priest and king among the Fulbe.  If the only rites were those of the Kumen text, then herdsmanship would have a definite advantage as epic depicting an idyllic model and role among the Fulbe.  That would leave only the jihads of Uthman dan Fodio, his lieutenant Adama and their standard bearers as historic material on which to build a model Fulbe image.  With the existence of these texts, there is additional reason to understand how the sedentary class of Fulbe have historically affirmed a worldview that was often at odds with that of the pastoral Fulbe.

From Nelson’s descriptions (1997, 60-64), these oral traditions collected by Ba use the interplay of spiritual or ultimate values discovered and implemented through ordinary things, themes present in many animistic or pre-Christian, pre-Islamic cultures.  Justice and truth are the ideals for most of these stories that appear to be of mythical epic genre.  “All the material is pre-Islamic.  No mention is made of the Prophet, the Quran, or Quranic teachings.  Certain characters from the Old Testament do appear, however, in the myths: Adam, Moses, and especially Solomon” (ibid., 64).

Keeping these myths and initiation rites in historical perspective allows us to understand how the justification for priestly and kingly positions existed that were later largely fulfilled by Islam, even though the positions were not originally Islamic creations.  Yet the Fulbe are forgetting their history, “The massive conversions to Islam have often altered the traditional knowledge [of Fulbe origins and traditions]”(Ba in Nelson 1997, 60).  

These myths reveal the historical basis for the various aspects of the Fulbe identity spectrum and illume the tensions between nomadic worldview and sedentary worldview have existed for generations prior to the present.  Certainly the differences between the two views did not begin in the nineteenth century with Uthman dan Fodio.  The rites that established religious views and teachings about priests and kings among certain classes of Fulbe were developed prior to the Fulbe being primarily identified as Muslims.  While they do not solve the tension, they provide historical perspective.  Because Uthman dan Fodio will be discussed at length in later chapters we will not pursue this further.

Nomad and Sedentary

It was reported that sedentary Fulbe occasionally referred to the nomads as Mbororo.  While this designation is not necessarily derogatory to some, others refuse to use it, as it may have a pejorative meaning.  Two sources I interviewed identified the name Mbororo as derogatory and used by sedentary Fulbe to emphasize ignorance of religion.
  This was said to be a mockery as the name is like the lowing sound made by their animals.  The sedentary Fulbe Muslims also used the name kaado, meaning a pagan or unbeliever, to refer to the nomadic Fulbe.  According to Adama and Bah (2001, 16), “the name haabe (sing. kaado), includes a double signification of being both an unbeliever [non Islamic] and a potential slave.”

I did not hear Fulbe Believers (Christians) use this designation for nomadic Fulbe.  I do not intend the name Mbororo to be in any way derogatory.  Bocquene’s work (1986) is obviously using the word to refer to a Fulbe clan, nothing more.  The general disdain for the nomadic is puzzling unless understood historically.  A nomadic Pullo gives this account and subsequent explanation in being rejected when he called at someone’s home in the city:

Yes, wherever the place where we find ourselves to be, there is no consideration due us, the Mbororo.  How can this be explained?

A Mbororo presents himself at someone’s home and gives the Muslim greeting, “Salam aleykoum”.
  Alerted to someone’s presence, the master of the house sends his son who informs the father, “A Mbororo is here.”  To which the father replies, “Don’t respond to the greeting.  An Mbororo?  Who receives an Mbororo?”

We do not have a place of origin as Mbororo.  Where is our Mali, considered the place of some (Muslim Fulbe) their home?  In times past they knew there was only one race of Fulbe, later we became different.

I heard it said that the great Shehou Oussoumanou [Uthman dan Fodio] organized the Fulbe to conquer pagans to Islam.  He gave flags to those on his side in the Holy War.  One group of Fulbe refused to be enlisted: these were the Mbororo.  They did not participate in the Holy War.  From this some Fulbe unfairly malign us. (Bocquene 1986, 378)

Some nomadic were said to refer to their town cousins at times as huunybe, meaning arrogant or aggressive.  The sedentary Fulbe were often intermarried with other people groups of the region; this brought condemnation from some nomadic Fulbe.  Conversely, it was said that some urban Fulbe paid too little attention to bloodline because they desired to have as many wives and children as possible.
  Fertility has been a concept of major importance in the traditional pulaaku of the region (Nelson 1997, 116).

Intermarriage

The intermarriage of Fulbe with neighboring peoples like the Giziga, Fali, Tupuri, Masa, Kanuri, Arabe, Mbum occurs especially when it enhances political, social and economic relationships.  For instance, in an area populated largely by the Giziga near Maroua, intermarriage provided more political and religious authority advantageous to both.  The Giziga/Fulbe offspring could, in a largely Islamic environment, have access to positions of religious and political authority carrying over from the nineteenth and twentieth century Jihad of Uthman dan Fodio of Sokoto.  At the same time, they retained their local social status and participated in Giziga life and culture, as long as it did not openly detract from their being Muslim.  Marriage to a sedentary Fulbe almost always resulted in the person of a different culture becoming a Muslim and being subsumed into the Fulbe Muslim culture; a culture loosely referred to as Fulbe culture by many in Cameroon.

The sedentary context more easily allows other ethnic group members to self-reference as Fulbe, even if their genetics are otherwise, due to the pressures on clan structures in an urban environment (Hiebert 1997, 277).  Even if one was only slightly Fulbe, in terms of clan affiliation, it may be regarded as more than sufficient to establish right to govern in the urban context of a non-Fulbe people.  This was observed in the local rulers, or lawan, who still retained rights to rule among local people groups due to a very slight degree of Fulbe genetics.  Part of this right undoubtedly goes back to the politics of Uthman dan Fodio and it was continued by later decisions of Germany and France to often invest local governing authority in the Islamic Fulbe (sedentary) rather than in the non-Islamized people groups.  Fulbe confessed that they would rather follow someone with some Fulbe blood than a non-Fulbe.

Genetics

One of the most widespread self-distinguishing aspects used traditionally by classes of Fulbe associated with political (laamu) and religious (diina) rule was whose you were in terms of patriarchal and political lineage.  Was one’s father, grandfather or great grandfather and so on free (rimbe), freed (rimaaybe) or slave (maccube)?  Slaves were never part of the Fulbe bloodline or heritage.  Freed slaves (rimaaybe) were those once enslaved and joined to the Fulbe through intermarriage with Islamized Fulbe.  Those never enslaved (rimbe) were often of Fulbe bloodlines or religious and/or royal ancestry, but not necessarily pure Fulbe.

Many depended on the power of this perceived ancestral source rather than on a place in order to justify personal identity and value that were over perceived as superior to others.  This was true even if perceived ancestral Fulbe relatives actually accounted for a very small percentage, less than one thirty-second of the bloodlines.
  Bad characteristics were often attributed to slave genetics resulting in what were supposedly inherited traits of poor judgment and lack of commitment to pulaaku values.  The marked differences in one’s personal value, based on heritage, was painfully evident at times as is demonstrated in the following interview:

Q: Where does pulaaku come from?

A: As for pulaaku, it comes from one’s ancestors [roni daga maama’en].
  If you have this you are pure Pullo.  You inherit this from those who are Fulbe without any black ancestry, not even a bit.  When all are Fulbe they all give birth to pure Fulbe, this is how you arrive at true pulaaku or a pure Pullo [Pullo soosey].
  Absolutely, [fakat] pulaaku is from your grandparents. And especially if they are from Mali  [Said with an intensity marked by leaning forward, much eye contact and said in a hoarse whisper for maximum effect]! But Pulaaku that you make, that is really two very different extremes, joined in a city.  Is this really a Pullo?

Q: 
You are saying this may be a Pullo or it may be something very different?

A: 
God alone be worshipped [Alhamdulillaahi]!  You came and bought something and take it like this [enacted by grasping in the air and pulling toward oneself]!  What is it that has made such a one a Pullo?  A Pullo indeed! [laughter]  But it is like this now in the villages.

Slaves who have been freed!  I tell you, pulaaku is related to those who gave you birth.  Was the father and mother a Pullo?  No, the father was a slave [maccudo] so you are a slave.  If your mother is a slave [kordo] then you are a freed slave [ndiimaajo].  This is how it is.  This is how it works.

Q:
It must be very important then whom you marry, is it not?  If you are patient will you have a wife in the Fulbe?

A:
Yes and you give the dowry.  Others [meaning the non-Islamized people] they come together like sheep.  There is no real marriage.

Q:
Pulaaku, I know there is that which is not mixed genetically from long ago.  There is this different pulaaku in the city, as you have said, but what do you do with someone who has some Fulbe ancestors but is mixed or someone who evidences pulaaku awareness and character but is not Fulbe?  Is there another way to describe this type of person or to describe what seems like pulaaku in their life?  

A:
Pulaaku of the heart is like this.  Let’s say a person’s father is a Pullo and his mother is a pagan, black, non-Muslim (Kaado, pl. Haabe).  The father, a Pullo, has married this person so she gives birth.  Hasn’t a Pullo given birth to someone?  Isn’t the father a Pullo?  Do you understand?  Isn’t the pulaaku given through the father?  Then it is finished!  That one born from a Pullo is a Pullo.  They will say Fulbe.  This person is a Pullo of their people.

Now if the father is a slave (maccudo) who marries a poor woman who is a Pullo.  She gives birth then it is a slave (maccudo). He is then freed.  Isn’t he a free person because they gave him [italics added for emphasis] liberty?  Now will he say he is a slave?  Won’t he say he is a Pullo?  But we are not finished yet. He is a Pullo jokkangu [aid with much chuckling].  This is what the Fulbe [certain classes of sedentary] say.

The intended joke is in the meaning of Pullo jokkanngu.  Jokkugo is to join together two extremes.  Jokkaago is to trap someone from behind or to arrive at being equal to someone through a back doorway method, or, as it were, unsuspectingly (Noye 1989, 192).  Although this explains how one may understand one aspect of the figurative play on words and the racial import, the strongest bias racially is expressed in the ending, -ngu.  In the Fulfulde language there is a system of agreement in the noun classes that involve twenty-four primary categories.  These groupings categorize kinds of animals, plants, shapes of things, places, geographical or physical objects and abstract concepts, allowing agreement with the antecedent to the pronoun.  For instance, o (singular) and be (plural) are for humans.  The ngu (singular) and di (plural) are used for referencing non-humans.  He used the pronoun reference for non-humans when referring to those who were not genetically pure Fulbe.
Semtataa!  This person shows no shame awareness!  Semtataa!  Pullo jokkangu.  The Pullo with the linkage through the father’s parentage, his pulaaku will never end.   In all he does you will find pulaaku makes him as he is.  The pride [mawnitaare] of his way of eating, the pride of the people he associates closely with, his pride of everything Fulbe: this is his pulaaku.  This is pulaaku of the heart.  He carries this from his father’s ancestry.  But the other one, he will take it or leave it.  He cannot maintain this pride of his heritage and will return to his old slave ways [kaadaaku maako].  This Pullo jokkaandu is able to easily leave or deny his religion of Islam.  This is the way it is. Alhamdulillaahi.
  

This account was narrated in 2001 and yet agrees with what Riesman found in Niger twenty-five years earlier, “It is in captives, or liberated slaves that one finds most clearly expressed everything that is the opposite of Fulbe” (Riesman 1977, 117).  Pride is used above as a positive quality, unlike the traditional view which makes it the opposite of semteende.

The majority of those self referencing as sedentary Fulbe today, however, cannot appeal reasonably to the historical and physical indicators of pulaaku such as body type, hair, skin color, facial features, and genealogies.  Concepts other than physical ones must therefore become the center of identity.  In other research of especially nomadic Fulbe, these centering concepts have typically included semteende, munyal and hakkiilo.
  One of the shifts in identity we will see in the upcoming interviews relates to the decreased use of hakkiilo and the increased use of narral, gendal boodngal, neddaaku and others that relate to neighborliness and community.  In any case, these centering concepts are fluid enough to allow a redefinition of pulaaku leading to the pursuit of a shameless identity.

Pulaaku of the Heart

The story of the orphan girl, Bii-Atimeyel, illustrates many of these pulaaku values.  Note the slave character displayed especially in giving into one’s desires and appetites, and ultimately, how the villainess dies by her own lack of self-control over basic appetites.  Informant Y narrated the account.

Once there was an orphan girl who lived with her cousins in the city.  She was not given the privileges of the daughter of the house and lived a difficult life.  The parents favored their own daughter and often disregarded or looked with disdain on the orphan girl among them.  

One day the stepparents approached Bii-Atimeyel and requested that she go to a larger city nearby and have her hair professionally braided at Muura Buduura’s place.  A large religious holiday was approaching and all in the household would have to appear well dressed. The women would be expected to have beautiful hair in order to bring respect to the clan.  The parents knew it was a dangerous journey and had to be assured their lovely (and spoiled!) daughter would be safe, so they decided to send Bii-Atimeyel first.  If she made it then they would send their daughter.

Bii-Atimeyel was excited none-the-less and spent much time thinking about her journey.  She planned to go to bed early and be well rested and with such aforethought could arrive while the sun was not yet too hot.  Then she could have her hair done and be ready to return in the afternoon.  Bii-Atimeyel knew the wild animals came out after sundown and did not want to be on the road at that time.

After an early departure just before sunup, Bii-Atimeyel traveled quickly and arrived as the hairdresser was just about to open for business.  As she waited, a very old woman who lived in the house next door to the hairdresser beckoned her saying,  “Come, come over here.”  

Respectful of her elders, Bii-Atimeyel quickly moved close to the older woman and bowed in a gesture of respect and submission, “Yes mother, what can I do for you?”

“Please help me relieve myself.  I am so weak it is hard for me to get outside and back inside without falling at times.”  

Bii-Atimeyel was glad to do so and obliged willingly.

Afterward Bii-Atimeyel had her hair done, the old woman told her the secrets of her return journey.  

“You must be very careful to listen, my daughter.  Your journey back can be made safely, if you will follow my instructions.   You will first encounter a beautiful and lush bushes bearing bunches of delicious grape-like fruit.  They will call to you from near the water saying, “Come, Pluck me, pluck me, Eat me, Eat me.”  It is fine to take one handful and eat them but do not take two or three and carry none in your pockets.”

“Na’am” came the obedient reply of Bii-Atimeyel as she respectfully noted verbally that she was listening while she respectfully avoided eye contact.

“Are you listening?  Good!  Next you will come upon a person baking bread in a casserole.  The flour will be ready and sitting by the fire and you will find fresh bread there to eat--only be sure that you take only what is offered.  Wait until it is offered!  By no means ask for it.  As you wait a ram with curled horn will come up and want to nibble a bit of flour out of the bowl. Be sure not to chase the ram away.  You are to let the ram have some and by no means should you ever hit the animal or throw anything at it.”

“Na’am” came Bii-Atimeyel’s respectful reply.

“Are you listening?  This is good.  Finally you will meet a person who is grilling meat, tasty meat on an open fire.  The brochettes will be ready and very tempting and they will draw you in.  You will be tempted to stuff your mouth and your pockets and to forget to restrain yourself, forgetting your pulaaku.  You are allowed to take only one, no matter what is offered you.  Do not eat it there but take it along and eat it at the edge of town under a tree where you will be all alone.  You can eat there without others observing.  Then move quickly and do not give in to the temptation to nap, for the night will be fast approaching.  There will be water near the tree and you are to wash and continue on.” 

“Na’am” came the reply again, for Bii-Atimeyel had been listening intently to every word.  She knew this was no ordinary woman.

Finally the woman gave her ashes and an egg.  When the wolves began to howl she was to throw the ashes behind her and keep the egg before her as she quickly moved to enter the gates of her home before nightfall.

Bii-Atimeyel did all that was asked and arrived safely.  She took only one handful of grapes.  She did not prevent the ram from eating and lightly tapped its horns when it had sampled the flour.  She did not hurt the animal.  When offered a whole packet of meat brochettes she only took one, ate it privately, washed and went on her way, avoiding the desire to sleep in the shade of the tree.

As the wolves howled just at nightfall, she followed instructions and arrived home just at sunset.  Her stepparents rejoiced to see her knowing their own daughter could now go and make the trip.

Now it was the favored daughter’s turn.  However, she really wasn’t used to travel, getting up early, listening to advice or restraining her desires.  For this reason she got a late start, and arrived with others ahead of her.  As she waited the same old woman came out and asked for assistance, just as she had with Bii-Atimeyel.  The favored daughter was not so kind however.  She looked suspiciously at the old woman and would not help her out to relieve herself.  In spite of this the woman offered advice to safeguard the favored daughter’s trip home.  Needless to say the advice was not taken to heart.  The ashes and egg were only accepted after much insistence on the part of the old woman but the daughter soon forgot them.

After getting her hair done, the young lady set off, but not before shopping a bit at the market and spending extra money she had along.  

As she went on her way she heard the grapes calling and beckoning.  They looked so good!  Forgetting all advice she rushed to them and filled her hands, mouth and pockets.  So sweet and luscious!  Who could resist?

Next came the bread-making place.  As she waited impatiently for the woman to give her bread, the ram approached to nibble some flour.  The daughter took the stick lying nearby and without thought, slapped the ram on the nose, sending it in hasty retreat, bleating and knocking over bowls of food as it ran.  

When offered bread she took it all and left nothing in the kettle.  She sauntered on, feeling full and beginning to tire in the afternoon heat.

Next came the brochettes and the smell seemed overpowering.  She stopped and waited, took what was offered, eating it on the spot and demanding more!  “Why so skimpy?  Give me more, more!”  

Finally after eating her fill and wiping her hands on her clothing, she left and arrived at the tree, the stream and the shade.  After drinking deep and long she decided to take a very short nap, even though the sun was hot for it was late afternoon.   

The daughter awoke with a start and realized that the sun was now close to setting.  She began to run but the grapes, the extra bread and the brochettes she carried all weighed her down.  She heard wild animals calling and wolves howling.  She stumbled and went on.  

Then she remembered the egg and the ashes.  “But where were they and what do I do with them?”  In vain she tried to recall something of the older Fulbe woman’s advice. 

Darkness fell and the anxious parents watched the road until they could see no more.  They did hear the wolves howling.  Their favored daughter never was seen again.

The story encapsulates characteristics highly valued in pulaaku of the villages today.  Addressing elders as mother and father and doing what they ask, no matter how unpleasant it may seem at the time, showed respect, as did taking to heart instructions, shown in the attentive listening and in the giving of verbal responses to instructions, as in “Na’am.”  These were demonstrations of how to earn approval and success.

Community values were reflected in the eagerness to help any older person in need.  Pulaaku is often concerned with rules about eating in public and children are taught to avoid such activity and to come home to eat.  Gluttony of any form or the display of physical wants and needs in public are forbidden.  Respect for herd animals relates to the source of sustenance for the clan and is partially tied to religious beliefs about the origin of the Fulbe.  The orphan or adopted daughter shows more wisdom than the daughter, which may come from the Islamic teaching emphasizing care of orphans, or the pre-Islamic traditions of other groups, like Christianity and Judaism.  Interspersed within is the interplay of ongoing integration between what is actually seen and what must be believed about the supernatural or unseen in order to survive.  Goodness and ultimate reality are placed in terms of daily interactions with others and practical life choices.  

In a changing world often perceived as destroying true pulaaku, raising the subject of pulaaku may evoke emotionally charged language about ultimate right and wrong.   As a concept, pulaaku is intended to link all of life under its widely spreading branches.  There is a functional width to pulaaku, expressed by the belief that it always works, somehow. In that sense it goes beyond a people group and expresses an ideal for all humanity.  According to Interviewee J, “The Fulbe will say, pulaaku is very large and very deep.”  In the next chapters, we will explore the centering concepts clustered in pulaaku discourse as the sedentary Fulbe themselves have offered us through informal conversational interviews.  

�See the diagram and the following discussion by Paul Hiebert in Anthropological Reflections on Missiological Issues, page 112.


�The use of the term common sense needs clarification.  What is common sense to one group may not be true to another, yet both possess a notion of common sense in a location and in a tradition.


�The Fulbe classes of warriors, religious leaders and participants in the Jihad of Uthman dan Fodio are to be distinguished from the pastoralist Fulbe, some of whom had no part in the call to take up arms in the name of Islam under Uthman dan Fodio’s general, Adamou.  Hence, they (pastoralists) are viewed as unable to truly embrace Islam.


�The settlement by genetically mixed Fulbe races in N. Cameroon came about through Hausa influence on the Fulbe and political structures adopted by association with the emirate at Yola (what is now Nigeria).


�Interview R.


�This implies the traditions that one is born into and finds part of life from birth are pulaaku traditions.





�Some Christian groups provide, as a ministry of practical love, a sort of guesthouse for pastoral Fulbe where they can change from their pastoral garb into something more suitable for functioning in the city.


�Taken from notes on an article on the Fulbe.


�More will be said on this in chapter six but the reader should know that in the approximately 200 years since the jihads of Uthman dan Fodio when the Mbororo refused to be enlisted as Fulbe for the cause of Islam, the stigma of being those who loved cattle more than religion has not been erased.


�Interview M.


�Interview Egge.


�This quote is attributed to Ahmadou Hampate Ba (Nelson 1997, 96).


�Kumen is the spelling used in the original French translation.  Others the English spelling Koumen.


�Interview Sadou.


�This event took place at Djulguf Lawon, near Maroua, close to the mountain there and was recounted to me by a friend who works with sedentary Fulbe.


�Interview Z.


�Interviews D, Y.


�Noye lists this as Assalaam aleykum.  Literally, the peace be with you.  Normally one Muslim to another or the greeting when entering a house, like knocking.


�Interview D.


�Interview A.


�Interview R and Schultz.


�Daga is a Hausa variation of diga meaning from.


�Ron Nelson has pointed out soosey is actually a Hausa word which adds a bit of irony to it’s use here. The Fulfulde word for genuine is asliijo.


�Interview S.


�See Ron Nelson, Good News For The Fulbe (1997) where he discusses the major concepts of pulaaku for especially the cattle herding Fulbe.
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