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Inlroduction
Many authors have discussed the spread of Islam in West Afnca and its historica!
context Yet it is remarkablc that none ot them have made any remarks about the
way this process has atfectcd the position of women, or how exactly women have
become mvolved m this process No distinction between the sexes is made They
speak of mcrchants who introduced Islam, and of Muslim clerks or political leaders
who adopted the new fai th , bul did these groups mclude women as well as men7"

For this reason I agree with Robinson who pleads lor a more sociological
approach where it concerns the study of the sptead of Islam Thus, hè argues, there
will be more room to consider the way in which Islam was mtegrated in diitcrent
societies, and how it was adopted to pre-Islamic social processes (Robmson 1985b)
Such an approach oullmes the individual persons and their practices that are
mvolved It is also a necessary step in order to highlight women's position withm a
new, Islamic environment

I wil l tirst bncfly descnbe the spread of Islam m North Cameroon, the area
under consideration Islam was the state rehgion of the Sokoto empire This empire
was founded m 1804 It was dommated by the Fulbe, an ongmally pastoral people,
that had converted to Islam a long time betöre With the advent ot the Fulbe, North
Cameroon became one ot the provmces ot the empire The dominant rehgion m the
area became Islam, and the language of the Fulbe, Fulfulde, became the hngiia

l hè history of Mokolo is partly based on oral accounts Dates used in this papei were gathered
during two penods of ficld-work trom December 19X6 u n t i l June 19X8 and trom November 1989 unül
I ebmary 1990 The research was made possible b> WO1 RO the Netherlands Humdation tor Scicntific
Research m the Iropics and by the Dept ol Cul tura l Anthropology Utrecht University, and the
Umveis i ty ot Leiden My topic v,as the Islami^alion ot tlie Mata »s effects on women and on the
relations between the genders I am imlehted to one ot rm students, Ms Koster who hrought to mv
attention the ar t ic le ol l A Ogunbiyi concernmg Uthmandan Kidio's notions about the position of women
in the Sokoto I mpire

Clarke 1982 Greenberg 1946 Hiskett I97T, Knk-Greenc 19<i8 Last 1967 l evuion 1988 l'aques
1978 Smul) 1960 Wil l i s 1979
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franco Many famous Mallumbe (religieus leaders),3 were and still are Fulbe Thus
Ihc impact of Islam on the individual lives of people and, in this case, on the hves
ot women in Mokolo, can only be understood in connection with this Islanuc state.

In public atfairs the authonty of Islam was widely respectcd (Stennmg
1966.387) In this respect the ideas and concepts of Uthman dan Fodio, the founder
ot the Sokoto empire, about the orthodox Islamic state and lts way ot life, were a
source of Inspiration. In lus wnlings lic also gave his views on the position of
women within the state and cntici/ed their position within the harem

In this article I want to tocus on the mfluence of these histoncal events on the
individual I will thereby particularly discuss the changing position of women within
this process My specific arca of research are the Mafa women in Mokolo, North
Cameroon

Spread of Islam m West Afnca
People m North Cameroon are, as m most othcr parts of West Atnca, Sunm
Muslims Rehgious experts play an important role in the community, as they
preserve the Islamic truth They were also very impoitant in the spread of Islam in
West Afnca 4

West Afnca's lirst contacts with Islam were made m the seventh and eight
centunes, mitially through slave raids and gold trade It is important to notice that
U were the Berbers, and not the Arabs, who maintamed these trade-routes through
the Sahara The desert and the Berbers tormed a sort of barner agamst Arab
invasions mto the Büad al Sudan, the land of the Blacks, as it was called by the
Arabs s Consequently, Islam spread south along different ways, and accordmg to
Robinson this has led to different interpretations and apphcations of Islam within
different ethmc groups (1 Levl/.ion argues along the same line Such a process,
leading to an Atncanisation of Islam, could explam the peaceful progression of the

laith (Lcvt?ion 1971-31)
Belween 1000 and 1600 A D., the majonty ot the people m West Africa who

had converted to Islam denved from the ranks of the ruling elite, trom the merchant
class and Irom among the urban population. Islam made httle impact on the life and

1 In French the word Marabout is commonly used, hut this is not an indigenous tcim The word tor
rehgious expert. Mallam in Arabic, is Mallitm/o in tlie fu l tu lde speakmg regions The qualny of these
Mallumbe (plural) vary from real religious experts with suidents, to skilled peisons in vanous magical
prauii.es

4 Clarke 19X2 6

"• l logbcn and Kirk Greene 19W) l-\Levl7ion 1971 31 Robinson l'Wib, Willis 1979

' Robinson 198Sb H97, Nicolas 1971
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belief of the farmers, fishermen and the pcople in the rural areas m general 7 This
picture still applies today, not the Mata people who live m the country become
Muslims, bul those who come to live in the towns In those early days however,
many Muslim rulers, even though they surrounded themselves with Muslim judges,
scliolars and holy men, also paicl heed to the philosophers and pnests of the
traditional rehgion (Levtzion 1988 100)

As statcd previously, the Islamisation ot Cameroon is closely related to the
spread of the Sokoio empire This empire was founded by the Muslim reformer
Uthman dan Fodio He belonged to the Torodbe, who are related to the Tokolor,
who m turn are related to the Fulbe The Torodbe dcveloped over the centunes into
an important mtellectual and religieus force in West Afnca Origmally the Fulbe,
including the Torodbe, were concentrated in today's northern and eastern Senegal
where they led a predommantly pastoral hfe Later on some Fulbc groups settled m
towns, gave up their pastoral hfe and mixed with other Muslims From these groups
came the most learned and respected stratum ot Muslim rehgious leaders m West
Afnca "

The way Islam spread as descnbcd by many authors has reccived cnticism by
Robinson He underlmes that an cmphasis on the profoundness 01 'punty' of
rehgious practices caused less orthodox ideas and r i tuals to be considered as a phase
m the development towards orthodox Islam Consequently there was less attention
for the Integration of Islam within the different societies Ethnic groups that had not
converted to Islam, scrved as cxamples of the phase of jaluliya, the 'pre-Islamic
ignorance' Ethnic groups that had played a dominant role in the process ol state
tormations, as for instance the Mandmg, and where Islam uscd to play an important
role at court, served as examples of the syncretic phase The groups which stood for
an orthodox Islam and thereforc played a dominant role m the jihad\ the holy
wars, were considered as the truc propagators of Islam

The Fulbe Torodbe serve as an cxample While m the penod betöre ca 1600
A D the spiead of Islam generally followed a peacelul line, afterwards some
Muslim scholars sought rehgious and pohtical authonty and adopted militant mcans
to achicve these ends Thus m seventeenth Century Senegambia the Torodbe had
founded strong Muslim commumties m areas m which Islam had not previously
existed In hterature, those groups have been presenled as the true propagators ot
Islam Such an approach however, does nol explam the place of Islam within the
commumties in question

f l a r k c 1082 28n Lcvt/ion 1988 99
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It is also remarkable that none of the authors m their descnption ol the spread
of Islam in West Atnca reter to women Neither do they make any remarks about
how exactly womcn became involved in tlus whole process We know that Islam was
often inlroduced by merchants, and that pohtical leaders slowly adopted Islam, but
we can hardly assume that u were women who tamc across the Sahara m search ot
gold or slaves and thereby influenced other women or that women as pohtical
leaders adopted Islam

Islam as a rehgion is not only open to members of bom sexes, but it also gives
specific rules to men as well as womcn m order to give them their place m the
Islamic Community

We know that women m the tormer Boinu and Hausa states did have important
pohtical and religieus functions Female functionaries ruled the female population
the queen had an important position and in the pre Islamic Hausa rituals, the 'bon
cults', women played a major role and served as intermedianes ' How Islam
affeüed these positions, with or without the consent ol women, remains an open
question

It may be too easily assumcd that women became Muslims simply by marrying
men who were or had become Muslims Histoncal events mark different waves of
Islamisation in Mokolo and suggest otherwise The Information collected in the
course ot my own research indicates that women mostly converted on then own
initiative, for vanous reasons

rnmingham the only author who bnefly mentioncd the role and position ot
women, in a footnote was ot the opinion that women who convert to Islam tend to
mamtain their old rehgious traditions lor a much longer penod that men tend to do
and hcncc women can be considered as bemg more conservative (Tnmingham
1968 47) This remark goes against my own Undings While, after marnage, men
may adheie to their own rehgion, women sometimes embrace Islam at a later age
and change their lifestyle drastically It we )om my arguments with Robinson's plea
for a sociological approach, the conclusion is, that looking at the status ol women
withm Islamic society must mclude an awarencss ot the lact that women withm the
diilerent Islamic societies have ditlerent positions and that not all the customs and
manners originale from Islamic mies As Fahmi statcd in 1909 m a remark on Arab
societies

Islam may seem to have aged in a revolutionary way by abohshing certam
morals and customs and institutionalizmgnew ones, but nevertheless underncath
the ditterences and oppositions, a great numbcr ol common features combine the

Nicohs 1975 20 Barkow 1972 326 Gru.nbi.rg 1946 Ni to l i« , 197S 152
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contmuity between Arab customs (or in this case Fulbe and Mafa customs) and
Islamic mstitutions (Fahmi 1983 25)

This need nol be in conflict with Islamic law, because in a society the cxisting status
quo can be mamtamed as long as il is not in contradiction with Islamic law
(Andcrson 1954) In the next paragraph I will give a short descnption of the
cmergencc of the Sokoto empire, which m due coursc would bring Islam to the
region under concern.

Uthman dan bodio the founder of the Sokoto empire
Clarke (1982 77) argucs that due to relative political instabihty, commcrce and slave-
trade, the wamor-class, the ruling elite, and their opponents began to fight more
cffcctivcly for power This starled a process whercby the Muslims m the villages
began to look at Muslim leaders among the Torodbc for political as well as rehgious
guidance 'u The latter wei c prepared to derend and promote the intercsts of their
followers by military jihad It is m this context that ti\ejilmd'i> of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centunes look place

Islam was emergmg as a counter-tradition Previously it had been accom-
modatiomst, assimilatiomst and prepared to coexist pcacefully with the non-Muslim
tradition The Islamic educational system contmued to expand and to produce large
numbers of Muslim scholars, who bccame mcreasmgly critical of the "mixed" Islam
prcvalent in government circles. Thus therc were two trends- the waning mflucncc
of Islam m government circles and the emergence of a more radically-mmded
Muslim mtellectual elite m Hausaland (Clarke 1982 98).

Uthman dan Fodio, m the early mneteenth Century, made repeated attacks on
'venal mallanu' who preached and taught Islam although madequately trained. In his
view u was vital for a Muslim teacher to understand the wntmgs of the respected or-
thodox Muslim scholars in order to be able to give the correct Interpretation on
points of Islamic doctrine and ntual "

In Gobir, Uthman dan Fodio later reported, tension between the ulama and the
poluical authonties mcreased While m the first half of the eighteenth Century the
town of Zamfara was still the strongest centre m Hausaland, this changed when
Gobir rose to a position of dommance in the second half of the eighteenth Century
(Levt/ion 1971 338)

Uthman dan Fodio's ideas and Inspiration camc from the wntmgs of orthodox
scholars such as al-Maghili, who lully supported the belief that in each Century God

Clarke 19X2 77, I cvtzion 1971h 4
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woulcl send a retormer to rcnew the taith and eradicate injustice This belief
mfluenced his thinking, as did al-Maghili's militant stand agamst Muslims who
mixed the Islamic faith with the mdigenous rehgion Uthman dan Fodio repeatedly
remmdcd Muslims m clear simple language of the correct orthodox Muslim position
on matters such as inhentance, marnage, fastmg, prayer, and alms givmg, while
pointmg out the vanous incorrect practices existing m Hausaland p

He and his successors set out to reform Islam m Hausaland, and cxtend it far
and wide What had begun m Gobir as a commumty ot the taithtul, ended in the
establishment of an Islamic nation, as the former Hausa states were reformed into a
confederation of Islamic states One of the more significant changcs brought about
by the Mushm reformers was the setting up of an Islamic admimstration within a
centrahsed state, with Sokoto as the mam provmce The Sultan of Sokoto became the
Supreme Commander of all the Muslims m Hausaland, and hè gave the emir't> the
task ot administeimg the Cahphate at a provincial level A chiet qadi or Mushm
judge was appomted to supervise the admimstration of justice based on Islamic
prmciples The chief minister, wazir, moreover, hnked the rest of the emirates with
Sokoto and acted as moderator m disputes withm and bctween the emirates (Clarke
1982 119)

In the educational sphere the reform movement achieved a good deal hterac)
in Arabic was spread over a much wider area The reform movement also gave nse
to a grcater interest in and concern lor the education ot women, to the establishment
of more Mushm schools and the training ot Mushm teachers By the end of the
mneteenth Century people contmued to be mspired by Uthman dan Fodio's retorm
movement, which made Islam the state rehgion (Ogunbiyi 1969)

In one ot his books, the Ta'lun al Ik/man (Education ot the Brethren), Uthman
dan Fodio wntes about non-Mushm rehgious behefs and practices He mcntions and
condemns as polythustic the practice of venerating trees and rocks on which
hbations werc poured 01 sacrifices carned out (Clarke 1982 114) As precisely those
practices characlenzc Mata rehgion, U is time to raise the question as to how the
Mafa became involved m the process of Islamization

Spread of Islam among ihe Mafa
The Mala, l iving m an almost impenetrable area, icsisted Islam for a long time It
was only with the help of the Germans at the beginning ot this Century that the first
Islamic Fulbe chief could exercise control o\er this area n This cliict came from
Madagah and had relations with the Sokoto empire He foundcd a centre m Mokolo,

1 Kvtzion 1971 dirkt 1982 Ogunhiyi 1969

' Njeunn 1978 Molummulou 1988
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brmging a Muslim elite with him From this time onwards, Islam spread among the
Mafa The followmg story was told by a woman It needs to be situated around 1910,
Maaina Maimouna teils us

When I was cight years old, Hamman Yadji (the Lamido [chief | from Madagali,
who claimed the Mokolo plains as lus tcrntory), took us We were all caught
my httle sister, my big brother, my httle brother and myself We used to be five
in the house We were all taken by the Lamido They brought us to lus house in
Madagali that became Enghsh territory atterwards and then they sold
e\er)body I didn't know much, I was still too small But my big brother,
before I went to sleep, had bent his head down and hè had cned, cned, cned
I asked him ' Why are you crymg hke that 9 He asked me in return Where
are they going to take us now9 Is it not tme that they are gomg to seil us?" He
had been nght, they did seil hun But, because I had fallen asleep, the chief had
said Leave her 1 ' , but all the others were sold m Kano When l woke up, my
sister and brother had gone and all the other people from our village as well
When I noticcd that, I cned too

So I stayed and worked with the Lamido, un t i l hè gave me to lus child She
was just a htt le older than I was She was going to get marned That is how
they do u m Fulbc customs, you see II the eldest girl is going to get marned,
the one who is just a httle bit younger, goes with her to stay with her While I
was staying m her house thcre came a man to ask my hand in marnage

I had just starled to have my penods I had starled praymg long before
Growing up with the Fulbe, I learned to pray like the Fulbe First I was still too
small, bul when I had grown a htt le older I had said to myself "I beller start
praymg now' Now the man who came to ask me to marry him was a Mafa
trom Motele He was to becomc the father ol my children I only marned once
in my h fc I stayed with him unt i l hè died When we were st i l l staying in
Nigeria, I gave birth to one child, our f i r s t son

This story shows that the Fulbe, who mstigaled the process of Islamization, tned lo
dommatc the Maia area The first contact with Islam was through slave raids, that
remain awful remmders oi subjection, up till the present day Alterwards, when the
Enghsh had succccded the Germans, former slaves were allowed to return This
woman and her husband settled in Mokolo m the Islannc community, where she and
the rest of the family are still l iving today Later on the daughter of this woman was
to marry the son ot the Lamido of Madagali, the one who had taken her as a slave
This woman grew up in the household of the Lamido, so from an early age she
learned to follow the customs and rules of an Islamic household There are many
examples hke this

The history oi the spiead ot Islam among the Mafa can be divided mto several
stages at tirsi the captured and freed slaves who had become Muslims while in
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slavery, like the woman who spoke above, came back to their original area Ihey
prcfcnecl to live in the Islamic commumties m Mokolo af ter their return This first
wave of Islami/ation, dunng World War I, is largely the sarne for womcn and men
The second wave came when Mokolo was acknowledged as a pohtical centre, with
a number of villages undei its junsdiction This attracted converted people from
other regions, from Fulbe as well as trom other cthnic groups The Muslim com
munity in town grcw slowly This also attracted Mafa, especiallv those whose
relatives alieady lived in town Mafa children - bo>s as well as girls - often came to
live with. Islamic families

One day people from another clan came along and killed my father My mothei,
a leper, had died already My brother and I we ran away A white pcrson
caught us His name was Lavergne He brought us to the Lamido of Mokolo,
who was a Fulbe, this was 35 yeais ago The Lamido saw that we were still
smal! kids, hè raised us and wc starled to pray with his own childien When I
grew up I went back to the land of my father to cultivatc il, but I always
rcmamed Muslim

Dunng penods of famme, the Mafa sometimes tradecl their children (except the hrst-
born son and the Benjamin) for food (Martin 1970) But even m normal times Mafa
youngstcrs were attracted to the Islamic tommunity m town They mostly came to
work and to "find' some money Boys would come at an early age and start to woik
in a iamily - like the slaves before If they wanted to continue work in town, thcy
had to convert to Islam Becommg a Christian was not yct an alternative Ilowever,
this was an Option open to boys, and rare among girls Both examples - adoption and
laboui migration are still common nowadays

Aftei mdepcndence, Cameroon had an Islamic piesident For the Islamic North
llus mcaiit that the administrative ccntres foimed a centie of cmployment for Islamic
people To get a job in these centres or to start a business on the market one
practically had to bc a Muslim This can be called the thiid wave of Islami/ation
Foi men the job discnmination became an important reason to adopt Islam I f ihe\
tonveited, they mostly did so at a youngei age, \\hile in high school or when they
came lo work in lown and stayed with Islamic families belorc their maniage
Women diel not have this motivc for conversion to Islam This stage ol Islamization
stopped after 1984, when Cameroon got a new President and many pohticians were
iransfcrrcd The mflucntc of the Islamic tommunity decreascd Yet women sti l l
continue to become Muslims

Dunng my survcy and in the hfe histories, I cncounlcrctl hardly any examples
of men who had become Muslims at a later age In contrast, manv women came
down hom ihc mountams' aftei one or several maniaces l thmk U rather
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remarkablc that wo men sometimes change their hfeslylc so drastically al a later age,
while men are inchned to convert while young They, once marned stick to their
own rehgion and condemn their daughtcrs when they change their rehgion
Elscwhcre I argued that this diiference in the process of conveision is due to the
division of labour within the traditional Mata rehgion (Van Santen 1993) A Mafa
man teils us

It we have a daughter who marncs a Fulbe (he mcans a Muslim), we just do not
inention H, we pretend shc is not gettmg marned, we pretend she does not exist
an> more We can cursc her and say she will ne\er set toot m the house any
more, bul then peihaps she may come sccretly and curse her father and then we
may die So hnally she wi l l come to visit, but only after I have calmcd down
my angei But w i l l her husband come lo help me on my fields, or with other
thmgs7 He is a good tor nothing

Uthinan dan Fodio's statements on theposilion of women
A f t e r their comcrsion the Mafa integrale m the Muslim Community, which in
Mokolo has ad|usted to Fulbe as well as Mafa customs It is important to note what
Uthman dan Fodio has said about the position of women Uthman dan Fodio's
wntings deal wiih many aspects of the status of the Muslim woman from the day she
reaches puberty untü her death (Ogunbiyi 1969 44-54) His rcforms, which, m towns
at lenst, were widely apphed, led to the withdrawal of women trom most aspects of
public hfe atter their mainage Ogunbiyi groups Uthman dan Fodio's wntings on the
status of women into several broad categones, dealing with the most important
aspects of their social hie, legal nghts, rehgious obligations and education

On marnage and se\ual intercom se
Uthinan dan Fodio stiessed the Obligation to marry and stated that no obstacles
should bc put in the way ol gnls to get marned This was probably a reaction to the
fact that in the foimer Hausa states, women with official political functions were nol
expectcd to be marned I hè Islamic provision (hat women as well as men have a
nght (o a sexual hfe but only wilhm rnarnage, \vas stressed

Uthman dan Fodio also held the opinion that any dowry agrccd upon b\ the
prospective husband and the v,oman's guardian, wali, belonged to her alone and
should bc given to her This complied with the Islamic rule on dowry, but nol with
Falbe or Mafa custom

Mained \\omen ? jreedom of mo\ement
In Uthman dan Fodio s view, the Koian requne.s that women should be kept m
scclusion withm the house He discussed the \anous circumstances undei w Inch a
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woman might leave her mantal home Some of thcm concern rehgious cluties to go
to the mosque, to Fnday prayers, to festival or ram prayers, to bunal or maruage
cercmomals, on pilgnmage, to the market, and m seaich tor knowledge

Man's Obligation to provide for lus vu/e's needs

A man has the Obligation to piovide for his wite's needs Uthman dan Folio said
Anothei practicc is that ot men who rcmam at home whüe their wives go to the

market where they struggle and nib shouldcrs with men This is a toibidden
Innovation and it is an Imitation of Europeans

A husband's legal rights o\er hts wife

Concernmg recalcitrant women, hè repeatcd the counsel mentioned in the Koran
which adviscs abstention tiom sexual mtercourse and beatmg one's wife Abstention,
however, should not last longer than one month and the beatmg should not be so
scvere as to cause her any lasting physical harm

Women 's legal nghts
Uthman dan Fodio stated that it ajudge had cases mvolving women, hè should set
aside certam days for women's cases

Pilgnmage
Uthmaji dan Fodio would not object to a woman gomg on pilgnmage, bul hè
mentions the reservation of somc Muslim scholars, who considercd okl women more
ehgible toi pilgnmage than young ones

Women'<i n glit to be educated
The most outstandmg icform advocated by Uthman dan Fodio was the education ot

women He opposed the ulama class for considermg it more impoitant lo impail
knowledge to their students than to teach their household They treat their \ \ i \es ,
daughters and slaves like household implements which are used until the> are brokcn

and then thrown onto the rubbish heap
He also stated that a woman ought to be allowed to go out in search of knowl-

edge it her husband could not teach her Uthman dan Fodio did not separate theory
fiom practice concernmg the education of women In his tamily the leaimng of five

gcnerations of women can bc tiaced I hey wrote m three languages and they focused
among other thmgs on the defence ol the Caliphatc that \\as under attack attcr
Uthman dan Fodio's death, and on education and teaching The> taught and preach
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ed, to men as well as vvomen " Uthman dan Fodio not only advocated rehgious
education for women but also emphasiscd the importance of givmg them secular
instructions, hc stressed Ihe need for (hem to bc properly educated on the Islamic
rules rcgulating business deahngs

flie changes due to comersion
Let us consider the motivation of one particular Mafa woman, named Mairnouna, to
convert, and illustrate a few of the changes that took place lollowing this conversion
About (hc period that she was marned 'm the mountams' and still performed her
sacnfices, she relates

I had two children, they both died My husband did not give me food, nor
proper clothes And I sulfered because of the loss of my children When the last
one died at the age of three, I sent for my husband, who was away He ordered
me to leave the house Thereupon my father m-law returned me to my father
Now my children had died and my husband had sent me away I was funous So
thcn I left and went to the mountams near Madagdh I went there, not knowmg
anybody On the road there are often thieves and bandits, who easily kill people
Yet I did go I said to myself 'Well, what does it really matter if thcy ki l l me,
perhaps it is even better to die, but if I can continue to live, very well, all nght,
so it be'

l met anolher woman We stayed together in a village called "Loumsi", m
Nigeria

At f i rs t I did not speak Fulfulde m the mountams bven askmg for watei
'plcase give me water', I could nol say I stayed with this woman in Nigeria and
learned to speak the languagc m three months In thosc months I also learned to
préparé the lood hke the Fulbe do and to wash the dishes like the Fulbe do
When I had slayecl with her for two months, there catnc a man who wanted to
marry me I became a Muslim, my small ]ar to do the sacntices m I had left m
the mountams

I went to a Maiabout, hè gave me another name and hc taughl me how I
should study the Koran and I learned to lead Little by httle, like children al
school I learned From that day on I prayed tive timcs a day, but togelhcr with
somcbody eise so that I could observe whether I did il nghtly

But you know, the God of the Muslims, the God o! the Mafa, the God of the
Christians, isn't u fma l ly the samc God? It is only the name that differs Piay
they all do The Mafa, the Muslims and the Christians From the moment I l e f l
m> husband m the mountams, I never prepaied the nullet beer any more

In former days, when I was stil l l iving in the mountams, I could never have
guessed that one day I would bc a Muslim myself I I I saw Ihem piay, I always

Bus d l ' JS f i 40 ^4 127 HO H l
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thought they did sort of a funny act. If I saw the women disappear behind thcir
houses to go to the latrine, and to wash themselvcs, I always said mockingly:
'Why do they need to wash their assholes?'.

And the men... I could not stop insulting them 'Oooh ....see them passing by
with thcir circumcised pricks'.... And I laughed at them..

The actual changcs we can deduce from her story are: Change of name, change in
langiiage, change in praying habits, change in sanitary habits and a chajige in
education, as she moved frorn illitcracy to literacy when she started to read Arabic.

However, there are many more changes to be noticed: As soon as a person has
converted, Mafa funerals and their way of mourning are abandoned and pcoplc are
buried in the Islamic cemetcry before sunset. In Mafa tradition people mourn for
many days during which the drums are played and people sing and dance in honour
of the dead. A pot for the dead person is constructed to fulfi l the duties towards him
or her. After conversion people will altend the funeral of relatives, but, as they say,
"they no longcr dance". They will no longer perform the sacrificcs for their dead
relatives and ancestors.

People change their marriage system: The Mafa are cxogamous, which means
that it is strictly forbidden to marry a person from the paternal clan or the maternal
clan (the latter back to the f'ourth generation). The Fulbe are endogamous with a
preference for cross-cousin marriage. The Mafa after Islamization do not hold on to
their clan system, but they do nol take over the cross-cousin marriage either. They
oftcn wil l marry Muslim people from othcr regions and from other ethnic groups.

They change their brideprice system. With the Mafa, payment of the brideprice
is exclusively an affair of the men. The male relatives of the future husband nego-
tiate with the father of the bride and it is he who will gel the brideprice. When a
woman leaves her husband, the latter will start negotiating with her father and/or the
ncw husband to receive the money back. Women not only know nothing about it but
do not care about it either. The Fulbe know a complicatcd exchange system. Here
the adjuslment of local customs to Islam is clcar. They not only know the gift to the
bride which the Koran prescribes; in fact this is only a srnall part of the totality of
goods and things that move from the family of the groom to the bride and vice
versa. There are also gifts for the parents and family of the bride and for the parents
and family of the groom. This is a pre-Islamic Fulbe custom that persistcd after
Fulbe conversion to Islam. The Mafa, when they convert to Islam, bccomc part of
a Muslim, partly Fulbe Community, so they do lake over customs - like the above
mentioned exchange system - that are originally Fulbe.

Mcn's conlribution to the gift exchange system is limited. It is nearly all a
women's affair. This means that women need to accumulate capital, hcnce also their
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economie occupations tend to change the Mafa are farmers and thcir women grow
nullet (thcir staple erop), peanuts, sesame, beans and all sorts of vcgetables The
Iruits of their labour they add to what the family has m stock - although each wite
has her own granary - or to the family budget Muslim womcn hardly cultivate any
more, and if they do they can keep the profits for thcir own needs In Mokolo
commerce the buymg, processing and sellmg of products is exclusively done by
Muslim women

We may wonder how they combine these economie activities with the Islamic
idcas about seclusion We must keep m mind that women produce many goods that
can be sold trom the house Products that need to bc sold in the market or in the
streel are often sold by children from the houschold, or non-Mushm Mafa 'boys',
who came lo town to earn some money Yet thcre are also many Islamic Mafa
women who earn some money by smuggling In that case they cross the border
themsclves Muslim Fulbe women would never do so In the first place because
many ol thcin still own cattle they can seil to raise money for the gifts, but also
because they observe the Islamic custom ot seclusion more stnctly It is certaml}
due to the tact that Mafa womcn more easily ignore it that they can accumulate the
necessarv capital (Van Santen 1993a, 1993b)

Mafa women easily dnorce on their own initiative, contrary to the woman m our
stoiy They simply move on to the next husband Converted women m Mokolo also
divorce quite easily Yet they need the agreemenl of their husbands, it they take the
init iative Hieir argument concernmg this matter is clear the Koran prescnbes that
u is only the man who can rcpudiate his wife

The inheritame system also changcs Mafa women do not inherit at all they are
a floating population, movmg from one man's place (their father 's) to other men s
places (their husbands) They are very much aware that this changes after they
become Muslims

At the samc time, wi thm the larger changes old features can be traced back,
from the Mafa as well as trom the Fulbe people In Mafa rehgion, the |ar is ver>
important Sacnfices to one personal god, to other less important gods, and to the
anccstors are made m it Also the aftcrbirth of a child is buried in a jar If the child
falls i l l , sacnfices can be performed on the burial place of this ]ar The Muslim
commumty in Mokolo kept the habit of burying the afleibirth m a jar, although they
no longer sacnlice A Muslim woman whose family converted two geneiations ago,
told me that cvcrybody in (he Muslim commumty does so She never connected it
with Mafa lehgion She said 'that is how we Muslims do thmgs ' Yet anothcr
Musl im woman, Fulbe, born m the plams and now living m Mokolo, told me
af tc rwards I did not want to say it in front ol her but U is only herc in Mokolo
that they know this habit, we Fulbe women never did so '
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Also the custom to cut the umbtlical cord of boys with an non knife or a piece
ot wild grass and (hat of gids with a stalk of millcl tan be traced back in the
symbolic system of the Mafa People convertcd to Islam hold on to this habit, not
knowing thal u concerns features from a former ethnic identity

Fulbe womcn return to thcir parcnts' home when seven months piegnant with
their first duld, to give birth in their father's house with their mother ncxt to them
They will stay there for halt a year or a ycar This is a Fulbe custom and has
nothmg to do with then being Muslims Mata women m the piocess of conveision
took over many Fulbe habits, but could not take over this custom as they could not
return to their mothei's place il the latter was not a Muslim Thus in Mokolo they
do not know this custom, not even it the entire tamily consists of Muslims

We gave some examples of adaptation of Islam to local customs people themsclvcs
are no longer aware of Most intngumgly I found the women who reccntly convcrted
and who are conscious of their new and old rehgious and social system I want to
underlme this with the worcls of a woman who convcrted after several marnages 'm
the mountams' Proof of the inentioned awareness is nol only her story but also the
iact that U is she herself who categon/cd nearly all the subjects |Not to intetfere
with this beautiful story I will comment on H afteiwards J

Maama Fatima (grandmothei of Fatima) teils us about her own hfe

Mc, Daada Reinout (mother of Reinout, my son), I hke to trade to find some
money, I \ \ i l l buy my own picce of land and I will build my own house therc
And then I also hke to have a person beside me with whom I can talk (She
means a husband)

Concermng her living cncumstanie!>
This is my husband's house Thete are three of us hcre, three wives I mean, one
is pregnant, then there is still another one, and than theie is me But I still hke
to have a picce of land ot my own where I pcisonally build a house, and when
one day I will no longer be alive, my daughter, the mother ot Fatima (Daada
Fatima), can take n together with my trade, and then if one day she does no
longer gct along with her husband, she can live m that house There are other
women hke me, who built thcir own house to let u per month to another person
I have been l iving with my present husband foi two months now With mv last
husband I lived behmd the water tower, but then we divorced and I moved mto
.mother house by myselt, there, whcrc you saw me betöre Then I met my
present husband, hè mained me and I came over hcre Now if I find money
(she means it I have earned enough money), I will build my own house and
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somebody can live therc for ihc time bcing, and if one day my husbancl will
throw me out then I will live m ihat house

Concermn% her life tuston
I had scveral husbands The f i rs t one had been chosen for me by my tathei It
was the tather of Daada Fatima (her daughter) l had two childrcn with him and
then I Icft I marned anothcr person We stayed together for twelve years
without having children Then I left hun People told me (hat U was my first
husband who causcd this (her stenhty dunng this pcnod) I became a Muslim
and had two more husbands I was boni m Mokola (next to Mokolo) My
father's clan is Moulai I do nol know my mother's clan any more Perhaps my
big brothcr knows I never knew my mother, She died when l was still very
httle When I mained for the first time I already had my penods It went as
follows One day my father said to me 'You wil l go away to be marned'' I
asked him 'where? ' At that man's place , hè replied I told lnm that I did not
want to go He took a branch and hit me and then thcy look me to that man's
place I did nol slay wilh the falher of my husband (as is usual with the Mata,
to learn from the mother in law), I directly went to my husband's place He had
already one other wife I stayed wilh him for eight years When I was with this
husband l worked in the fields and harvested, I raised chickens, l cut wood, I
fetched water, all those things a Mafa woman does I did my sacnfice in my
own personal jar, l prepared Ihe millct beer, and I kncw all the things a Mafa-
woman was supposed to know After eight years l left my husband, when hè
made me sulfer When my fathcr saw this hè said to him 'It was me who gave
you my daughter and now you make her suffer Give me back my daughter' I
went back to live with my father

Contermnq the bndepnce of the Mafa
My fathcr gave back the bndepnce, bul my husband lied and raised the
bndepnce He had given only six goats and hè said afteiwards it concerned ten
goats In those day s money was nol uscd yet Then I manied the other husband
and I stayed with him for twelve years without having any children I lef t ,
because I did nol have thcm To hun we did nol pay back the budepnce

Contermng magie.
My first husband had said 'She will only gct moie children if she returns to
me If not she will ncvcr have children any more' So I wanted to return to my
l i rs t husband but my father said 'He lied and raised the bndepnce, so I do nol
want you to return to him l here are all sorts of methods lo cause stenhty like
this You can take the hau of a peison, or dn ty clothcs That you mix with the
nullet, with the peanuts, with the goat f a t , wilh the chicken one eats l hen if
>ou eat it , you do not get arr> more children I do not think thal herc in lown
they do that kind of things, although Lven atter my f i r s t husband died I s t i l l
did not gct any children Both women and men can do those things
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Concermng the actual piocess of converswn
So atter I left my scconcl husband I became a Muslim They brought me to the
Maiabout With the clothes I was wearmg at t hat time I left the house I woukl
not return any more m those clothes bccause I knew that whcn the Marabout
washed me, hè would take those old clothes and would give me new ones He
showed me how I should vvash my hands and feet, how I should pray and how
I should wash m> face, how I should put watei mto my mouth twice and then
start praymg that's all I was a Mushm

Concermng the reasoni» of comenwn
When I left to return to my first husband my brother stopped me He said
'You cannot go back to him, bccause hè lied and raised the bndepnce' Then I
said 'Fine, if it is like that, I will become a Mushm and that way none of >ou
can mfluence me any moie'

Concemmq the Meu of the hei e-aftei
If you are a Mushm they do nol have any mfluence any more Because you see
it you were a Mata and became a Mushm and let the Mafa mfluence you and go
back to thcm agam, then, whcn you die, you will no longer be with the Mala,
with the people ol the mountams (bccause you conveited to Islam), but you will
not be with the Muslims either (because you dul not completely follow their
way), you will remam somcwhcre m the middlc, you will be wandeling aiound,
m your grave It is hkc it is now if Mata womcn aie together to talk and a
Mushm woman goes up lo thcm, they will say 'But you are a Mushm woman,
what brmgs you to us' And the Mushm womcn will say the same thmg to a
Mala woman

Concenung the telations between Mafa and non Mafa \\omen
A Mafa woman who knows God can stay with anothcr Mafa woman Ihcy can
eat together (it it has nol been prepared bv a non Mushm woman), but they
cannot sit or sleep on the same mat If a Mafa woman takes the mat of a
Mushm woman, the Mushm woman won't bc able to use U any more toi
praymg If my cldest brother would die now (hè is st i l l domg his sacnticcs),
then I will go lo his funcral with the other Mushm-women They give us a
special mat to sit on All the Mushm women that will come to mourn, will sit
on that mal We gel special \\ater thal is separaled Irom the water othei people
dunk, \ve will not eat thcir food, we will not dunk their water We will not
sing, we will not dance, we will only pray lor the one who is dead and that is
all It is not di i i icul t , this change in hie

My non-Muslnn brothers are still ahve and when I have money, I buy clothes
01 l préparé somethmg nice to cat and I buiig U to thcm II their chikhen come
up to me, I gne them monc\ but I cannot go to mj brolheis and stay with thcm
lor a couplc of days, because I cannot sta> overnight l wouldn ' t know it m>
iather would ha\e agrecd he liad already died when I became a Muslim My
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big brothcr said hè did not care, I could choose m> own rehgion, it wouldn't
make any difference to him if hè had a sister with another rehgion

Concermng her actions aft er her decision to (hange religton
When I wanted to convert I staycd with another member of my family who hved
m town, who was already a Mushm There thcy told me 'It is bettcr to become
a Mushm' In the same way a Mafa girl can come to live with me if she wants
to convert Then I go to the Mallumjo to teil him and thcn he will take the
proper steps It was my own will to convert You see I didn't have any more
children They always told me to do such and such sacrifice Everybody came
to eat with me because of th i& sacnfice, every time they told me to prepaie
food, to préparé millet-beer, to cook a chicken or goat Finally I told myself ü
is better to leave all the sacnfices behind me and become a Muslim Thcn I can
pray to Allah You sec, the Mafa call their God Jigüe, the Muslims call him
Allah It is always the same God, but instead of domg a sacnfice, if one has
become Muslim, one prays

Concermng changes m life-style
Ycs, I do not drink any more, but some new Muslims still drink the millet-beer
It is better to leave it though I used to dance, I still know U a bit , but most of
it I have forgotten Wc can sing now to en]oy ourselves, but dnnkmg and
smgmg together we can't do any more I do not want it any more either

Comermng changes in rehgion
My personal jar I have thrown away You see my 'jar' now is to pray live times
a day like the others do No, I never thought that my forefathers would get
angry, they do not live an> more do thcy' I cannot wnte or read in Arabic, the
Mallumjo has only taught me lo pray Of course, if I would have the time I
could always learn how to read and wnte, but you see, we as women, we are
always very occupied, I do not find the time Of course there are also men who
are always busy and occupied But for a Mallitm/o, it is his work to read and
wnte and to teach the Koian to the children and all the others who want to
learn Those who have enough money can take a Mallumjo only for their own
children and at the end of the month give some money

Concermng commumt\ life
There are many thmgs that have changed since I became a Mushm You see m
the mountams il you do not have fnends or relatives and you die, thcic is
nobody to take care of you Hcrc in town, even i f you do not have fnends or a
husband, i t they see that you pray every day, >our neighbours or other peoplc
can burv vou So bemg a Mushm is bettei
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Change in the inheriiance system:
My daughtcr (who was raised with her first husband) did not become a Muslim
because I told her so, but she decided herself. She wanted to become like me.
You sec how things arrange themselvcs well, because when I die and my
daughtcr would still be in the mountains, they would not give her anything of
me, and I think that is bad (she means: she would not inherit). But now, as she
also is a Muslim she can take all that belongs to me. If, for example, I have a
house, she will be able lo take it over, with all my other belongings and the
business I have. With the Mafa, if a person does nol have children, the family
will take it, otherwise the children will share it, but only the boys, not the gids.
I ihink that is not good. Wasn't the father who died, the father of the girl as
well? Muslims share between boys and girls.

Concerning the relation between husband and wife:
It was ten years ago that I becamc a Muslim. I never stayed longer than three
months without a husband, so before the present husband I had another one. But
I divorced him and I married this one. Because if a man teils you: 'I no longer
love you, leave this house' and you wait for three months and ten days, you can
remarry again. It is not like that with the Mafa, where the husband teils his wife
to leave and she stays and afterwards, when hè has calmed down she can stay.
With the Muslims it is better. You see there are girls who do not like the man
they are married to. First hè says: 'I love you', if after some days hè says: 'I no
longer love you', she is happy to leave.

If a man has two wives and if one of them prcparcs the food, the man cannot
stay and talk with the other woman who did not. He can only talk to the one
who made the mcal. But the next day he will go to the room of the other wife
who wil l be preparing the food. If a man has his own room, the woman will go
to his room to spend the night. If hè does nol have a room of his own, hè sleeps
with the woman in her room. If the man has more wives, hè gives the key of his
room to the wife that prepares the meal that day, so that she can swccp the room
and wait for him there. With the Mafa, the man sleeps with the wife hè likes
most, even if she has not prepared the meal that day. With the Muslims though,
if'your husband would never sleep with you any more, your heart would not like
il. Everybody knows this rule: If my husband has slept with me tonight, he will
not enter my room the next day. He only greets me. If hè would do otherwise,
the other woman would become jealous. If the other wife prepares the food
today, and I would start a discussion with my husband, she would get angry and
that may be the start of a serious argument, because you talked to the husband
who was for the other wife that day. Even if somebody of my family came
today to visit him, I could not speak to him if it is not my turn.
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Concermng the change in bridepnce
I had two husbands since I became a Muslim, but I did not have any more
children and now I am too old And as I have my grandchildren, I can always
stay next to them (they live around the corner) When my daughtcr marned, her
father, my f i rs t husband was still ahve They gave hun money as a bridepnce,
so he could buy what hè wanted for himself As hè hved in the mountams, hè
wanted money in return for his daughler, but hè gave her nothing So it was me
who gave her the houschold Utensils and the bed So did the other members of
the tamily, where l stayed when I became a Muslim They also gave her
presents They considei themselves as her tamily, because wc stayed with Ihcm
in the past For example, it she, my daughter, would get angry with her
husband and leave him, she would go to (hem If her own father would still
have been ahve, she could have gone to him, m the mountams, but then he still
would not have been able to deal with things hke the Fulbe do, so it would
always have been better if she went to Muslim relatives in town

The tather of my daughter absolutely did not hke it when hè heard she
wanted to become a Muslim He said 'Fine, when she becoincs a Mushm I
want a lot , a lol of money for her' That wasn't very mee, because you sec, if
hè would have been a Mushm himself, hè would have been the one who had to
give her money and other thmgs so that she could get marned

Concermng l hè change in economie
I starled to trade when I came to live in town I no longer prepared the millcl
beer as I did bcfore, so I said to myself 'It is better to starl trading, because
you need some money' I hè Mafa-women can préparé millet-beer With the
Mushm, if the wife does not make pcanut oil, or bcignets of bcan-flour, then
there is not much more letl for her to do than iradmg Mafa women can do
other things Since I am a Mushm I ncver work m the field any more I have a
Mushm husband and the rehgion says it is not good for a woman to do such
work My husband also buys ihe water, so we do not have to fetch it ourselves
We as women, we only préparé the food He does nol wanl us lo leavc to fclch
water Ihere are other Mushm men, though, who leave il to their wives lo fctch
the water But that is nol good, somcwhcie there is so met h mg they did not
understand vcry well

Ideology and practice m the Muslim tommumty
When situated in a histoncal contexi Islami/alion in llns area is pari of a cultural
change embedded m (hè history of the area The story above mdicatcs that at the
Icvcl of the mdividual, this process is expressed as a transilion from one slale of
af ia i rs to another IS Maama Fatima's hfe has changed drastically Several tunes

s Peel 1990
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Maama Falima underlmed the wish to be econonncally independent from her
husband In the Islamic community c\erybody subscnbes to the rule and Uthman
dan Fodio clearly did so as well - that a husband should provide for his wives and
his household All the same, most women have their own busmess because they need
money to contnbute to the bndewealth of their own daughters and those of their
fnends and relatives So m contrast with the Mafa and depending on the economie
Situation of their husbands, they can keep the money they earn themselves

In her hfe history Maama Fatima refers to her father's clan The Mafa are
divided into clans and are exogamous, which means that one cannot marry another
person from the father's clan, nor the mother's clan back to the fourth generalion
Muslim Mafa remember their original clan, back to the second generation Maama
Fatima has already forgotten her mother's clan's name

Concernmg the dowry obhgations for her daughter shc remarked that the family
members who had already converted helpcd her out My research indicates that such
was and is a general rule in the process of islam^ation the Islamic community helps
out to fu l f i l the prescnbed duties

She also leferred to the magie practices of the Mafa There seem to bc laige
differences between the Mafa and the Islamic population The Mafa have their
specialists to turn to m timcs ot disasters Those will advise them concerning the
necessary sacnfices to prevent or eure illnesses The Fulbe m such cases use Koran
texts and amulets Many pcople will turn to the Mallumbe for help It has been
suggestcd that Islam was able to spread m West Afnui because of the new magie H
used, like amulets '6

In the case of Maama Fatima it is clear that Islam was an alternative way to
pray and that she hoped it would help her to eure her stenhty Converted Mafa
women occasionally return to traditional healers Fulbe people will never do so It
a sacrifice is advised, they can ask a non Islamic iclative These practices were very
much condemned by Uthman dan Fodio Many Mallumbe also know all sorts ot
'black magie', usmg, for instance, Koran texts or rcsorting to other practices, which
were equally condemned by Uthman dan Fodio

Her way of rcfernng to the here-after is charactenstic for converted Mafa In
the Mafa rchgious system, when people die, they continue to live beneath the surtace
of the earth m the same way as on eaith Therc they die agam, entering agam a new
life This happens up to five tunes Each time they descend deeper into the earth,
unt i l they fmally reach the red earth The prospect ot an everlasting live m paradise
was mentioned on several occasions as a reason to become Muslim Her refcrence
to 'the wandenng in the middle', must be looked at from this poml of view A

Uut/ion 1971 333 Mommtrsttep 1988
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populär notion among the Muslim population is that there are three heavens one tor
the peoplc with 'traditional' rehgions, one for the Christians, and onc heavcn for the
'true rehgious people', the Muslims II you do not completely follow the mies of
>our rehgion you do not enter any of these heavens Yct mstead of the word
'heavcn' she uses the word 'grave', which can be denved from the Mafa world view
that people disappear underneath the earth in their grave alter death

It is clear from Maama Fatima's as well as Maimouna's pronouncements that
she considers Allah to be the same God as Jigile, the God of the Mafa, only the way
ot praying changes First there wcre the sacnfices m the )ar, now you have to bend
down five times a day

Her reterence to the education system she stresses that she is too old to learn -
needs some explanation, especially m the light of the importance Uthman dan Fodio'
attached to the education of women All the children from the Muslim commumty m
Mokolo girls as well as boys receivc rehgious education fhey also go to sccular
schools Among the Mafa m the mountams the percentage of girls that go to school
is much lowcr than that of boys It is icmarkable that she mentions the tact (hat a
wealthy person can afford a Mallumjo for lus own children This resembles Uthman
dan Fodio's mvective agamst the iilama class It was quite normal to find a Mallumjo
teaching the children and even women of a particular household These Mallumbe
could also be women

The advantage of bemg part ol the Islam community is clearly put forward This
fact was mentioned by many women It can be seen in the light of the history of the
spreading of Islam Islamic commumues werc founcled m different regions and had
their attraction on the surrounding population A very important point is that people
in the Islamic community take better care of their 'old and lonely neighbours' than
the individualistic Mafa, whose compounds are buil t far apart

Refernng to the inhentance system, she does not mention the Islamic stipulation
that girls rcceive half the share of boys With the Mafa, girls do nol inhent at all
Perhaps the lact that girls could inhcnt was already such a revolutionary element,
that she overlooked that fact Maybe she simply did not know

Evident m her descnption of Muslim family hfe is the rule that a man needs to
satisfy his wives equally, as well as Uthman dan Fodio's statements that a man needs
to provide for his wives needs She considers this an advantage compared to the
treatment among the Mafa, where women are much more dependent on the hus-
band's tasles and preferences

Her final reference 'somewhere, there is something they did not understand
well ' is noteworthy too Nol only that it is a subtle way of saymg that not all the
Muslim men take care of tlieir wives as the> should Most Muslim men will buy
w«iter from boys" who letch it for moncy, but some mostly Muslim Mafa - men
do send out thcir women to fetch the watci This was considered a very bad habit
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Pulbc men underlmed the tact that a true" man should never drink the water his
wife has letched nor eat the food his wife had cultivated, although u very much
depended on the economie Situation of the particular household whether they could
live up to this ideology

The pomts which the women did not mention m their stones are the nlual
impunty and women's access to justice All women beheve that they are ntually
unclean alter givmg birth and dunng their menstruation, and they will pray nor fast
Many women Fulbe as well as converted women - do make up atterwards

Concermng women's access tojustice, no special days were set aside in Mokolo
secular court for women, but most women easily found their way into court
Maimouna, the first woman who told her story, serves as an example

Alter I left my second Islamic husband m Nigeria, I came back to Mokolo and
marned another Muslim man As hè had his fields, I cultivated peanuts I sold
them for Cfa 10,000 ($50) With that money I bought a sheep, which I le f t with
another woman when I went back to Nigeria to pay a visit When I came back
atter two months the sheep had died The woman said that it wanted to die, so
they had slaughtered it and sold the meat The woman used the money for her
own needs She said I had to wait t i l l the next ramy season Then she would
grow crops, scll the products and give me back my money I became vcry
angry, I borrowed Cta 2,000 from a Muslim member of my family and I
brought my case into court The judge decided m my favour The woman had
to pay back the money immediately, which she couldn't, so httle by httle she
paid me and with that money I started to trade

Concliision
The subject of this article has been the changing Situation of Mata women m Mokolo
followmg their conversion to Islam Because ol histoncal events, Islam developed
into a valid alternative for Mafa people m North Cameroon With the adoption of
Islam the people undcrwent a radical change m hie style Mata as an ethnic marker
came to be rcplaced by Islam as a rehgious marker My argument is that women
should not be excluclcd from the study of conversion For that ieason I agree with
a more sociological approach followmg Robmson's arguments - m which the
Integration ot Islam withm society becomes more evident Did this approach help us
to clanfy women's practices and involvement in the proccss of Islamization' The
approach certamly provides us with a more thorough understanding of the influence
of state ideology on individual hvcs As individuals are divided into women and
men, who each have different positions in 'traditional' society and thus have
different mterests and motivcs that may be contradictory to those ot the other sex,
the story of Mata women's conversion came into the picture We learned that they
did not passivcly follow their men tolk, as seem to be imphcitly taken for granted m
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the existing literature. We discovered by listening to their individual stories, that the
women adopted Islam on their own init iative.

The conclusion is reached that by separating the process of conversion by
women from that by men, justice is done to the women concerned. It also adds to a
better understanding of the diversity of women's position within Islam. A more
profound analysis of the exact implications for women and the underlying motives of
women to convert to Islam could not be made in such a short article. They can bc
found elsewhere (Van Santen 1993a).
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