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Clear Language: Script, Register And The N'’ko Movement Of Manding-Speaking
West Africa

Abstract

What role should indigenous languages and literacy play in education and society in West Africa in the
21st century? My dissertation investigates this question in the context of the N'ko (21%) movement,
which labors to promote an eponymous script invented for writing Manding in 1949 by the intellectual and
author Sulemaana Kanté. Based primarily on three summers (2012, 2013, 2016) of fieldwork carried out
between Mali, Guinea and Burkina Faso, this ethnographic study sheds light on why N'ko-based literacy
and education continue to spread across Manding-speaking West Africa by focusing on how the
metalinguistic practices—that is, “talk about talk”—of N'ko’s students, intellectuals and interlocutors are
connected to larger sociopolitical projects. Specifically, | analyze fieldnotes, artifacts (such as pictures,
N’ko texts, online postings etc.), and audio recordings of both public interactions and semi-formal
interviews that | collected between 2011 and 2016. In part to establish the relevant context, the
dissertation begins with an investigation of Sulemaana Kanté and, drawing on his own words, analyzes
him as a particular iteration of the Afro-Muslim vernacular tradition that gave rise to local language
literacy in Arabic script or what is often called Ajami (Arabic ‘ajami) today. Subsequently, | demonstrate
how alternative glosses of the word N'ko as either ‘Kanté’s script’ or ‘the Manding language’ are indexical
of the heterogenous voices and ideas within and about the N'ko movement. Specifically, in Chapter Five, |
explore how acts where N’ko references a script point to both a politically palatable and authentically
embraced notion of pan-Africanism that is particularly salient for a younger generation of Western-
educated N’ko activists. Alternatively, in Chapter Six, | investigate how the emergence and use of N'ko
today as a label equivalent to Manding is rooted in not just ethno-nationalism, but also a desire to
discursively cultivate savvy, hard-working and logical citizens as a basis to remake post-colonial West
African society. This dissertation thereby shows the importance of metalinguistic discourse in
accomplishing social action and sheds light on why state-directed efforts at promoting mother-tongue
education in the region have failed.
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ABSTRACT
CLEAR LANGUAGE: SCRIPT, REGISTER AND THE N°’KO MOVEMENT OF

MANDING-SPEAKING WEST AFRICA

Coleman Donaldson

Nancy Hornberger

What role should indigenous languages and literacy play in education and society in West

Africa in the 215 century? My dissertation investigates this question in the context of the

N’ko (3H%) movement, which labors to promote an eponymous script invented for
writing Manding in 1949 by the intellectual and author Sulemaana Kante. Based
primarily on three summers (2012, 2013, 2016) of fieldwork carried out between Mali,
Guinea and Burkina Faso, this ethnographic study sheds light on why N’ko-based literacy
and education continue to spread across Manding-speaking West Africa by focusing on
how the metalinguistic practices—that is, “talk about talk”—of N’ko’s students,
intellectuals and interlocutors are connected to larger sociopolitical projects. Specifically,
I analyze fieldnotes, artifacts (such as pictures, N’ko texts, online postings etc.), and
audio recordings of both public interactions and semi-formal interviews that I collected
between 2011 and 2016. In part to establish the relevant context, the dissertation begins
with an investigation of Sulemaana Kant¢ and, drawing on his own words, analyzes him
as a particular iteration of the Afro-Muslim vernacular tradition that gave rise to local
language literacy in Arabic script or what is often called Ajami (Arabic ‘ajami) today.

Subsequently, I demonstrate how alternative glosses of the word N ko as either ‘Kante’s
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script’ or ‘the Manding language’ are indexical of the heterogenous voices and ideas
within and about the N’ko movement. Specifically, in Chapter Five, I explore how acts
where N ko references a script point to both a politically palatable and authentically
embraced notion of pan-Africanism that is particularly salient for a younger generation of
Western-educated N’ko activists. Alternatively, in Chapter Six, I investigate how the
emergence and use of N’ko today as a label equivalent to Manding is rooted in not just
ethno-nationalism, but also a desire to discursively cultivate savvy, hard-working and
logical citizens as a basis to remake post-colonial West African society. This dissertation
thereby shows the importance of metalinguistic discourse in accomplishing social action
and sheds light on why state-directed efforts at promoting mother-tongue education in the

region have failed.
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TYPOGRAPHICAL CONVENTIONS

I use a range of typographical conventions that vary depending on context. In general, in
accordance with common linguistic practice, the following applies when used outside of
discourse transcripts (see the following section for those conventions):

‘Single quotes’ signal linguistic glosses.

[Square brackets] mark phonetic transcription, or serve to provide clarifications or the
original of translations.

/Forward slashes/ mark phonemic transcription.

<Words enclosed within angle brackets> signal a discussion of orthographic form.
{Curly brackets} mark strict transliteration of graphic forms.

((Double parentheses)) mark uncertain translation of N’ko texts.

*star preceding a word signals a protoform.

Underlining is used to emphasize a point (in particular when italics are already abundant)
or highlight a key feature.

Italics serve to note either a) expository emphasis or b) foreign language words. In the
latter case, please note the following:

* For non-technical words derived from Arabic, but found in scholarly work related
to Islam, I have used commonly established latinizations (e.g., “Quran,” “Ajami,”
etc.) and do not use italics. Otherwise, Arabic words are identifiable by either my
use of the Arabic script or the abbreviation “Ar.”. When transliterating Arabic, I
have followed the standards of the International Journal of Middle East Studies
(IIME). In some cases, for convenience’s sake, I ignore Arabic plural forms and
simply apply the English <s> to the singular form (e.g., madrasa = madrasas and
not madaris).

* French words, when necessary, are signaled by the use of the abbreviation “Fr.”

* Without any of these indications, one may assume that a given word is Manding.
(See the following section for details about the Manding orthography)

Alpha-numeric sequences between parentheses, such as (5) or (1142; A30), are references
to either linguistic examples given in the text or the digital identifier assigned to various
ethnographic “documents” such as fieldnotes, pictures, artifacts or audio recordings. The
context should suffice to differentiate linguistic examples from ethnographic data
references.

Xii
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MANDING ORTHOGRAPHY

I use Manding as a blanket term and do not seek to differentiate Maninka, Bamanan, Jula
or even Mandinka forms unless relevant to my analysis. Such instances are signaled in
the text.

Latin-based Manding text results from when I opt to either a) transliterate Manding texts
written in N’ko or b) cite Manding words that do not stem from a written text. In both
cases, | use a Latin-based phonemic orthography that attempts to synthesize the various
national standards that linguists use while also marking tone.

In general, in Latin-script orthographies, Manding words are written and read as one
typically hears them pronounced. With a few major exceptions (<c>, <j> and <y>), the
orthography follows the conventions of the IPA.

Below I sketch out my conventions for using Latin-based orthography with additional
information to describe my transliteration scheme for N’ko as necessary.

Consonsants
Latin | N’ko English approximation Example Gloss
b F bad bon ‘house’
C 1 Chad cé ‘man’
d m dog bl ‘alcohol’
f g film oo “first’
K i | e sl
*A labio-velar double occlusive—in
gb \ essence, an English /g/ and /b/ at the gbo ‘bad’
same time
h h hello hakili ‘idea’
] Y Jump jan ‘long’
k H call kélen ‘one’
1 % lamp loko ‘plantain’
m A might migo ‘person’
n? 1 never ndani ‘four

' A dash indicates that the grapheme in question is not held to be one of the base letters or
sounds of Manding in N’ko education circles.
2 <n> is also used for marking the syllabic nasal /n/, which appears in the 1SG pronoun 7

‘T’ as well as vowel nasalization. See the sections that follow.
Xiii
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n ? *Palatal nasal—like enseriar in Spanish Y ‘good’
1 - king nomi “fritter’
p 1 power pan ‘jump’
r t/ *a tapped /r/ like pero in Spanish baara ‘work’
S a soup saya ‘death’
t b tomato tilé ‘sun’
w* d west wari ‘money’
¢ yogurt véle ‘laugh’
z - zebra ZUWén ‘June’
Vowels
Letter N’ko appf‘::xgilinf:tion Example Gloss
a I wasp baba ‘dad’
e 0 *hkeFﬁi}Z‘ig mn beseé ‘machette’
€ A met séné ‘farming’
i Y happy fili ‘throw’
u u goose dugu ‘earth’
0 | *like beau in French bo ‘excrement’
2 ? bought bog> ‘mud, clay’
Syllabic Nasal
Letter N’ko appﬁ:lxgilinf:tion Example Gloss
n % *Syllabic nasal n ‘r

When the syllabic nasal appears in compound or “conglomerate” words, I mark its
presence by use of dashes: bin-n-kanni ‘aggression, attack’ (lit. “fall-me-on’’). The only
exception is my use of the convention of the apostrophe in the case of the word 1% {n-
ko’} which I write out as <N’ko>.

3 In N’ko tt is used in cases where multiple /r/’s are separated by a identical vowels. This
is common in expressive adverbs and often manifests itself as an extended r-trill (e.g.,
Sfururu ‘completely’, which would be written in N’ko as uftd {frra}.

4 Also used for marking plurals. See the following section on “Pluralization”.
Xiv
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Tone

Grave diacritics mark low tones and acute diacritics mark high tones. An unmarked
vowel carries the same tone as the last marked vowel before it.

The tonal article on nouns is noted by an apostrophe <’> (e.g., Lu’ ka bon ‘The courtyard
is big’). When writing nouns in citation form, I follow the N’ko convention of giving
them with the tonal article, but for convenience’s sake, I omit it from the Latin-based
form (e.g., lu ‘courtyard’):

ug {10’} = <le> ‘courtyard’

Similarly, by convention I ignore the tonal article when transliterating the personal
pronouns Y and |:

Y {i'} 2 <i>2SG
| {an'} & <an> 3PL

If a Manding word or name appears in Latin-script without any diacritics that means that
either a) the lexeme does not carry an underlying tone (e.g., /u/nu PL) or b) its tone is
unclear or unknown to me. See Chapter 5 for an exploration of the N’ko orthography’s
system of marking tone.

I write tonally compact compounds words as single words, occasionally using a hyphen
for clarity’s sake between the different constituent elements (e.g., farafin-sébeli  African

writing system).

Length
In many Manding varieties, vowel lengthening can be contrastive—this is marked by

simply doubling the vowel in question. In the case of long low convex tones, I write them
with one tone on each vowel as opposed to a single hacek or caron (viz. <">). For

I~
example, @A {md2’} = <mdd> ‘person’.

In N’ko script, length is marked purely by use of the kdnmasere diacritic system that also
marks tone (see Chapter 5).

Nasalization
In Manding, nasalization is also contrastive and can be applied to any of the seven vowels

of the Eastern varieties. It is marked by a word final <n>. For example, /bd/ 2 <bon>
‘house’.

XV
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In N’ko this is marked by a subposed dot diacritic known as kdannadiyalan: 2F {bén’} -
<bén>

Prenasalization

In certain Manding varieties, some words or syllables are prenasalized. This is marked by
an <n> preceding the affected consonant. For example: nsiirin ‘tale’.

Pluralization

I mark Manding pluralization in one of two ways.

When transcribing oral discourse of the Jula/Bamanan form /u/ (as in hoo in English), I
follow common Latin-based orthographic practice of representing it as word-final suffix>

using the letter <w>:

/musd/ =2 <musdé> ‘woman’
/musévw/ =2 <musow> ‘women’

When transcribing the more Maninka form /lu/ or /nu/, I follow the common Latin-based
Maninka orthographic practice of representing it as a free-standing word:

/muso i/ =2 <muso lu> ‘women’

When transliterating N’ko texts, I vary between these two conventions depending on
whether the author writes a Bamanan/Jula form (e.g., U 30 {s6’ u} = <s6w>) or the
more common Kdngbet/Maninka form (e.g., 03 20 {s6’ 1} = <s6’ lu>), which is
identical by both strict transliteration and my convention.

Assimilation
Following common Latin-based orthographic practice, I mark common cases of vowel
assimilation (viz. when one word’s final vowel takes on the quality of the following

word’s initial vowel) by use of an apostrophe:

Ayéafs > Ayaf.
‘S/he said it’

When transliterating the N’ko orthography, I ignore the distinction between the two
distinct apostrophes (<'> ,<'>) that, respectively are used to mark whether the “elided” (

3 In truth, it is likely a clitic as echoed by the N’ko practice of writing pluralization as a
stand-alone word.

6 See Chapter 6 for an investigation of kdngbe and its relationship to this issue.
XVi
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AIQELS ldbeénén) vowel carried a high or a low tone:
QP TAFY {Pbeafs} > @PTFY (pyapr  <ibaf> Yousayit
T Y {Ikaafd} > @piHy {I’kafd} <ikafd> ‘Yousaidit’
N’ko Gbarali Rule

In N’ko, there exists a purely orthographic convention known as Y311V gharali that is
applied when two identical vowels carrying the same tone (viz. V') are preceded and
separated by two distinct consonants 7(viz. C! and C?). Such instances (viz. C'V'C?V?)
become <C'C?V')> orthographically. When transliterating N’ko script, I expand
orthographic instances of gbardli into their full form to facilitate harmony with typical
Latin-based Manding orthography. An example is illustrated below:

AP {fl¢} > <fele> ‘look, watch’

N’ko affirmative intransitive perfective and imperfective verbal suffix markers

In the N’ko tradition, the affirmative intransitive perfective marker (Lo dd) and the

imperfective verbal suffix marker (/1% ld/nd) are typically written as their own free-
standing words. When transliterating N’ko texts I preserve this practice:

I 1@ T {a wa da} > <a wa da> ‘S/he went’
{a yé kiima 14} - <a y¢é ktima 18> ‘S/he is speaking’

In all other Latin-based orthographic contexts, I write both the affirmative intransitive
perfective marker (regardless of dialectical or allophonic variation; viz. —ra/-la/-na/-da)
and the imperfective verbal suffix marker as suffixes following typical practice:

A wadda S/he went’
A tdara ‘S/he went’
A nana *S/he came’
A yé kiimala “S/he is speaking’

N’ko Woloso Letters

In N’ko orthography, two letters ¢ <I> and ¢ <y> have contextual variants, T and 2,
known as na-woloso and nd-woloso, that are used to mark allophonic variation that

7 Gbarali does not apply if the the first and second consonant are identical (e.g., *0%0
{s3s0’} <s3s5>)
XVii
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occurs when the the sounds /I/ and /y/ are preceded by a nasalized vowel and take the
forms [n] and [n]. In an effort to harmonize my transliterations with typical Latin-based
orthography, I transliterate them as follows:

T <n>
® <y>

Xviii
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TRANSCRIPT CONVENTIONS

Italics Spoken Manding

- Clipped speech

[implicit word] Implied word or information®

(best guess) Transcriber’s best guess

(?77?) Unintelligible

(word???) Transcriber’s unsure guess

“reported” Reported speech or metalinguistic discussion
d A new line signals a pause or new utterance
<description> Transcriber’s description of action
**comment** Transcriber’s comment

In the case of transparent French loanwords or nonce borrowings that are not
significantly phonologically assimilated into Manding such as mais, direction etc., I have
opted to preserve their French orthography. Note that this diverges from the common
transcription practices of many linguists and folklorists who typically opt to simply
transcribe loanwords using Manding orthography (e.g., me, direkisiyon etc., see Derive,
1978; Giray, 1996). I have adapted it because it increases readability and mirrors the
orthographic practices used for loanwords in languages such as English, French, etc.

For the purposes of this dissertation, my typeset transcripts of spoken Manding lean
towards broad discourse analytic transcription. That is, for readability’s sake I have
deleted extraneous repetitions or stutterings and do not signal length of pauses. Similarly,
I have not used any special convention to mark latching, overlap, stylistic elongation or
intonation.

8 As noted on p. X, [square brackets] are also used to provide the original of translated

words.
XiX
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3SG

AOF

Ar.

ART

Fr.

FLAS

H

IIALC
INA

INF

IPA
IPVF.AFF
IPVENEG
L

Lit.

LPP
NOM

NP

(0]
PFV.INTR

PFV.NEG
PL

PTCP.RES
QUO
RDA

S

v

ABBREVIATIONS

‘comes from’

‘becomes’

Tonal downstep marker

First person singular pronoun
Third person singular pronoun
Afrique Occidentale Frangaise (French West Africa)
Arabic

Tonal article

French

Foreign Language Area Studies
High tone

International Institute of African Languages and Cultures
Institut National des Arts
Infinitive

International Phonetic Alphabet
Affirmative imperfective marker
Negative imperfective marker
Low tone

Literally

Language Policy and Planning
Nominaliation marker

Noun phrase

Object

Intransitive perfective marker
Negative perfective marker
Plural

Resultative participle

Quotative

Rassemblement Démocratique Africain
Subject

Verb
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Chapter 1: Introduction
What role should indigenous languages and literacy play in education and society
in West Africa? My dissertation investigates a set of historical and modern actors’
responses to this question through their efforts at promoting mother-tongue literacy and
education through a unique orthography designed for a language popularly known as

Bambara’, termed Manding by linguists (Vydrine, 1995-1996), and baptized as N’ko

(314%) by some students and scholars today (Kante, 2008b).

West African society today is characterized by multilingual social stratification.
More than fifty years following the independence of much of West Africa from France,
French clearly remains the dominant language of the State and its official education
systems. In the Quranic schooling tradition, West African teachers pen and teach students
to read texts written in Arabic, although it is not a language spoken by the majority of the
world’s Muslims. All the while, the near entirety of West Africans speak an indigenous
sub-Saharan African language as their primary language of daily life.

This seeming incongruence has not escaped the attention of local actors,
especially in Manding-speaking West Africa where a formidable social movement based
around vernacular literacy promotion in the N’ko script has flourished (Amselle, 2001,
2003; Hellweg, 2013; Oyler, 1995; Vydrin, 2011; Vydrine, 2001b; Wyrod, 2008, 2008).
Invented in 1949 by the Guinean “peasant intellectual” (Feierman, 1990), Stilemaana
Kante,'” N’ko is a non-Latin, non-Arabic based writing system for Manding. Despite his
? See, for instance Bird, Hutchison & Kanté (1977).

10 Henceforth <Sulemaana Kanté>, ignoring tonal diacritics and using <&> in place of
<e>, except in citations (e.g., “Kante, 2008b”) where I note his name using Latin-based
Manding transliteration system. I have opted to write Kante’s first name as Sulemaana

given that it is written as such by Kanté himself in the majority of his works that I have in
my personal archive (see Vydrin 2012, p. 63 for a discussion)
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lack of formal training, Kante’s alphabet is a perfect phonological analysis of his native
Manding variety and remarkably includes a set of diacritics for marking tone (Vydrine,
2001b, pp. 128-129). Critically, Kante also used his unique script to write over 100
books, on a vast range of topics spanning across linguistics, history, traditional medicine
and Islam (including a translation of the Quran [Kante, n.d.]), which continue to be
typeset and published by N’ko activists'! today.

Manding-language texts, however, are produced in at least two other writing

systems. Many Manding-speakers spontaneously use adapted forms of the Arabic script

for short jottings in a practice known as Ajami (Ar. sexs ‘ajami), stemming from the

centuries old Quranic schooling tradition (Donaldson, 2013; Vydrin, 1998, 2014). The
Latin-script, originally applied to Manding by colonial agents and missionaries (Van den
Avenne, 2015a), has informed a range of disparate orthographies in post-colonial efforts
to promote adult literacy and bilingual/mother-tongue education for over fifty years
(Calvet, 1987; Skattum, 2000; Trefault, 1999; Yerende, 2005).

N’ko stands in opposition to these orthographies in a number of ways (e.g., its
script; marking of tone). However, perhaps most importantly for N’ko activists, their

script is not for writing named national varieties such as Bamanan (Fr. bambara) or Jula

' In this dissertation, I refer to people involved in N’ko circles in a range of ways that are
not mutually exclusive or necessarily distinct (e.g., students, teachers or activists). Within
N’ko circles one need not be an actual teacher or student to be labeled or refer to oneself
as an N’ko ‘teacher’ (karamoo QAI’[II) (327:14) or ‘student’ (karandén ‘AEAIﬂﬂ). Generally
speaking, both can be used as a label for anyone who both a) is studying or can read N’ko
and b) supports the script’s promotion. One common hypernym in N’ko circles is that of
N’ko-moo (éAJL‘l&I ‘N’ko person’) (Fofana, 2008, pp. 2-5). In its place, I will use the
French term N ’koisant. Given this, for stylistic purposes though throughout the
dissertation I vary my own English-language usage in ways that are often interchangeable
unless I signal otherwise.
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3
but rather for writing what they hold to be one single language: Manding, or as they often

prefer to call it, N ’ko. Central to the N’ko movement, therefore, is language
standardization (Cooper, 1989; Haugen, 1959) disseminated through prescriptive spelling
and grammar rules to form a standard language register known as kangbe or ‘clear
language’ (Kénte, 2008a).

Despite this call for a unified Manding orthography and language, the movement
itself is characterized by a range of different voices. For pan-Africanist university
students, N’ko is an authentically African writing system that, if adopted, will iconically
unite Africans across the continent. For reformist Muslims, N’ko offers the masses direct
access to Islam, unfettered by the traditional Quranic schooling hierarchy and the need to
learn Arabic. For others though, N’ko is critical in forging a united Afro-Muslim
Manding identity that will liberate West Africans from both neocolonial French- and
Arabic-speaking elites. Through ethnographic investigation, this dissertation aims to
probe these intertwined perspectives and thereby potentially shed light on the N’ko
movement’s enduring growth as an educational and literary movement in West Africa in
the early 215t century.

This project emerges from my Peace Corps work in adult literacy in Burkina Faso
(2009-2011) and formal research carried out in West Africa and on the East Coast of the
United States between 2011 and 2016. Through participant observation, I collected
fieldnotes as well as a range of artifacts such as pictures, texts and online postings etc.
Additionally, it draws on audio recordings of both public interactions and semi-formal
interviews that I conducted, transcribed and translated myself. To make sense of this

range of data, it draws on the concept of metalinguistic practices (Agha, 2007a; Lucy,
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1993; Rymes, 2014)—that is, “talk about talk”—to investigate the pursuits behind the
actions of N’ko’s students, intellectuals and interlocutors today in West Africa.
Specifically I ask: How do N’ko activists—in their educational and promotional activities
—metalinguistically engage with the proper name N ko as a label for both the script
invented by Sulemaana Kante in 1949 and the Manding language itself. And how is their
engagement, use and promotion of N’ko—be it a language or a script—for mother-
tongue education connected to larger socio-political projects and changes in West Africa?

I begin things in Chapter 2 by laying out the conceptual framework that has
guided the data collection, analysis and writing of this dissertation. Next, I move on to
Chapter 3, which is an explanation of the methods that I employed to collect, analyze and
write this dissertation.

Subsequently, there are three analytic chapters. The first one, Chapter 4, is
primarily a historical chapter which serves two functions. First, in light of the enduring
relevance of Sulemaana Kante as the guiding intellectual (if not spiritual) figure of the
N’ko movement, it establishes the relevant context for an ethnographic investigation of
N’ko students and teachers today. Second, I use the chapter to refine prior analysis of
Kante (e.g., Amselle, 2001; Oyler, 1995; Wyrod, 2003). Put briefly, my major
contribution is to draw on his own words to connect Kant¢ to a series of historical West
African individuals that similarly sought to read and write in their own languages as early
as the 18" century, as part of a nebulous but enduring pattern that I call the Afro-Muslim
vernacular tradition. This in turn improves the solidified understanding of Kant¢ as an
anti-colonial pan-Africanist and ethno-nationalist figure, by putting the emphasis on his

role as an Islamic reformist galvanized by the debates and ideas of his times.
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Next, I use a brief ethnographic interlude as a means of introducing Chapters 5
and 6, which, respectively focus on the divergent usage of the referential pairings of
“N’ko as script” and “N’ko as language” within the movement today. Chapter 5 looks at
instances in which N’koisants uphold the notion that the phonemic string /nko/ is first
and foremost the script invented by Sulemaana Kante in 1949. How did this
understanding first emerge and how is it mobilized today? As we shall see, this line of
reasoning is deeply connected to facts of linguistic tone in Manding as well as many
other African languages. This in turn points to activists’ sincere belief in and politically
palatable use of Pan-Africanism in certain kinds of situations.

In Chapter 6 I explore the alternative: how did the name N ko get paired with the
Manding language and how is this understanding upheld and circulated today? Critical
for this understanding are facts of Manding dialectology and etymology. Just as in the
previous chapter, however, discussion of these matters stretches outside of the realm of
pure structural linguistics. As we shall see, the embrace of N’ko as the Manding language
is also connected to a desire to critique and reform models of postcolonial citizenship.

I use the final chapter to both summarize the overall argument of the preceding
chapters and elaborate on some of the wider disciplinary implications of this study.
Additionally, I discuss what the dissertation suggests for the future of both the N’ko

movement as well as local language literacy and education initiatives in West Africa.
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Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework

In the following sections, I outline the prior research, experiential knowledge and
relevant theoretical tools that constitute the conceptual framework (Maxwell, 2012;
Ravitch & Riggan, 2012) that has guided my study. In terms of literature, I investigate
three domains: Manding sociolinguistics; the history of the language in terms of colonial
linguistic and later post-colonial language planning work; and finally, the grassroots
traditions of N’ko and Ajami. Situated within these bodies of work and my own personal
experience, | subsequently lay out my theoretical framework for approaching my
questions.

Manding Sociolinguistics

From a linguistic perspective, Manding!? is a language-dialect continuum
stretching across West Africa from Senegal to Burkina Faso (see Figure 1) (Vydrine,
1995). The word ‘Manding’ is a Western adaptation of the word Mandén, the name of
both a place and former West African polity, commonly referred to as the Mali'®> Empire,
that at its apogee encompassed much of modern-day Guinea and Mali, primarily between

the 13th and 15th centuries (Kante, 2008a; Levtzion, 1973; Simonis, 2010, pp. 41-54).

12 This usage, however, is not uniform across different fields of research. In American
anthropological and historical circles, for instance, one often encounters the term mande
or mandekan in place of Manding (e.g., Bird, 1981; see Galtier, 1980, pp. 16-26;
Vydrine, 1995 for a discussion). The major issue with this usage is that it coincides with
the European and disciplinary linguistics convention of using Mande to refer to a broader
language family that is more than 5,000 years old (Vydrin, 2009, 2016b). I will use the
term Mande in the sense of a linguistic family which encompasses non-mutually
intelligible languages that are only distantly related and that have little to do with the
Mandén empire (e.g. Soninke, Susu, Bisa, Looma, etc., in addition to Manding).

13 Depending on a scholar’s language and or discipline, they might use one of a range of
toponyms such as Mande, Manden, Manding or Mali in place of Mandén (Creissels, In
Press, p. 2).
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Figure 1: Manding language and dialect continuum (map of Vydrin, Bergman, &

Benjamin, 2001)
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Manding varieties that are locally known by a range of names (i.e., Maninka'# in Guinea,

Mandinka in the Gambia, Bamanan in Mali, and Jula in Cote d’Ivoire and Burkina Faso),

are widely used in their respective zones as trade languages between different peoples

and language groups (Dalby, 1971; Mansour, 1993). Nonetheless, mutual intelligibility is

widely noted, in particular, between Maninka, Bamanan and Jula (Dumestre & Retord,

1981, p. 3)'5. Despite both this and linguists’ clear acknowledgement of their

connectedness and overlap (e.g., Creissels, 2009; Dumestre, 2003), national language

14 As is customary, I will refer to these different varieties by removing their shared second
element -kan, which means ‘language’ (see Chapter 6 for a discussion).

15 This stems in part from their common classification as Eastern Manding varieties
(traditionally distinguished from Western Manding by their seven instead of five vowel

system).
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policies and linguistic work typically treat Manding varieties largely as distinct, albeit
related, varieties or even languages (Calvet, 1987). The traditionally distinguished major
Manding varieties are laid out along with their alternative foreign-language designations
in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2: Major Manding varieties by local name, etymology and foreign-language

designations
Local Name Etymolo French Name = English Name Alternative
Y gy g Spellings
< ‘Language of
. ] the people of mandingue, Mandinka,
mandinkakdn Manden’ malinké Mandingo
< ‘Language of
maninkakan the people’of malinké Maninka
Manden
< ‘Language of
bamanankan those that s bambara Bamanan Bamana
refuse (Islam)
jilakén Trader’s dioula Jula Dyula, Diula,
language Dyoula

Since the Independence era there have been major advances in terms of Manding
lexicography (Bailleul, 2007; Dumestre, 2011; Vydrine, 2010), grammar (Creissels, 2009;
Dumestre, 2003; Vydrin, 2016a; Vydrine, 1999a) and situating the language in a larger
typological sense (Vydrin, 2009). Sociolinguistic advances on the other hand have been
more limited. With a couple of notable exceptions (Canut, 1996, Canut, 2011; Derive,
1987; Dombrowsky, 1994; Sanogo, 2013; Showalter, 2000), most work that could be
considered sociolinguistic has been directly connected to applied linguistics research that

supports and evaluates development industry and government programs (Skattum, 2000;
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Trefault, 1999; Turrittin, 1989) or missionary linguistic work in service of proselytization

(Boone, Boling, Silu¢, & Augustin, 2007; Harrison & Harrison, 2002). Others such as
Slezak (2007) are sociolinguistic but operate in the variationist tradition via surveys and
questionnaires on reported behavior. Thus despite being the most widespread trade
language of one half of West Africa, Manding speech practices have not often been
subject to qualitative study—whether under the banner of sociolinguistics, linguistic
anthropology or the ethnography of speaking—Ilike other African languages such as
Wolof (Irvine, 1974; McLaughlin, 2001; Perrino, 2002), Bemba (Spitulnik, 1996, 1998)
or other so-called urban youth languages (Kiessling & Mous, 2004) such as Ivoirian
Nouchi (Newell, 2009).

My own sense of Manding variation and speech practices are informed by my two
years working and traveling in West Africa as a Peace Corps Volunteer based in Jula-
speaking Burkina Faso between 2009 and 2011. Every day in my rural village without
water, paved roads or electricity, [ was exposed to a multilingualism at least as, if not
more, cosmopolitan than that of any world-class city. While I worked with civil servants
in French, I dedicated my free time to learning the local Manding variety, Jula, which
functioned as a lingua franca between the many ethnic groups that lived in the area. Thus
a typical day was punctuated by “translanguaging” (Garcia, 2009; Williams, 1994)
between and across upwards of five languages a day: Cerma'®, Jula, Mooré!’, French and

Fulani'® amongst others. Upon arriving in Burkina Faso, I knew from some pre-departure

16 Gouin; iso:cme

17 Mossi; is0:mos

18 Here and throughout this dissertation I use ‘Fulani’ as a linguistic hypernym that
denotes the range of related varieties spoken by Fula/Fulbe/Fulani (Fr. peul) people (e.g.,
Pular, Pulaar, Fulfulde; iso:ful)
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internet research that Jula was a trade language of sorts, but I couldn’t quite figure out

what that meant. Was Jula the first language of people in my village? Was it no one’s?
Why did some people pepper it with French? And how was it related to Malian bambara
(Fr.)?

Years later, | have developed a metalanguage and historical sense of the
languages, registers and varieties that I was engaging with and deploying day in and day
out. Starting out however, I simply wondered why some people said gb¢, gwe or even jé
(‘white’), as I scrambled to learn and practice as much as I could. From some choice
books ordered from Indiana and France, it seemed to me that Jula was a derivative of
bambara. Indeed, prior to my readings, Burkinab¢ friends had declared that if I truly
wanted to learn Jula, I would somehow mysteriously have to learn bambara. And yet a
few acquaintances in my village insisted that what I was learning was not in fact “true
Jula” (julakan yeréyeré) but street Jula; I would need to remain close to them if I wanted
to learn it. Strangely though, I found that if I attempted to play off of these distinctions,
my jokes would frequently fall flat. For instance, while traveling in Mali when I was
asked incredulously, “é bé¢ bamanankan’ mén? (“You speak Bamanan?’) and responded
“On-hon, n bé julakan’ le f5” (‘No, I speak Jula’), I normally faced nothing but
incomprehension or a quick lesson: “ut bée kélen!” (‘They’re all the same!”).

The Metadiscursive Past of the Present

Guided perhaps by similar encounters, historians and linguists interested in
Manding have not shied away from analyzing its historical trajectory and constitution
(Bird, 1970; Calvet, 1982; Jacobson, 2001; Mansour, 1993; Sanogo, 2007). Van den

Avenne (2012, 2014, 2015b, 2017) has provided the most cogent analyses to date on the
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engagement of European explorers, linguists and colonial agents with the language

starting in the late 18th century. Explorers, missionaries, colonial administrators and
linguists began to produce both anglophone and francophone scholarship on Manding
starting in the early 19th century. Focusing on the ways that grammars, pedagogical
works and dictionaries embodied a range of “tendencies” and “temptations”, Van den
Avenne (2015b) deftly lays out the variable approaches that authors took to putting
Manding speech into writing, depending in part on their social location and goals. These
works on the genealogy of Manding through foreign scholarship, however, have not
engaged with how these metadiscursive works may be connected to the categories
circulating in West Africa today. Canut (1996, 2002) investigates the emic understanding
of the linguistic border between Bamanan and Maninka through transcribed
conversations and fieldnotes from the 1990s, but she does not connect the interpretations
of her research participants to any of these older historical discourses stemming from
linguistic work. Anthropologists for their part have questioned the legacy of linguistics in
defining ethnic categories such as Bamanan (Bazin, 1985), but have not attempted an
explicit investigation of how this linguistic legacy plays out in terms of the speech
practices and language ideologies of Manding-speakers today.

This absence of the colonial from understandings of Manding language practices
today could perhaps be interpreted as justified; it would be overstating the case to say that
Manding as we know it today was simply “invented” by the colonial encounter
(Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983; Makoni & Pennycook, 2007). An analysis of post-colonial
literacy and education initiatives such as N’ko however begs this connection. During the

colonial era, applied linguistic interest in Manding may have seemed distant as French
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was the only official language in education (Calvet, 2010). Following independence

though, linguists figured prominently in the conferences and meetings that would give
birth to the orthographies and codifications utilized in adult literacy and formal education
programs of Guinea and Mali in the 1960s and 1970s (Sow, 1977). Just as the presidents
of the newly independent countries were not political new-comers, neither were the
linguists who had a history of connections with institutions such as /’Institut National des
Langues et Civilisations Orientales in Paris and the International African Institute in
London. Despite this, most reviews of educational language policy in the region, while
gesturing towards the historical conditions that have given rise to today’s state of
postcoloniality (e.g., Lazdowski, 2015), simply start with the independent states of the
region, instead of exploring the more explicit and direct connections between
independence and the colonial era. And yet, as Cooper (2002) argues, approaching post-
colonial Africa requires a view that bridges across the colonial and the independence era.
This must also be extended to explorations of the local language education initiatives
such as N’ko.
Post-Colonial Local Language Policy and Planning

Following World War 11, despite the centuries-old, if sometimes marginal, practice
of West African vernacular literacy stemming from the Islamic tradition (Donaldson,
2013; Ngom, 2009; Salvaing, 2004; Vydrin, 2014), Francophone African elites largely
viewed African languages as not being ready for the “challenge” of development
(Sakiliba, 1957). African languages were not considered properly corpus planned (Kloss,
1969); they lacked a standard orthography and technical terms for modern and scientific

concepts. The elite francophones of the Rassemblement Démocratique Africain (RDA),
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saw African languages as not only insufficiently developed (Ferguson, 1968), but also

their supporters as ethno-nationalist rivals that could fragment a pan-African drive for
independence based around the French language (N’Guessan, 2007; Schmidt, 2005, p.
33). This position, however, did not preclude certain champions of African languages
operating directly within the colonial apparatus, such as author Amadou Hampéaté Ba or
linguist Maurice Houis (respectively, see Austen, 2010a; and Houis, 1957), from
dedicating themselves to orthography development and the promotion of local language
education.

Ultimately following independence, the major Manding-speaking countries
pursued a number of distinct paths regarding local language education policy. While
Burkina Faso’s first president continued the language policy approach stemming from the
colonial order (André, 2007) and Ivoirian local languages remained absent from
education policy and practice through the 1970s (Boutin & N’Guessan, 2013; Djité,
1989; Turcotte, 1980), Guinea and Mali made gestures towards local languages in
education as early as 1962. An official decree in Mali that year framed the languages “of
the country” as a bridge between home and school (Mbodj-Pouye, 2007; Ouane, 1991),
and a “Bambara” reader was apparently released sometime prior to 1966 (UNESCO,
1966, p. 36). Utilizing the work of colonial administrator-cum-linguist Maurice
Delafosse, Guinea likewise developed a Latin-based transcription system for its local
languages as early as 1962 (Sow, 1977). This was in turn utilized to create a “Malinké”
syllabary. Under Sékou Touré, Guinea eventually embraced so-called national languages
in both adult literacy and formal education through a National Languages Program

(Calvet, 1987; Doualamou, 1981; Oyler, 2001; Sylla, 1997; Yerende, 2005) as part of his
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larger Socialist Revolution from 1968 until 1984 (Touré, 1967). Mali wholeheartedly

took to what was known as “functional literacy” (Dumont, 1973; Audrey Mbodj-Pouye,
2007; The Experimental World Literacy Programme, 1976; Turrittin, 1989) before
attempting to integrate national languages into the formal education sector starting
primarily in the 1980s (Diarra, 1997; Doumbia, 2000; Skattum, 2000; M. L. Traoré,
2009; Trefault, 1999). While Céte d’Ivoire would never embrace bilingual or mother-
tongue education, despite some funding for research on local languages (Djite, 2000),
Burkina Faso would ultimately make moves in that direction starting primarily in the
1980s (Lavoie, 2008; Nikiéma, 2011) with the emphasis on functional adult literacy over
bilingual education during the revolutionary years of Thomas Sankara (André, 2007).
Across the region through the 1990s and up until today there has been a steady stream of
development agency and international donor-backed initiatives promoting bilingual and
adult literacy initiatives around local African languages (Benson & Lynd, 2011; Nikiéma,
2011; Trudell, 2012).

Behind these diverse programs is the idea, held by many scholars, that African
languages are central to post-colonial education reform (Bamgbose, 1991; Djité, 2008;
Thiong’o, 1986). Nonetheless, despite fifty years of state and international donor efforts
in Manding-medium literacy centers (Mbodj-Pouye, 2013), Islamic schools (Brenner,
2001) and public schools (Calvet, 1987; Skattum, 2000; Trefault, 1999), observers
continually point to major implementational issues (Calvet, 1987; Dumestre, 1997, 2000)
that have accompanied a general rejection of the Malian and Guinean state programs
(Vydrin, 2011, pp. 196-197). Why are these efforts at promoting bilingual or mother-

tongue education so passively dismissed by local populations despite millions of dollars
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of funding? One way of answering such a question is to look at alternative forms of

literacy that have not received attention from the development industry-orientation of
education and language policy and planning scholars.
Manding LPP Alternatives: Ajami and N’ko

Absent from the investigations of local language education policy in Francophone
Africa has been a focus on alternative literacy practices promoted and existing outside of
formal government-run programs, such as Ajami and N’ko, in the case of Manding. I,
myself, worked in adult literacy promotion during the Peace Corps between 2009 and
2011, but it was not until later that I turned my gaze towards these other forms of literacy.
Officially partnered with the equivalent of a local school district, I worked closely with
the person in charge of non-formal education and eventually found a role as a post-
literacy trainer that primarily ran sessions around savings and credit clubs and the
production of liquid soap for women’s groups that were newly “literized” (Fr.
alphabétisé) in Jula. Throughout this time working, speaking and studying the language
(albeit through Latin-based orthography), I never once considered that my similarly-aged
male friends and soccer teammates might be penning not Arabic but rather Jula Ajami as
I later discovered and analyzed in another publication (Donaldson, 2013).

So-called Ajami literacy has been practiced in West Africa since at least the 17th
century according to oldest collected texts (see Chapter 4 for an in-depth discussion). A
blanket term used to refer to the use of the Arabic script to write African languages, the
practice emerged from within the Quranic schooling tradition that accompanied Islam’s
arrival in the region (Hunwick, 2004). In many instances Ajami literacy was and is a

“grassroots literacy” (Blommaert, 2008) existing marginally alongside the Quranic
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system. This in particular seems to be the case for Manding, for which there do not

appear to be robust literary collections of texts (Donaldson, 2013; Vydrin, 1998, 2014)
except in the Western Mandinka-speaking areas of the Gambia and Guinea-Bissau
(Giesing & Vydrin, 2007). This fact has not precluded in-depth analyses of the Manding
Ajami texts that have been identified (Dumestre & Vydrin, 2014; Tamari, 1994). Even so,
Manding Ajami, like that of Wolof (Camara, 1997; Ngom, 2009, 2010, 2016), Hausa
(Mack & Boyd, 2000; Philips, 2000) and Fulani (Diallo, 2012), can fruitfully be explored
ethnographically as both a literacy practice (Street, 1984, 1993) and potentially a type of
language planning and policy (Hornberger, 1994, 2006). Such a focus would demonstrate
how its use, meaning and valorization is distinct from state-backed local language
literacy promotion and indeed, may help us understand why the practice of Ajami has
endured for centuries despite the State’s efforts to promote Manding literacy in Latin-
based orthographies.

The paucity of Manding Ajami texts, at least in some parts of the Manding-

speaking world, can potentially be attributed to the related phenomenon of N’ko (21H%).
Referring in the strictest sense to a non-Latin-, non-Arabic-based script invented in 1949
by the Guinean Sulemaana Kant¢ (see Figure 3 below), N’ko more broadly denotes a
transnational social movement based around Manding-medium literacy and education.
The historian Diane Oyler (1995, 2001, 2005) provided the first Western study of the
movement and did not fail to contrast N’ko’s grassroots spread through historical Jula
traders (Wilks, 2000) and the Quranic schooling network (Ware, 2014; Wilks, 1968) with
the failure of Guinea’s ambitious National Language Program (1968-1984) that I alluded

to above.
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Figure 3: The N’ko script
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Wyrod (2003, 2008), comparing and contrasting the ideas of Kante¢ and Sékou Touré
about mother tongue education through the writings of the latter, also gave evidence of
the movement’s partial spread into formal schools. Western scholars have additionally
observed the movement’s ethno-nationalist tendency to invoke the historical grandeur of
the Mandén empire to promote Manding literacy in N’ko as part of a larger struggle to
decolonize the francophone State and Arab-dominated Islam (e.g., Amselle, 2003;
Conrad, 2001). More recently, Hellweg (2013) and d’ Avignon (2012) have drawn our
attention to the role of traditional medicine standardization and commerce within N’ko
circles. None of these accounts however focus on what specifically happens in the
classroom or how N’ko proceeds as an educational movement that engages in its own

forms of language planning.
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Kante, for instance, did not use the term N ko to refer only to his orthography. As

we shall see in Chapter 6, he upheld the term as the proper name of the Manding
language itself. Thus, while the scholarship laid out above offer insights about the N’ko
movement’s continued growth and ability to successfully promote Manding-language
literacy, they all curiously do not investigate what strikes me as one of its core features:
the creation and dissemination of a standard language register that transcends dialectal
variation. Echoing other classic cases of nationalism (Anderson, 2006/1983), one of
Kante’s central concerns was standardizing Manding through an impressive range of
historical and linguistic writings on language (Kante, 1992, 2007, 2008a, 2008b, 2009).
Indeed, a large proportion of interactions with and amongst N’ko’s social actors, whether
in the streets, on the radio or in print are mediated by the use, learning or discussion of
this standard language register. Linguists have long noted this normative character (e.g.,
Davydov, 2008; Vydrin, 2011; Vydrine, 1996, 2010) but these accounts have not yet been
informed by systematic ethnographic study to track how students are introduced to N’ko
as not just a script or Manding orthography but also a linguistic hypernym and standard
language register.
Theoretical Framework

In approaching these issues surrounding the N’ko movement, I draw inspiration
from a critical realist’s approach to language (Cameron, Frazer, Rampton, & Richardson,
1992; Corson, 1997), ethnographic approaches to language policy (Hornberger &
Johnson, 2007, 2011a) as something that individuals do (McCarty, 2011a) and linguistic
anthropological understandings of reflexivity (Lucy, 1993), register (Agha, 2007a) and

metapragmatics (Silverstein, 1976).
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Linguistics vs. Critical Realism.

“Departmentalized Linguistics” (Agha, 2007b) as founded by Saussure (1972/1916)
distinguishes the study of language as a science focused on the signifier over the
signified. While acknowledging that language, as we know it, is in fact a social
phenomenon, Linguistics approaches the study of language as a study of an abstract
system (Fr. langue) detached from its use in the real world (Fr. parole). Linguistics then
necessarily delineates and studies idealized, pure forms of language that do not in fact
conform to the “ways of speaking” of actual people (Hymes, 1974). While this is
arguably a valid approach for scientists interested in the cognitive side of language
structure or creating grammars, it is of little use to those seeking to study language as it is
actually used (Cameron et al., 1992). For languages, such as Manding, without a history
of top-down standardization or use in formal education systems, this is especially true.
While there are clear differences in the Manding varieties spoken by individuals, the
speech practices of individuals never correspond with the distinct varieties (e.g.,
Bamanan, Maninka, Jula etc.) as proposed by linguists (Canut, 1996, 2001). Vydrin’s
(1999b) choice to publish a bi-dialectal Manding-English dictionary as opposed to a
single Bamanan-English version demonstrates this tension between Manding and its
varieties that linguists face in their work.

My point here is not to undermine the value of linguistic description or theorizing;
both play an important role in our attempts to better understand language as part of
cognition, education and society. I am motivated rather by the fact that:

[...] the study of language use, in whatever academic discipline, cannot ignore
actors' own concepts, descriptions and understandings of reality. Nor can the
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study of language use be detached from the social and political context in which
language is used (Cameron et al., 1992, pp. 12—13).

My approach to language and this study thus stems from a philosophical paradigm of
critical realism (Corson, 1997). As Maxwell (2012) discusses, critical realism combines
ontological realism with epistemological constructivism. Thus while Manding and the
divisions within it may be real and in theory correctly classified linguistically, speakers’,
individuals’ and even linguists’ understanding of Manding are inevitably their own
construction. As a result this study will adopt a social constructivist (Berger &
Luckmann, 1966; Creswell, 2013) approach to explore the interface between the
linguistic reality of forms and speakers’ interpretation of them through models of usage.

The Total Linguistic Fact: reflexivity, metapragmatics and register.

Linguists have approached the issue of speakers’ rationalizations of language
form and use in different ways. For Saussure and other structural linguists following in
his path (Bloomfield, 1933; Chomsky, 1965), the solution was rather simple: ignore them.
Situated within an idealized monolingual and perfectly homogenous speech community
and focused on accessing an innate capacity and competence in langue, any
rationalizations about language from speakers beyond grammaticality judgements are
simply distorting factors in the elicitation of forms. Chomsky’s influence in the early
1960s and onwards would reshape American Linguistics departments by shifting their
focus from fieldwork aimed at creating new grammars, lexicons and transcribed texts to
theoretical models of a cognitive system of Universal Grammar underlying the use of all

languages (Chomsky, 1975). This shift radically altered the trajectory of a generation of

www.manaraa.com



21
classically-trained field linguists as Chomsky’s idea spread across Linguistics

departments as part of the so-called cognitive revolution.

It did not however preclude certain linguists from insisting that, on at least one
level, Chomsky’s (1965) model was not empirically valid if did not attend to the “orderly
heterogeneity” (Weinreich, Labov, & Herzog, 1968, p. 188) that seemed to be, in fact,
inherent to speech communities around the world. For Labov (1972, p. 200), this
synchronic variation was the rationale for a linguistics—variationist sociolinguistics—
that would study “parasitic” social meaning as a necessary part of accounting for
language change. On his account, the lack of homogeneity did not signal the death of the
speech community as a concept, but rather a need to re-tool it to incorporate variation
alongside a notion of shared evaluations (Labov, 1972, p. 195). However, Labov’s
formulation, while seemingly social, did not deviate from a Chomskyan mentalist
conception of langue; speakers could vary in their deployment of linguistic forms
depending on varying contextual styles, but ultimately the analyst’s interest was in
eliciting “the vernacular”, or “the style in which the minimum attention is given to the
monitoring of speech” (Labov, 1972, p. 181). In this sense, the approach was distinctly
asocial. The deployment of linguistic forms was not accounted for by attending to
speakers’ rationalizations, the interaction, nor the ethnographic context—it was
determined by an expert linguist’s sense of when a speaker was no longer paying
attention to their speech.

Labov’s vision of sociolinguistics was not however the only one developed in the
1960s. Around the same time, the linguist and anthropologist Dell Hymes worked to

propose an alternative approach to the social side of language. Known as the ethnography
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of speaking/communication (Hymes, 1962, 1964, 1972), this research program did not

hold social meaning to be “parasitic” on language. Functionalist in nature, this approach
saw reference as but one potential purpose of communication through speech acts
(Hymes, 1962; Jakobson, 1960). Studying these diverse functions however required
attention to in situ use. While Chomsky (1965) had deemed that linguists’ object of
interest was solely a mentalistic competence of forms separated from actual use or
performance, Hymes insisted that the two could not be separated and were in fact
intertwined through a trajectory of socialization that gave a speaker “communicative
competence” in a particular speech community (Hymes, 1972). On this view, speaker’s
rationalizations about language were an important set of data and not something to be
chopped off, a la Chomsky, or simply noted (primarily as footnotes), a la Labov.

Hymes’s insistence on the interconnectedness between form and function was in
essence a gesture towards a need to investigate what later linguistic anthropologists have
called “the total linguistic fact” (Silverstein, 1985; Wortham, 2008). This object of study
however has a long lineage beginning with a Boasian conception of linguistics (Agha,
2007b; Boas, 1911), stretching through Sapir (1921) and Whorf (1956), that while
attentive to grammatical categories, never sought to restrict linguistics to the study of
langue as extracted from parole.

Originally elaborated by Silverstein (1985), the total linguistic fact encompasses
what Wortham (2008) refers to as form, use, ideology and domain.!® Form in this sense

denotes the lexemes and grammar of language. While a necessary part of any linguistic

19 Note parallels between these four categories and Hymes’s (1972) notions of
communicative competence being defined by what is possible, feasible, appropriate and
done.
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behavior, attending to forms through norms of denotation alone cannot tell us the

meaning of an utterance. This is because speakers use language in creative and
unexpected ways that create emergent meaning that befuddles any rule-based account of
grammar or pragmatics (e.g., Searle, 1975). In addition however, no matter how well one
dissects the interaction at hand, one cannot ascertain the meaning of an utterance without
also appealing to larger circulating models that are known to certain domains or segments
of people. These “models of linguistic signs and the people who characteristically use
them” (Wortham, 2008, p. 40) are frequently referred to by linguistic anthropologists as
language ideologies (Jaffe, 1999; Kroskrity, 2000; Silverstein, 1979; Woolard, 1998).
While ideology conjures up the image of something existing in the head,
semiotically-oriented linguistic anthropologists reject such a mentalist approach and
instead focus on language’s fundamentally “reflexive” character (Agha, 2007a; Lucy,
1993). A simple way of putting this insight is that people are constantly engaged in talk
about talk. More specifically:
speech is permeated by reflexive activity as speakers remark on language, report
utterances, index and describe aspects of the speech event, invoke conventional
names, and guide listeners in the proper interpretation of their utterances. This
reflexivity is so pervasive and essential that we can say that language is, by
nature, fundamentally reflexive (Lucy, 1993, p. 11)
Language use therefore always has an inherently metalinguistic character to it. In
linguistic anthropological research this character has typically been understood as
fundamentally being about metapragmatics (Silverstein, 1976); or the way in which this
metalinguistics most frequently boils down to being about pragmatics or the “appropriate

use of language (Lucy, 1993, p. 17, emphasis in the original). Silverstein (1993) teases

this notion apart by distinguishing metapragmatic discourse from metapragmatic
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function. Metapragmatic discourse refers to explicit instances of metapragmatic speech. A

clear example would be an utterance such as “That’s slang.” But similar commentary on
speech could and indeed does routinely occur much more implicitly through language's
continual metapragmatic function. A trajectory of socialization through friends, family
and institutions over the course of one’s lifetime provides an individual with tacit
commentary that determines the stereotypical social values of certain ways of speaking
regardless of whether it is ever expressed as overtly as in the example above.

Thus while language ideologies may seem mentalistic, they are in fact reflexive
models mediating between the use of language and the social world that are empirically
traceable through “habits of evaluation” (Agha, 2007a, p. 17, my emphasis) in the form
of explicit metapragmatic commentary and patterns of use which individuals read as
implicit metapragmatic commentary. Yes, language is inherently reflexive, but it would
be wrong to view speakers’ rationalizations about language as preexisting willy-nilly on
the whims of individual biases and preferences; they emerge through events of linguistic,
and more broadly, semiotic communication that are part and parcel of larger speech chain
networks (Agha, 2007a, p. 67) that give both grammatical structures and language
ideologies a domain of potential users and construers. From this view, the rationalizations
of speakers about language practices are therefore neither useless, parasitic, nor naive;
they are in fact central to our understandings of the total linguistic fact and must be
engaged with continually in the course of linguistic research.

Agha’s (2007a) notion of register is critical in this regard by providing a
conceptualization that inherently links grammar and ways of speaking with the reflexive

models (that is, language ideologies) that give speech its social meaning and value. In
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both folk terms and some traditional formulations, a dialect is seen to inherently point to

the regional provenance of a person, while a register is understood as a situational
deviance from a core of denotational forms (Biber & Finegan, 1993; Halliday, 1964,
1978). The two concepts are interrelated and stem from a view that there is a direct
relationship between grammatical features and something else: for Labovian
sociolinguists it is a speaker’s pure vernacular, for dialectologists it is someone’s
geographical location, and in practice they often end up being the same. Register in
Agha’s sense subsumes the two concepts under a single sociologically relevant
conceptualization of patterned “fashions of speaking” (Whorf, 1956; Hymes, 1974).
Registers therefore are not simply different ways of saying the same thing. They are
rather “cultural models of action” identifiable by a repertoire (viz. linguistic features),
range (viz. enactable pragmatic values) and domain (viz. a set of users) (Agha, 2007a, p.
55). Note that while registers may seemingly belong within a language, this
conceptualization is not in itself code-centric and does not take as its primary concern
categorizing stretches of discourse as belonging to one language or another (cf. Myers-
Scotton, 1993; Poplack, 1980). This is not to say that grammatical patterning—syncretic
or otherwise—is not salient; on the contrary, it may be of the utmost importance, but its
weight must be determined by attending to speakers’ views. Registers may thus appear to
be situational subcodes (Gumperz, 1962), regional dialects within a socially identifiable
language, or hybrids that span multiple languages.

This is an important alternative to the traditional linguistics understanding of a so-
called dialect. Typically understood as a natural category existing between speech

communities separated by “lines of weakness” in the density of communication
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(Bloomfield, 1926), this view shifts our understanding to see dialects, not as naturally-

existing objects in the world, but rather as sociologically constituted norms of behavior
that are enregistered to a place through socio-historical processes “whereby diverse
behavioral signs [...] are functionally reanalyzed as cultural models of action” (Agha,
2007a, p. 55). While a traditional linguistic account does not attend to the processes
which give rise to distinctly valorized ways of speaking known as dialects, registers, or
even languages, this study views it as an essential and proposes to approach it through the
lens of metalinguistic or reflexive discourse.

In doing so, my study seemingly stretches beyond matters deemed purely
linguistic by some. As [ have shown above, language as an object of study cannot be
reduced to the study of synchronic snapshots of langue—that is, grammar—without
fundamentally ignoring its essential role in social relations. The task for a social theory of
language is to account for “how particular systems of speech valorization come into
existence in the first place” (Agha, 2007a, pp. 15-16). As such, I focus on linguistic
forms, but do so primarily in service of investigating the social processes in which N’ko
are engaged through their use of language. In this sense, my study, in particular in
Chapter 5 and 6, is discourse analytic because of how I provide “systematic evidence
about social processes through the detailed examination of speech, writing, and other
signs” (Wortham & Reyes, 2015, p. 1).

Scholars of language have long investigated such speech as a form of social
action. Researchers working under the banner of the Ethnography of
Communication/Speaking (Hymes, 1962, 1964, 1972), for instance, attended to the

relevant context of language use they observed by drawing on different frames (“speech
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event” up to “speech community”) captured by the mnemonic of SPEAKING. Such work

revealed major divergences between different cultural groups in terms of norms of
language socialization and classroom participation (e.g., Heath, 1983; Philips, 1983).
Later, work in Interactional Sociolinguistics (Gumperz, 1982) focused less on pre-
elaborated levels of context and more on the process on how speakers establish relevant
context through the use of “contextualization cues”. Such research frequently analyzed
instances of cross-cultural misunderstanding through the use of recordings that were
played back for participants (e.g. Roberts, Davies, & Jupp, 1992). Finally, scholars
working under the label of Microethnography (Erickson, 1992) drew heavily on video-
recordings and the salience of non-linguistic signs in interaction (e.g., Erickson & Shultz,
1982).

All of these various traditions of discourse analysis have also been applied in
educational research known as Classroom Discourse Analysis (Cazden, 1988; Rymes,
2009). In this vein, Wortham (2005) made the important contribution of seeking to use
tools of discourse analysis to connect disparate classroom interactions and thereby
demonstrate empirically how language serves to accomplish social action (“socialization”
in the article’s case) across an academic year. This work and similar scholarship has
important implications for discourse analytic research even outside of the classroom. In
the chapters to come, I follow this tradition of linguistic anthropological discourse
analysis that seeks to go “beyond the speech event” and apply the methods and tools
developed by Wortham & Reyes (2015) in their recent book as part of my effort to

analyze the total linguistic fact.
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Doing Language Policy.

This understanding of language as fundamentally reflexive and mediated by
metapragmatic discourse and function has unique implications for what we commonly
refer to as language policy. In scholarly terms the field of language policy and planning
(LPP) began to emerge alongside sociolinguistics, beginning the 1960s and following the
publication of Haugen’s (1959) piece on language planning in Norway. Ricento (2000)
sees the field in terms of a number of historical stages. Initially, LPP was classified by a
phase in which scholars were interested in not only classifying sociolinguistic
arrangements in societies (e.g., Kloss, 1968) but also in crafting theories to, on one hand,
develop languages (e.g., Ferguson, 1968; Haugen, 1966) and on another solve “language
problems” (Fishman, Ferguson, & Dasgupta, 1968; Neustupny, 1974), in particular for
newly independent post-colonial societies and nation-states (e.g., Kloss, 1969; see
Hornberger, 1994 for a framework synthesizing many of the concepts and ideas emerging
from these early scholars).

This developmentalist phase eventually gave way to a second wave of scholarship
in the 1980s that was faced with the failure of post-colonial modernization policies.
Inspired by conflict-based accounts of the world stemming from critical social theory and
post-modernism, this wave of scholars questioned “neoclassical” approaches to LPP
based on benevolent and rational decision-making and instead aimed for “sociohistorical”
analyses to expose how the underlying categories and approaches of the former era
actually “planned inequality” instead of efficiency or development (Tollefson, 1991).
This line of work and its findings of world-wide “linguistic imperialism” (Phillipson,

1992) however, while doing important work to interrogate the roles and perspectives of
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both governments, planners and LPP scholars, remained focused primarily on LPP from a

top-down perspective (Kaplan, 1989).

Beginning in the late 1980s (Hornberger, 1988) and 1990s (Aikman, 1999;
Freeman, 1998; Jaffe, 1999) and echoing a later trend in education policy research
(Levinson, Sutton, & Winstead, 2009; Sutton & Levinson, 2001), scholars sought to
focus on LPP in educational settings by utilizing ethnographic research methods to study
the “bottom-up” (Hornberger, 1996) actions, interpretations and appropriations of
students, teachers, administrators and more broadly citizens. Tracing language policy
across “layers” (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Ricento & Hornberger, 1996), this trend
has continued and expanded (Canagarajah, 2005) to culminate under the banners of the
ethnography of language policy (Hornberger & Johnson, 2011a) and New Language
Policy Studies (McCarty, Collins, & Hopson, 2011).

This turn towards ethnographic approaches emerged in tandem with LPP scholars’
concepts, such as linguistic culture (H. Schiffman, 1996) and language beliefs (Spolsky,
2004), meant to capture the ways language policy is constituted in everyday life
(McCarty, 2011b). Hopson (2011, p. 284), for instance, suggests that LPP is ultimately
definable as “language-regulating modes of human interaction, negotiation and
production.” Given the reflexive understanding of language and metapragmatics outlined
above, this definition is not surprising—humans are constantly engaged in talk about talk.
But does this by extension mean that all of these individuals, in all of these instances, are
engaging in the activity of language policy-making? How we do we distinguish language
policy from language in use and norms of interaction (Hornberger & Johnson, 2011b, p.

285)? While habits of evaluation and patterns of usage are essential parts of defining the
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social value of speech and in turn a society’s de facto language policy, that does not

necessarily make all of them tokens of the policy-making that define a de jure
institutional or governmental language policy (Schiffman, 1996, 2006). For the purposes
of this dissertation and drawing on the tools of linguistic anthropology, I propose to
distinguish these types of behavior by analyzing them as different kinds of metapragmatic
discourse.

In the domain of explicit metapragmatic activity with an organizational locus one
can use the term language planning to refer to the range of activities seeking to regulate
language form, use and its connection to different kinds of people and activities. This
falls in line with the definition of Robert Cooper (1989, p. 45) who defines language
planning as “deliberate efforts to influence the behavior of others with respect to the
acquisition, structure, or functional allocation of their language code" (p. 45). This
definition suggests that language planning activities, although always intertwined, can be
usefully distinguished into three areas of focus: corpus, status, and acquisition planning.
Corpus planning refers to language planning that acts upon the grammatical code itself.
Most typically we think of corpus planning as pertaining to “orthographic, grammatical
and lexical codification” (Hornberger, 2006, p. 26) or what is more commonly (and
misleadingly) referred to as standardization. Status planning is the “allocation of
languages or language varieties to given functions, e.g. medium of instruction, official
language, vehicle of mass communication” (Cooper, 1989, p. 32). This is typically used
to refer to a government’s recognition of a language as official or of an institution’s
adoption of some language as a working language. But as suggested above, this may

more generally refer to the attempt to have a way of speaking (whether in a particular
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language or simply a register) accepted as appropriate in a certain domain or for a certain

kind of behavior. Acquisition planning is language planning “directed towards increasing
the number of users—speakers, writers, listeners or readers” (p. 33). This typically
denotes activities such as language classrooms or radio shows that function either to
explicitly teach a language or register or to disseminate competence in a particular
language or register.

I conceptualize language policy in a broader sense and use it to refer to overall
governmental, organizational or institutional stances towards language and the linguistic
behavior of different kinds of people and activities. Language planning activities thus are
subordinate to language policy, in that they alone do not define it. Language planning can
be understood to make up an official or de jure language policy, but through routine
metapragmatic discourse, both inside and outside of institutional contexts, de facto
language policy is constituted and negotiated every day. This expanded understanding of
language policy as constituted through both language planning as well as general
metapragmatic discourse makes clear “we all have a stake in language policies” (Ricento,
20006, p. 21), whether we are official planners or not. These overall stances are of course
language ideological and must be studied for the ways that they seek to produce and
regulate links between types of people and behavior. As Blommaert (2006, p. 244) puts it,
“[1]Janguage policy is invariably based on linguistic ideologies, on images of ‘societally
desirable’ forms of language usage and of the ‘ideal’ linguistic landscape of society, in
turn often derived from sociopolitical ideologies”. The essential component of analyzing

language policy then is connecting language ideologies to larger sociopolitical ideologies
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and uncovering how they are utilized in the pursuit of social change (of both the positive

and negative kind).
Informed by this theoretical and larger conceptual framework, I address the
following questions in this dissertation:

1. How and under the influence of what socio-political projects did Sulemaana
Kante call into being both a script and language?

2. How do N’ko activists—in their educational and promotional activities—
metalinguistically engage with the proper name N ko as a label for both the script
invented by Sulemaana Kanté in 1949 and the Manding language itself?

3. How is their engagement, use and promotion of N’ko—be it a language or a script

—for mother-tongue education connected to larger socio-political projects and
changes in West Africa?
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Chapter 3: Methodology

In this dissertation, I engage with the questions introduced in Chapter 2, through a
multi-sited ethnographic study that also draws on historical and linguistic research related
to both Manding, N’ko and the history of West African literacy and language policy. This
follows from the fact that my research focuses on the N’ko movement which, while not a
geographically-bounded community, in many ways functions as a single “community of
practice” (Mary Bucholtz, 1999; Lave & Wenger, 1991) of Manding-speaking educators,
activists and language planners.

Figure 4: April 2016 Facebook post promoting N’ko as a single association [#5n] (279)
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Let us all make an effort so that N’ko is found in all matters. Thus, our first name

is N’ko. Our last name is also N’ko. All of our affairs should be in in N’ko. This

organization [#n] is no place for complexes. Make God increase zeal in our

actions. May God make it so (279).
Indeed, N’koisants themselves often insist on such a dynamic and understand themselves
as a specific constituency even when there is not one over-arching organization that
connects or coordinates them all. See for instance, the Facebook post in Figure 4 that
explicitly typifies the N’ko movement as an “association” [#5n].

Activists, of course, recognize that there are a range of opinions within their
group. Nonetheless, even in such cases, they insist there is an underlying thought and
desire that holds them together. This dynamic is illustrated in another Facebook post in

Figure 5.

Figure 5: Facebook post about N’ko as an association
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Students of N’ko should know you and your fellow N’ko student are of the same
mind. May God strengthen our group [#9n] (1231)

As such, this study focuses on N’ko across a range of research sites and contexts
that I frequented intermittently beginning in 2012 up until 2016 as outlined in the
following section.

Access and Contexts

After having worked part-time in post-alphabétisation trainings in Jula for two
years in rural Burkina Faso, I was originally interested in studying formal adult literacy
centers and their place in the lives of the participants as well as the education system of
Burkina Faso. However, while pursuing preliminary research on the history of adult
literacy in West Africa and Manding linguistics at [ 'Institut National des Langues et
Civilisations Orientales, I was introduced to the N’ko alphabet and movement in my
coursework under Valentin Vydrin, a Russian researcher who himself has published a
number of articles on N’ko (2011, 2012, 1996, 2001b, 2001a, 2010) and even the first
volume of a Manding dictionary (1999b) that incorporates the script. Given that the N’ko
orthography is in many ways the exact opposite of what Western-trained linguists
believed was most appropriate for promoting African languages, [ was fascinated to see
that there were entire books, a grammar, a dictionary and an online community of N’ko
users. In addition, my preliminary review of the academic literature on N’ko (e.g.,
Wyrod, 2003, 2008) and online explorations made it seem as if N’ko was expanding
outside of Guinea. As a result when I returned to Burkina Faso in 2012, I decided that I
would also be on the lookout for any signs of it. Assuming that N’ko may have spread

from Guinea into Mali, I was nonetheless skeptical that it would have crossed another

www.manaraa.com



36
border into Burkina Faso, especially since I had not heard of, let alone seen it over the

course of two years of actively seeking out any and all forms of written Jula between
2009 and 2011. To my surprise though, my contacts and exploring over the first couple
weeks eventually put me in touch with a small group of people gathering daily for N’ko
lessons in the city of Bobo-Dioulasso. Having not planned to find any N’ko students and
being busy pursuing other projects, I changed course partially and spent two weeks in
total (with a small break in between when I was elsewhere in Burkina) as a full
participant and student in their nightly N’ko courses while also interviewing some of
them informally.

Following this 2012 fieldwork in Burkina Faso, and before beginning my
coursework at the University of Pennsylvania, I resolved to look into N’ko’s presence on
the East Coast of the United States after having read a New York Times article
(Rosenberg, 2011) profiling the efforts of one N’ko activist to get the orthography onto
modern technological devices. Having seen some YouTube videos of N’ko events in the

New York City area, I decided to go to the address of one of the stores listed as selling

books. It was through this visit that I ended up meeting Ibrahima Traore (03dltb LAYHILEY
fbrahima Tarawele). We became fast friends and I spent time with him on a handful of
occasions before the start of my first year at Penn; either running errands around the city,
or assisting his N’ko heritage classes for children in a mosque in the Bronx. Since these
two experiences in 2012, I have worked with, befriended and studied with a range of
N’ko scholars, students and activists face-to-face across West Africa and the East Coast
of the United States, and virtually in places such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Thailand,

Europe and Angola (to name a few) by hanging out, tuning into and sometimes attending
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or speaking on radio shows, observing heritage language classes, going to events and

receiving formal Manding instruction from N’ko scholars (See Figure 6 for a summary of
this ethnographic fieldwork across time and locales).

Figure 6: Fieldwork timeline in days between June 2012 and August 2016
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As this summary makes clear, my study’s N’ko participants are not from one site. That
said, they do represent in many ways a coherent “community of practice” (Mary
Bucholtz, 1999; Lave & Wenger, 1991); for even when they do not engage in regular
face-to-face encounters, N’ko activists are connected either indirectly to one another
through N’ko texts or, more often than not, directly through ever-growing forms of
modern communication such as websites, Skype, Zoom video conferencing or Whatsapp,
allowing “speech chain networks” (Agha, 2007) to form seamlessly across locales (see
Figure 7). Since my initial contact in Bobo-Dioulasso and New York City in 2012, all of
my subsequent interactions with N’ko scholars and circles in Bamako, Kankan, Siguiri,
Abidjan, Conakry, Boston and Philadelphia have happened organically as I reached out to

former contacts in one locale before setting out for another.
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Figure 7: Online N’ko class via video teleconference.
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Having approached the N’ko network ethnographically, I cannot speak of any
formal participant selection criteria. My connections however have been overwhelmingly
adult males. This stems in part from my own positionality coupled with West African
gender norms, but also certainly from N’ko’s own internal dynamic, which is
overwhelmingly male (Vydrin, 2012, p. 65; Wyrod, 2003), despite some key female
figures that I have encountered in both West Africa and the United States (see also
Hellweg, 2013). In N’ko classes for children that I have observed, in both the US and
West Africa however, there have always been female and male students and more often
than not in equal numbers.

Over the years, | have had little difficulty making friendships with teachers and
students of N’ko that have been eager to both teach me and have me participate in a range

of their endeavors as a guest speaker at conferences, gatherings, on the radio or being
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featured in online videos and articles. Some may see this as a sign of me simply being

used as a form of external validation or publicity by savvy N’ko activists; and I have
certainly played the role of the token White expert-researcher at times (in particular for
Manding-speakers outside of N’ko circles themselves). Many N’ko students and scholars
are well aware of my role as doctoral student at Penn and have long known of my
dissertation’s partial if not full focus on N’ko as a social movement built around literacy
and language. Indeed, they support it and have urged me to pursue my doctoral studies to
their completion. Part of this stems from the kind encouragement one gives a friend, but
another part of it is that they are hopeful that my dissertation research can serve as an
important next step for the movement. Indeed, as early as 2012, an N’ko activist
recounted to me how he spoke with a number of other prominent N’ko activists about my
potential dissertation project and whether he should take the job as my instructor at the
University of Pennsylvania. (He said yes.) This same individual at numerous times has
hinted at how he thinks the dissertation will be important for me career-wise, as a unique
contribution, as well as something that will hopefully serve the N’ko movement, though
he is less explicit about just how exactly it will do so. From my point of view, this belief
that it will help stems from the fact that the N’ko movement remains largely a grassroots
phenomenon without governmental support or official recognition. As such research
conducted by an American from Penn is inevitably seen as something legitimizing in
itself (just as is the news that N’ko is also being offered at the university).

My access to N’ko circles and classes has also always flowed naturally from the
ways in which I believe I am also construed as an ally. And I gather that [ am one. |

sympathize in many ways with the goals of the N’ko movement. My own path into
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academia stems from own personal belief that African languages have not taken their

deserved role in African society and my desire to understand how they could better be
utilized in governmental and educational circumstances. Moreover, my interest in the
N’ko movement emerges not just from curiosity, but also a deep respect for the cause that
they have dedicated themselves to. A passion for Manding language and literacy as
manifested by my ever incomplete mastery of the language as well as N’ko itself has not
hurt. As such, my research has always been guided by not just a desire to explicate N’ko
for outsiders, but also to produce findings that would be embraced as at least plausible, if
not completely correct, in the eyes of participants themselves. Note that this is in direct
contrast to Amselle (2001, p. 134) who claims that his ability to research N’ko was ruined
after a graduate student foolishly circulated one of his articles that revealed the “anti-
arab” and “anti-European” tendencies of N’ko “doctrine” amongst his research
participants.

This is not to say that I agree with everything that N’ko scholars and students say
and I have been open about this. Some of the founder's writings for instance include
historical information that in light of other research seems unlikely (see this explored in
Conrad, 2001). These accounts however are frequently treated as the truth within certain
N’ko circles. Moreover, my own linguistic training has led me to understand that yes, the
N’ko orthography is a particularly well-adapted orthography for writing Manding, but it
remains, nonetheless, just another set of graphic characters, and in theory Arabic- or
Latin-script could serve equally as well. This interpretation differs wildly from the
narrative that I have heard over the last five years within N’ko circles. In both of these

cases and others however, I have found that most N’ko activists and especially those who
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are the most engaged and learned are very sympathetic to differing interpretations. This

likely stems from N’ko itself being a rationalist project that seeks to democratize
knowledge through mother-tongue education (Kante, 2004, 2008a, p. 4). My own
questions, recordings, interviews and comments as an “educational linguist” (Hornberger
& Hult, 2006; Hult, 2008; Spolsky, 2008) therefore fit right in with N’ko activists’ own
dedication to understanding and mastering something—N’ko. In this light, I had nothing
to hide and in return I have been welcomed into N’ko activists’ homes, stores, mosques
and bookshops in many different ways since 2012.

From the Fall of 2012 through the Spring of 2014 I took one-on-one intermediate
and advanced Maninka courses with an N’ko instructor and activist who traveled to
Philadelphia for our weekly courses funded by a Foreign Language Area Studies (FLAS)
fellowship that I was awarded for two academic years at the University of Pennsylvania.
While these were organized classes, the fact that I was the only student and that the
instructor knew of my research meant that they often also functioned as informal
interviews when we were not focused on reading N’ko texts themselves.

During the summer of 2013 I was awarded a Summer FLAS to study advanced
Maninka for six weeks with an N’ko instructor at 1 'Université de Julius Nyéréré in
Kankan, Guinea. Both my time in coursework as well as my hours outside of class
functioned again as ethnographic research as I visited N’ko teachers, authors and
attended events around town. In addition, before and after my time in Kankan, I also
spent a number of weeks conducting similar ethnographic research amongst N’ko

activists, students and authors in Bamako, Mali. During this same summer, I spent a
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number of days with the N’ko activists of Bobo-Dioulasso in Burkina Faso that I had

befriended in 2012. In total I was in West Africa for eight weeks.

During the Spring of 2014 I conducted four overnight visits over three months to
sit-in on, listen to, and participate in an N’ko radio-show produced and broadcast in the
private home of an N’ko activist in the New York City area and attended N’ko cultural
events held in Boston and New York City.

During the Spring and Summer of 2015, I conducted ethnographic research
amongst a number of N’ko activists along the East Coast and in Philadelphia in their push
to set up and promote N’ko literacy classes as heritage classes for children.

During the Fall of 2015, while working on an unrelated project in Abidjan, Cote
d’Ivoire I met up with N’ko activists and attended and spoke at a gathering at a
community mosque and N’ko study center.

Next, during the Summer of 2016 I conducted an additional six-weeks of research
back in West Africa. Bouncing between locales, I spent approximately one month in and
around Bamako, along with one week in and around Kankan and Bobo-Dioulasso each.

The totality of my fieldwork in terms of locales and hours is summarized in

Figure 8 below.
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Figure 8: Dissertation fieldwork conducted between June 2012 - August 2016.
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Data Collection

The ethnographic research (Agar, 1980; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Heath &
Street, 2008) of this dissertation relied primarily on the tools of participant observation,
recorded and unrecorded informal interviews (Briggs, 1986; Weiss, 1994) and artifact
collection. In collecting these diverse data types, I used discourse analytic methods
(Blommaert, 2004; Wortham, 2001; Wortham & Reyes, 2015) to focus on both content
and linguistic forms. This stemmed from both my own training and interest as well as the
nature of the N’ko movement itself. Centered around orthography, literacy and language
—at least inside of the classroom—the N’ko movement necessarily focuses on linguistic
forms and thereby contributes to and interacts with linguistic registers and ideologies.
Particularly important in this regard was my focus on metapragmatic commentary (or
more briefly metacommentary [Rymes, 2014]) or when people “refer to and predicate
about language in use” (Wortham, 2001, p. 71). My study therefore is an ethnographic
sociolinguistic investigation (one might call it a "linguistic ethnography" in certain
European traditions of today [e.g., Creese, 2008; Pérez-Milans, 2015]) because of its

tracking of linguistic forms, associated metadiscursive behavior and ultimately the larger
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linguistic ideologies that allow them to circulate in classrooms, lessons and other face-to-

face encounters.

Concretely, I used ethnographic fieldnotes (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011) as a
means of capturing data from both participant observation, unrecorded interviews and
conversations. These fieldnotes were made through a two-step process of jottings taken in
a notebook or on my phone, which I then utilized as a means of producing, as soon as
possible and in private, full-fledged field notes with contextual details, quotes,
paraphrases and my own preliminary thoughts. This typically took place at the end of the
day or when I was back at home after my errands had been completed. For both jottings
and notes completed from my phone, I used the Android app Plain.txt which allowed me
to create simple .txt documents that could both handle the N’ko script and be easily
transferred into other software such as At/as.ti which I used for data analysis (see the
following section). In the case of handwritten notes taken in class or elsewhere, [ used a
variety of notebooks but in the end embraced the Cambridge Business Notebook which
has a durable hardcover (essential when there is no desk), perforated pages with a built-in
date section, self-adhesive labels for archiving, an internal pocket for loose sheets and—
best of all— it lays flat. On a few rare occasions I audio-recorded my post-facto
fieldnotes or jottings using my phone.

Whenever possible I also did audio recording of interactions, events, radio shows
or similar happenings. To do so I typically relied on a handheld recorder with a built-in
USB dongle: the Olympus WS-600S. Later in my fieldwork I also utilized my phone
when the recorder was not handy. In such cases, I used the Android app Hi-Q MP3

Recorder. All of these recordings were logged with summarizing transcriptions through
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the use of either the software InqScribe or ELAN. Particularly compelling segments or

recordings were transcribed in full (Bucholtz, 2007; Bucholtz, 2000; Park & Bucholtz,
2009) using ELAN in accordance with my interest in explicit metapragmatic discourse
and later more emergent themes stemming from the research and analysis process (see
Data Analysis below). When deemed both feasible and desirable, I conducted and
recorded informal interviews utilizing both my research questions as well as emergent
insights. In such cases, I used the recording devices describe above. In the end, I did 23
formally recorded interviews. I transcribed these in full using ELAN.

Figure 9: Summary of audio recordings by number and total hours

Subtype Count | Total Hours
Conference 39 9.28
Interview 23 15.70
Radio 12 9.78
Classroom 7 2.20
Reading 4 0.33
Speech 2 1.24
Quranic Study 2 0.12
Online Class 2 0.03
Interaction 2 0.07
Grand Total 93 38.75

Early on, before my research relationships were well-established and recording may have
been detrimental to relationship building, I opted to conduct a number of interviews
informally via the same process used for participant observation fieldnotes outlined
above. A summary of my audio recordings across different kinds of subtypes can be
found in Figure 9:

Finally, I gathered both real life and virtual artifacts. Real life artifacts such as
flyers, documents, ads, magazines and newspapers were either collected when possible or

documented via a digital photograph or video using my cellphone in the case of signs,
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billboards etc. Additionally, included in this category are digital forms of communication

such as online postings, videos and interviews that were disseminated by N’ko students
and teachers through Facebook, Twitter and various websites. If the posts were primarily
text- or image-based I collected them via screenshots from my computer or cellphone and
then subsequently uploaded into a single “notebook™ of the software program Evernote
(later selectively transferred into Atlas.ti). In the end then, this formed a sort of running
digital archive of salient posts that I cherry-picked from the endless deluge of messages
and social media postings. In the case of video or audio excerpts shared online, I saved
the posts on Facebook, YouTube, Twitter etc., and then later digitally downloaded them
using various third-party websites. In total, my dataset includes 22 digital videos that I
either pulled from online or recorded myself.

Another critical source of so-called artifacts that I collected were print
publications of various N’ko authors and organizations. Particularly important in this
regard were the general and in particular linguistics works of Sulemaana Kante (1992,
2004, 2003 2007, 2008, 2008, 2009) which I analyze formally in the chapters to follow.
Focusing on Kanteé’s own intellectual engagement with history, religion, language,
writing and Manding registers allowed me not only to more properly situate him
historically (see Chapter 4), but also to better understand his specific formulations about
language, orthography and Manding itself (see Chapters 4-6). This in turn provided key
insights for understanding what ideas of his are central to N’ko literacy's continued
spread and how they are shifted and mobilized by students and scholars today. Equally
important in this regard were the other N’ko newspapers and books that I purchased or

picked up throughout my fieldwork. A number of them are quoted from in this
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dissertation, but they do not represent the total number of works that I consulted or now

possess.
My ethnographic dataset as entered into Atlas.ti is summarized below in Figure 9.

Figure 9: Count of non-audio recorded “documents” in ethnographic dataset (sorted by
document subtype)

Document Subtype Count
Article 11
Book 41
Document 38
Fieldnote 183
Internal 3
Memo 3
Newspaper 3
Photo 415
Screenshot 201
Translation 1
Video 22
Grand Total 921

Note that this does not include any of my audio recorded interviews or interactions which
I outlined above. While I did in fact enter many loggings and transcripts of these
recordings into Atlas.ti, [ have decided to keep them separate for clarity's sake and
because during the writing and analysis stage, I continued to transcribe and log audio
recordings without necessarily updating my original dataset as entered into Atlas.ti.

In terms of linguistic forms, in both my fieldnotes and transcriptions of audio data
I always strove to mark Manding words as accurately as possible within the purview of a
broad phonemic transcription and established orthographic conventions for certain words
(e.g., kosebe in place of what is often pronounced kdsobe). On occasion, readers familiar
with Manding may be shocked to see certain so-called Maninka, Bamanan or Jula forms
appearing in cities where they do not expect them. While I cannot be sure of my

transcriptions that arise from my notebooks, and while I have not subjected every
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utterance to spectrogram analysis using the software Praat, I have striven to be as

saliently accurate as necessary and possible given the quality of the recordings. Inevitably
however there are surely words and sentences where I have relied on convention instead
of phonemic or phonetic reality. In other cases where a form looks truly out of place (e.g.,
<I> in place of <d> or <gb> in place of <g> and vice-versa), [ would ask that the reader
take my rendering on good faith or contact me for the recordings.

In the case of written Manding using N’ko, I have transliterated it when necessary
using a specific transliteration scheme outlined prior to Chapter 1. This is entirely
appropriate for analyzing written N’ko, but it unfortunately has the adverse effect of
obscuring the divergences between written and read N’ko (this dynamic is touched upon
primarily in Chapter 6). One should not therefore understand N’ko transliterations as
evidence of people reciting the text as written. In fact, in some cases, I have seen N’ko
activists “interpret” an N’ko text with different dialectal equivalents in real-time (e.g.,
changing the postposition di to yé or the possessive marker /d~na to kd). Of course, in
Western languages like English we unflinchingly note words down by their
conventionalized spelling. In the case of African languages with recently developed
Latin-based orthographies though this is less common for two reasons. First, in many
cases, linguists remain the dominant writers of African languages such as Manding.
Second, when individuals are taught to write, they are instructed simply to write things
out as they are pronounced.

Data Analysis
Starting in early 2016 I began to assemble my different kinds of data into the

qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti. All of my text-based digital fieldnotes and
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memos were added directly into the software. In the case of hand-written fieldnotes that I

had not digitally typeset, I scanned them in their entirety and added them directly to the
software as PDF files. Additionally, I directly added all of my personal photographs of
people, events and artifacts as well as screenshots and downloaded video clips of digital
artifacts. In the case of audio recordings, however, I opted to only input them into Atlas.ti
as loggings or transcripts. The original files themselves therefore are not stored inside the
software. Instead, I sorted and tracked them separately in their own spreadsheet with their
own unique identifiers. This was similarly the case in terms of N ko publications, which I
also managed in a unique manner. Specifically, I tracked my personal archive of N’ko
books using the reference management and annotation software Zotero. While I often
worked through N’ko publications by hand as part of lessons or my own independent
study, in the end, I used the software’s note feature to store my typesettings,
transliterations, summaries and analyses. Given the interconnections between the texts
and various ethnographic data that I collected, I ultimately exported these notes as PDFs
which I then added to Atlas.ti to intermingle with the other kinds of data that I collected.
Regardless, across the data types I used a standardized file naming convention
(TYPE_DESCRIPTION CITY YYYY.MM.DD [e.g., photo_speech-at-
event_bamako 2015-06-30.jpeg]). This in turn allowed me to easily sort and search
across my data within Atlas.ti. For instance, I could opt to search only through “Photos”
or only for “Fieldnotes” from “Bamako”. Regardless, internally within the software I also
created groups corresponding to each phase of fieldwork (e.g., Summer 2012, Spring
2015, etc.). In the case of two kinds of data I created groups not associated with particular

fieldworks phases: “N’ko books” or “Online artifacts”.
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Beginning in early 2016, I submitted this heterogeneous mix of participant

observation, informal interviews and artifacts to inductive “open coding” (Corbin &
Strauss, 2007). Using Atlas.ti’s coding and quotation features, I processed the data
looking for salient moments and then providing them with preliminary labels. Following
my last stint of fieldwork during the summer of 2016, I did a more guided review of my
data, re-coding it with an eye to my research questions in particular. This is not to say that
I developed “a priori codes” but rather that [ used my original questions as a guide while
also noting other emergent themes (Creswell, 2013, p. 185). One of my guiding
principles therefore was tracking implicit and explicit talk about talk—that is,
metapragmatic commentary. Ultimately, such discourse is interesting because of indexical
links to other social processes that serve to explain how and why certain linguistic forms
are taken up as social regularities. Nonetheless, such links are not always readily
transparent just as the actual metapragmatic character of an utterance itself may not be.
On principle though, I strove to identify and code all identifiable metapragmatic
commentary even when its illuminating power or indexical links remained obscure to me
before I moved onto to composition and formal analysis.

Another important component of my data analysis were my intermittent personal
researcher memos (Maxwell, 2012). In fact, these memos initially figure into my data as
part of my fieldnotes when I fleshed my initial loggings into proper fieldnotes. During
this process, I would often write more interpretative segments with ideas of analysis for
my future writing stage. Later more memos emerged while I transcribed, read, watched

and listened to all of my data through 2016. These were variously incorporated into my
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data as either their own “documents” or as comments attached to quotations or

documents within Atlas.ti. Whether as part of fieldnotes or as part of my post-fieldwork
processing, such work was part of a formal effort to externalize the ethnographic process
of iterating between data and interpretation. Concretely in my purely data analytic phase
of 2016, it served to refine my labels into a set of codes that I continuously used, refined
and added to in an effort to better categorize my data. Indeed, this was necessary—my
final number of total codes was 233! The vast majority of codes however arose during
inductive coding and did not apply to large number of “quotations”?! across the data. This
dynamic is summarized below in Figure 10, which makes clear that 11 codes dominated
by having anywhere between 40-59 quotations underneath them, whereas as 148 codes
only applied to 0-9 quotations.

Figure 10: Frequency distribution of codes

# of Quotations Under a Code | Frequency
0-9 148
10-19 43
20-29 20
30-39 11
40-49 3
50-59 8
Total 233

In this sense, the writing process itself was in some ways also part of the coding
phase. In many cases, as I drew on the various codes and their data-points (viz.
“quotations”) to lay out an argument in prose, I was forced to return to the data.
Sometimes this was because I needed to typeset a clip or take another look at associated

pictures. Other times, it was because the act of writing itself sparked my memory and

9

20 Tn Atlas.ti parlance, each token of data added to a project is referred to as a “document
regardless of format (viz. image/text/audio or video).
21 Again, Atlas.ti’s terminology to refer to any selected portion of a “document”.
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sent me back into the data looking for a particularly striking moment of interest that I

could use to illustrate a point. Regardless, it often led to me creating new codes or
applying news ones to certain excerpts that had not struck me as belonging to a particular
category originally.

Finally, it was throughout the writing phase that I iteratively improved and
analyzed my transcriptions of recorded interactions and interviews. In this focused
discourse analytic phase, I was guided by the linguistic anthropological theories and tools
laid out in the methodological works of Stanton Wortham (e.g., 1996, 2001; Wortham &
Reyes, 2015). Specifically, in focal transcripts I followed a three phase process of 1)
identifying narrated events; 2) selecting, construing and configuring deictics, reported
speech and “evaluative indexicals”??; and, finally 3) interpreting the social action or
process accomplished or furthered.

Historical Investigation

This ethnographic look at the N’ko movement was supplemented by historical
research related to the historical emergence of both Latin- and Arabic-based script
orthographies as forms of language planning and policy in West Africa. This work was
primarily library-based because of the availability of sources as well as my limited means
to pursue actual archival research in the colonial or West African Islamic archives of the
region. I pursued this focus because these metadiscursive processes directly inform or lay

in the path of the thoughts and actions of both Sulemaana Kant¢ and N’ko activists today.

22 Wortham & Reyes (2015, p. 51) use this term as a grab-bag for “indexes that point to
relevant context in ways that potentially characterize and evaluate narrated characters and
narrating participants.”
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First, I conducted library-based research on colonial linguistics (Errington, 2001,

2008) in Africa (Blommaert, 2013; Fabian, 1986; Irvine, 2008; Peterson, 2006; Philips,
2000) and specifically the colonial encounter with Manding and the way French
explorers, missionaries, linguists and colonial administrators engaged with and codified
the Eastern Manding varieties that are widely known today: malinké, dioula and
bambara. This entailed consulting both original sources (Binger, 1892; Delafosse, 1901,
1929, 1955; Labouret, 1934; Park, 1799; Travélé, 1913) as well as nascent secondary
analysis (Bird, 1970; Calvet, 1981; Grosz-Ngaté, 1988; Jacobson, 2001; Mansour, 1993;
Pawlikové-Vilhanova, 2009; Sanogo, 2003, 2007, Van den Avenne, 2005, 2007, 2012,
2014, 2015b, 2015a) to track linguistic work and later French colonial policy vis-a-vis
these named varieties. Finally, I turned to the transition from colonialism to independent
State language policies in Guinea, Mali, Burkina Faso and Cote d’Ivoire. Utilizing both
primary sources (e.g., UNESCO, 1964, 1966, 1974) and secondary literature (Sow, 1977;
Sow & Abdulaziz, 1993), I investigated the countries’ engagement with Manding
language registers through orthography development (IILAC, 1930; Tucker, 1971) and
literacy promotion.

Second, I also conducted library-based work on the Quranic education tradition
(Kane, 2016; Ware III, 2014)and the historical emergence beginning in the 18" century of
vernacular language scholars and so-called Ajami literacy in a variety of West African
languages such as Fulani (Brenner & Last, 1985; Humery, 2013; Robinson, 1982;
Salvaing, 2004), Hausa (Mack & Boyd, 2000; Philips, 2000; Zito, 2012), Wolof (Camara,
1997; Ngom, 2009, 2010, 2015, 2016) and Manding (Cond¢, 2008b; Dumestre & Vydrin,

2014; Tamari, 1994; Vydrin, 1998, 2014). Analyzing the words of Ajami scholars
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themselves as well as secondary sources, in Chapter 4, I argue that N’ko is a particular

iteration of the Afro-Muslim vernacular tradition emerging from the Quranic schooling
tradition that underlies Ajami literacy practices today.

Finally, to enrich prior historical analyses of N’ko (e.g., Amselle, 2001, 2003,
Oyler, 1995, 2005; Wyrod, 2003), I utilized secondary sources and under exploited N’ko
sources (Kante, 2004, 2007, 2008a, 2008b; Sangaré, 2011) to focus on Kante’s actions as
a form of language planning that directly challenged the institutional language policies of
both the Quranic and the French colonial schooling systems. Building on prior work
(Donaldson, In Press), in Chapter 4, I argue that his efforts were a particular iteration of
Afro-Muslim thought that flirted with ethno-nationalism and used mother-tongue
medium of instruction to offer a vision of West African society that was distinct from a
major educational reform movement of his day: the madrasa movement that opted for
Arabic-based education (see Brenner, 2001).

Validity

My study focuses on the N’ko movement across multiple contexts of the
Manding-speaking world. By virtue of drawing from these diverse locales, I offer an
ethnographic (albeit partial) account of the N’ko movement in the broadest sense.

But how do I know if my interpretations of are correct? Maxwell (Maxwell, 2012,
p. 122) captures this notion under the rubric of validity or “the correctness or credibility
of a description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account”. While
in quantitative research one typically tries to eliminate alternative hypotheses by

following strict research protocols, this is not a possible or appropriate goal for
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qualitative researchers. The validity of my own conclusions therefore stems from some of

the defining characteristics of my study.

First, my study’s data arises from a long-term engagement since 2009 working in
and conducting research on Manding language and literacy contexts. Formally collecting
ethnographic and linguistic data since 2012 has served as a means of establishing my own
credibility to identify robust patterns in how Manding-speaking N’ko students talk and
act.

Second, this long-term engagement has provided me with a range of
heterogeneous data. I draw on participant behavior data, interviews, recordings, and real
and virtual artifacts stemming from a range of events, participants and locales across five
countries. Thus, despite not being bounded ethnographic research conducted in one place
over a period of 12 months for instance, my dissertation nonetheless draws on extended
ethnographic work conducted over more than four years that varies between sustained
and intermittent contact. Another important component of this project research has been
my use of informal interviews or so-called “member checks” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Maxwell, 2012, pp. 126—127) in which I presented my emergent findings to research
participants indirectly through my questions. These sessions themselves provided key
data for identifying and understanding linguistic registers and ideologies through
metapragmatic talk, but they will also serve as means of remaining open to alternative
hypotheses throughout the research process.

Finally, my analyses of the N’ko movement has been buttressed by the range of
primary and secondary historical sources from which I have drawn. By virtue of

exploring the history of West African vernacular literacy through Ajami as well as
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government-backed programs, [ have been able to draw insights about the range of

intersecting social processes that influence the Manding speech of N’ko’s students,

activists and interlocutors.
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Chapter 4: Karamjo Sulemdana (‘Teacher Sulemaana’)
Every day Mamadu “Bakdroba” Fofana commutes 20km from just outside of

Bamako to his bookshop in the downtown shopping area and public transport hub known

as Aredd (M, < Fr. rail ‘train tracks’ + da ‘entrance’). Youthful despite some wisps of
grey, Mamadu fuels his ride with a steady stream of talk radio. One morning, shortly after
Ramadan, when one could actually cross downtown in a car for the first time since the
traffic of Islam’s holiest month, he pulled his motorcycle up before immediately walking
down the road to address a police officer. He gestured towards some issue of public
concern, offering sage advice before returning back to his shop where I was seated.
Striding through his columns of water-coolers and buckets for sale—diligently but never
correctly laid out by his assistant (a nephew or son)—he greeted me. Only then did |
realize that the earbuds between his navy-blue ski jacket and flamboyant tinted glasses
were still active. Mamadt assumed his position behind the counter where he sells
sometimes one, sometimes twenty N’ko books a day. Suddenly, it was time: his words
flowed freely into the microphone he suspended close to his mouth. It was a passionate
denunciation of the inappropriate use of government funds for a still not complete
building downtown.

A over head, amidst his floor-to-ceiling shelves of books, a portrait smiled down

(786). The man in the painting, Sulemaana Kante, can in fact be found across Bamako.
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Figure 11: Portrait of Sulemaana Kante (821)

A bit down the road for instance, in a bookshop by Ldaginepilasi (< Fr. la Guinée +
place), the bus-stop where tired Peugots congregate in anticipation of overloaded
journeys to Guinea, he rests under the word “Toshiba”; a sticker affixed to a laptop of

unpublished books (830). Back in Areda, at another store, his image flanks the following

words:

LA 1HS QFob - UIF - 2314 TA %'é @
J5’y’alu ma [/] Kolon’ — Baara’ — Télen’ [/] N’ko Lérada
Peace be upon you / Savviness - Work - Justice / N ko Bookshop
Finally, to the east of the city near the troisieme pont or ‘third bridge’ that spans the Niger

river dividing the city, his likeness stands proudly at the base of radio tower broadcasting
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Kante however is not simply a face emblazoned across the urban landscape; his

name figures prominently in conversations, text messages and books through out the city.
Catty-corner from his bookshop, Mamadu Fofana rents another storefront where he sells
a rotation of general goods such as soap, toothbrushes and scrub-brushes. This is where
his book-selling operation originally began. A couple of years and two market fires of
destroyed merchandise later, he decided it was finally time to expand and open a separate
shop dedicated primarily to N’ko books. The two remain affiliated however and in the
summer of 2016 they both bore similar blue signs covered in white N’ko script. Affixed

above the entrance to his original shop were the following words (850):

0T omlEd - LalA YHA | | 4n maari’ mansa’, Our lord God, help the
AMAm | fabadén’ nu démen patriots

TS 1® 0T oY Pt G Y ig;fdf arafindeén’ i pia Open the eyes of Africans

The second clause of this sign was inspired by the title of a popular N’ko text by the
author and N’ko teacher Usman Kulibali. This book, / id’ ldka (Kulibali, n.d.), focuses
on laws that White Europeans “applied—through marauders and their leaders—to their
slaves in the 18th century, after having come and tore Africans away to sell them as

merchandise in the pens of America” (p. 1). The work’s first lines begin as follows:

19 @b 19175 T89YHIA 18 | Ala mahinala hinala’ t35 1é | In the name of God the
merciful, the

compassionate
IAAT Y9 @5 Y9 YaH Yb 181Y | Kald’ tii” kisi’ ni j3° ni May the Lord of judgement
"7 IATHDA TESQH Yms | #éma’ jidi kélaba bestow peace and
TA AF 143m T 0T S35 muhamad n'a’ dépso’ nu tranquility upon the

o~ n'a donko’ bée ma kide! ka | prophet Muhammad, his
DBV B EADRE | opsiofinng dankorobd’ companions and all his
Ad AbIH Ao BRI | Solomana Kénte ké kélaba’ | followers forever! May
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1Y AA Yoo Q33P1H LESaH | kafonso’ di méndiya’ ndks’ | God make Africa's sage

R 2417

ds

Solomana Kante one of the
prophet's kindred spirits in
the garden of paradise

Like almost all N’ko works, the text begins with the basmala (Ar. @), the traditional

Muslim invocation preceding an undertaking, translated from Arabic to Manding,

followed by a number of benedictions. The second invocation of God and its focus on

Sulemaana Kante¢ is of note for the respect that it confers on the man; the inventor of the

N’ko script is upheld as a Muslim man both worthy and deserving of being a “kindred

spirit” of the Prophet Muhammed in the afterlife. Subsequently, after laying out the

subject of the book, Kulibali concludes:

~

?-‘Ni'_'l n_“:”m ~|I~¥L'B~:|3 y" Y_rl

Ni “gbolofinna Musa"
Karamdo Solomdna’ tun
mad na jéde kan natunun’
ni’ jédesuulasa’ o
moponko, k’a miriindi’
gbalon k’a labs hakili
ldjonpa’ o db, a tun di ké
bons’ dafanen’ ne di
gbolofinna bolo

J5’ yé karanmdso Solomana
Kante ma yan foo sula

If the “African Moses”,
Professor Solomana, had
not come and snuffed out
the process of loss of
mother-tongue and self-
assassination by freeing the
people and removing them
from mental slavery then it
would have been a total
calamity for Africa.

May peace be upon
Professor Solomana Kante
from here until the afterlife

Here again, Kante is showered with praise and respect. He is a man akin to Moses in the

sense that he has led African people to freedom from “mental slavery” through his

contribution—unnamed here—to preserve African mother-tongues and spirit. Such an act

of course requires praise as the author makes clear in wishing Kanté peace “from here

until the afterlife.”
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Emblazoned on a radio station, book shops, personal computers, motorcycles and

lauded in conversation and print, Sulemaana Kante figures prominently in the modern
N’ko movement despite his death from diabetes thirty years ago in 1987. The examples
discussed above demonstrate that understanding what animates the N’koisants of today is

near impossible without a proper understanding of the first N ’ko karamso

(éAIﬁ':I 1H%23). This common label is a useful one for gesturing towards Kanté’s status
amongst students, teachers and supporters of N’ko in the 215 century for a number of
reasons. First, karamdo is regularly applied to Kante by N’ko activists today. Second, the
label highlights his dual role as both a scholar and an intellectual leader in the West
African Muslim tradition. Most simply, karam3o, along with its range of direct West
African language equivalents?*, can be glossed as ‘teacher’ (< kardn ‘studies’ + md3
‘person). Interpreting it as just denoting someone who dispenses instruction however
obscures the ways in which karamao typically refers to a class of Muslim religious
specialists or clerics who act as both scholars and spiritual leaders (Ware 111, 2014, pp.
78-79).2°

While not necessarily embracing the mantle, Kante functions as karamso along
both lines today. He wrote extensively and published what by all accounts seems to be the

first written Manding-language translation of the Quran (Davydov, 2012; Kénte, n.d.). In

23 Note that the N’ko written form typically preserves the nasalization of kardn despite
oral realizations in which it is absent (e.g., karamao or karamsgo). For my purposes here,
I use the common Latin-based form karamso which more closely approximates speech.
24 Wolof sérin, Fulani ceerno, Soninke moodi (< Ar. mu’addib ‘educator’, Baldi, 2008, p.
42)

25 The majority of West Africans today translate the term into French using the colonial
term marabout (< Ar. murabit ‘holy ascetic’). Given the colonial and often modernist
denigration of marabout as religious charlatans however, karamso is often (especially in
the Quranic schooling context) rendered as ‘Muslim cleric’ in religious or historical
contexts.
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addition, to this day he is revered as karam3o both in name and practice. His picture

adorns personal objects, much like other West African Muslim clerics such as Cherif
Ousmane Madani Haidara (Schulz, 2003). His students eagerly research his past actions
and sayings (e.g., Kénte, 2013; Sangaré, 2011) much like the murid disciples of Amadu
Bamba (Babou, 2007).

Figure 12: Tweet from a visit to Sulemaana Kante’s grave which reads “The inventor’s
tomb in Kolonin, may he rest in peace”

‘ o ——y £¥ 2 Follow

Sindiba sari kdlonnén, ka djd k'a yé

And people make pilgrimages to pay respect at his resting place much like others do for
Tijani sheikh Ibrahim Niass (see Figure 12 above; cf. Seesemann, 2011).

These sorts of actions attest to Kante not only as an inventor or author, but also a
guiding intellectual figure for thousands of Manding-speaking West Africans. Given this
fact, any account of N’ko today must in part reckon with his life and ideas. Thus, while
the major part of this dissertation focuses on “talk about talk” and how it illuminates
larger socio-political phenomena that animate N’koisants in the 215t century, it would be
foolhardy if not impossible to do so without touching on Kante¢ himself, given his status

and relevance in their thoughts and actions today. Indeed, one way of beginning to
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analyze the movement today is by asking: how are the various strands of Kanté’s thought

and life circulated, embraced, contested or upheld in N’ko circles and why is this so?

In this vein, it is unsurprising that previous scholars have centered Kante in their
investigations of N’ko (Amselle, 2001; Oyler, 2005; Wyrod, 2003). In doing so however
there has been a tradeoff—their analyses rarely take us deeply into the actions and
thoughts of modern-day N’koisants. Moreover, [ would argue that, even as relates to
Kante, their accounts are lacking by not making important connections between the
inventor of the N’ko alphabet and his historical and contemporaneous counterparts in
what post-colonially became “the Islamic sphere” (Launay & Soares, 1999). As such, it is
both useful and appropriate to begin the analytic part of this dissertation with a chapter on
Sulemaana Kante, as a means of both establishing the relevant context of N’ko today and
refining previous analyses of his life. To do so, I propose focusing on Kante the karamso
in the full Muslim clerisy sense of the term. Such a perspective fruitfully allows us to see
Kante not just as anti-colonial intellectual who happens to come from the Quranic
schooling tradition, but rather as a particular iteration of the Afro-Muslim vernacular
tradition; one who embraced local language literacy like many West African Muslims
before him, albeit with shades of pan-Africanism, ethno-nationalism, and Islamic
reformism stemming from his own historical moment. In addition, it will lay the
groundwork for exploring how some of these dynamics figure in modern-day N’ko
circles in ways that are variously similar, unique and unexpected.

In what follows, I approach Kant¢ from three distinct vantage points that also
match up nicely chronologically. First, I look at Kant¢ as a Muslim of the West African

Quranic education tradition who figures within a particular lineage of vernacular literacy
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use and promotion, often referred to as 4jami, which emerged beginning primarily in the

18™ century. Second, I take colonialism as a starting point for investigating the inventor
of the N’ko script as a Black man who took himself to be fighting for the intellectual
liberation of a continent. Finally, I end by zooming in slightly on Kanté’s engagement and
competition with various contemporaneous peers who pushed new forms of education
and political organization that hinted at borders distinct from those of the colonial and
later post-colonial states.
Kanté, the Afro-Muslim Vernacular Intellectual

On April 14, 1949 in Bingerville, Cote d’Ivoire, a young Maninka man from
outside of the town of Kankan, Sulemaana Kante, after five years of experimentation,
unveiled a non-Arabic-, non-Latin-based script of 28 characters written right-to-left that
he called N’ko. This budding scholar’s accomplishment was in some ways however not
so unique (Vydrin, 2011, p. 197). A large number of orthographies flourished in late 19th
and early 20th Africa as colonial subjects came to terms with the role of literacy and
writing under colonial rule (Dalby, 1967, 1968, 1969; Juffermans, Asfaha, & Abdelhay,
2014a). Moreover, Kante did not come from a milieu without a writing system or written
tradition—he, like many West African Muslims for centuries before him (Hunwick,
1964), was literate in the Arabic script and language thanks to the Islamic education
tradition.

Present in parts of sub-Saharan West Africa since approximately the 9th century
(Austen, 2010b, pp. 85-86; Tamari & Bondarev, 2013, p. 4; Ware III, 2014, p. 85), the
Quran, Islam’s holy book, is inscribed in Arabic and taken to be the direct word of God to

his prophet, Muhammad. The Quran therefore is typically viewed as inimitable and
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traditionally wholly untranslatable (Sells, 2007, p. 21). This fact combined with the

centrality of Quranic verses to prayer and other religious duties means that Arabic
inevitably plays a role in any Muslim community. In West Africa, as elsewhere in the
world, the basic form of religious education for Muslims, and therefore the Arabic script
and language, emanates from traditional Quranic schools which are divided into two
levels (Middleton & Miller, 2008).

The vast majority of students only attend Quranic school at the basic level (in
Manding, mérikalan, kuranakdlan, bulonkonokdlan or dugumakalan®®) and typically for a
span of time ranging from a few months to a few years. This basic level focuses on
learning the “fundamental elements of Islamic religious obligation” such as the proper
techniques for ritual ablution, prayer and the recitation of at least some verses of the
Quran (Middleton & Miller, 2008, p. 220). Given that Arabic is rarely the mother tongue
of West Africans, this focus on the Quran inevitably entails some rote memorization, but
it is far from mindless (e.g., Mairot, 1905 in Turcotte, 1983). The elementary cycle itself
is divided into numerous stages (Mommersteeg, 1991; Tamari, 2006, p. 40; Tamari &

Bondarev, 2013, pp. 7-8). Students begin by learning to recognize and name letters of the

first and the later brief siira (3)qw, ‘Quranic chapter’) before proceeding to syllabic

reading of the texts. Reading therefore is initially separate from writing. Only after
having mastered this sufficiently do students advance to copying down sizra with the
assistance of the teacher or an advanced student. Students proceed individually at their

own pace in their pursuit of the memorization and penning of sura but receive at least

26 This section on the contours of West African Quranic education draws extensively on
the scholarship of Tal Tamari. See Tamari (2016), which builds on years of prior research
and publications, for the most recent outline of Quranic education amongst Manding and
other West African language speakers.
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some degree of individual attention during each study session as the teacher or more

advanced students float amongst them. Given that most students will not complete this
basic education cycle, the direct practical hope is that “all pupils will memorize Surat al-
Fatiha [the opening sitra of the Quran] and several other short sura, necessary for
prayer” (Tamari & Bondarev, 2013, p. 7). Completing the cycle traditionally entails
completing three recitations and one writing of the Quran from memory (Tamari, 2006, p.
40); a task that if completed typically happens between the age of twenty and twenty-five
(p. 41).

From amongst these students, a select few continue on to what has been called

“advanced-level” or “complementary” Quranic education but is known locally in Arabic

as majlis (yul=o) or in Manding as kitabukdlan (literally ‘book([s] study’) (Tamari, 2006;

Tamari & Bondarev, 2013, p. 8). At this level, as at the basic one, students proceed at
their individual pace with the ability to start or stop their largely personal course of study
in accordance with life’s happenings. While the basic level focuses solely on the Quran,

in the majlis students study a range of works penned in Arabic across the subjects of law

(figh, aas), ritual obligation, theology, Arab language & literature, and Quranic exegesis

(tafsir, jauss) (Tamari, 2006, pp. 41-43). Contrary to basic Quranic schooling,

memorization is not at all the primary focus at the majlis level despite the fact that it may
occur in the course of studying the texts for meaning (Tamari, 2006, pp. 43-44).

Through this educational tradition and system of schooling, the Arabic language
has extensive roots and reach across West Africa giving it a status akin to the Latin of

West Africa (Hunwick, 2004). But contrary to the subjects of Rome, West Africa never
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fell under the rule of any Arabic-speaking conquerors. The language spread, rather,

thanks to the clerical efforts and unique status of Quranic teachers, or “walking Qurans”
(Ware 111, 2014), who were free in most cases to travel and settle across West Africa for
centuries prior to colonial rule (Hunwick, 1964, p. 34). These same scholars’ skills in
Arabic literacy were also applied to the administrative and communication needs of
various West African polities and courts such as that of Mali’s Mansa Musa in the 14th
century (p. 30). Linguistic analysis has also long provided concrete evidence of this
history of Arabic as a language of learning and correspondence in the region (Green &

Boutz, 2016; Zappa, 2011). Kante (2007) himself engaged directly with this fact in his

work on the history of the Manding language:

abIF 18AI%Yo 3UF - Y134
OT |H OEd 13 AH G$ AF
0 InG BYHo T - @m
o33 :0aT 4 OE
Tof 0% INHYo 1Y Plnd
-YF oo ™ 1A &T 14 TEl
OF T 1P 09 3

0T 4 & T&leYo omlAu
YR TAAF IR Qo
omlA G¢ {iT AA 4 GEL
AMAMTHI: Qo H G OT
T ToY&le @F Lol Y9 TEO
0%0H 1$PmAAN @ [H G
(“1) Ym &T

Konin, bao silamaya’
bato’ bée yé ké la arabu
kan’né d3, a sariya’léra’
vé arabu kan’ne, o lé’ ka
fadafinna’ silima’ lu fasa

arabu kan’ne ma ka sé bi,

o le fana ka
arabukumaden’ siyaya n
kan’ nu ds pa’ bée ma, fo
bi, arabukan’ mén’ nu yé
mandén’nu la kan’ d3, o
ka cemé saba ni fanda’ b3
fayida a yé kan’ d>
cémedoyad’ kelen ne di
(1%)

Because all of Arabic
worship is done in Arabic,
its legal books are in
Arabic. This is what has
latched African Muslims
to Arabic to this day and
this is also what
proliferated Arabic words
in our languages in so
many ways. Presently, the
amount of Arabic [words]
in the Mandings’ language
is near 300 and some; it is
almost 1% of the
language.
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Yet because the Arabs

AT 19 uEl SUF Y93 | Konin bdo drabu’ L _
' N - came upon African

Vel nanén fadafinna’
/.\Sl.lf‘lm &%AJE' U;Y'ﬂmjf so’moofa ) a’Cifanen ' e tade | c1vilizations as complete,
A THQ3 T =3 Raab 8T | [, s ar s g 1 the majority of borrowed
~ - _ la, o lé’ k’a ké, an na 13)¢ ty”
P ADb H Ul O 12| o 250 05020 £ Arabic is religious
&% 09 LAuH 1Wm &8 | yé diind” kiima li Ié vocabulary only (p. 1)

Yoo 219m | diron di

Born in 1922, in the village of Soumankoyi outside of Kankan, part of a region

known as Baté?’ (AbIF bdte literally ‘between rivers’), Kanté was early on integrated into
the Quranic tradition that gave rise to the borrowings he sought to account for. One of
twelve children, his interest in the written word was instilled in him and his eleven

siblings from an early age. While none of his brothers would follow their father’s career

path as a mori (YfaA ‘Quranic school teacher’ often used interchangeably with éAIﬂtl
{karanm35}), they all, at one point or another, attended his school that was their family’s
livelihood (Sangaré, 2011, p. 6). Kante proved himself to be particularly precocious
when, prior to any formal enrollment, he was able to memorize and recite a Quranic
chapter in its entirety. He thereby impressed not only the student body but even his own
father who attributed the feat to God’s own hand (Sangaré, 2011, p. 7; see also Oyler,
2005, pp. 75). Given this trajectory and education, what compelled Sulemaana Kante to
write the above words in not Arabic, but his own language and a script that he himself
had invented? And was his quest as unique as the script that he created?

While his education took place primarily in Arabic, he grew up in a Muslim
milieu that had likely begun flirting with writing their own language sometime in the 19t
century (Condé¢, 2008). Kanté himself reports having been introduced formally to this

practice of A4jami in 1941 (Kante, 2013). Presented with a history of the ethnic Fulani of
27 See Kaba (2004) and Osborn (2011).
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the pre-colonial polities of Bat¢ and Wasolon that was written in Manding using the

Arabic script by his grandfather and his maternal uncle however, he found that he could

not read the text despite his deep background in Quranic schooling. His uncle’s remark

that the document served more as memory-jogging device for the author rather than as a

stand-alone text did little to convince Kanté who in response recalled thinking:

N kan n ko fadafin kan’ té
foyi di, ba’ Ala ma son a
sébe ko’ ma

I said African languages
are worthless because God
has not allowed for them

to be written

(Kante, 2013, p. 4)
Blinded to facts demonstrating that writing did not in fact stem from God, Kanté¢ thought
little more of writing African languages for the next few years.

A number of other West Africans in the centuries before him had fortunately not
come to the same conclusion regarding writing African languages. And while they did not
arrive at his ultimate solution of inventing a script, these Muslim scholars often brought
trajectories and ideas similar to those of Kant¢ to the endeavor of mother-tongue
education. In what follows I therefore investigate various iterations of the West African
Ajami tradition in order to connect Sulemaana Kante with a particular strand of Afro-
Muslim thought within the Arabic-literate clerical elite of West Africa.

The Mother-tongue Ajami Tradition

Important initial academic scholarship on N’ko analyzes it as a primarily anti-
colonial intellectual movement (Oyler, 1995, 2005, Wyrod, 2003, 2008). Refining these
analyses, Amselle (2001, 2003) rightfully highlights N’ko’s connection with Islam and

the wider Muslim world. On his account however N’ko is an ethno-religious
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fundamentalist movement that utilizes the “invented tradition” (Ranger, 2010) of French

colonial Islam noir (‘Black Islam’; see Monteil, 1908) to combat the efforts of West
African Muslim Wahhabi reformists?® and thereby preserve “a ‘negro-african’ specificity
within the Muslim community" (Amselle, 2003, p. 257). His overly harsh positioning of
N’ko activists as fundamentalists aside, Amselle’s analysis fails to properly situate
Kante’s thoughts and actions within the West African Quranic tradition.

Just as the script of Rome was eventually co-opted for penning a number of other
languages besides Latin (such as French, Spanish, English, German etc.), the Quranic
tradition of Arabic literacy also lent itself to the development of a written tradition for a
number of sub-Saharan African languages. Today, this tradition of writing local

vernaculars in the Arabic script is commonly referred to in West Africanist research today

as Ajami (from the Arabic ‘ajam, pas ‘non-Arab, Persian’) (Mumin, 2014; Mumin &

Versteegh, 2014). The earliest evidence that we have of Ajami literacy dates back to the
mid-17th century when a scholar residing in the Kanem state north of Lake Chad inserted
interlinear glosses of Kanuri inside a copy of the Quran (Hunwick, 2004, p. 143). While
the tradition may certainly be older, extant documents and research thus far suggest that it
was during the 18th century that robust traditions of Ajami began to emerge for a number
of West African languages. In many cases, Ajami was a “grassroots literacy” (Blommaert,
2008) that existed in the Quranic schooling system’s margins. In other cases, however,
Ajami literacy was “undertaken by individual scholars to solve language problems and
modify the linguistic behaviours in West African communities” (Diallo, 2012, p. 97).
Efforts to modify linguistic and literacy practices, as all instances of language planning

28 The label Wahhabi and these reformists are discussed in detail in the section below
entitled “Kante, the Traditionalist Reformist”
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(Cooper, 1989), are typically part and parcel of quests for social change. Analyzing the

voices of the Ajami tradition of mother-tongue literacy therefore allows us to better
understand how Kanté did not simply co-opt French colonial Islam noir but rather
innovated within a much longer tradition expressed in, though not exclusive to,
vernacular thought.

In what follows therefore, I briefly sketch the intertwined emergence of Ajami
literacy traditions in four major West African languages of the Muslim Sahel and
savannah?’. Starting with Fulani, building through Hausa and Wolof, I end with Manding
to demonstrate the ways in which Sulemaana’s Kanté and N’ko are connected to a much
older tradition of thought within the Quranic schooling system.

Figure 13: Map of select traditions of Manding, Wolof, Fulani and Hausa Ajami literacy

|}
Sokoto

Bobo-Dioulasso
[

FUTA JALLON u HAUSALAND

’//—\} Kankan

7;{_/: Wolof
Fulani
Manding
Hausa

Batt Region

/"~

See Figure 13 for a map outlining these major West African languages with an attested

Ajami tradition and the relevant locales discussed in what follows.

2 Despite recent regionally focused scholarship (Kane, 2016; L. Sanneh, 2016; Kaba,
2011a-c), an overarching analytic work accounting for the historical emergence of
African language literacy in Arabic script remains to be done.
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Fulani and Hausa.

The 18th century gave rise to two regional traditions of Fulani Ajami in Futa
Jallon and Hausaland, in modern-day Guinea and Nigeria respectively (Hunwick, 2004).
In both cases the emergence of Ajami was tightly connected to the Fulani Jihads which
aimed to spread Islam and gave rise to the aforementioned polities (Zito, 2012).

In Futa Jallon, the first known Ajami practitioner was Cerno Samba Mambeyaa
(1755-1852) who explicitly justifies his decision to write in Fulani as follows:

I shall use the Fulfulde [Fulani] tongue to explain the dogma

In order to make their understanding easier: when you hear them, accept them!

For only your own tongue will allow you to understand what the Original texts

ifr}rliong the Fulani, many people doubt what they read in Arabic and so remain in

a state of uncertainty (Salvaing, 2004, pp. 111-112)
To this end, Mambeyaa’s works were primarily religious texts written in verse form that
may have emulated the oral commentaries traditionally performed to the public by Fulani
clerics (Salvaing, 2004, pp. 111-112). His innovation therefore was to believe that regular
Fulani should have access to these commentaries in written form. Such a shift in his mind
would strengthen Islam and spread religious fervor amongst the Fulani people. This goal
remained central; at the end of 19th century, all Futa Jallon Ajami writings continued to
focus on religious matters (p. 112).

Similarly, Fulani Ajami emerged with Shaykh Usman Dan Fodio’s (1754-1817)
rise to power in establishing the 19" century Sokoto caliphate? in what is now largely
northern Nigeria. Dan Fodio’s zeal to spread Islam amongst the general populace led to

the flourishing of both Fulani and eventually Hausa Ajami. While Dan Fodio himself

wrote primarily in Arabic, he did pen a number of original texts as well as translations of

30 For the Sokoto Caliphate see Last (1967).
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his Arabic works into Fulani, his mother tongue, and Hausa, the dominant language of the

conquered masses (Zito, 2012, p. 24). Echoing Mambeyaa’s concern with propagating
Islam, Dan Fodio began one of his poems as follows:

My intention is to compose a poem on the [prostration] of forgetfulness

I intend to compose it in Fulfulde [viz. Fulani] so that Fulbe [viz. Fulani] could be

enlightened.

When we compose [a poem] in Arabic only the learned benefit.

When we compose it in Fulfulde the unlettered also gain (Diallo, 2012, p. 1)

Thus while learned discourse took place in written Arabic, Dan Fodio believed
that disseminating Islamic knowledge more broadly could be assisted by composing the
kinds of verses that had served to spread Islam orally in years prior (Brenner & Last,
1985, p. 424). This trend and encouragement from Dan Fodio would give rise to a robust
tradition of Fulani and increasingly Hausa Ajami that was carried out by his disciples and
those in his entourage such his brother as well as his daughter, Nana Asma’u (Mack &
Boyd, 2000).

As evidenced by the declarations from both Dan Fodio and Mambeyaa, this
evolution was not an unquestioned natural progression. Indeed, local tradition suggests
that Mambeyaa’s efforts were opposed by Umar Tal (1794-1864), the leader of the first
major Fulani jihad that took place around Futa Toro around the Senegal River (Salvaing,
2004). Tal’s opposition along with Futa Toro’s proximity to the Moors of West Africa
have also been advanced as reasons for the lack of an Ajami tradition in this other major
Fulani area (Ngom, 2009, p. 101; Robinson, 1982). This tension and its connection to

race debates within Islam of the African West emerge even more strongly in the Ajami

tradition of Wolof.
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Wolof.

The Ajami tradition of Wolof, commonly referred to as Wolofal, emerged

primarily out of the Sufi Muslim brotherhood, the Muridiyya (2,50l al-muridiyya)

established by Shaykh Amadu Bamba (1850-1927) (Zito, 2012, p. 47). While born in the
19th century, Wolofal is still extensively practiced in Senegal in both formal publications
and more mundane record-keeping, signs and correspondence (Ngom, 2010). While a full
analysis of this movement is beyond the scope of this work, Ngom (2009, 2016) suggests
that the flourishing of Wolof Ajami can be traced to the personality and teachings of
Amadu Bambu and his Murid order. In particular, Bamba asserted a strong African
identity as part of his broader Islamic message; he addressed French colonialism and its
supposed superiority but he also “differentiated the essence of Islamic teaching from
Arab and Moorish cultural practices with no spiritual significance” (Ngom, 2009, p. 104).
Bamba, for instance, did not claim Sharifan®!' or Arabic descent for prestige or to
legitimize his message. While Bamba did not himself write in Wolofal, he supported its
development and use by his senior disciples such as Muusaa Ka (see Camara, 1997) who
used it to spread Islam and Bamba’s message to the masses. In this sense, Wolof Ajami
emerged for the same reason as that of Fulani and Hausa—to more effectively promote
the Muslim religion and Bamba’s teachings amongst the masses. As Muusaa Ka himself
explains in the introduction to one of his poems:

"The reason this poem—which should have been sacred—is written in Wolof

Is that I hope to illuminate the unknowing about his Lord" (cited in Camara, 1997,
p. 170)

31 Lay sharif ‘noble, highborn® and typically used to refer to descendants of the Prophet

Muhammad
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This interest in using a local African language for pedagogical and religious

effectiveness, according to Ngom (2009), is also connected to Bamba’s own desire for

African cultural autonomy. At least once in writing, Bamba explicitly engaged with the

issue of race and hierarchy within Islam; in his work Masaliku-I-Jinan ()bl cUlmo

‘Itineraries of Heaven’) he writes:

Do not let my condition of black man mislead you about the virtue of this work,

because the best of man before God, without discrimination, is the one who fears

him the most, and skin color cannot be the cause of stupidity or ignorance (cited

in Babou, 2007, p. 62)
From this position, Bamba (similarly to Sulemaana Kante in the 20th century) had no
qualms calling upon traditions such as Wolof proverbs as a means to translate his Islamic
message to the Wolof masses (Ngom, 2009, p. 107). While he himself wrote in Arabic,
perhaps because of spiritual desire to “commune with God and the prophet Muhammed”
(Camara, 1997, p. 170), Bamba articulated an explicit Afro-Muslim identity that gave
“ideological and implementational space” (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007) for local
language Ajami literacy to flourish. This overt engagement with issues of race and
cultural autonomy within Islam makes the Wolofal tradition seemingly unique but it is
critical to see that the same issues were implicitly a part of the previously analyzed
traditions of Fulani and Hausa Ajami.

Manding.

Sulemaana Kante did not emerge directly from the Wolof, Hausa or Fulani
traditions. Born outside of Kankan in the Manding-speaking savannah of Guinea

however, his home has close ties to the historical region, Mandén, which gave rise to

what historians refer to as the Mali empire (Levtzion, 1973; Simonis, 2010). While it is
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unclear what role Islam played amongst the masses in the Mali empire, the Quranic

tradition is unquestionably centuries old amongst many Manding speakers. We have
evidence that Arabic was used both in Mali’s court and even spoken by the empire’s
sovereign, Mansa Musa, when he performed his pilgrimage to Mecca in the 14th century
(Hunwick, 1964). Quranic instruction may have originally taken place exclusively in
Arabic thanks to the large presence of native Arabic-speakers (Tamari & Bondarev, 2013,
p. 15). Nonetheless, a Friday prayer in Arabic was translated spontaneously into Manding
in the 14th century and therefore it seems likely that it was a developed medium of oral
scholarly discussion and religious propagation by the 15th century (Tamari & Bondareyv,
2013, p. 15).

The oldest tradition of Islam amongst Manding speakers seems to be traceable to
the jula network that originated first with Muslim Soninke traders that spread out across
West Africa during the Ghana empire that preceded the Mandén or Mali empire (Wilks,
1968, 2000) (See Figure 14 below). During the Mali empire, which reached its apogee in
the 14th century, the Muslim ju/a network of traders became increasingly Manding; that
is, older Soninke members adopted the language of Mali and were additionally joined by
other Manding-speaking Muslims along their trading routes and outposts (Massing,
2000). Thus, while the decline of the Mali empire led to many non-Muslim polities (e.g.,
Kaabu and Segu) where Ajami would have been less likely to emerge??, it is unsurprising
that we find evidence of Manding Ajami traditions in a number of areas (Vydrin, 1998,

2014).

32 Though instances of Bamanan Ajami have been documented for the 20th century (e.g.,
Dumestre & Vydrin, 2014; Tamari, 1994).
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Figure 14: Map of Mandén, the Ghana and Mali empires, and Jula trade network
(Sources: Dalby, 1971; Launay, 1983; Simonis, 2010)

nnnnn
-----
-----

1\
------

-------
llllllll

--------
-------

-----

ok
Conakry ¢

’ Ghana Empire

® " MindénEmpire (Mali)

- Mandén Region

~» JuldTrade Routes to Forest

Kumasi

Specifically, the Islamic tradition of the Jakhanke3? Muslim clerics (a western
iteration of the Jula network) in southern Senegambia gave rise to Ajami that was attested
to as early as the first half of the 18th century (Vydrin, 2014, p. 201). It is also in this
region that Manding Ajami practices are the strongest today. The earliest documentation
of Manding Ajami elsewhere in the Jula network stems primarily from areas in Burkina
Faso and Cote d’Ivoire (Delafosse, 1904; Marty, 1922 cited in Hunwick, 2004) and
Vydrin (2014) suggests that this was surely an area with an older Manding Ajami
tradition. Indeed, this part of the Jula network gave rise to the Kong Empire and its
vaunted scholarly tradition (M.-J. Derive, 1978; Kodjo, 2006). Any Ajami documents that

may have existed in Kong (in modern-day northern Cote d’Ivoire) itself were destroyed

33 See Sanneh 89) for a historically inclined ethnography of the Jakhanke.
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when the town and its libraries were sacked and burned by Samori Ture, a Manding-

speaking empire-builder and colonial resistant of the late 19th century (Fofana, 1998;
Person, 1968; see also Peterson, 2008). While there is no evidence of major Jula Ajami
archives today, my own fieldwork (Donaldson, 2013) has revealed that Ajami is still
practiced in the margins of the Quranic schooling tradition in the area. It is worth noting
that Sulemaana Kanté himself lived in and traveled through this Manding-speaking area
as a young man (Sangaré, 2011).

It is only in the case of Kante’s native region around Kankan that we have any
specific information on the older Manding Ajami tradition. According to Condé (2008b,
p. 135; Condé¢, 2017, p. 117), Kante considered himself the heir to the work of Alfa
Mahmud Kaba3*3. Popularly understood as a skilled leader who unified the twelve villages
of Bate under his chiefdom of Kankan beginning in 1852 before passing away likely in
the late 1860s, he was also a man of letters (Osborn, 2011, p. 76). In this respect, he is
known for both works in Arabic as well as his (presumably oral) translation of Islamic
poems into Manding3¢. Condé (2008) nonetheless also suggests he may have been the
first to attempt to pen Manding in the Arabic script. In the early 20th century, a

contemporary and friend of Kante’s father, “Diakagbe Taliby Kaba” (presumably,

34 His name is commonly Romanized using French orthographic conventions as
Samory/Samori Toureé.

35 Alfa Mahmud is also held as being responsible for introducing the Muslim Sufi
brotherhood the Tijaniyya (asll al-tijaniyya) to Kankan thanks to time he spent studying
and living in the entourage of al-Hajj Umar Tal (Osborn, 2011, pp. 74—82). This raises
interesting questions about potential debates within the movement regarding the role of
vernacular literacy within the brotherhood (see the section on Fulani in Chapter 4).

36 The first poem in Kanté’s (2010) first book of poems is entitled LF 0% 42 N3oro’ I
ba’ (‘The sea of lights’) and is a translation of one of Alfa Mahmud Kaba’s Arabic

language poems (jlgs¥1 yy).
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Jakagbe Talibi Kaba?’), was also concerned with translating Islamic rites and poems into

Manding and is purported to also have attempted to create a unique writing system for the
Manding language (Condé, 2008b, p. 135)8. Despite not having access to any of their
original texts??, with both of these authors, we see that Manding Ajami arose alongside
the Arabic-language tradition, in part, for the religious purpose of spreading the gospel of
Islam.

In sum then, just as West African speakers of Fulani, Hausa and Wolof pondered
the place of their mother-tongues in promoting Islam, so did Manding Muslims, despite a
relative dearth of identified Ajami textual artifacts in the major Eastern Manding varieties
of Bamanan, Jula and Maninka. Kanté was a direct intellectual heir to Alfa Mahmud
Kaba and Talibi Kaba of Kankan. However, given the transnational character of the
Quranic schooling system and clerical communities in West Africa, it is important to see
that Kanté was also connected indirectly with vernacular Muslim thinkers amongst
Fulani, Hausa and Wolof Muslims etc. This connection is most explicit in the parallels
between Kante’s writings and those of the Ajami authors and writers explored above.
Nevertheless, this line of thought, which emerges clearly in Ajami writings, is not
exclusive to authors that penned words in their mother-tongue. In this sense, as Tamari
(2006) astutely notes, we have severely underestimated the role of Kante’s Quranic

education in his life and work:

37 A picture of him is included in (Kaba, 2011a, p. 986)

38 The beginning nine sections of Kanté’s first song book are a translation into Manding
of

39 1t is worth noting that during the summer of 2016 in Kankan I was shown a photocopy
of a Manding Ajami manuscript produced by prior to the introduction of Kanté’s N’ko.
My interlocutor read the first few lines in Arabic introducing the text as such before
claiming to be unable to continue when it came to the Manding-language body of the
text,
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In his reflection on the Manding language and his interest for its different regional
varieties, in his quest for a perfectly adequate vocabulary to express theological,
philosophical, logic or linguistic concepts, by strongly distinguishing between
Islam and Arabness, [Kant¢] was pursuing preoccupations and manifesting points
of view well anchored amongst clerics [Fr. les lettrés] (Tamari, 2006, pp. 51-52)

Kanté’s Islamic Shortcut

Kante (2008b, p. 7) viewed his life and work as fundamentally connected to

Islam?0;

IASSIO oT%

9 09 YI2% ATYERS
% Yo AF af 3340w
%:%m oY IALI'S
AF Q3Y0 % Y9 qmlF
Y7 14 2% Alam Gs
(o YI29% 2m YIAFD
% 2m AF 11

&9 Elo o LEXIYERS
19

1Y 81A%Y0 33
09 1eYtlo 71 abIF
23 % H a3 3 7Y%
9 1304 YT L9014
T TARSS 0T wilto
0% 0% 3 IF - 2o 1HY
Yo AFRILIF 1T

Nné Suléemdana
jarabineen bnni’ lé la
dikélo’ fén’ bée di. N
yv'afeolé ds, nbaden’ ni
n siipdon’ bée yé donen
[3n kardn’ ni sébeli’ do.
Linin’ suu’ fana bée d n
jarabinenba’ yé saba le
la.

F>5D silamaya diina’
bato’ n'a sariya’ lu

IBnin ! O 16 ka # I>
kurand’ ni kéla’ la
saranun’ nu yeleman na
N’ko ds, ba’ 6 i Ié diina’
banfélelé” di

I, Sulemaana Kant¢, am more
passionate about knowledge
than anything else on earth. As
such, I would like for all my
brothers and neighbors to have
some knowledge of reading and
writing. Of all the kinds of
knowledge, I love three the
most:

First: Knowledge of Islam's
worship rituals and laws. This
led me translate the Quran and
the Prophet's sayings into N’ko
because they are the key
[banfélelé*']of the religion

Despite this sentiment and his Islamic scholarship on the Quran and the Hadiths however,

there is an important distinction between him and the work of certain Ajami writers and

40 This fact holds true for N’ko publications more generally too; Islam is the number one
topic in Vydrin’s (2012) preliminary N’ko biography.
41 Banfélelé is a compound noun derived from the verb bdn ‘finish’ and an adverb félele
(unknown to me and the major dictionaries at my disposal) glossed as follows by Baba
Mamadi Jaane (personal communication, November 04, 2017):

“lAJ%EI2RTAH I'H3IH QS 132 13AH [FOS [...] ASARP”

““Félele” states the manner in which the act of finishing is done; that is, easily’
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supporters reviewed above: Kanteé never claimed the mantle of a religious or spiritual

leader. From the inventor of N’ko’s perspective, his intervention in the Islamic domain
was primarily a pedagogical one.
Indeed, as a young man, Kant¢ initially sought to write Manding with the Arabic

script. This was hardly taken lightly; he experimented with it for three years. But he was

discouraged by those affiliated with Quranic schooling [QAL&_Y.L‘LA morilamoo] (Kante,
2004, p. 2):
34 OHlo 3’A 09 3 O i md o déankun ké They didn’t recognize it as
Yo AA Yoo TALTR | Sidnama di mén’” di something good that would
v ‘II'ES ToAGY silamaya Dnnin’ jidi reinforce Islamic knowledge in
_ Y'L,',ﬁ o o fadafin afiriki kan yo nnu | Black Africa as we thought it
Y W ~w k’a bisiki pa' mén’ would
= AA B YHYoF I'H oIS

Kante’s attempts to write his mother-tongue were therefore anything but an attempt to
subvert or circumnavigate Islam; rather he saw it as having major implications for the
religion and its education system (Kante, 2004, p. 6)

3P ¢ uy 3m 0% Alii don gbii” y'a f6 kan They [clerics] themselves are

TAIY) -3H T3 AF YbIg | Wdati’ bée ld ko: dlama always saying "May God
3 T VhIED [TATSY silamaya’ sabati da, o strengthen Islam." This

" o~ ~ ~ sabati k6’ nanén’ o d strengthening has come in the
?m 3 Ad13 34 Y'E'LED nalimun sébeli’ sila shortcut of writing. What is
1$Y0 YSAED OAYSIT | suidun’ di, Alu ban kin’ 6 | their reason for refusing if they
uH TF 099 - Yoo weowo | d3 man di, n'alii sébe are serious about strengthening
0991 - Yo iIA @m 3 | diina’ labati” ma? the religion?

As we will see in the following section, to forge this shortcut, Kante reasoned that he
must create a unique writing system with conventions adapted to the tonal and vowel

lengthening systems of West African languages such as Manding*? (Kante, 2004). Having

42 For the purposes of this Chapter I will not address this part of Kanté’s thought. See
Chapters 5 and 6.
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created this alphabet in 1949, Kant¢ did not shy away from presenting it to the Quranic

elite. Unfortunately, their reaction was the same as when they reviewed his Ajami

orthographies. Kanté (2004, pp. 5-6) in response invoked the life and acts of the Prophet

Muhammed (that is, the sunna aw):

AlmY¢ uoafo 3HS

3 - 19 1 0% QATYEIA
A% 1W:34 H 0% 3m
§ - Y104 YSIT AA YSAED
0% 13 0 3"+ AH 129 T4
OFlH1 0% T8 34 -

71 TA 1304 13 YIT YSAED
1A Cib AmAY [%0H @Y Amb
T: A2 5 10t 2% Yaako
Y5 T4 AY Y3aFo TA 3m
LHH Acb Y135 T - @4
14 2% T4 T8 3UF - 1T THH
1A 130H o YHIF (I

= 4 AmAS T AH Y3AED
0T AA OV 3A V1Y THA

= @m A%H YimlF To YA

0% 3 - o AH HH @A 1A
Lo AH HIH I16$6HOYOH
2mYo Y9 a%oH TmYH Yo

Yoo &3 AHIB 004

N’ko sébesun yidanén’
morilamoo’ lu fana la, o do
lu kan ko: agba’, ala ma
sébeli” mén’ ndjii kanin, n
k’a Ibn aa ké l'o lu pana le
J5, ké Ala lé n’drabu sébeli’
najii la kéla’ ma k’a tede jo
kéla’ jedé’ tun ma sébeli
[5n kurana’ jii’ pé, a don
ma sébeli ké kurana jii” ko,
a konin’ téde kurana’
karan na, bao ala k’a 5
karan’ na, bari féu kéla’
ma sébeli’ ké, a jedé’ kdan’,
maka kaafiri mo>o 07 mén’
nu mida da badiri kéle’ do,
kéla’ k’o kaafiri karanén’
nu lé > madina silama
karanbali’ lu lalonnin na
karan’ ni sébeli’ ld, ka moo
karan’ o k'o lu kunka’ di,
mén’ nu ma moo karan ké
sda, o lu kelenkelenna’
kunka’ ké da sanin’ kida
kélen ni’ sid> 600 hake le
di

Once the N’ko alphabet
was shown to clerical
people, they also said
“What?! An alphabet that
God didn't send down.” In
their mind, God sent the
Arabic alphabet down to
the Prophet, when in fact
the Prophet himself didn't
know any writing system
before the revelation of the
Quran. The Prophet didn't
learn any script, but he
recited the Quran because
God had him do so. Of the
10 pagans caught during
the Battle of Badir, the
Prophet took the learned
ones, made them teach
reading and writing to the
illiterate Muslims of
Madina and [thereby]
made instruction their
kunka’ [tribute/price of
freedom]. Those that didn't
teach people each had to
pay a tribute in gold of 1
kilo and 600 grams.

For Kante, this act of Muhammad was important evidence of the Islamic responsibility to

spread literacy.
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Literacy however cannot be sought in just any language. To come to an Islamic

conclusion about translation and mother-tongue education, Kanté (2004, p. 6) (Kénte,

2004, p. 6) called upon the holy book itself:

9 0% ¢ uY 3w 0% Y13A
¢ YHPS ¢ L LR LI3TH
oI Yo [kaH 1A [) : 3H 2
T3 - (20 AV TH)

= H % AmAY Yo YtYA
034 YeolPltle Yoo 57 | .
@b 6o ugl = 2HY (..o
omlF 09)'% 6olT 14 14
F 1A 113" Yoo TA DT
¢@m |4 JalP

Mori’ lu don gbu’ y'a yé la
kurana’ foda’ 41nan lafari
4dnan ds ko: “an ma kéla
si cé (kan gbéde d5), fo a
mirindi’ jedé’ ld kan’, s'o
di faranfaszll k'alu yé,

" Dnhdn, ali’ sé t5 Ala
kan nase l'alu baden’ nu
ma di n'alu m'a f5 faso
kan’ d5?

Scholars even see it in Sura
14, Line 4: “We haven't sent
a Prophet in any other
language but the language of
his people so that he can
explain things to them.”
Aha! How can they deliver
the word of God to their kin
if they do not say it in the
fatherland's language?

For centuries, the religion has been relayed to West Africans through the Quranic

schooling tradition outlined above. For Kante, oral explanation to the masses was simply

not sufficient. It would not necessarily generate that which was central to embracing

Islam—understanding (Kénte, 2004, p. 6):

2b DALP o 1Y m

AEO 1A

Diina’ don faamun t3

|qY_lIl?.ﬂJ|.t|1DJ.0° faso’ kan’ db di n'a ma
sébe?

How will religion be understood in
the fatherland's language if it isn't

written?

Being a good Muslim requires understanding—something that, for Kante, is most easily

achieved through mother-tongue education—but f7ue understanding requires text-

mediated learning. Indeed, writing occupies much the same role in Kanté¢’s theory of

communication which he lays out in N ko Kdngbe’ Kiinbdba’ (‘Big Book of N’ko

Grammar’, 2008a, pp. 3-4):

?_’LHQAISOQ?_"IX_D:L':I

Ko’ sinkon’ yé ld md3’ kono

%3 A AA L0°Y_Ln.ln° fadi’ fan’ msnjé ot le

AARTO AARTD 3H 3%

ko somomé’, sonomé’ o
make yila’ le kunnén’ di.

The part of the body in which
a thing’s sign [sinkon] is seen
is called the mind. The

mind’s container is the brain.
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A1 0% (32X AHIA 3
HYo 6¢ AAPID Ym
J:1T AL QP [T YR
[y 133 Y3 35 &9 b
YAY? 14 <Y$o AhlALh
34 b WIF J - T3 YaHLb
QA REIS F LOYIA YA

=3

~ -

3H @b 3 AP T¢ AV
0 Y32 Y13H (Y3
- 120194 :Ym &9 4 Yo
YAED - LALYH.

[...]

4Yo [AuH &% YSAED
Fum T YmelH Ym 19YF
09 3 - Yo .19 1914 Y9
34 b &9 1T L-1

0T ATAmIS AF omnEo
Y8l «uonfo 34 2b
uoAko Tb T AF 1
Y134 (Yo &T ATHIATSF
IAISYo T 0% Fm M -
OoAfo 9 Am &3
Y$AFD AoYo 1T 6%oH
-1 %R H S
YI2% T - YhiEo Y3HIh
- @034 0% J «Ym)

3  Ab Yo TAY$HIY
AOYo @4 YIAEO:

Somomé’ yé sinkon’ pinin
na fén’ mén’ nd, o t3o le ko
hankili’ wala jan’ hamante
yili’, ko’ pinin’ hankili’ la,
o baara’ 20 ko miri’,
miriya’ o labo’ mdoo gbéde
y'a faamun o 50 ko foli’,
konin f5li’ yé sii 3 le di:
koreya’, kuma’, sébeli’.

[.]

Sébeli’ le kuma’ sinkon’
bila’ di kayidi kan duba’ ni
kala’ la. Sinkon’, o In 1-1
na’ le too ko sébeden’, kan’
kélen’ sébeden’ bée
ladénén’ ne t30 ko sébesun’,
fayida kan’ bée n'a ta
sébesun’ bolomakanén’ ne
di, konin, kan’ do lu fana
styaman’ pé de la sébesun
kélen na sisen, sébeli’ le
kan’ pabo la, ka hankili’
sabati, ka bnnin’ jidi, o lé’
koson, hankilima si té pa la
sébeli’ ko sisen.

84

The thing in which the mind
looks for signs is thought,
consciousness or one’s spirit.
The process of identifying
things’ signs in thought, that
process is called reasoning.
Expressing reasoning so that
someone else can understand
it, that is communication
[/31i**]. Yet, there are three
kinds of communication:
gesture, speech, and writing

[.]

Writing is putting the signs of
speech on paper with pen and
ink. The individual signs’
names are letters. An
alphabet is all of one
language’s letters put
together. Almost every
language has a particular
alphabet. But, nowadays
many languages are grouped
together under one alphabet.
Writing clarifies language,
supports thought, and
promotes knowledge. For this
reason, no intelligent person
thrives without writing
nowadays.

Combining this pedagogical perspective regarding mother-tongue education, his theory of

the written word’s power and his conceptualization of the role of understanding in

spreading Islam, Sulemaana Kante (2004, p. 6) came to the following conclusion:

43As a noun derived from the verb f3 ‘speak’, f5/i more literally translates as ‘speaking’
but the following passages make it clear that Kante is gesturing towards a broader
phenomenon, which I have contextually rendered as ‘communication’.

www.manaraa.com



85

Y13A 34 19 Tm¥e 7% 5 | O l'a yida ld ké mori” li All of this thus shows that ever
I'H S 3'T H T b 0% tun ka kan’ n'o ds k’an na | since the time of Islam’s

TN T - AED T T kd,n ’ nu sél?e, l‘cdfz’z'ina’ arrival in our l.ands, Islamic
S~ = oo nafo alu ds, kayii scholars [mori] should have
_ told - %‘n Ll&-IN ?‘%@ silamaya’ don tuma’ dan written our languages and
U | 1Aub 3o RINMSYD | nd jamand L kno. explained [the] religion in
@14 {13 TIIAS: them

Keep in mind that Kante did not call for an end to Arabic literacy & proficiency (or that
of French for that matter); it is undoubtedly the language of Islam (Kante, 2008a, p. 4).
Nonetheless, given that few African Muslims understand it, Kanté (2004, p. 6) questioned

how realistic it is to focus on Arabic acquisition instead of mother-tongue education:

b ﬁAId’ 3m Yoo | Diina’ don faamun t5 “How will the religion be
Ym0 8o 4 30l | faso’ kan’ d5 di n'a ma understood in a mother-tongue
AF 193 - ¢ A0 TA sébe? Wala bée kéto arabu | [faso’ kan’] if it isn’t written? Or
_ T kan’ I5n na* di kanats’ will everyone [need to] become
_?9 5 ”f-lﬂ _?b"\_ﬂ diina faamun na? Arabic proficient in order to
WY 2blTH Ym 1T [kanaté] understand the religion?”
ST QALP

In sum, the inventor of the N’ko script was firmly rooted within the “discursive
tradition” of Islam (Asad, 1986). While his writing system was unique, his concern with
using a local African language to better spread the religion was not. Following in the
footsteps of Fulani, Hausa, Wolof and Manding West African Muslims that arose starting
at least two centuries before him, he believed that African languages had an integral role
to play in disseminating Islam. While these languages and Manding had long been used
orally to this end, Kanté, like Samba Mambeyaa, Uthman Dan Fodio and Amadu Bamba,
saw the need for also reading and writing them. Indeed, for Kanté, literacy was not just
essential to learning and logical thought but it was an Islamic responsibility that could be

traced back to God’s Messenger, Muhammad.

4 Almost certainly the tonally compact derived noun drabukanlonna ‘knower of Arabic’
despite the original N’ko spelling.
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Kante as anti-colonial pan-Africanist

As he makes clear in a 1965 letter to a French linguist, Sulemaana Kant¢ felt at
times removed from the experience of the French rule over his natal part of West Africa
beginning near the turn of the 19 century:

il m’est tres difficile de m’expliquer en francais, mes livres sont tout ecrits en

malinké, la seule langue ecrite que je connais bien c’est ’arabe, et j’ai vecu

jusqu’a 24 sans connaissance d’un seul mot frangas, et je ne jamais vu un blanc
qu’a l’age de 12 ans qui etait un missionnaire protestant [sic throughout]

It is very difficult for me to explain myself in French, my books are all written in

malinké, the only written language I know well is Arabic, and I lived until the age

of 24 without knowledge of a single French word, and I never saw a White person
until the age of 12 [when I saw] a protestant missionary

(Vydrine, 2001a, p. 146)

Raised in a communal courtyard, he was one of his mother Jaaka Kéta’s* seven children.

His father, Amara Kante, provided for their large family as a pedagogically innovative

Quranic teacher. Sulemaana, for instance, attributed their family’s move to a satellite
village of Soumankoyi named Kolonin (Z\M K>lonnén*), to the fact that Amara
could not protect his students from the “crying” (Y.EJL‘I kasi) of other “to-be-respected” (

lb2akIA @A mdo mabonyata) student-instructors who respected*’ no one but their own
Quranic teachers (Sangaré, 2011, p. 4). Presumably this was because Amara’s own

students moved rather quickly through Quranic school, thanks to his father’s unique

45 This last name is most most often spelled Keita in French orthography. Here I use the
transliterated form of its typical N’ko rendering.

46 _nen/nin are two variants of the diminutive suffix (akin to —ifo in Spanish). In the N’ko
register (see Chapter 6) one most frequently encounters AJ- {-nén}.

47 Here, Kanté describes them using an idiomatic expression:

12m QAN 03] 3 20 [ AV $A &¢ Yo 1A 3w 0T omltH [they] did not see hair
on anyone else’s head besides their own Quranic teachers’ related to the historical usage
of head-shaving as a sign of social sanction (Baba Mamadi Jaane, personal

communication, April 5, 2017)
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instructional method (Sangaré, 2011, p. 8). His accelerated program thereby attracted a

large number of Manding-speakers with origins spread out across West Africa (Oyler,
2005, pp. 74-75). In 1941 however, the family’s foundation was unexpectedly shaken
when Amara Kante suddenly passed away. Per his father’s instructions and his mother’s

wishes, Sulemaana initially took over responsibility of Amara’s students (Sangaré, 2011,

pp- 10-11). However, as his mother put it, he was not their ultimate “care-taker” (Y_b ti)
and thus by 1942 he had decided to seek his fortune away from home (Sangaré, 2011, p.
11-12, see also Oyler, 2005, p. 76; Amselle, 2001, p. 150).

The influence of colonialism in his adult life therefore was clear. Indeed, the
choice of ultimately heading to the French colony of Cote d’Ivoire was far from unique in

the 1940s. First of all, men such as Kant¢ had a long history in the region; Manding-

speaking Muslim juld (L&) or ‘traders’ had centuries ago established outposts and
polities across parts of the savannah that make up what is now northern Céte d’Ivoire, as
discussed earlier (Wilks, 1968, 2000). “In the colonial era, French military campaigns
extended the Jula presence southward” thereby “creating a regional network of Jula
settlements beyond their original northern enclaves well before independence” (Hellweg,
2011, p. 34). This would only increase throughout French rule as thousands of young
Manding-speakers and others from the savannah headed south to both trade and labor
“not only to pay taxes but to fulfill family obligations” (Hellweg, 2011, p. 35). Thus,
while in his letter Kanté suggests colonialism was in some way removed from his
childhood, in historical context his words seem to point to the injustices and denigration

inherent in colonialism: the need to justify one’s lack of French skills seven years after
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Guinean independence; the civilizing mission behind both the protestant missionary and

the French colonial regime as a whole.

In his travels Kant¢ more directly felt the weight of France’s colonial

administration (see Figure 15 for an outline of his travels).

Figure 15: Approximate map of Kanteé’s post-1941 travels and history of residence in

Kouroussa
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Advised against setting out west from Kankan, he made his way east with the plan to

settle either with “people looking for a Quranic teacher” or in “one of the White man’s

cities” (Sangaré, 2011, pp. 12-13; see also Amselle, 2001, p. 150). The first town looking

for a mori such as himself, Kojula, was in the Wasolon region of Mali (Sangar¢, 2011). It

was from here that his own father had been abducted and sent to Kankan for Islamic

education as a so-called pagan child during Samori Ture’s conquest of the region (Oyler,

2005). After only twelve days however he headed onwards before setting up shop in

Bunjala (possibly the modern town of Boundiali) in what is now Cote d’Ivoire. He
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remained there until January 1944 when he decided to continue on to Bouaké (Sangaré,

2011, p. 14). To do so he took back routes that avoided Korhogho, which could have

landed him in prison, Ferkéssedougou, where he could be killed, and Kodiala, where he

would likely have been picked up for forced labor (Sangaré, 2011, pp. 14-15). Thus,

while French and White people were by and large absent from Kante’s childhood outside

of Kankan, he directly felt their presence and threat as a young man traveling and

working in French West Africa.

It was during his sojourn in Bouaké that he encountered a book that triggered a

reevaluation of African languages and, in the end, a life of orthographic tinkering,

pedagogy and writing. As Kanté himself recounts (Sangaré, 2011, pp. 15-16):

< 3m 3% AHPF o 3b %
% - 20 APRS ATD %
69 Lblo 3m tAG T
ZbaIH T Yol
[EAED 5 ¢ 3 ' IAFD
HAH 34 TEYS ATRF

N t6 dd Boké lon’ dé, 1
siinén’ [Dofe” d, n ka léra’
do santa’ yé fadafin’ na
kun-n-tanya’ sében'o dj, o
sébebaa’ bonen Liban ko
Kdamal Mdruwa. N k’o
mdpininka ménké’ alu kan
ko bi m'a wa, o lé” kan’ ko
fadafin’ na kunfinya’ té
ban f5 la, i 515" mén’ di
alu kan’ fén t¢ sé sébe la,
ko: a dén’ banbannen té
kangbe sila’ ma ko sébeli
fén’ té ko kan gbéne fan’
té fadafin’ bolo fo
kanbolo’ dama’,
hakilima’ t'a miri mén’
sébe k6" ma, ko tubabu
[5nninna siyaman’ ne
bad'alu soola fadafin kan’
nu sébe la, konin pa si
sodonen t'o kopa’ la’, k'o
d5 an karan fadagbe kan’
na o lé’ noomdn n kardn’
di n jéde kan’ na

One day, sitting at the
marketplace, I saw a book for
sale with something about
African stupidity on it. Its
writer was from Lebanon and
named Kamal Maruwa [Ar.
Kamil Muruwwah®]. I asked
about him and they said he
had left a while back. He was
saying that the ignorance of
the African knows no end. He
said, first, none of their
languages can be written; they
aren’t made according to any
grammar. They aren’t meant
for writing; they were made
for speaking only. They don’t
actually have a true language,
just dialects that no intelligent
person would waste their time
thinking about writing. Lots
of Europeans have applied
themselves to writing African
languages, but there is just no
way. He said, teaching us
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1$ 1234 3'b A12m@0 Yo European languages is easier
AVlme THH | @m0 374 « than teaching us our own
HH&H IAST 03I T 1Y languages
O 4 AmS & Yo

It was true, Kanté said, Africans don’t have a writing system, but it was true insult to
injury to spread the lie that their languages were deprived of grammar (Sangaré, 2011, p.
17). Amidst all its malice though, Muruwwah’s book also held a point of interest. As part
of his argument the Lebanese author presented and critiqued the Vai syllabary, an
indigenous West African script which emerged in the 1820-30s in what is now Liberia

(see Tuchscherer & Hair, 2002). This piqued Kante’s interest. His subsequent research

was transformative because, while the Vai system was, in his eyes, “flawed” (T.l:l B3
0 md pa sa?), it definitively freed him of the idea that scripts were of divine provenance
and thereby opened the door for his own orthographic experimentation (Kante, 2013, pp.
6-7).

As aresult of this and his frequent trading trips to Ghana where he encountered
written Yoruba and Hausa, Kanté saw the prospect of writing African languages in a new
light. He himself was free to craft a properly adapted system. His previous inability to
grasp this however led him to dark conclusions about African liberty as he discussed in a

1968 interview with an unnamed journalist (Kante, 2013, p. 7):

48 Soola ‘apply oneself” (potentially < Ar. Ja&, €.g., J2& ‘engage something in operation”)

(Baba Mamadi Jaane, personal communication, September, 29, 2017)

49 A leading journalist in the Arab world who founded the newspaper al-Hayat (Ar. ‘The
life”), Kamil Muruwwah published the book that Kanté read in 1938 in Beirut. It is one of
the first accounts of the West African Lebanese community and is entitled Nahnu fi
‘afrigiya (Ar., ‘Us, in Africa’) (Arsan, 2014; see Chalabi, 2006).

30 Later Kant¢ elaborates suggesting its major flaw was that despite a large number of
graphemes, it still wasn’t “complete” (ddfanen); something he attributes to its nature as a
syllabary (Kante, 2013, p. 7)
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| 66 Aloo uElENb TFY | £ bda tibabi’ sénen’ yé én | 1f you see that the White
I AToo T: 19 1885 Yol | f4di’ jonya la, a sénen’ an | man was able to enslave
% THA B%P &9 YEHI! hakili’ le 51> mara la us physically, it’s because
he enslaved us mentally
first
Thus while his writing system would ultimately serve a range of distinct purposes, one
major goal cited by Kante was the decolonization of the African mind (Kénte, 2013, p.
8):
0% 3 18918 1eYIA TES | Nba miriya’ hdrayd’ o 1é° | The pursuit of liberation
HTTIT$YT al% TH Y1y | siinin’ ka rine’ ni’ la an na | of thought set me
AF18Y$ 5 T4 24 AEo 0T kc’m ' sébe ko’ kan o 1m%n'ed1ately to the task of
yila’ bée writing our languages
Paired with the plural kan nu ‘languages’ and appearing shortly after a discussion of how
the White man enslaved the Black man, this dn ‘we’ is the collective we of colonized

Black sub-Saharan Africans.

For Kante, education was the solution to this mental colonization. What

distinguished man as a species amongst animals was his possession of dkili*' (YHIH) or
a mental faculty for reasoning (Kante, 2013, p. 21). Strengthening this capacity for

critical thought (and Islam, as we saw earlier) passed necessarily through reading and
writing (Kante, 2013, p. 22). Kanté however knew how difficult studying (karan Iﬂﬂ) and
therefore the path to knowledge (/5nni YI23) could actually be in West Africa. The

experience of actually ending a child’s “ignorance” (IRYLUH kunfinya [sic5?]) at school

was hampered by two major obstacles (Kante, 2013, p. 23).

< Ar. Jac ‘aql ‘mind, intellect’
52 One would expect [3YPIH kinfinyd
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First, students went through the necessary step of learning to read and write an

alphabet, a process which took about two years (Kénte, 2013, p. 22). Once this

knowledge was acquired though, students were far from in the clear because they spent

the next four to five years learning the medium of instruction of French or Arabic! Kante

reasoned that this system was simply inefficient. His own method in mother-tongue

education could lead to the entire cycle being completed in a matter of two years for

children or three months for adults because students could side-step the central issue of

terminology and vocabulary which stands in the way of actual learning (Kante, 2013, p.

23). Kante’s belief in the power of mother-tongue education was not a cold

instrumentalization or “banking model” of education however (Freire, 1968):

Y7 - S AoYo @
Yoo Y¢ T AH YSAED
Ao TH RS - TA [$Ym

TATA LEISH TALSYD 3A
T4 @ 114 T Y23
71 199V 2% T 2mSalA
3 A 83 1215 Thiy UiH
LEYT129 13 AH ao Ym AF
@0 114 TH AmY Ym

Ko sisén, nba, ni sébeli’ ké
da li’di diya’ma, jéde kan

sébe’di ké lilali’ di. Sébeli’

baa ké na’mén’di, jede
kan sébe’l'o k53’ di, ni
karan’ké da baara’ mén’
di, jede kan karan’di k'o
ponponnin’ di.

Mbo siyaman kalabu’
maamda wali kan karan’
ds k’a massdon a [5n
gboya’n'a karan’ kuntaa’
janya’le fe, o bée di sé ké
la [bnninba’ di jede kan
karan’ ds.

If writing is honey in terms of
sweetness, then writing one’s
own language is ambrosia. If
writing is sauce, then writing
one’s own language is the
seasoning [lit. ‘its salt’]. If
reading is work then reading
one’s own language is its
respite.

[...]

Many people are discouraged
in foreign language education
as a result of retention
difficulty and its long duration.
All of these people can be
savants in mother-tongue
education.

(Kante, 2008, p. 4)
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His desire therefore was to democratize access to education in hopes of unlocking the

intelligence and know-how of Africa’s popular masses. As the easiest means of learning

(Kante, 2013, p. 23), mother-tongue education was akin to an obligation for Africans

looking to propel their homelands forward (Kante, 2008a, p. 4):

[...]
T oT TH ™ AF LAYSHLH
09 UIF AFo T 3ol

- BYm®m T'H AAAmIA
13 YEYERmHRH TH Y T
YI29 - TA 30 TA AF
23 Y7 {19 1th Y9 AF &7
19 Y1 23 Y7 JALP
Y9 1% 34 Ybiko 1$l1Am)
T 3ml$ AF 1$Yo YHut3
-294 LAY

Kanté’s Invention Trial

[...] hankilima’ bée ka
kan ne ka faso kan sébe’
baara’ lu mademen k’a
ddiya, a ni k’a
kdkodobinbin pd’ bée ma
do ma, I5nnin’ né bén’ ni
hara’ lu ni pson faamun
ni poon kanin’ni
ddamaya’ sabati ko’ lu ni
wuruki’ sila’ bée ladon na
jamana’ kno.

[...] all intelligent individuals
must assist with and make
enjoyable the efforts of
fatherland-language writing as
well as support them by all
means so that knowledge will be
fostered and strengthened in the
father country. [This is] because
knowledge strengthens entente,
peace, mutual understanding,
endearment and civility and
maintains the path to
development in the country.

Convinced of the necessity of mother-tongue education and encouraged by his

knowledge of Vai, Yoruba and Hausa literacy, Kante set out to devise a proper

orthography for his own language (Kante, 2013, p. 13). Shortly after encountering the

vitriolic text of Kamil Muruwwah, Kante headed south, stopping in Agboville where he

took French lessons, before continuing on to Bingerville on the coast. There he set up

shop as a Quranic teacher before eventually entering the Kola nut trade. In Bingerville,

and Abidjan following his relocation after the end of World War 11, he dedicated his free

time to devising a way to write his own mother-tongue of Manding (p. 19). Along the

way he encountered many voices and in particular those of people educated in French

colonial schools, whom he paraphrases in this way (Kante, 2004, p. 2):
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AEO {19 1429 Go’'b
ﬂbﬁ;ﬁmw

0J amlAuYH 1$%3H% 00
ao'b 1% 2biH 719

o T H T | T @0

QF TH ATAb 3'H = Dad

AV23H H Pl - 1§ T

uoAEo GEY AEo TF AA
of o of b AbIS Y3
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TAuY 33F EAH YEAED

= @m 3 JA AmV 3A Ab

AmY Q9 AFO OT H 1T |

LAY$HID Yoo BT LalV Ao

T AN TF THIP Tb

M55’ fanka’ ban kun té
fadafin kan’nu la, bao
alu kasiya kojuuya, alu
don sédenen’ pa ma fana
mén’d'a ké alu t'sé [Dnko’
lu sébe’ paf>’ mand la,
katuun sé-n-kdlaya’
kumaden’nu ni a kunts>’
lu t'sé’ sodon na an na
kan’nu d5 féu, k'o téenén
ka b5 a la, fadafin kan’
kologbe  'mén’ bda sébe

rrrrrr

fén’ é’ fen’ds, o t'sé
karan na sébeli’ kébaa’
bolo kuma té moo gbéde
ma, o dJ, an na kan’ nu
sébe yé jede see gbansan’
ne di hankilima’t'a fanka
ban mén’na
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There is no point wasting one’s
energy with African languages
because there are too many of
them, and they are flawed in
such a way too that they can’t
be used for ((explaining in
scientific writings)), because
technological words and terms
aren't found at all in our
languages. Even putting that
aside, anything in African
languages written in the Arabic
or Latin alphabet, they can’t
even be read by their author,
let alone by someone else.
Thus writing in our languages
is simply a waste of effort that
no one smart wastes their time
on

Seeking to both create a proper system and prove them wrong, Kante set out to

devise an orthography from one of the scripts that he knew. From 1944-1947 he

attempted to design a Manding orthography in Arabic script, but was discouraged by

those affiliated with Quranic schooling as discussed in the previous section (Kante, 2004,

p. 2).

o0 lu la fakan dankunbaliya’

o lanen’ arabu sébe’ dése’
kan mandenka kan’ sébe la

Lacking mother-tongue
respect, they were convinced
that writing Manding in
Arabic script would fail

While not explicit here, what Kante faced was peoples’ disbelief that a readable

orthography could be developed for Manding in the Arabic script. Indeed, he encountered

>3 Almost certainly a typo by the typesetter of désenen “failed’; I have corrected it in the
transliteration and translation.
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the same reaction between 1947-1949 when he tried to develop a Latin-based

orthography (Kante, 2004, p. 2):

IAITABIS T 54 | An ka o fina latennama’ | We showed this Latin-based one

amlF I'mYe | Yida dan baden also to our friends affiliated
L Ta ~ ?'1 NG N.E~|E~| tubabulamso’ lu la, with White ways [tubabulam?o]
- ~|& u&_ . Bénzervil ni Abijan nit d5, | in Bingerville and Abidjan, but
_UJ_l'SXﬂN Y{W bari o lu fana ma sé o they also were not able to
A 9 13 3 YIF = 20 | faamun na understand it

The orthographic testers were of course able to sound aloud or read his
orthography so what were they not “understanding”? On one hand, Kant¢ was dealing
with a problem that the unmodified Arabic or Latin alphabets did not naturally lend
themselves to marking some of the phonologically contrastive sounds and features of
Manding. The official orthographies of Manding today for instance are Latin-based
orthographies but incorporate a number of IPA characters (i.e., n, o, €, etc.) to distinguish
Manding phonemes. In addition, many Manding varieties have contrastive vowel length
(bdara ‘work’ vs. bara ‘dance area’) as well as nasalization (bad ‘mother’ vs. ban ‘to
finish’) that can be applied to any of the seven vowels of the Eastern varieties.

Kante however was primarily grappling with the fact that Manding is a fonal
language (see the following chapter for in-depth discussion of this matter). Pitch or tone
is used both lexically to distinguish tonal minimal pairs where words are segmentally
homophonous but tonally distinct (i.e., bd ‘river’ vs. ba ‘goat’ or a 3SG vs. d 2PL in
Bambara) and grammatically to distinguish definite from indefinite (muso’té yan ‘the
woman is not here’ vs. muso t¢ yan ‘no woman is here”). Without a set of conventions for
marking tone and the other contrastive features outlined above Kant¢ was faced with the

following kind of complaints (2004, p. 2):
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sé karan na sébeli’ kébaa’

fadafin’ kan’ kélogbe mén’
baa sébe arabu sébesun’ ni
laten ta fén’-é’-féen’ds, o té
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A true African language
written in any Arabic or
Latin alphabet can’t be
read by their author, let

bolo kuma té moo gbéde ma

alone by someone else

Many languages including English for instance use features like length and pitch to

diverse pragmatic effects. But in the case of Manding, Kante realized that if he could not

come up with a clear set of conventions to mark these linguistic phenomena then even the

decontextualized denotational value of a word or phrase was not clear. In his own words

(Kante, 2004, p. 2):

OALP T T & AHRH
AEo T'1 1M 14% 34
TA 09 LEQF |'m $A%Y
- 0% @m YSAFO OElY
otalAH TAH 0H T4
3 - Yoo L&)oYO 19 119
ARV T4 oo o%
0% L19$ Ako FIEND
13YP YeAED 3UF A TA
HIT | m$AYDT
AEo 119 LAotalHIH
TAIH

Kbfe n na da a faamun ko
N’ko karan' ni a sébe’
gbéleya da an bénba' lu ma
arabu sébeli' do le, ka a
kin' k¢ a kanmasere' lu la
sivaya' di. O 18" kélen' ka a
gbéleya tubabu sébe [>nnd’
lu ma, bao sébeli fila o si
ma ladan an na kan
kanmaserema' lu sébe
kanma

In this light Kante (2004, p. 4) reasoned as follows:

@4 AFO0 3HS T3 TA |1
omAFo ™ '3 -
YmYo &T ATHIATSF
0T 14 07 | AF Y AA
T3IF = @3 TA 13hY%

T AF ¥ 6o TIab

N'dn mad pa N ko sébe’ k3, fo
n'an ka sébeden
bolomakanén’ ne sindi mén’
di bén an na kan’ nu lthala’
ma jsn’, bao a téna sé ld ben
na sébesun ds> mén’ma
ladan a kanma, o lé ka n D
mirido’ta la sébesun
bolomakanen nadan

kanm’an na kan’ nu pé, mén’

Later I came to understand that
reading and writing N’ko
[Manding] in Arabic script was
difficult for our ancestors
because of the large amount of
tones [kdnmasere>*]. This same
issue made it difficult for those
that knew White writing
because neither one of these
writing systems was created for
writing our tonal
[kanmaserema] languages

((We won’t excel in writing
N’ko [Manding])) unless we
invent a specific writing
system that matches our
languages’ nature properly,
because it won’t work with an
alphabet that wasn’t created
for it. This lead me to the
thought of creating a specific
alphabet for our languages,

>4 Strictly speaking in Kanté’s system kdnmasere encompass length as well as tone.
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Z'\ILIELLA:I&_F nankEo | di sé kan’kanmaserema’bée | one that could distinguish all
AR UT M TT I'AlH TmlT | $€be la faranfasili dafanen’ | tonal [kanmaseremal
.I:I 6.13 Ym /\A BEE languages in full.

3 AEg AF lAotalAl
2w AlPm YalPlHe

Kantg, thus, went to task, eventually revealing a completed draft> of the N’ko script on
April 14, 1949 (Kante, 2004, p. 4).

Kante’s invention of a unique script was a technical linguistic solution to the
problem of properly writing African languages (see the next chapter for a further
exploration of this point), but critically he saw his alphabet as an intellectual contribution
in the fight for decolonization. As someone who directly faced the prospect of
internment, forced labor or death for his travels in French West Africa, he was well aware
of the physical violence rooted in colonialism. Nonetheless, he viewed the mental side of
Western rule of Africans as ultimately more harmful. For him, the N’ko alphabet—which
he viewed as uniquely capable of transcribing African languages—was an essential tool
for providing Africans access to the liberating and enlightening power of literacy,
schooling and knowledge.

Kanteé as a Manding Muslim

Firmly situated within the historical Afro-Muslim vernacular tradition that gave
rise to Ajami in West Africa and doing intellectual labor to combat the French colonial
regime, Kanté innovated and thought in ways that also engaged in the political and

religious debates of his peers. From Kanté’s own perspective, his invention of N’ko was

35 In truth, this was but a draft. Kanté modified a number of N’ko graphemes throughout
his life. See for instance the “archaic” forms of Y <j>, 1 <c> and t <r> which were
nonetheless included in N’ko’s original Unicode proposal (“Proposal to add the N’Ko
script to the BMP of the UCS,” 2004). These and a few other archaic grapheme variations
continue to circle in old handwritten manuscripts and their photocopies.
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primarily a pedagogical tool for Islamic education and decolonization. From another

point of view however, his script and push for mother-tongue education also shared clear
connections with larger sociological debates in both the Quranic schooling system and
West African society at large.

The crisis of World War II and its aftermath led to a major shift in French West
Africa as well as European-held African colonies more broadly. For both ideological and
material reasons, France was forced to re-consider its role and policies in its colonies.
This is not to suggest that France began to entertain the end of empire or even that
African subjects suddenly saw the coming light of independence. To analyze the situation
thus would to be play into post-independence narratives or “read history backward from
the triumph of African independence in the 1960s” (Cooper, 2002, p. 20). More
accurately:

“The postwar moment presented opportunities to political and social movements

to take on imperial administrations uncertain of their continued authority and
aware of their need of Africans’ contributions to rebuilding imperial economies”

(p. 26)

But such movements were far from exclusively focused on taking on “imperial
administrations.” In French West Africa (Fr. Afrique occidentale frangaise, AOF), the
post-war moment also revealed tensions in what Launay & Soares (1999, p. 498) describe
as the newly formed Islamic sphere, “separate [...] from ‘particular’ affiliations -
ethnicity, kin group membership, ‘caste’ or slave origins, etc.— but also from the colonial
(and later the post-colonial) state”. While West African Muslims had undoubtedly always
debated proper membership in the Islamic community, it tended to be restricted to

internal debates amongst the largely hereditary clerical class. The colonial period
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introduced major shifts in political economy that disrupted their traditional religious

authority and thereby carved out space for larger societal debates about Islam and Muslim
identity (Launay & Soares 1999, p. 501).

Debates in this expanded Islamic sphere were intimately tied to schooling as
Brenner’s (2001) seminal work on French Sudan and post-colonial Mali demonstrates.
Oddly though, Sulemaana Kante’s intervention has been absent from scholarly accounts
of the debate over Islamic education between so-called traditionalists and reformists. And
yet, as revealed above, Kante was intimately connected to centuries-old debates within
the Quranic system and directly concerned with its pedagogical reform through mother-
tongue literacy. In what follows, I attempt to better situate Sulemaana Kante’s connection
to the Islamic traditionalist vs. reformist debate of his day. To do so, I first outline the
emergence of the reformist Muslim madrasa school movement and the “Wahhabiya”
(Kaba, 1974) to make the argument that Kante’s N’ko must be understood as a traditional
reformist counterpart and alternative to their ideas and actions. Second, I look at how the
unique post-World War II moment of colonial Africa allowed Kanté to take the Afro-
Muslim vernacular tradition beyond purely spiritual or pedagogical concerns to implicitly
flirt with the ethno-nationalist ideas of his day.

Kanté, the Traditionalist Reformist

The post-War moment of the French colonial period with its expanded Islamic
sphere provided a set of conditions that would lead to intense focus on reforming Islamic
education. This was primarily articulated by a movement which emerged clearly in the

1950s with the establishment of a string of modernist Muslim schools or what I will refer
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to here as madrasas>® (Brenner, 2001; Brenner & Sanankoua, 1991). The roots of these

institutions however stem back into the 1940s. They were the product, on one hand, of
so-called Wahhabi®” doctrinal reformists that connected during or upon return from
sojourns in the Middle East (Kaba, 1974) and, on the other, of educational reformists
simultaneously questioning the traditional Quranic schooling elite and seeking to prepare
students in a Muslim manner for integration into the emerging modern economy
(Brenner, 1991, p. 65).

The madrasa school’s main goal remains the use of Islamic instruction for
religious knowledge (p. 65). Nonetheless, the schools are distinct from traditional
Quranic schools in a multitude of ways. Physically, they are large school houses with
multiple classrooms, equipped with blackboards and desks. Parents do not entrust their
child to a teacher to study, work, be housed and become educated in the larger sense; they
pay for them to attend a school where they will study religious knowledge as modules
alongside other academic subjects before returning home (Brenner, 1991, pp. 63-64). In
fact, one might mistake madrasas for government-run francophone public schools if it
were not for a single feature that is central to their endeavor: their language policy
regarding classical Arabic as the medium of instruction (Brenner, 1991, p. 63; Ware III,

2014, p. 67).

6 From the Arabic, madrasa (aw)so). Sometimes written as médersa per local Arabic

pronunciation.

7 Wahhabi is folk term common in West Africa (and in particular Mali) today to refer to
reformist Muslim Salafists. The designation is generally rejected by Salafis who refer to
themselves more commonly as Sunni thereby claiming to simply be followers of the
normative example of the prophet (Ar. sunna) (for a discussion see Saint-Laury, 2012,
footnote 2; Ware 111, 2014, pp. 12-13; Wiktorowicz, 2006, footnote 1).
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This language policy stems in part from a prevalent rationalist tenet in modernist

Islamic circles “that texts are transparent and that grasping their manifest meaning makes
their prescriptions clear" (Ware 111, 2014, p. 70). As such the primary focus in madrasas
is on “grammar, and the main skill to be acquired is linguistic facility in classical Arabic”
(Ware 111, 2014, p. 67) through the adoption of French pedagogical methods for foreign
language instruction. While madrasa reformists may insist that they are simply hoping to
offer popular access to Islam, the fact remains that the focus on Arabic acquisition in
schooling also functions as means to short-circuit the elite role traditionally played by
Quranic teachers as religious intermediaries. It is unsurprising then that those behind this
shift to Arabic were also frequently engaged in larger doctrinal critiques of traditional
Sufi clerics at the top of the Quranic schooling system (Kaba, 1974).

The rise of the Wahhabiyya and the Madrasa movement have led to a common
conceptualization of a dispute between the traditionalist old-guard of the Quranic
tradition and the new Arab-influenced reformists. But as Ware (2014) shows in his
analysis of Islamic schooling in post-colonial Senegal, this division has incorrectly
cemented a vision of traditionalists as static and unconcerned with innovation. Similarly,
even in the case of Manding-speaking Muslims in AOF, Brenner’s (2001) account
highlights the fact that some of the Madrasa pioneers had never been to the Middle East
and belonged to local Sufi brotherhoods. Sulemaana Kant¢ and N’ko have not been
situated within this Islamic schooling debate at all. Taking them into account provides
further evidence that the traditionalist vs. reformist distinction breaks down upon closer

inspection.
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As demonstrated earlier, Kanté was clearly concerned with spreading Islam

amongst West Africans. Additionally, similarly to the Madrasa movement pioneers, he

was interested in assuring both understanding of and unmediated access to Islamic texts

and knowledge. Democratizing the traditional Quranic system was for Kanteé an Islamic

responsibility. In recounting the history of Islam’s arrival and spread in sub-Saharan

Africa for instance he writes (Kénte, 2007, p. 1, my emphasis)

1$IAY? 13 35 T - AP o%ob T
82190 (1% 34 71T = AP
© AP 1IADINAD 19 11

6% @ o 18IAYYo JUF

34 = 13 AF 13 ToY$ a%oH
@ A Am3 Y o%ab ¢ AF
&% 3w 09 ©b 1Moo Do &
Y- 13 ToY$ 6% 0% AmY @A
@ T AP LoF 5 YAIb G

~ o~

Smn3ald

Murabitu fankama' lu
wa' ks, alu to da
silamaya’ kan o bée d>
o kan'a sii bi la, k'o
kun' ké silamaya' ké' di
k'alu héne: a sila’ gbe'
f&, atélen' f¢, a joo'la
pinmaya' fé, a n'a ko' lu
dsndoya n'a la den-n-
Jjédelaya’fé, bao
silamayad' yé Ala lé
kélén' yida la bée la, k'o
bée y'a telen'i jede pé
Ala la svw, diina’ t3' li
don yé mso gbéde lu le
yida la, i yé tamin o
bada f& ka Ala ldsddon

After the departure of the
powerful Murabitu
[Murabitun?], they
[Africans] stayed with Islam
through it all up until today,
because Islam agreed with
them: for its clean path, its
justice, its good morals and
for the easing of problems
and independence it
provided, because Islam
reveals God alone to all and
says that all should [seek]
God directly. Other religions
in contrast propose other
people through whom people
must pass to reach God

The possibility of unmediated access to God is thereby intrinsic to Islam in Kante’s view.

Of course, as a Quranic teacher himself, Kant¢ understood the necessity of schooling and

instruction. But for Kanté these individuals were not to become flawed gatekeepers that

could distort the original and true message of the religion (2008a, p. 4 my emphasis™®):

AEO [ 11T |'H oI% | Nné k'an’ nd [kan'] sébe

‘ [...] T quickly started our

B3The Al-Murabitin (Ar.) or Almoravids refers to an 11th century Arabo-Berber empire
centered in what is now Morocco and popularly reported to have sacked the West African
empire of Ghana (see Conrad & Fisher, 1982 regarding this debate).

% Exclusively in the N’ko typesetting and Latin transcription here, [brackets] mark
insertions into Kante’s text as marked by by the copyist Baba Mamadi Jaane.
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damina jona, sa n di sé ka
n na doseré' lu ghangban’
kayidi’ kan a pa béde’ ma n
jédé’ la kan' d5, a ni n di
silamaya’buubuunén’ sébe
n baden’nu yé alu jéde
kan’ds, k’alu tanka toli
kise’ lu ni [sirin' nu ni]
diina’ bila-n-dsta’ lu
ldmen’ ma, kéla’na ton’ sii
l'o lu mén' nu la, bdao
diina' pafola’ fanba' y'a
Jjédé' la nafa’ le makadan
na, k’o ladon diina naf>’
ds kunfin’ d> kunfin' nu yé.
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writing so that I could
properly put [our tales on
paper] in our own language
and so that I could write of
pure [buubuunén] Islam for
my brothers in their own
language and protect them
from grains of impurity,
tales and innovation® that
the Prophet forbade,
because the majority of
religious explainers look
out for their own interest
and insert this into
religious explanation for
the unlettered

Kante¢’s outlook therefore has a clear parallel with the Madrasa reformists of his

day. First, he was concerned with the hierarchy in the Quranic system which allowed self-

interested teachers to stand between believers and knowledge as well as, ultimately, God.

Second, he had strong rationalist leanings that suggested to him that truth or an ultimate

meaning is recoverable and adheres in the texts themselves in the case of religion. This

Enlightenment-inspired tendency also manifests itself in Kante’s historical writings

which, while inevitably falling short in some respects (see Conrad, 2001), were part of “a

vigorous attempt at a breakthrough towards a new scientific paradigm based on rational

argumentation and logic” (Vydrine, 2001b, p. 8).

This shared interest in rationalist democratization of Islamic schooling would lead

both Kante and the Madrasa reformists to turn their attention to language as a means of

60 Kante uses the term bila-n-d>td’ which Baba Mamadi Jaane (personal communication,
September 26, 2017) glosses as the Islamic register term equivalent to as3; bad ‘a which

can be glossed contextually as ‘innovation; novelty; heresy’.
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reform. They would however arrive at radically different solutions. For the Madrasa

reformists, the response was and is schooling through the medium of Islamic texts:
Classical Arabic. For Kante, on the other hand, the response was to translate the texts and
opt for mother-tongue education. These linguistic solutions however were not random
and reveal how N’ko and the madrasa movement were in fact indirect competitors
emerging from separate traditions of West African Muslim thought and with distinct
visions for society going forward.

The actors that were central to the Madrasa movement coalesced in the 1940s and
50s in the very same locales that Kanté’s own coming-of-age travels and his invention of
N’ko took place. Kaba (1974) tracks the arrival of Wahhabi reformist tendencies in AOF
to a man, Al-Hajj Tiekodo®! Kamagaté, who actively preached in the same areas of Mali
and Cote d'Ivoire that Kanté began traveling in 1942. In fact, the very town where Kante
encountered Kamil Muruwwah's book denigrating African languages, Bouaké, was
central to the circles that gave rise to the madrasa movement (Kaba, 1974, p. 33). By
1948, the city’s first madrasa school had already opened (LeBlanc, 1999, p. 492).
Regardless of whether he ever directly encountered Kamagaté, as a young Muslim man
seeking his fortune in trade, Kant¢ was unquestionably a part of the rising generation of
young jula traders in Cote d'Ivoire from which Kamagaté and the Wahhabiyya drew
many followers (Kaba, 1974, p. 37). By the 1950s, Manding Muslim society was
polarized and people had to take a stance vis-a-vis the reform movement (Kaba, 1974, p.
50). Was the invention of N’ko thus his own personal response to the increasingly

numerous reformist or “Wahhabi” voices that he undoubtedly encountered and likely

6 A common proper name that literally means ‘old man’ and would be rendered in
Manding as Cekodo or Cekdro.
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viewed as committed to the further Arabization of West Africa (see allusions to this in

Oyler, 2005, p. 40, 73)? Kante’s own writings suggest a direct concern with his fellow

Muslims having such a vision (Kénte, 2008a, p. 4):

0T AA 129 T4 TEL

P 3 - T6 ToF & G
39 09 bl 1w G4
Yé1P Ab 0T AA = Yoo
14 LElH AP AIAED

3 - @4 AU 1TYm 2m
b AFo TAUH 09 1%
H YtPIH 19 TmYA AF
Yo 12m &T

Arabu kén I5nna’ mén’
nu yé n bada yan, o
fanba’yé diina fato’ lu
le di, mén’ nu té foyi
sébenen’ fé arabu’ kan’
ds diina’ kuma’ ks, o lu
yé kuma sébe’t3" bée
mida la kafiri’ kan’ ne
ddron di”

Where we are from, most people
who master the Arabic language are
religious fanatics [diina fato’ [u. lit.
'crazy religious people'], they don’t
want to see anything written in
Arabic unless it pertains to
religious affairs; anything that is
written on other matters is
considered by them as heathenry
[kafiri kan’]

Clearly, Kanté did not consider people literate in Arabic such as himself, his father and

his Ajami-penning predecessor, Alfa Mahmud Kaba, as fanatics that would condemn

knowledge outside of the religious sphere. In this sense, we must understand Kante, in

this quote and his intervention more broadly, as partially addressing the Islamic

reformists with whom he traveled and lived throughout his orthographic experimentations

between 1944 and 1949.

Kante’s intervention however cannot be limited to the Islamic sphere. N’ko and

the madrasa movement both used medium of instruction as a means to simultaneously

undermine Quranic schooling hierarchy and French colonialism. If the madrasa

movement sought to use Arabic to re-insert West Africa into a global Islamic community,

what did Kanté seek in promoting mother-tongue education for Manding speakers?

Kanté, the Ethno-nationalist

While clearly Islamic on one hand, his focus on mother-tongue orthography and

standardization along with his writings on Manding history and culture tie Kante’s work
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and vision to other ethno-nationalist rumblings of the late colonial era on the other. In

Guinea, these tendencies prevailed in the political arena of the 1940s. Prior to the rise of
the pan-AQOF party, the Rassemblement Démocratique Africain (RDA), following its
founding in 1946:
The political arena was dominated by regional and ethnic associations promoting
the interests of their particular constituencies: Peul [viz. Fulani], Malinke [viz.
Maninka/Manding], Susu, and the people of the forest region (Schmidt, 2005, p.
33)
Colonial understandings of the primacy of ethnicity aside, drawing people into these
kinds of associations required intellectual work regardless of where it took place on the
continent:
Often, the first or second generation of western-educated people attempted to
weave together—in local publications, mission journals, and other forums—their
knowledge of “traditional” myths and local histories with their command of
written language to foster coherence and self-consciousness within a given area,
strengthening ethnic solidarities, which in turn could be used by political parties
(Cooper, 2002, p. 59)
While capturing the general dynamic, Cooper’s account glosses over two major features
that apply to N’ko as well as other ethno-nationalist tendencies stemming from the same
period: African languages and Islamically-educated intellectuals. Of course, there is a
clear connection in the case of Kanté’s focus on standardized Manding language literacy
and cultural traditions. But Kanté was not at all Western-educated. Other Muslims in the
region writing in local languages such as the Fulani of Futa Jallon also expressed such
ethno-nationalist leanings (Salvaing, 2004, pp. 122—-131). Echoing Kante’s sentimental

moments regarding his native Manding, Cerno Abdourahmane Bah (1916-2013) for

instance writes:
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It is not because I do not know Arabic that I compose poems in Fulfulde [sic.
Fulani], but because Fulfulde is what everybody hears and understands. And
because Fulfulde is the language I like better than any other language (cited in
Salvaing, 2004, p. 129).

Ethno-nationalism therefore was far from being a preserve of the secular political

realm®. It also had connections to writers such as Kant¢ through the older Afro-Muslim

vernacular tradition. Nonetheless, N’ko can be understood as a partial intellectual

counterpart to the relevant ethnic association of Kanté’s home region of Upper Guinea,

the Union du Mandé ('The Union of Manden”) (d’Avignon, 2012, p. 10). This is not to

say that Kanté was commissioned by or working directly for the group; these sorts of

connections would have been difficult given that Kanté spent most of the 1940s in Cote

d’Ivoire. Even following independence, Kanté never seems to have been directly

involved in politics whether in Guinea, Mali (1977-1982) or Céte d’Ivoire (1982-1984)

before his death in 1987. Regardless of this lack of connections with political parties pre-

or post-independence, his writings on Manding language, history and traditions were

certainly works that could “foster coherence and self-consciousness” (Cooper, 2002, p.

59) amongst Manding people as Oyler (2005) and Wyrod (2003) argue.

This is perhaps most evident in his conceptualization of language. For Kante, the

proper name given to his alphabet, N’ko, is first and foremost the name of the Manding

language itself. As he explains in his very first grammar book (Kénte, 2008b, p. 1):

6% 4% 9 0T amiA
5 Um &7 ¢ TELERH 2371
- WIFF) Y9 AP 0%

Y7 T 3H0m]A - HOIIA

Mandén’ nit ld N ko’ yé
kanbolon kunbaba 4 né di.
O Il féle nin: (banbardn’,
manenka’, mandenko’, a ni
jula’)

The language which the

Mandings speak is N’ko.
The Mandings’ N’ko is 4
principal dialects. Take a
look at them: (Bamanan,

62 Though it was quite important, especially in Guinea. See for instance the anti-ethnic
stance in the early Independence era speeches and writings of Guinea’s first President,
Sékou Touré (1967, pp. 572-574).
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Maninka, Mandinka, and
Jula)

Kante’s N’ko thus is the baptismal hypernym for what linguists conceptualize as the

Manding language-dialect continuum of West Africa (e.g., Vydrine, 1995). Theorizing the

difference between language and dialect, Kanté though does not call for simply writing

one’s so-called vernacular but rather what he regards as the true or proper form of

Manding (Kante, 2007, 2008a, 2009). Central in this respect is his concept of kangbe (

AWY), a prescriptive pedagogical grammar that is also the basis of a normative standard

language register by the same name (see Chapter 6). Thus, Kant¢ articulates a unique

vision not of pure Bamanan, Maninka or Jula as codified by colonial borders, but rather

of Manding, writ large. Kant¢ did more than believe in language having a proper form

however — his linguistic works, primers and writings implicitly or explicitly call for a

regimentation of Manding that will allow for the unification of its diverse speakers across

the colonial borders of West Africa that are in place to this day. This much he makes clear

in the opening chapter of his first N’ko grammar book(Kante, 2008b, p. 1):

1%3FMH YT 15 : I LYo

QP AA H GBS 9 13 (1
Yo 11393 033 - 13

AA 1H 6¢ 11 YaRA (o

Yo AtPA OS5 - 9 2F
3:19 2P AA H YASIb (Y
Yo Y$HId(o 69

2 AA 14 & 0T QmlA (A
Yo H% A3 3 - 1%

Siida’ 1: Kan’ ni
kanbolon’

AS) Fula’ lu yé kan’ mén’
f51a, o le Polar’ di

E) Mbosi’ lu yé kan’mén’
f5la, o le mooré’ di

1) Tanzani’ kan’ mén’f3
la, o le Suwali’ di

€) Mandén’nu yé kan’
mén’f5 la, o le N ko di

Chapter 1: Language and
Dialect

A) The language which
Fulanis speak, that is Pular

B) The language which
Mossis speak, that is Mooré

C) The language which
Tanzania speaks, that is
Swabhili

D) The language which
Mandings speak, that is N’ko

63 Here, as in N’ko texts in general, the alphabetic list follows the letter order of the N’ko

orthography.
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In a poetic use of parallelism, Kante¢ lays out the case later taken up by anthropologists

(e.g., Bazin, 1985) that just as the recognized ethnic groups of the Mossi and the Fulani
have their own distinct languages, the groups carved up as distinct, albeit related such as
the Bambara, the Jula and the Malinké, are in fact sub-categories of the Manding people.
Kante also mentions the language of Tanzania, but he does not suggest that Manding is
the language of any West African State at all. Here he implicitly uses linguistics to
gesture towards alternative political formations not congruent with colonial and post-
colonial borders.

In another work, however, he directly engages with the state borders when
clarifying the distinction between a language and a dialect (Kante, 2008a, p. 3):

o 'Y 2P AN O QA | M35 yé mén’f5 1'a da’ld, | Speech is the name for the

AANG 6 D3IALH T - T | @ kumapoon y'a lamen a sounds that one produces orally
T~ x| t6lo’la, k’a faamin a in order for one’s interlocutor
DAl I'H 2 1938b || | f . :
sonome’la, o lé’ 50 ko to aurally perceive them and

2b 033 : 5 AARAD | jima ’, konin, kuma’yé then process them in their
Aud = XT38 lAuH 38 | faamun nd deéri pdon nd lé | mind. But, speech comes to be

if’_} Yi6m T ELAId’ Qs | f&, kumala’fila’ mén’nu t¢ | understood through mutual
19YP 1SALH AP OF [T | jamana’ kélen mdo di, a socialization. Frequently, two

&30 LIAS Ab T AA siyaman’d3, o lu té pson interlocutors who are not from
i ~ < = | faamun na, yo Malitka’ the same country [jamand] do
- ?;m W - Y'CE" ?é wala Jéneka’ baa kuma not understand one another, just
- U LAl 29 /?\vbNUﬂ' 3 | Niponka’ fé misali d as a Malian or Guinean
[F HATS [0 HYSIA 3¢ wouldn't [understand] when
Af HR1YT AuH speaking with a Japanese
3 m Y9Ia¥A person

Here we see the implications of Kante’s linguistic intervention. What is the difference
between Malians and Guineans and what is the point of the borders between them (and
other Manding speakers) if they really just stand between one people with a common

language and history?
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In sum, Kante’s N’ko was a two-pronged intervention in West African society. On

one hand, he shared the rationalist and democratizing ideals of madrasa reformers who
wished to provide unmediated access to Islamic knowledge and God. On the other hand,
while they also shared a goal of preparing students to live and develop their countries in
the modern era, they differed in their preferred visions. Madrasa reformers desired to
create Arabic-speaking subjects for the purposes of better plugging West Africa into the
transnational community of Islam. Kante did not share this goal. He arguably therefore
used N’ko to counter-act what he viewed as the de-Africanizing move of madrasa
reformers. This desire was in part connected to his strong sense of Manding identity,
which he sought to fortify amongst other speakers of the language in his theorizations of
grammar and dialectology (see Chapter 6 for a full exploration of this point.)
Conclusion

While Sulemaana Kanté is best known for his invention of the N’ko alphabet in
1949, this accomplishment, his intellectual work and life more broadly can be understood
as stretching far beyond the confines of a room in Bingerville, Cote d'Ivoire. In
embracing mother-tongue literacy as a means of better disseminating the Muslim faith for
instance, he followed a long-line of Quranically-educated individuals. While his ultimate
path was not graphically the same, he expressed similar sentiments as other Afro-Muslim
vernacular intellectuals such as Usman dan Fodio, Samba Mambeyaa, Muusaa Ka and
Alfa Mahmud Kaba who throughout the 18-20th centuries experimented with Ajami or
Arabic-script-based literacy for Hausa, Fulani, Wolof and Manding. Designed during the
critical Post-War period of French colonial rule, N’ko was also conceptualized as an

important intellectual tool in the fight for decolonization. Kante primarily understood
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Africans as successfully controlled by the French and other Europeans because of a

slavery of the mind. For him, his alphabet was therefore designed not just to propagate
the Muslim faith but also to contribute to the mental liberation of Black Africans across
the continent. Finally, Kanté must also be understood vis-a-vis his African peers in the
partially intertwined Islamic and political spheres. The N’ko script served a dual purpose
in this regard. On one hand, it was the Afro-Muslim version of the rationalist and
democratizing vision of education promoted by pan-Islamic and Arabic-medium
madrasa schools. On the other, Kante’s alphabet was the linguistic means for articulating
an ethnically-coherent vision for society with borders potentially distinct from those of
the post-colonial states.

In short, Kante can be understood schematically in three ways: as a Muslim, a
Pan-Africanist and an ethno-nationalist. His relevance however goes beyond
intellectually contributing to the often-nebulous abstract nouns behind these identities.
Indeed, as I made clear in the introduction, Kante is in many ways still present in West
Africa. And what of the entity, N’ko, that he called into being? In what follows, I draw on
ethnographic data collected from 2012-2016 to explore the N’ko movement of today.
Stepping into a range of locales and contexts, I reveal, through N’koisants’ talk about
talk, how the movement is connected to larger socio-political projects and changes related

to pan-Africanism, ethnicity and citizenship.
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Ethnographic Interlude

“An yé s3soli’ kéla kiima’ d3 kan” (‘We don’t agree about a word’)

After over two hours of presentations and audience questions, the audience at the

["Université Julius Nyéréré de Kankan was tired. In a conference with N’ko as its theme

however, the next question garnered a wave of requests for the microphone (A11, 1251):

Transcript

Translation

Q Bdden nu, a ni j5
Jqunikali saba le né bolo, e fila
n na pininkali f5loman’
N ni dépdon (baa???) bado’ d5
an yeé sasoli’ kéla kuma’ do kan
an té benna
bée di a f3 i ta pa’ma
ka bén N'ko k3do>’ ma
D6l k6 i b'a f5 ké N'ko
ko Maninkakan’ ne
D6 i k6 n't ké ké N'ko
ko sébeli’ le
Do lu ko ko a fila bée

O 00 I N i A W N —

Pk
o = O

[S—
(O8]

My brothers, hello

I have three er two questions
My first question

Chatting with my friend (???)
We got into an argument about a word
We couldn’t agree

We each stuck with our side
regarding the meaning of N’ko
Some say that if you say “N’ko”
that it’s Maninka

Some say that if you say “N’ko”
that it’s a writing system

Some say that it’s both

This seemingly simple question emerged during a small conference organized in

2013 around the question of whether N’ko “is scientific” (336). The university had

recently become a place of interest because just a year prior the school had found some

funding for an N’ko instructor. Their primary responsibility was teaching a new

requirement of all students pursuing degrees related to language (e.g., Arabic, English,

Linguistics): an N’ko class. Stepping down from his role as the director of a Franco-

Arabic-N’ko Madrasa school in the mining town of Banankoro, the prominent N’ko

intellectual and author, Mamadi Suwaré, who also happened to be my N’ko instructor at

the university for the summer, jumped on the opportunity to relocate to Kankan.
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Figure 16: Author and his teacher Mamadi Suwaré¢ in 2016

The first individual to respond was not a panelist, but he had been involved in the
preparation for the conference in the days leading up to it. He had strong words regarding

the young man’s query:

Transcript Translation
80 K Bdadenma na pininkali’ mén’ kéla, Our brother has asked a question, “is
ké “ni N'ko yé sébeli’le di? N'o té ni | N’ko a writing system? Or is it a
kan’ne?"” language?”
81 Bddenma’, an yé kisikasa’ b5 an nda | My friends, let's free ourselves from
this inferiority complex

He went on to explain that N’ko was a writing system (sébeli) but that like any script it
necessarily resembled the language for which it was designed. A writing system therefore

was like a language’s photo. For him, the confusion about N’ko stemmed from the fact
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that the inventor of the script was a Maninka speaker who naturally created a script that

in part resembled his own language. Just after finishing, another person, this time an

official panelist, chimed in:

’ Transcript Translation
106 T Bon, Ala a (lakuraya). Un additif | Alright, may God (renew) it. One
pour ce qu'il vient de dire thing to add to what he just said
107 Bon, kuma’nasurunya’ds Basically, in short
108 N'ko yé sébeli’ di N’ko is a writing system
109 Sébeli’ le It's a writing system

The matter was settled then; N’ko was writing system.

The man responsible for inventing the writing system in question, however, had
also previously weighed in on the issue in a 1968 interview with an unknown Guinean
journalist:

- Yo (2H%) &T 4 T | | 4n nd kén’né (N’ko) di, [O]ur language is “N’ko”;
Tb AmlS TmuH GoaEg | Sébesun kuda ladannen’ it is not a newly created
7\j: —l' ALSYD A céi.m Y t'a di de, mdo siyaman té alphabet. Many people

. - N yara’o lé’ faamun na have not understood this
0 uAlsf o3 1 2t¢ point

(Kante, 2013, p. 15)
In fact, this stance had been echoed back at the conference when the same man

responsible for opening this can of worms initially introduced his second question.

’ Transcript Translation
19 Q Anbaa tubabu’ld kan’ta We take the language of the White
man
20 ni { wara Faransi if you go to France
21 alu lé karan’kéla alu la Faransi’le They are studying in their French
d>
22 ayi di avancer a db joona They advance quickly in it
23 [ baa wa Allemagne If you go to Germany
24 allemagne-kan ne karant> German is being studied
25 { baa wa Chine If you go to China
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26 alu lé alu la chinois-kan karanna They are studying their Chinese

27 alu bée ka alu la bnni’ dila alu la They all have built their knowledge
kan’ne do up in their language

28 N'ko b3’ kbro After N’ko came out

29 Kante Silemdana, Ala a 16 néma’jidi | Kante Sulemaana, Peace be upon him

30 a ka suku’ ds in his poem

31 ko fakan' ne [bnni’ jidila he said that one’s mother-tongue

strengthens knowledge.

32 an (baa) kuma o ta We take this notion

33 tupagbé' le o di as unblemished truth

34 onhon! Indeed!

35 N'ko (ldbonen’) an bada lé N’ko (comes) from our home

36 an na kan’ne It's our language

Why don’t African countries educate in their own languages and why does the Guinean

government not integrate N’ko into the national education system, he asked. Citing the

cases of France and Germany, he responded to his own query by invoking one of Kanté’s
lyrical poems (see also 2010a, 2010b); the responses of the panelists notwithstanding, for
this audience member, N’ko was in fact “our language” and not simply a writing system.

How could establishing the “meaning” (k3do) or more properly the referent of N’ko be so
troublesome?

This seemingly simple task is confounding even outside of N’ko learning and
promotion circles. In 2012 the French researcher Gilles Holder published an in-depth
piece on the West African religious group and movement known as Angar Dine®* and its
charismatic leader Chérif Ousmane Madani Haidara. To do so he relied on three pieces of

literature. One, a biography of Haidara, he details as a “booklet in [the] N’ko language”

4 Angar Dine is the commonly used French spelling of the faith-based organization of
Cheikh Ousmane Madani Haidara that was established in the 1980s in southern Mali. It

stems from the Arabic ¢, Jl sl ‘ansar al-din ‘Adherents of the faith’. It is not to be

confused with the militant Islamist group of Iyad Ag Ghaly that emerged in northern Mali
in 2012 under the same name.
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(Holder, 2012, p. 392). Later in his text, he indirectly provides us further instructions for

identifying the idiom in question: “[...] Haidara pays particular attention to vernacular
languages—which N’ko is not” (p. 410).

Holder’s use of “N’ko” is confounding for two intertwined reasons. First, it fails
to pick out N’ko’s prototypical referent and that preferred by the conference participants
discussed above: the script devised by Sulemaana Kante in 1949. Second, while he
approaches mutual coordination with Kanté by calling N’ko a language, he ultimately
veers away by insisting that, whatever its linguistic status, it is not Malian; odd
considering the fact that over 80% of the country speaks a variety (viz. Bamanan) of the
language that the N’ko script is typically used to write—Manding. How did N’ko
activists in Kankan in 2013, Sulemaana Kanté in 1968 and a renowned French
islamologue in 2012 come to such wildly distinct conclusions? And in particular, given

their deep admiration and respect for Sulemaana Kante and his ideas, why would multiple

N’ko activists in 2013 publicly proclaim the opposite of Fode® (Qmad ‘Professor’)?

Answering these questions requires delving into N’ko as a word, and more
particularly, as a proper noun. Proper names differ from common nouns in the sense that
instead of denoting a class of objects (e.g., dogs, cats etc.), they represent a unique
pairing between a word and referent (e.g., Paul Newman, Hilary Clinton etc.) (Dixon,
2010, p. 102). In one sense, each person mentioned above has used N’ko to identify

distinct entities. For some it is the proper name of a writing system invented by

65 In N’ko circles, this title is often used as a short-hand proper name for Sulemaana
Kante. It is derived from word, fode, which is typically applied to those who have
successfully memorized and recited the Quran in full. Kante (1992, p. 220) himself
glosses it as follows, “1% GEIF 3m YIRS ¢ AA” (‘he or she who memorizes some [form
of] knowledge’). It is also a common first name in certain areas.
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Sulemaana Kante in 1949. In the minds of others it is that of a language, Manding,

though its contours have not yet been outlined for us. Finally, another group concurs that
N’ko is a language, but views it as a foreign tongue of unknown origin. These diverse
stances make transparent the fact that a proper name is not an arbitrary linguistic
coincidence but rather the fruit of socio-historical interactional work that pairs a
particular string of phonemes with an entity of the real or imagined world. In the case of
N’ko, the fact that a supposed expert, Sulemaana Kante, and N’ko activists of today
could take such varied stances on its referent is not a matter of imprecision. It is, rather,
indicative of the contentious nature of referential practices and in particular, the diverse
positions that individuals take both regarding and within a social movement built around
a writing system created in Bingerville, Cote d’Ivoire in 1949.

My goal in the following two chapters is to tease apart a partial range of things that
are successfully referred to with the proper name N’ko. In doing so however, I am not
interested in offering a definitive account or definition of N’ko. I am rather motivated by
a desire to determine (a) the various processes that have led to /nko/’s range of “reference
standards” (Agha, 2007a, p. 128) and (b) how diverging stances on and deployment of the
same phonological shape are connected to larger sociological debates over phenomena
such as decolonization, pan-Africanism and ethno-nationalism.

In Chapter 5, I explore the understanding of N’ko as script. In particular, I focus on
typifications of N’ko as a uniquely capable tonal African alphabet. Through both explicit
statements of reference standard and talk about linguistic facts of tone, N’koisants utilize
N’ko-as-script as a means to both pursue pan-African ideals of liberation through literacy

and temper readings of their movement as an ethno-nationalist one.
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In Chapter 6, I explore understandings of N’ko as language. Through an

investigation of talk about Manding language variation and standardization, I uncover
how N’koisants create and uphold Manding as a single language united by the
prescriptive register known as kdngbe. In addition to gesturing towards a language
community that supersedes the borders tacitly endorsed by linguistics and the post-
colonial states, this form of speech also serves as the discursive means for N’ko students
to hone themselves into the kind of hard-hardworking and logical citizens that they

believe their home countries desperately lack.

www.manharaa.com




119

Chapter 5: N’ké yé sébenni’ yé (‘N’Ko is a writing system’)

In the context of a botched coup, a northern rebellion and the deployment of
French troops in the country, our entrance into Mali’s National Assembly was
disconcertingly simple. Composed of myself and select members of the N’ko association
La.Ya®, our delegation was eclectic. Our leader was a well-known personality to many
Bamako residents because of his long-standing gig co-hosting a show on one of Mali’s
national radio channels, and his success in the traditional medicine business. One of the
women, on the other hand, was university-educated, fluent in French and English, but
recently let go by an American study-abroad program shut down in the months following
the coup and military intervention in the north. Our appointment was with the National
Assembly’s “Education and Culture Committee®”” to discuss how N’ko could fit into the
legislative agenda. Once inside, we seemed to know where we were going; a fact
stemming either from a history of prior visits, or possibly because one member of La.Ya
was himself a Malian deputy.

Besides the francophone sign-in sheet and a few opening words, nearly the
entirety of our discussion with the all-male body was conducted in Manding. Well into
the proceedings, it was the turn of one of our delegates, an older gentleman named
Dunbuya, to speak. Looking regal in his flowing blue robe, he made the point that,

contrary to some peoples’ view, “N’ko is not Maninka, N’ko is a writing system’ (N ko ¢

66 l3Yte 1ATS YIRS Linniya (Lamda) Yiriwa (‘Knowledge Strengthening [Movement]”).
Just as in English, in N’ko acronyms are pronounced using the name of the letters. To
approximate the acronyms as used locally, I have transliterized the acronyms as the letters
are pronounced. Thus: Linniya Yiriwa = L.Y. = La.Ya.

67 Currently the Commission de I’Education, de la Culture, des Nouvelles Technologies
de ’Information et de la Communication.
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maninkakdn' yé, N’ko yé sébenni' yé). To prove his point, he recounted a recent event he

attended where someone composed a beautiful poem in Fulani (fitlakan) using the N’ko
script. Detailing its intricacies, he stated that such a work could not have been transcribed
in the Latin script because—he ummed, searching for the right words—*“kogo t’a la”
(‘It’s got no salt’) (330:4). Continuing on, he reiterated that “N’ko isn’t Bamanan, it isn't
Maninka. It’s a writing system” (N ko té bamanankan yé, a t¢ maninkakan yé, sébeli 10°%)
(330:4). It wasn’t long into the general questions and comments from the committee
members that one of them hit upon on Dunbuya’s idea. Encouraging the N’ko delegation,
the deputy proclaimed it a “reality” (réalité) that in his own experience the N’ko alphabet
was able to accurately write Mali’s Dogon language whereas the Latin alphabet couldn’t
capture it (330:9).

This segment of our June 2013 consultation at the National Assembly neatly
encapsulates one of the central ways of understanding N’ko. As Dunbuya makes clear,
N’ko is not Bamanan. It is not Maninka, nor any other Manding variety. It is a script.
More implicitly however he articulates the argument that N’ko is an African alphabet.
Not because of its origin, but because it is uniquely capable of representing African
languages such as Fulani and Dogon. What linguistic features N’ko was uniquely
capturing in these cases is unclear®. Regardless, this exchange makes clear one of the
main ways that N’ko is embraced and promoted by its supporters, the general public and
in this case, a legislative deputy: as a writing system often heralded as the “African

phonetic alphabet” (“N’ko yeta-menta,” n.d.).

% Lo and not don for the copula as noted in my fieldnotes.
% Fulani is not a tonal language, but does include a range of phonemes that are typically
represented by non-standard Latin-based graphemes such as <6>, <d>, <n>, <p> and

<y>,
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My aim in this chapter is three-fold. First, I demonstrate how—despite the claims

of Sulemaana Kante and some N’koisants today—the referential pairing between N ko
and Kante’s alphabet as a uniquely capable pan-African script is established and
maintained by activists today. Second, I explicate how this line of reasoning is deeply
connected to the linguistic feature known as tone; that is, the lexically and grammatically
contrastive use of pifch that relies on the relative frequency of one’s vibrating vocal folds
as air passes through the glottis in speech. Third, I analyze how this understanding of
N’ko as (a tonal African) script galvanizes and is drawn on by N’ko supporters to both
temper the idea of N’ko being an ethnic Manding project and pursue a pan-African vision
of decolonization through written language. To do so I draw on ethnographic fieldwork
conducted in N’ko classrooms, events and social circles since 2012.
Script, Not Language

As the opening vignette above and moments highlighted in the interlude make
clear, many students and proponents of N’ko actively work to establish N’ko's reference
prototype as the unique script invented by Sulemaana Kante in 1949. Such a pairing is
not self-evident.
/nko/ as Language

First, individuals often use the phonemic string /nko/ to refer to the Manding
language. In the prelude to this chapter, for instance, I highlighted how Kanté explicitly
made this argument:

Yo (3H%) AT H [T | An nd kén’né (N’ko) di, [O]ur language is “N’ko”;
b Al TmuH GoaEg | Sébesun kida ladannen’t'a | it is not a newly created

Ab TAISYD SA & Y di de, moo siyaman té alphabet. Many people
. - - vara’o lé’ faamun na have not understood this
0 uAlf? 0% 1 2t¢ point.
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(Kante, 2013, p. 15)
Usman Kulabali (2015, p. 1), an active N’ko teacher and author based out of Bamako,

echoes this usage in the introduction to one of his pedagogical linguistic works:
N’ko ye kan’ mankdn’
vélemata’le di, mén’t'sé
sébel'a pa béde’ ma féu
maseére’do lu ko, mén’ nu
yeé yelema’ o séreya ld

N’ko is a sound-changing
language that cannot be
written properly at all
without some markings
[masere] that attest to
these changes.

IbJAASS HIA H G 1HS
AFO @o’b AA - Ym &%
dod TA AcF I3 T'¢

0T AA - @4 19 3m otalA
19 oto J IAATS O«

This practice of typifying N’ko not as writing (sébeli) but as language (kdn) is not limited
to textual documents. For instance, in the spring of 2015 I conducted an interview with
Béaba Mamadi Jaané, a prominent N’ko author, largely responsible for the computer work
that has led to the digital preservations of Kanté’s works today. In it he recounted the

following about the historical efforts to print N’ko books while he lived in Egypt (458,

Al18):
Transcription | Translation

883 CD  Anii hdkili' ld, mdg5' m- katugu  And didn't you say that there were a lot
im'a f3 ko farafinw tun ka ca of Africans in Egypt?

884 BMIJ Kosebe, halibi alu bé yen Yup, even today they are there

885 CD  Onhon Yeah

886 Mais minw tun bé gwere N ko Both those that would come close to
la, k'a soro k' yere wari’ta k'a  N’ko and take their own money

887 ka fara pdon kan and put it together

888 ka fénke, ka kafaw lase Lagine,  and whatchamacallit, send books to
olu tun yé jon' yé? Guinea, who were they?

889 BMI O tin bé N'kofola’ lé di ke, They were all N’ko speakers [N kofola]
ménnu sébe N'ko-karan’ ma. who were serious about N’ko studies.

890 Lagineka’lu b'a la There were some Guineans...

Here, Jaané¢ responds to my query about the individuals behind typeset N’ko texts.

Specifically in line 4 he typifies them as “N’ko speakers”. In all of these instances,

whether overtly or tacitly, /nko/ clearly denotes kan (‘language’) not sébeli (‘writing’).
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The African Phonetic Alphabet

In contrast to this usage by Kante and certain N’ko scholars today—explored
further in chapter 6—in practice, the prototypical referent of N ko, for the general public,
is the alphabet invented by Sulemaana Kante in 1949.

This understanding is confirmed by the many N’ko associations across West
Africa that typically work not for the promotion of the N’ko language but for the N’ko
alphabet. The local N’ko association of Bobo-Dioulasso which I began frequenting in
2012 for instance is known by the name AEPA-N’ko or ‘The Association for Education
and the Promotion of the N’ko Alphabet’ (I'Association pour I'Education et la Promotion
de l'Alphabet N ko).

This use of /nko/ as the proper name of an alphabetic script also holds true in the
many ways that students talk about Sulemaana Kante. While revered for many
accomplishments and ideas, he is perhaps most regularly upheld in book prefaces and

postfaces, general commentary and artwork as the “inventor of the N’ko sébesun” or

'alphabet’ (’l\.EY_m.Y_l:l waoAko 343, see the Figure 17 below).
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Figure 17: Portrait of Kanté with N’ko script calligraphy of a bird, formed by the words
“Inventor of the N’ko alphabet”, which carries a branch reading “Solomana’ Kante”

This term for alphabet (sébesun) stems from Kanté’s early linguistic writings. In

the second of Kanté's foundational texts on N’ko grammar, LEJEQH AVJH 34% ('The big
book of N’ko grammar'), he lays out his understanding of writing as one kind of
communication alongside speech and gesture (Kante, 2008a, p. 3):

OHYD LALH &9 YIAE Sf'b,e’li ”Ie‘ kuma ’s‘z'nkon’ W’riting [sébeli] is putting sigqs
P - ~_ | bild’di kayidi’ kan [sinkon] of speech on paper with
e 13 YnolH Yoo BYF 1 it kit ta pen and ink. These individual
J1-MYo .13 BH YT | Sinkon’, o lu 1-1 na lé | signs’ names are graphemes
3H @b &% 1T -} 0S| 130 k6 sébeden’. Kén [sébeden]. The name of all of the

a%aH H camaFo | kélen’ sébeden’ bée graphemes of one language put
&7 g'” I3 /'U: ' E | ladénén’ne 150 ko together is an orthography
) . .fll‘l 3. sébesun [sébesun]

Note that my usage here of technical terms such as graphemes and orthography are not
the likely translation choices of most English speakers, who would probably opt for

letters and alphabet respectively. This is similarly the case with N’ko students when
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translating their works and terms into other languages and also the solution adopted by

the N’ko association of Bobo-Dioulasso in its French language name discussed above.

Regardless, all of these terms in Manding are derived from the root lexeme sébe ‘write’:

Figure 18: Writing system terms derived from sébe

Gloss
sébe ‘write’
> sébe-li ‘writing’
> sébe.den ‘letter’
> sébe.sun ‘alphabet’

Interlinear Gloss

write-NOM
write.child

write.trunk

N’ko activists however do not restrict their usage to the expression N ko sébesun

‘N’ko alphabet’. For instance, while interviewing Baba Mamadi Jaane, I queried him

about his childhood and trajectory regarding N’ko. Born outside of Kankan in Guinea in

1961, Jaane left his mother and father's courtyard at an early age for the purposes of his

education. When he was 11-years-old he began his studies in a Madrasa, the kind of

modern Islamic school covered in Chapter 4 (458:3) :

Transcription Translation
1 CD Ayiwadonci Alright so
2 [ boraika lu’ma you left home
3 BMJ Mmm Mmm
4 CD n'ibsra lu’ma ka wa Kankan And you left home and went to Kankan
5 ka don madarasa la and started Madrasa (school)
6 O té? Right?
7 BMJ  Onhén Yeah
8 BMIJ Kosebe Right
9 mais but
10 CD O tima i tun té¢ N’ko lon? At that time didn’t you know N’ko?
11 BMJ N tun bé N’ko I5n I knew N’ko
12 CD I tun ka karan ou i tun ka t5g>°  You had studied it or you had heard its
mén? name?
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14

15

16
17

18

19

20

21

22
23
24

BMJ  On-hon d¥¢

Iy'a I5n, Karamoo Silemaana
yvé N’ko-sebeli b Cote d'Ivoire

le yé
N hakili 1d, { yé dsonin kald’ ma
od

CD  Onhon
onhon

BMJ O k3¢ uh Laguinée yé dén-n-
yere-laya soro tuma mén’ na
Bon Sékou Touré tun b'a pinin a
yé don

CD  Onhén

BMJ 0 f’a’nc,z kuma ‘ka ‘szya sa, o koni
md3’ lataara, a nada

CD  Onhén

BMJ  Onhén, kdni k3’ la

Uh a don ko a jamana’ kdno yen

126

No, no

You know, Karamoo Sulemaana came
out with (the) N’ko writing (system) in
Cote d'Ivoire

I think you know some things about that

Yeah
yeah

Afterwards, when Guinea got
independence

Well Sékou Touré was trying to make
him return

Yeah

There's lots of noise about all of that
too, in any case someone was sent and
he came

Yeah
Yeah, but afterwards

After getting back into his country

After a brief interlude where I sought clarification about Sulemaana Kante’s time in Cote

d’Ivoire, we returned back to the matter at hand:

42

43

44

45

a fa depoon siyamanba’ mén’ tun
BMJ N
bé Bate-jamana o d5 yen

Karamoo Sulemaana sébeli la
boli’ k5 d>

A taara le ka yaala alu fé¢ haketo
ni a séra ka o mén’ lafaamuya

a y'o n'a taalibeden karan N’ko
la

His father's many companions that
were in Baté”’

After Karamoo Sulemaana's writing
came out

He went and toured around their area
so that

he could teach N’ko to those that he
convinced as well as their students

In this exchange, in line 10 I use the proper name N ko with no further specificity

or explicit instructions for identifying its referent as either the Manding language, a script

70 Baté (Buate) refers to the historical clerical region where Kanté was raised as a child.
See Chapter 4.
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or an orthography: “Didn’t you know N’ko?”. As the author, principal and animator of

this phrase (Goffman, 1981), I can affirm that I was referring to the script invented in
1949. More importantly though, we can confirm this in the actual interaction. In line 11,
for instance, Jaane aligns himself with my propositional stance by parroting my very
words in response: “I knew N’ko.” But how do we know that we are not actually
discussing separate entities? To be sure, we have to wait until line 14 where Jaané
explicitly typifies N’ko as a “writing system” using sébeli’! as a generic hypernym
instead of sébesun:

Figure 19: sébeli as ‘writing’ and ‘writing system’

Gloss Interlinear Gloss
sébe ‘write’
- sébe-li L. ‘Wmmg ,  write-NOM

2. ‘writing system

This could potentially be interpreted as a difference stance on the proper name, but by the
time we get to line 44-45, Jaane once again uses the unspecified proper name that I
myself used earlier to refer to the script: “He went and toured around their area so that he
could teach N’ko to those that he convinced as well as their students”. Thus while earlier
we saw that Jaane does at times use the term N ko to refer to the Manding language, here
he both recognizes my usage and does not offer any significant alternative name to refer
to Kante’s script.

In these and the vast majority of cases then, N’ko—regardless of the subsequent

term employed (e.g., sébeli, sébesun etc.)—is used to refer to the non-Latin, non-Arabic

"I Thus while the Manding nominalization suffix -/i in Bambara is most typically used to
refer to actions or processes (Vydrin, 2016a, p. 124), colloquially N’ko activists and
Manding speakers often use it in combination with sébe as a generic hypernym to refer to
‘a writing system’ or ‘script’. See Creissels (In Press, pp. 10-11) for a look at the
Mandinka cognate -7 which can be used to express an antipassive voice.
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based writing system invented in 1949 by Sulemaana Kante. It is a script (sébeli) in the

broad sense of an inventory of graphic characters or graphemes (sébeden). It is an
alphabet (sébesun) because its inventory of graphemes are letfers meant to represent
phonemes, as opposed to syllables or entire words. Put into use as a script to write a
particular language, N’ko is also an orthography; that is, a conventional model of use of a
writing system for representing a particular language (Sebba, 2011, pp. 10-11). From this
perspective then, Sulemaana Kante's invention may be variously typified as the N’ko
writing system, script, alphabet or orthography depending on the context and one's
desired degree of specificity.

Indeed, despite my earlier remarks, even Kante himself tacitly recognizes this
fact. For instance, in one of his most enduring and popular books, “The Veritable Proof of
N’ko” (2004), he recounts his travails to both invent and promote a suitable writing
system. Subsequently he presents two sentences, identical in all but tone, along with the

following line of reasoning (Kante, 2004, p. 2)7:

T AESTH 8% 0% QAA3 (I
R Q0o b ANG G -

T AESTH 39 03 QAAD (I
R Q0o Ib AUG DM -

oo Ab Y7 18YeP LeALH
Yo YSAED 19 2Fmflm
Y1) 1T | 3 - @
AA [AotoJAlH Danko

17 13 YmYo

A) Némoo’ lu le konogben
nd, ka alu lanen’to sunso’
ds

E) Némoo’ lu le konogbén’
na, ka alu lanen’ to sunoso’
d>

Kumaya fila nin t¢ sé
danfadabs la sébeli si d,
f0 an na afiriki sébesun
kanmaserema’ mén’ sindi
ld nin

A) The bosses were being
watched over while they
remained asleep

B) The bosses were
keeping watch while you
[all] remained asleep

These two sentences
cannot be distinguished in
any writing system except
our invented African
phonetic [kanmaseremal
alphabet

2 Here I follow the N’ko practice of glossing kanmaseere as ‘phonetic’. See the
following sections for a discussion of kanmaseere as referring to both N’ko’s system of
superposed diacritics as well as linguistic phenomena of tone and length.
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Here Kante does not explicitly use the name N ’ko. Nonetheless, his description clearly
refers to the writing system he invented in 1949. Absent any other instance where he
attributes a different name to his creation, Kant¢ indirectly allows for N ko to stand as the
name of his script. Thus while Kant¢ may have viewed the ideal reference prototype of
N’ko as the Manding language itself, in practice, he himself recognizes the name as
denoting his “invented African phonetic alphabet’” (See Figure 20 below).

Figure 20: A display of the N’ko alphabet’s letters and their Latin-based equivalents
Consonants

F 1 o6 VA Y HTA T2 I 1+ abd ¢
b ¢ d f gb h j kI mnppr s tw y

[t/] [d3] (]

Vowels

Il oA 12 Y u

a e € o o0 1 U

Syllabic Nasal
9

n

[n]
“Sébeli-ko’ de don” (‘It’s a matter of writing”)

Despite the fact that N’ko is recognized and commonly understood as referring to
Sulemaana Kante’s alphabet, activists regularly labor to maintain this referential pairing.
In the introduction to this chapter, for example, we saw it happening in Bamako at the
National Assembly in 2013. Similar instances however occurred during my fieldwork

across different times and places.

73 1t also worth noting that the disciplinary linguistic distinction between writing and
language is also not strong in Kanté’s writing (see the earlier quote on how writing serves
to clarify language etc.).
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In 2016 while in Bobo-Dioulasso, I attended the monthly meeting of a local branch

of the Islamic association, Angar Dine, with a former N’ko teacher of mine, Séaliya

Tarawele. Our visit was in the name of local N’ko students and activists and we aimed to

solicit Angar’s assistance in obtaining a brick and mortar location’. It had rained earlier

but it was nonetheless shockingly cool as upwards of seventy members assembled under

cheap fluorescent bulbs and a low and rusty tin roof hangar. The first hour was dedicated

to the local branch’s official business; an exclusively male stream diligently paid their

monthly dues of roughly $2 in West African francs. When it was our turn to speak,

Séliya’s speech rang out clearly despite the intermittent amplification of the faulty

portable speaker and microphone system. A former radio-repairman sometimes hard to

hear during his lessons as a teacher, he made the following powerful plea as he asked

Ancar, as allies, for help (1165, A100):

Transcription

Translation

|

ST

Crowd
ST

an bé pétaa’ le pinin a kono halibi

k'a sabuya’ ké

uh

an b'a ké an ka sinipesigi’ le kanma
N'ko té d5 wére yé sébeli’ k5

N'ko yé sébeli’ Ié yé

<coughs>

N'ko té kanko yé, sébeli-ko’ dé don

Sébeli’ min’don, an y'a f5> a nana
farafinya-kisi’ le kanma, an ka sé ka
an ka yéretigiya’ soro

We're still seeking progress within
it [viz. N’ko]

Because
Um

We're doing it for a better
tomorrow

N’ko is nothing but a writing
system

N’ko is a writing system
<coughs>

N’ko is not a matter of language,
it's a matter of writing

It's a writing system that we say
came to save African-ness, so that
we can gain our independence

"4 See Holder (2012) for passing reference to Angar Dine’s connection to N’ko activism.
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10 Ko bi-bi na Today

11 Bon, hakiliba’ bée b'a dom k'a f5 an Well, everyone smart knows that
ka haronya’té an bolo we don't have our independence

12 sabu ni mogs’ hdronyara, n'i ka kan’  Because if you've been freed, but
ma horonya your language hasn’t been freed

13 [ ma haronya ban You haven't yet been freed

14 Crowd Walayi! Walayi! [viz. Ar. ‘By god!’]

15 ST Bon [annu] So

16 U béka dn ka farafin-jamana’négen,  They are misleading our black
ko an yé an ka hdronya’soro, ko an countries, saying we're free,
yé dan ka indépendence’ soro saying we're independent

17 O yé négeli-kan’ Ié yé That's a delusion

18 N'o t¢, an bé jonya’ min’na bi, ale In fact, the slavery we're in today
ka jugu ni kunu ta yé is worse than that of yesterday

19 Crowd Tdrawele’! <Group reaction> Tarawele’”’! <Group reaction>

Saliya first explains his and other students’ motivation for studying and promoting
N’ko (lines 1-4), before moving to explicitly define this entity. In lines 5, 6 and 9, he
overtly typifies N’ko as a writing system (sébeli) and in line 8 he clearly juxtaposes this
understanding of N’ko being about writing with one of understanding it as being about
language. Subsequently and to the encouragement of the audience (lines 14 and 19), he
explains that the N’ko script was created to help rescue both Africans’ independence and
their African-ness from the pseudo-freedom of their current political situation (lines 9-
19). Oddly, in the course of this explanation (lines 11-12), he actually uses the word
language despite maintaining that N’ko is a writing system and not about language:
“Because if you’ve been freed, but your language hasn’t been freed, You haven’t yet been

freed”. Why insist that N’ko is a writing system and that it is not about language when

5 Realized indepandansi, I’ve nonetheless preserved the French orthographic form.

76 Typically spelled <Traoré> in French orthography.

77 In Manding like other West African languages of the Sahel, peoples’ last or clan names
[famu] are regularly used in exclamations to laud the good deeds of them and their heroic
ancestors.
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part of the struggle for freedom is itself connected to language? Later in the speech,

Saliya provides further relevant information in this regard:

Transcription

Translation

59 ST Faragwé’ ma sé an farikolo’la, u

60

61
62

63

64

séra an hakili’ la ni sébeli’ ni kalan’ le
yé

O la, N'ko sébeli’ le fana nana walasa
k'an b3 o j3’ kono

ka an ka farafinya’ segin an ma

Bon, N'ko sébeli’ nakun foyi té a la

an ka sé ka a dsn ko an fana yé mogo
ndgon le yé comme dipe mogs’ tow bé
cogo’min’na

Farafin’ bé tigé a yere la bi-bi in nd,
an b'an b3 0 j5 ksno

White people didn’t conquer our
bodies, they conquered our minds
with writing and reading

Therefore, (the) N’ko writing also
came to free from this trap [jJ]

to bring our African-ness back to us

(The) N’ko writing system’s reason
of being is nothing other than

allowing us to know that we too are
human beings just like the other
people of the world

Africans doubt themselves today, let
us remove ourselves from this trap

2]

Again, in line 60, Saliya typifies N ko as a writing system (sébeli). Just before, in

line 59, however, he talks of other kinds of sébel/i—that used by White people to colonize

and purportedly mentally enslave African people. Reading and writing takes place in

languages, of course, so why does Saliya make a point of distinguishing N’ko from

language and related affairs in the lines we saw earlier? I argue that Saliya’s reliance in

lines 59-64 on broad racial categories such as faragwé ‘white person’, farafin ‘black

person’ and farafinya ‘blackness’ does important work in this regard. Speaking in terms

of Black Africans and writing, instead of specific ethnic groups or languages, facilitates a

stance that N’ko is not an ethno-nationalist project, but rather a more palatable pan-

African one built around mother-tongue literacy and education. From this standpoint, the

repeated insistence in lines 5, 6 and 8, on N’ko being a writing system is not bizarre. It is
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rather an affirmation that presupposes the critical voices of those that claim or would

claim that N’ko is a language—the Manding language.

To this point, let us return to the event from the prelude. The 2013 conference
held at the University of Kankan more explicitly brings the tension between N’ko as pan-
African script versus as a Manding ethno-nationalist orthography to the fore. One talk of
the event, entitled “African languages facing the challenge of modernity: The experience
of the N’ko Academy”, was particularly illuminating in this sense. Fittingly, Sulemaana

Kante’s own words took center stage during the public remarks of the speaker (1253):

Transcription Translation
3 IC An dina kima We are going to speak
4 N'ko yéré kin’ nd dof5’ kan about the history of N’ko
5 Karamo Sulemaana k'a f5 le ko Karamoo Sulemaana said “The
farafinna sébesun African alphabet”
6 O y'a kéla, dé y'a yéla ké “maninkaké’  For this reason some see it as a
le” Maninka thing
7 A kin k6 "L'alphabet phonétique (but) he said “The African phonetic
Africain” alphabet”
2 Karamdo Sulemdana mén’ yeré k'a t30°  Karamoo Sulemaana, he who
ld named it
9 k'a t>o’la tén ne He named it thus
10 ko Farafinna sébesun kanmaseerema’ [he Sald],, The African phonetic
alphabet
1 Alé kiin’ téde maninka’1é 14, a k'a He was thinking of Maninka, he
maninkakan’le [5n knew Maninka
12 A ka bdara sivaman’ ké maninkakdn’d5 He did a lot of work in Maninka
13 koni alé ka a sindi le But he invented it [thus]

In lines 5, 7 and 10 the speaker draws on the reported speech of Kante (2004, p. 24),
though he also partially distorts the message from Afiriki Africa’ to Farafinnd ‘Africa’

(lit. ‘land of the Blacks’). At the same time he also draws on the reported speech of
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another person in West Africa or Guinea; in line 6, he voices an unnamed individual who

views N’ko as “a Maninka thing”. While he does not overtly go on to say this individual
was wrong, he implicitly suggests this in lines 7, 9, 10 and 13 by highlighting that Kante
himself did not consider his alphabet a Maninka or Manding alphabet. In this way, the
presenter is able to frame any interpretation of N’ko being connected to ethnic identity as
the erroneous conclusion of unnamed individuals. Kante’s earlier written typification of
his invented script as the “African phonetic [viz. tonal] alphabet” becomes important
fodder in an interactional move downplaying N’koisants as engaged in a “Maninka
thing”—that is, an ethno-centric Manding project.

In both of these cases, as well as in the earlier case at the Malian parliament
explored in the introduction, N’koisants labor to establish and maintain the referential
prototype of /nko/ as ‘the script invented by Sulemaana Kante in 1949°. As suggested
earlier, this is odd in two regards. First, Sulemaana Kante explicitly used the same word
to baptize the whole of the Manding language-dialect continuum. Such a usage is also
attested in N’ko circles and writings today (see Chapter 6). At the same time—and in
seeming contradiction—insisting that N ko refers to a script and not a language also
seems to belabor the point since the broader public, including N’koisants themselves,
often recognize the name N ko as denoting a writing system. Understanding the
metalinguistic work of N’ko activists around the phonemic string /nko/ therefore requires
attending to a larger context in which activities that potentially marginalize minority
groups or destabilize a Western post-colonial ideal of an un-ethnic state are unacceptable.
Whether explicitly metasemantic (“N’ko is a writing system”) or indirectly voiced

through reported speech (“He named it thus ‘The phonetic African alphabet’”), claiming
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that the prototypical referent of N’ko is not Manding, nor any other language, but rather

the script invented by Sulemaana Kante, is important because it allows N’ko activists to
combat the assumption that their activities are connected to any form of ethno-
nationalism.
Pan-African Tones

The claim that N’ko is primarily a writing system however is not rooted simply,
or even primarily, in a desire to temper any potential reading of activists as being part of
an ethnic Manding movement. For many of its advocates today, N’ko is a technically
advanced alphabet with a singular capacity for linguistic accuracy, in particular for
African languages. The following Facebook post from an active N’ko student who

regularly writes motivational updates, for example, reads as follows:
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Figure 20: Facebook post on N’ko as a human writing system

‘ e chared his post.
11 hrs

._—
11 hrs - Conakry, Guinea

il Like W Comment # Share
| shared his post.
Yesterday at 6:56pm
< O O

F5 dn y’a I5n né ké N ko sébesun’md sindi karanm3o’ Solamdana Kénte bélo
mandenka’ kin’ kélen sébe kanma. A sindinin’ a bélo jons ddamaden’ bée di sé a
16 ménta bée sébe 1 pa’ mén’ ma, Ala ma N’ko lawankd’ bdara’ lit ndoya d’dn
ma ; Ala a ké tén™. Alu baden ----"° ----. Kdankan, Bate, Jine kdnben.

We must recall that the N’ko alphabet was not invented by Sulemaana Kanté for
writing Manding people’s language only. May God ease the work for which N’ko
was invented; that all human beings may write all of their speech appropriately.
May God make it so. Your brother, ---- ---- . Kankan, Bat¢, Republic of Guinea.
(304)

8 Ala a ké tén (‘May God make thus/so’) is a common benediction in N’ko circles and is
often used in place of the Arabic loanword amiina ‘amen’. In his dictionary, Kante (1992,
p. 2) also offers the alternative nbarin.
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Noteworthy in this posting is the explicit insistence that Kanté invented his script not just

for the language of the Manding people. Such an idea puts it in line with the many
instances that we saw in the previous section where people typified N’ko as a script. Of
note for our purposes now is the follow-up line in which the user states that N’ko was
invented so “that all human beings (ddamaden) may write all of their speech (ménta)
appropriately”. This line presupposes people and systems that do not appropriately or
accurately write their languages. In what ways are people not writing their languages in
the correct manner? While not made explicit here, this posting gestures towards not
prescriptivism, but rather N’ko’s system of diacritics for representing linguistic
phenomena distinct from the phoneme?®’. The belief that N’ko is meant to serve not just
Manding speakers, but all Africans (or even all people!) stems in large part from the
diacritics that Kante devised to accompany the letters of his alphabet and mark the
linguistic features of nasalization, length and, most importantly, tone.
Sound-changing Languages

The use of contrastive pitch or fone was at the center of Kante’s typification of his
creation as “our African phonetic alphabet” (2004, p. 2). The term “phonetic®” itself is

the folk-term derived from the French translation (phonétique) of Kante’s own technical

term “kanmasere?” (atalAlH). Partially collapsing the distinction made in linguistics

between written and spoken language, kanmasere refers to both the superposed

80Tone of course being the most important, given that nasalization and vowel lengthening
are taken into account in Latin-based orthography.

81 The term is common today in N’ko circles as well as Kanté’s own writings. Kanté
(2013, p. 36) for instance glosses kanmasere as “phoneticism” (phonétisme).

82 Often sére is lengthened (séere) both as a free and bound morpheme meaning
‘witness.’
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diacritics®® that Kanté devised for his script as well as the linguistic phenomena that they

represent: length and tone. As the N’ko author Usman Kulubali (2015, p. 1) explains in

his pedagogical book for mastering the system, The Tones of N ’ko: Kadla and Kala:

IbJAASS HIA H G 1HS
1'% AFo Go'b AA = Ym 0%
im atalA Do A Amf B
IARSS G OT AA = 2H 1%

YIAED 1S 13 eoto 5

33 09 3 oto ™ FYmYo

0% LATHIA omAFo Tml$

34 Y84 094 TIiH
IHIA &$ 01%) 3UF - otalAlH
ato 1A 39 IAA%S TARSS

6o'b @ 014 6% F Ym

1H% @4 {190’ AH

2 Ako YAIT TE29aEl

OoHAOP

Nké’ yé kin’ mankdn’
yvelemata’le di, mén’t'sé
sébél'a pa bédé’ ma féu
maséré’do lu ks, mén’ nu
yé yélema’ o séréya la,
Nk’ sébéli’ sindibda’ ka
seré’ o lu le ladan sébédén’
makanma’ lu kunna k'alu
kili k6 kanmaséré’, bao alu
vé makan’ yelemayéléma’le
ma sérée’di, o lé koson pa
t'sé ké l'aly k5 Nké’
kanbolonba naanin’ sébé’

dd fesékudu

N’ko [Manding] is a
sound-changing language
that cannot be written
properly at all without
some markings [masére]
that attest to these changes.
The inventor of the N’ko
script designed markings
[sére] that he called
“kénmasere” to go above
the pronounced letters.
[This is] because they are
the signal [sére] of the
sound variations. For this
reason, one cannot ever do
without them when it
comes to writing N’ko’s
four major dialects
[kanbolonba]

The kdnmasere diacritics (plus a single subposed kdnnadiyalan to mark nasalization)

coupled with N’ko’s letters, offer, in essence, a perfect linguistic analysis of Kante’s

native variety of Manding (Vydrine, 2001b, pp. 128-129). Kante’s alphabet is thus

“phonetic” (kanmaseerema) in the sense that it is a systematic means of marking

contrastive sounds beyond the phoneme. His and others’ designation of his script as “the

African phonetic alphabet” therefore is not limited to his racial identity as a Black

inventor, but also his and others’ understanding of tone®* as something shared by African

languages and around which he built his script.

83 Commonly referred to as ‘accents’ in folk terminology.
84 Except when quoting others, for the purposes of this section, I will henceforth gloss
kanmasere and related terms as ‘tone, tonal’ etc.
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It was only in crafting a grammar that Kante came to the ultimate conclusion that

he should draft his own alphabet. Indeed, he experimented with the Arabic and Latin

systems for years; as he put it:

YIAED uanfo 8% T¢ Y
Yo Acb AF Y& YHYV 11
3 2mH Y3AEO TA % 18917
03 Yoo Y3 LowH @m0 019

Iy’a I5n sébesiin’ sébeli’

n'a gbirindili’ bée tede di
ndoya n ma sébeli kddo’ o
lu d5 kuda’ pin di paun

You know the writing and
publishing of the alphabet
would have been much
easier for me in the older
systems than in the new
one

(Kante, 2013, p. 13)

While writing his first language-focused works in one of his Latin orthographies

however, Fode began to realize that his system was not up to snuff:

oo 14 - To 17T 9e9L
ADAS AV YT [$uHOSA

3 - To TA 19YALm Y312
O AFo TH TH % &9 TAb
2% [$ALY

1949 nd sa, kana sé
mélekuya’ ni kangbe’jedé’
papinin’ damina’ma sd, o
tuma le n ka kan sébe’ la
gbéleya’ on

It was beginning in 1949
and through my deep
investigation into
literature and grammar
[kangbe] that I realized the
[true] difficulty of writing
a language

(Kante, 2013, p. 11)

While we cannot know just what specific features®> overwhelmed his orthography, his

writings brought him face-to-face with a fact about not only Manding, but also the vast

majority of more than 2,000 African languages; they are tonal (Odden, 1995, p. 444). As

Kante himself put it:

34 GALP TTo 17 & ALY
T6AIY AFO TYT HH 2HS
OFd) TA 09 LEoF | o

tH T - 8% 2o YIAED
1$1$Y0 19 0% otclAH T AH

Kofé n na da a faamun ko
N’ko karan' ni a sébe’
gbéleya da an bénba' lu ma
arabu sébeli' d le, ka a
kiin' ké a kanmasere' lu la
siyaya' di.

Later I came to understand
that reading and writing
N’ko [Manding] in Arabic
script was difficult for our
ancestors because of the
large amount of tones

85 1t is likely that Kanté was wrestling with the role of downstep or tonal compactness in
Manding grammar (see the following sections).
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O 16’ kélen' ka a gbéleya
tubabu sebe Dnna' lu ma,
bao sébeli fila o si ma
ladan an na kan
kanmaserema' ln sébe
kanma
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[kanmasere].

This same issue made it
difficult for those that
knew White writing
because neither one of
these writing systems was
created for writing our
tonal [kanmaseremal
languages

(Kante, 2004, p. 2)

This fact about Manding, made explicit just as some Western®® linguists®’ begin to

elucidate Manding’s tonal nature®®, left a deep mark on the then young scholar.

Foreshadowing Halliday’s (1983, p. 28) notion that languages most often get the sort of

writing system that they (typologically) deserve, Kante reasoned that their use of pitch

distinguished African languages as a specific type requiring their own writing system:

a%oH o AH TF 0T AA 1
Ao 19 60 8% 0% 5 - Yo
3¢ - T a%oH Donfo &

4 Doowtd YT 4 Tty
A%IA Y9 abYold THud)' 1
woAEo GEH AdAm oI 14
Mo YITAA R T
IH YIF <AA T3 T uonko

Kan’mén’nu bda ké suu
kélen’di, o lu le sé la d¢ la
sébesun kélen nd, yo iran
kan’ ni wurudu kan’
n'dfukan pasito’ ni male
kan’ nu dénnen arabu
sébesun’nd pa’mén’, a ni
éropu kan siyaman denén
laten sébesun’na pa mén’,
bari kan’mén’ nu té suu
kélen di, o lu t'sé ké la

[...] languages which are
of the same type, they can
come together around one
alphabet like Persian and
Pashtun and Malay have
done around the Arabic
script or like lots of
European languages have
done around the Latin
script. But languages
which are not of the same

86 Throughout this chapter and dissertation I use the term “Western linguists” as a
convenient stand-in for those working within the Western linguistic tradition of academia.
In this sense, and as my references suggest, many “Western linguists” are Africans.

87 In fact, Manding’s tonal nature was implicitly recognized by native informant and
writer Moussa Travélé (1913, p. 15) in his work on Bamanan, but denied by the colonial
expert of the day Maurice Delafosse (see Van Den Avenne, 2012, pp. 262-263 for a brief
discussion). Interesting in this regard is the fact that one of Travélé’s sets of tonal
minimal pairs is that same as that which figures in and is the common namesake of one
the primary N’ko grammar books: Bdla’ ni bala’ ‘Balafon and porcupine’ (Jaang, 2014)
8 Working on Maninka of Kankan, Welmers (1949) began to outline downstep and the
two-register tonal system of Maninka at around the same time as Kante. In turn, Bird
(1966), focusing on Bamanan, laid out downstep’s relationship to definiteness.
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= Yo 0%oH o Ab {iT AA
OoAEo 19 AH ao’b 09 3
Am oo'b 1% 3 - Ym a%oH
T %o Donko &

IH OEEb 3¢ - TA T3 | 13
uanko 19 Am ao’b T
Y7 LElH) cAA 13 @ 0T
07 4 19 19 us 3 «(atko
uonEo AbIS 19 AFo Go’b
{lof 2m

sébesun kelen di, o lu t'sé
de la sébesun kélen na pa’-
a-pa ma, yo tubabu kan’ nu
t'se de la sébesun’nu do pa’
mén’, (arabu’ni ébere’), 0
lu fana la kan’ nu t'sé sébe
la laten sébesun’ db féu,
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type, they cannot be in the
same script. They cannot in
any way come together
around one alphabet just as
Western languages cannot
be written in Semitic
scripts, just as Arabic and
Hebrew also cannot at all
be written in the Latin
alphabet.

(Kante, 2004, p. 3)

This idea that kdnmasere or contrastive tones are a unique characteristic of

African languages is shared by many N’ko students today. For instance, Baba Mamadi

Jaang, related the following to me in 2016 in a discussion in suburban Philadelphia (1166,

A30):
Transcript Translation
5 BMI  An nd kan' nd, farafinkdan' tima In our language[s], in African
caman’ language([s], frequently,
6 phonétique® bé kan' mén'ld, f6 i b'o | languages that have phonétique,
traiter ka pa sébeli’ fé you must deal with them in writing
7 bon a ka gélen it's difficult, you know

Jaane’s thoughts in this regard parallel those of Sulemaana Kanté when he typified his

invention as the “African phonetic alphabet”. In contrast to the earlier quote from

Kulibali who describes tone’s relevance for Manding, Jaané suggests that “phonétique”

are something common to African languages across the board. N’ko in this sense is not

simply an African alphabet—it is the African tonal alphabet because it was designed to

write the unique sounds of the Continent’s languages.

Arabic Can’t, Latin Can’t

8 Realized fonetiki and therefore a largely assimilated borrowing, I have nonetheless
preserved the French orthographic spelling.

www.manaraa.com



142
Jaane’s above remarks that tone “must” be marked also points to one of the major

distinctions between N’ko and other forms of Manding literacy that are either Latin- or
Arabic-script-based. N’koisants regularly make the case to both the general public,
academics and their own students that, in contrast to other scripts, N’ko is uniquely
capable of representing Manding and African tones.

For example, one morning in Bamako in June 2013, after a particularly hot night
stemming from a rain-induced power outage, I attended a regular Sunday morning N’ko
class held at Mali’s National Art Institute (/’Institut National des Arts, INA). This was not
a typical class, but rather an event of sorts because I was visiting with two prominent
N’ko personalities who regularly appeared on the national radio as part of their show
Yereya Fondo (‘The footsteps of selthood”). Despite the rain, we arrived to a classroom
filled with thirty or so students that were surprisingly diverse: there were five or six
women, teenage boys and girls, and an elderly man alongside the typical middle-aged
males. After a long and moving intervention from the first N’ko personality about the
progress of N’ko and the direction it was headed, it was my turn to introduce myself to
the room. Recounting how I came to learn Manding, I inevitably brought up my
formative experience working with Jula-trained adult literacy groups in Burkina Faso
during the Peace Corps. The second personality, Sako, now sadly deceased, used this
mention of government-sponsored Latin-based Manding literacy, or what he calls
balikukalan (literally, ‘adult studies’; discussed futher below), as a segue into his final

words for the class (1252; A7):

Transcription Translation

6 Niiye balikukalan ni N’ko ldjéere If you put bdlikukalan and N’ko
together
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7 ib'aye différenci min b'u c¢, o de ye an You see that the difference between
ka > fen ma ko kanmaseere them, we call it kdnmaseere

Next he drew on a tonal tongue twister akin to a pitch-based version of ‘She sells

sea shells by the sea shore’:
lo-1-Io A io Inlo lolo 18 G 1o

{San Baru la sansan' sansan san’ ma san-a’-san}

[San Baru 14 sansan sansan san ma sansan]|

‘Install Bara of San’s corral in the course of the year, every year’
This sentence’s effectiveness as a challenge and teaching tool depends on distinct tonal
realizations over the sequence /san/ in the following words: San ‘(the town of) San’,
sansan ‘corral’, sansan ‘install a corral’, sdn ‘year’. Walking the audience through the
various minimal pairs, tone’s relevance in verbalization (sansdn ‘corral’ = sansan
‘install a corral”) and morpho-syntactic ellipsis (where the tone of the nominal

distributive marker®® remains despite its segmental support being dropped: [/san d san/ >

[san san] ‘each year’]), he explained as follows:

Transcription Translation
18 S Kuma’in, n'a fora This saying, if uttered
19 N'i bé kan’mén, 1 b'a koro’ [bn If you understand the language,

you know its meaning

20 Mais n'i té kan’ mén But if you don’t understand the
language...[good luck]

L[]

47 Mais f31i’ tun dun k'a bs pdgon na, Speaking distinguishes this saying,
mais ni i ko ka nin sébe balikukalan”  but if you say “write it in
na balikukalan”
48 baara’sorola dé you’ve got your work cut out for
you
49 donc, o la So

% Typically fixed as 6 in Bamanan — see Vydrin (2016, pp. 193-195)
! Skipping redundant lines for clarity.
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50 an bé min’ f5 halisa, kanmaseere’ Even now, we reiterate that
kanmaseere
51 né bé min’ pinin kalandeénw fé, 1 k't What I really hope is that students
Jjija kanmaseere-kalan’ fé kosebe make a big effort with kanmaseere
52 Bawo mago caman’ne béna tila kalan  Because many people will finish
kunfol>’ la with the first part of studying
53 (???) kanmasere (???) (???) kanmaseere
54 Ni i dun taara péfe But if you go forward
55 ni kanmaseere’ k> without kanmaseere
56 probleme b'i la, hali ni 1 yé livuru’b5  You’ve got a problem. Even if you
put out a book
57 [ ka livuru’ bé ké, c'est-a-dire i ka your book will be, well your book
kafa’ bé ké kafa puman’yé mais msg>’ could be good but people
b'i (lagosi ???) kan (belittle???) you
58 k'a sor3 a konokumaw ka pi when in fact its contents are good

Here Sako6 makes explicit the common idea that Latin-based transcription cannot
adequately represent a contrastive and therefore fundamental feature of Manding. To
make this claim he uses the neologism, balikukalan, which in the narrowest sense refers
to Mali’s government-sponsored adult literacy programs that began with major UNESCO
support in the 1970s (see Dumont, 1973; Sow, 1977; Turrittin, 1989). The name however
is also commonly used in Mali and regionally to refer to the particular orthography
promoted by the programs as well as Manding written in the Latin-script more generally.
Sako thus explicitly (lines 6-7) outlines the major difference between N’ko and Latin-
based Manding orthography as one of the marking (or not) of tone. It is not however
simply the case that one script opts to mark tone while the other does not; in lines 47-48
he implies that orthographies using the Latin script are incapable of capturing the
linguistic features that he presented in his tonal tongue twister: “Speaking distinguishes

this saying, but if you say ‘write it in balikukalan’ you’ve got your work cut out for you”.
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This reasoning quickly leads to a plea for students to dedicate themselves to the study of

kanmasere so that their own writing and thoughts will be properly embraced and
understood. In lines 54-58 he paints the picture of a hypothetical N’ko student whose
ideas—worthy of dissemination—are belittled because they write without the marking of
tone. While this would be a poor choice if one did not exploit N’ko’s kanmasere, in Latin
script it would simply be impossible given Sako’s previous framing of bdlikukalan in
lines 47-48.

This attitude regarding the Latin script’s inadequacies also spills over into
judgements of other scripts in general. For example, in an interview with Baba Mamadi

Jaane I asked him about why he took to N’ko early (458):

Transcript | Translation
1122 CD  onhon, mais i sonna munna? Why did you accept [N’ko]?
1123 BMJ I/ Hey!
1124 A Plofolo’ yé mén' di flo... First, first of all
1125 n yeré k'a [n, né yere, i bé sé ka I myself know that one can write
drabukan’ sébe Arabic
1126 CD  Onhon Yeah

1127  BMIJ  dn moké' lu, an bénba' lu, KS k'a Our grandfathers, our ancestors,
fo cogo’min’, n yeré ka o ds luyé  that which Teacher Sulemaana
said, I saw some of them myself

1128 Alu yé N'ko sébe, tkomi dn nd They wrote N’ko [viz. Manding],

kan’, arabu alphabet la that is, our language, in the
Arabic alphabet

1129 Kdno, n hakili' la, 1 fana bé arabu  But I think you know you the
alphabet [5n Arabic alphabet?

1130 CD  Néb'aln I know it.

1131  BMI  Koni i k'a I>n ké N'ko bé Well, you know that the
phonétique mén' nu f3, ko alu té phonetics produced in N’ko, they
drabusebeli’ la aren’t in the Arabic writing

system.

1132 CD  Jinleb'afs ten? Who says that?

1133 BMJ 7 koni bé o kala’ ma Well, you anyways are aware of

it

1134 CD Koo té- They say that-
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1135  BMJ ikomiiy'a f5 sisén ko kono’ni Like as if you said “k5no” and
kom3’, i y'a Ibon, an t¢ sé k'o sébe “kono” now. You know, we can’t
drabu’ld write them in Arabic.

1136 CD A koni, i té sé. One can’t (easily) at any rate

1137 BMJ n!/ You see!

Here, Jaane speaks of the Manding Ajami tradition to explain why he gravitated towards
and ultimately accepted N’ko as a writing system for mother-tongue literacy. While he is
familiar with the historical use of the Arabic script to write Manding—indeed, he even
saw samples of this practice himself—he ultimately regards it as inadequate for the
“phonetics” or tones of the language. Jaane thereby makes clear that just as the Latin-
script does not lend itself to writing Manding and African tones, neither does the Arabic
script.
Meta-tonal Awareness

Today, the power of kdnmasere is manifest not only in demonstrations meant to
wow speakers of other African languages or in theoretical discussions of the merits of
different writing systems, but also in Manding-speaking N’ko classrooms across West
Africa. The teaching, learning and mastery of kdnmaseere is a central concern of many
N’ko students and teachers and it plays an important role in convincing pupils of the
value of both the script and the richness of their own language. To illustrate this, in what
follows, I will draw largely on one specific N’ko classroom session which focused
heavily on tone. The teacher, Séku Jakité’s lesson is far from unique in this respect.
Nonetheless, the class is exemplary for its comprehensive treatment of the essentials of
kanmasere. As such, his examples will serve usefully to both demonstrate the role and

power of tone in the classroom, and to present the Manding tonal system so that non-
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specialists may grasp why the kdnmasere diacritics make N’ko so compelling. Let us start

however by heading to school.

In the summer of 2016 I sat in on and participated in a number of N’ko classes
with different instructors in various parts of Bamako. One such class led by Séku Jakité
took place in the morning, twice a week, underneath a tin-roof hangar, seemingly
airdropped amidst a flood of outdoor mechanics’ workshops and vehicle carcasses. I had
met Séku and one of his students earlier at a conference on N’ko at a private medical and
pharmacological school, /'Université Kanku Musa, and was pleased to discover that their
karantd (roughly ‘classroom’ or ‘school’, regardless of size or infrastructure) was not too
far from where I was living. I was already sweaty after my ten-minute walk to meet one
of Séku’s adult students for a moto-ride to class. A mechanic himself, we made a short
pitstop at his meager atelier, marked by a simple scrawl of N’ko on his parts-bin—

Karamsko i ni j3°* (‘Hello, teacher', see Figure 21), before heading to class.

92 Literally “You and peace’, this phrase is a Manding-ized version of “J3’ yé i ma”, a
literal calque of the traditional Arabic al-salam ‘alaykum. Both greetings are widely used
as in-group greetings in N’ko circles.
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Figure 21: Séku’s student’s atelier

%

This same style greeting was exchanged repeatedly as we and other students
gathered for class. Poised in front of a long blackboard with a black Robin Hood style
hat, Séku opened the lesson with the traditional penning of the date using the unique set
of day and month names by which Kante sought to replace the Arabic and French
loanwords that one typically hears in Manding today. This however gave the students
little pause. Instead, the lesson—as was often the case with lower-level N’ko groups that
I observed across Bamako—focused heavily on kdanmaseere, which the instructor glossed
as ‘les phonétiques’ (1292). Indeed, according to Séku, the “soul” (nf) or “true motor”
(sen yere-yere, lit. ‘wheel, foot’) of N’ko was kanmaseere (770). To demonstrate this
point he expounded on the importance of them for writing Manding. First, he highlighted
that through the application of kdnmaseere any of Manding’s seven vowels could be
realized in one of 16 ways depending on whether it was high/low, un-
lengthened/lengthened, abrupt/full or nasalized/un-nasalized. Over the course of the next

hour or so he used his lesson to demonstrate four major ways that tone figures into
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Manding grammar. Here I will present his examples with an accompanying discussion of

the various characteristics of the Manding tonal system that they describe®>.

High and low.

First, kanmaseere are used for a two-way contrast between high (AS2JAH
kanmayele, H, examples 1a and 1¢) and low (ML‘I kanmajii, L, examples 1b, and 1d)

pitch that are marked over each vowel (I&Iﬂﬂ stiralan).

(D) a 19f
bala’
‘xylophone’

b, |8iF
bala’
‘porcupine’

c. YoIF
basi®®’
‘evil’

d. Yolf

basr’
‘cous-cous’

e. IFH 1 194
Konos’ kono ka bon
‘The bird’s stomach is big’

This analysis, in line with Western academic models of Manding’s tonal system (Vydrin,

2016, p. 17)%, posits two pertinent tone registers and allows for the seamless contrasting

of minimal pairs such as IF ban ‘finish’ and IF ban ‘refuse’ or uIH kuinu ‘wake up’ and

93 For the purposes of this chapter, I do not recount Séku’s examples sequentially but (1),
(4) and (5) are his classroom examples.

% Note that Séku did not lengthen this word’s first syllable as per normal transcription:
baasi

% For a review of the linguistic debates about the tonal system of Manding and related
African languages see Green (2010, pp. 27-52).
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04 kanu swallow’ or the examples given in (1). Indeed, most estimates suggest that
around 90% of the Manding lexicon is made up of words that can be considered as
underlyingly H or L regardless of syllabic length or contextual realization (Green, 2010,
p. 27).

This underlying binary distinction between H and L holds in N’ko despite the
phenomenon of downdrift in which there is an “automatic lowering of the pitch of H
separated from the previous H by L’ (Odden, 2016, p. 8). In short, this leads to the fact
that two syllables carrying the same underlying tone can be realized at different pitches.
Let us look at a visual example to make things clearer:

(2)  Ntétda sé
‘I don’t go home’

Note how in (2) all of the vowels are marked as H via the acute diacritic. Ignoring other
contextual factors that potentially influence pitch, such an utterance can be understood as
being tonally realized across one register (see Figure 22):

Figure 22: Utterance 7 #¢ tda so with all H tone lexemes

N té taa SO
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In instances where there is a mix of H and L tones, however, things do not remain

uniform. A sequence of H L leads to a two-level drop, whereas an L H sequence
engenders a one-level climb. Again this is most easily understood visually:
(3) N tésigisé

‘I don’t sit at home’

Figure 23: Tonal realization of 7 ¢ sigi so, illustrating downdrift

N té sigi SO

Note how the tonal register between the first two words (N and #£), which are both H,
remains the same. Subsequently however there is a two register drop from #¢ to sigi.
Given that both syllables of sigi are L in this sentence, the register remains the same
throughout the word. Finally, between sigi (LL) and so (H), notice how there is only a
one register increase. This leads to the fact that the H tone of 56 is not at the same height
as that of 7 and #¢ and thereby demonstrates downdrift; 7, #¢ and so are not realized at the
same fundamental frequency despite the fact that they are all H tone because of the “two-
step-down, one-step-up” logic of the phenomenon. Similarly, syllables or words bearing
L are not realized on the same tonal register if they are separated from one another by a

H tone.
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The concept of H and L tones in both N’ko and Western linguistic analysis

therefore is relative, or a phonological abstraction of what is in fact a range of phonetic
variations in pitch into two pertinent registers: H and L or kdnmayele and kdnmajii
respectively. N’ko marks this distinction in tone by way of superposed diacritics placed
above the alphabet’s vowels. This is summarized in Figure 24a below with an additional
column for contrastive length.

Figure 24a: N’ko kdnmasere system for marking tone and length using <a>

- Samanen

Unlengthened | Lengthened

Kanmayele I I
High a da
Kéanmajii T T
Low a aa

This stems from the fact that in contrast to the Western linguistic convention, which
marks tone with diacritics and lengthening by reduplicating vowels (e.g., baara ‘work’
with two a’s to mark lengthening and the acute diacritic to mark tone), N’ko’s uses its

kanmasere markers for both phenomena. A lengthened vowel, be it H or L, is known as
samanén (AﬂAﬂ lit. “pulled”’).
Abrupt and full.

Séku also lectured on what can be translated as “abrupt” (AJIXELS ldbaranen) and

“full” tone (/_\SlIrP.lA mafanén®®) (respectively represented as exclusively a and b in (4-6)).

% To mark “full tone” in Latin-based orthography I will add an additional apostrophe
following the word in question. This reason for this seemingly odd “floating” convention
will be made manifest in what follows.
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This distinction plays an essential role in differentiating definite (AA23YJA malonnen) and
indefinite (ATY&LIA mdfilinén) usages of nouns:

4) a. T1TAPHA
M>ko ma na
‘Nobody came’

b. T71A 2434
M>k3’ma na
‘The person didn’t come’

In addition, the use of abrupt versus full tones can signal whether a noun is common (
bIFSme fodobatso) or proper (RbIIOXSH kélennatso):

yirl
‘Yiri’ (proper name)

b. Y
yiri’
‘tree’

This use of tone also applies to proper names without a natural common noun counterpart

as [ learned in an N’ko class in Bamako distinct from Séku’s:

©) a TAm]

Adama
‘(particular person named) Adama’

b. |Aml
Adama’
‘(people named) Adama’
In these cases, an abrupt tone like (6a) signals a referential use (e.g., a particular person

named Adama) whereas a full tone like in (6b) signals an attributive use (e.g., people

named Adama in general) (Donnellan, 1966; 1292:1).
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Other classes that I attended were often equally focused on the distinction between

full and abrupt tone in Manding. At times they even revealed tonal distinctions that
neither the students nor myself were fully aware of. During the summer of 2016, for
instance, I regularly attended a three day a week early afternoon adult class in the school
and radio compound of the association N.Fa.Ya (N'k¢' ni Fasokdan ni Yiriwa ‘The
Strengthening of N’ko and Fatherland Languages’). While writing tone was always a part
of the students’ education, it played a particularly large role for the most advanced group
that was working through Sulemaana Kante’s Kangbe Kunfolo> book (Kénte, 2008b).
During these lessons, they were also introduced to the tonal distinction between the

attributive (7a) and referential (7b) use of proper names discussed above (767:5)%7:

[ kante’
‘To you Kante(s)’
b. o179 - AbH

Kante, na yan
‘Kanté, come here’

In addition though, they also focused on mastering the tonal distinction made in Kante’s

book between toponym and demonym?® (Kante, 2008b, pp. 3-4)

Mandén
‘(the place known as) Manden’

b amiA
Mandén’
‘a person from Manden’

7 Specifically, Kante distinguishes the tonal distinction between (7a) and (7b) as one of
Y33 foli (litt. “‘greeting’) and Y&Y%H kilili (‘calling’), respectively.
% Sometimes referred to as a gentilic.
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In (8a) an abrupt final tone signals Mandén as a place whereas the same word with a full

tone denotes a person from Mandén. This lexical use of tone—akin to New York/New
Yorker—to distinguish toponym/demonym has not traditionally been covered in analyses
of Manding’s system. In fact, it is not entirely clear whether the distinction is naturally
occurring in all varieties of Manding today. Nonetheless, N’ko students learn, embrace
and ultimately exploit the distinctions in their writings.

These examples of “abrupt” and “full” tones from the N’ko classroom show how
beyond high and low, Kante’s system of kanmaseere is particularly innovative as an
implicit theorization and set of graphic conventions for marking a more subtle feature of
Manding’s tonal system: a “floating tone” that often serves the grammatical function of
distinguishing definite/indefinite (Vydrin, 2016, p. 18). Often conceived of as an L tone
that has remained despite its loss of a segmental “tone-bearing unit®” (Odden, 1995, p.
448) (such as a vowel, syllable etc.), postulating its existence alongside other rules such
as downdrift allows one to phonologically account for the phonetic variations of Manding
pitch within the framework of the two-tone H-L system outlined above. More
importantly, in certain contexts it also allows one to account for the key semantic
difference between definite and indefinite.

In affirmative constructions and citation form however the presence of the floating
L or what Kant¢ calls a “full tone” is not marked or noteworthy as expressing a clear idea
of definiteness. For instance in (9) the tonal article on jabd ‘onion does not actually

encode the idea of ‘the onion’ as opposed to ‘an onion’:

% While the floating L tone is generally regarded as an element without segmental
support, there are a handful of examples for which it appears to have fusioned itself to a
word’s lexical tone (Vydrin, 2016, p. 18, Footnote 3): min REL, jon ‘who’, bi “unit of
ten’, etc.
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(9) -Nintsgo’ ko di? - Jaba’

-What’s this [thing]’s name? - [An] onion
In fact, the example of (9) is one of citation form. That is, when metalinguistically
discussing or citing nouns in isolation, speakers will regularly use this form. In such
cases, the tonal article is not simply theoretically present but in fact realized; or, using
Kante’s terminology, jaba is “full” because on the second syllable one perceives a clear
tonal dip in its fundamental frequency, and one can segment out a slight lengthening of
the second syllable. In this sense, what is orthographically represented as <jaba’> is
phonetically [jaba]. To account for the HL contour tone pattern seen on the second
syllable ([a]) however, neither N’ko nor Western linguists posit tone patterns in addition
to H and L'%. This stems in part from other non-citation instances where nouns like jabd
do not phonetically manifest the L tone that we see in citation form as in (9). Let us look
at the example in (10) to understand this point:
(10) Nin yé jaba’yé

/Nin y¢ jaba ‘yé/

“This is (the/an) onion’
Here we see that the phonetic tonal realization of this sentence is not one of “full” jabd
which carries a contour tone, but rather one of “downstep” (Odden, 2016, p. 9; marked by
Y) between the second syllable of jabd (which is H) and the final word yé (also H). This
phenomenon of downstep and its relationship to both Kante’s “fullness” and Western
linguistics’ posited floating L tone can perhaps best be understood by looking at instances

where tone plays a key role in the semantic difference between definite and indefinite.

100 In the case of N’ko, by “posit”, I mean simply that N’ko activists do not claim that
Manding requires additional tonal diacritics beyond those of the script. This is an implicit
recognition of two underlying tone registers.
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Let us have a look Séku’s examples from (4a) and (4b) again. A simple gloss from

a skilled native language informant can confirm that the two sentences are distinct in both

meaning and form, but how are they different? First (4a):

) a 171 84A
Mbks> ma na
‘Nobody came’
In this case, and using the visual representation of Figure 22, we can easily see that the
tonal realization respects the rules we established earlier regarding downdrift. That is, for
the transition from L to H we go up one register and for that of H to L we go down two

registers.

Figure 22: Tonal realization of moko ma na

Mbdk> ma na

In (4b) however things do not go as expected:

4) b 7 Ta @434
M>k3’ ma na
‘The person didn’t come’

Figure 23: Tonal realization of “mok>’ma na” in terms of registers
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b ) r )
Moks ma na
S { .,
o. E .
. \ .,
. / .
\ . *
”~z -
| .
*
*
.
Y
= = = Tonal Realization by Register

—— | — Theorized Account of Realization

Following the square dotted line of actual realization we see that the transition from
mok3’s second syllable (H) to ma (H) does not remain at same tonal register as we would
expect, but rather drops one level. Accounting for the H tone of md, which is not realized
as the same register as its preceding H tone, requires postulating the floating L tone
attached to mok5 that is orthographically noted as <’>. This theorized path which would
call for a two-step drop followed by a one-step rise is represented by the dash-dot line. It
is important to grasp that this floating L is not a phonetic reality. Indeed, in some cases,
its existence may be purely theoretical:
(11) a.  Muso don
‘It’s [the/a]
woman’
b. N bé wili f&

‘I like dog[s]’
‘I like [the] dog’
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In examples like (11), one cannot know if there is a floating L tone at all because in both

cases the H tone second syllables of muso and wuilu are already followed by words
bearing L tones. That is, one cannot trace an imagined dash-dot line because the square
dotted line already follows it.

Note then that in the cases explored here N’ko’s full and abrupt in essence
captures not a segmentable reality of a floating L tone, but rather a contextually salient
phonological extraction akin to a “psychological reality” (Sapir, 1985/1933). Within the
N’ko script, Kante’s solution to the presence of the floating L tone was to introduce

additional diacritics to mark a third distinction, alongside that of H/L
(kanmayele/kanmajii) and lengthening (samanen), which I have glossed as fu!/l (AﬂIchlA

mafanén) and abrupt (NIXELS ldbaranen). In Western linguistic terms, the distinction
between the two however stems from the presence or absence of the floating L tone. The
totality of the N’ko kdnmasere system can therefore be summarized as follows in Figure
24b:

Figure 24b: N’ko kdnmasere system for marking tone, length and the floating L tone

using <a>
Labdaranen Mafanen
No Floating Tone Floating Tone
- Samanen - Samanen
Unlengthened Lengthened Unlengthened Lengthened
Kdanmayele 1 (word finally) T | (word finally) T

| (word internally)

High a aa a aa’
Kanmajii T T i T

Low a aa a aa’
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Tonal Compactness.

Finally, Séku lectured on examples related to tone’s role in lexical morphology, or

more specifically compounding:

(12) a. YoV Y91 TooF fimlA
Madi: bada fali’ gbasi
‘Madu hit the/a donkey’
b. Yaouv Y81 [oF fimlA

Madu bada fali-gbasi
‘Madu was hit like a donkey’

Note that in the N’ko orthography the difference between the two utterances is purely at
the level of the tonal diacritics. The word boundaries themselves do not change at all. In
the Latin transcription, on the other hand, I have taken the liberty of altering them (fa/i’
gbasi —> fali-gbasi) to demonstrate the Western linguistic perspective on tone’s role in
Manding word formation. Séku’s example clearly demonstrates a final required element
for grasping the language’s tonal system: what researchers in Mande linguistics call ftonal
compactness (< Fr. compacité tonale) (Vydrin, 2016, p. 19).

The phenomenon of tonal compactness refers to the way in which, in general, in
Manding compound word formation, the tone (H or L) of the initial element’s dominant
syllable spreads across the entirety of the compound word.

(13) a. mandén ‘Manden’ + kdn ‘languge’
- mandenkdn’ ‘Manding language’

b. dugu ‘town’ + kdno ‘inside + mogo
‘people’
= dugukonomsgo’ ‘city dwellers’

c. 0 ‘horse’ + fa ‘father’
-> sofd’ ‘cavalry soldier’
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In (13), all of the examples are ultimately written as single words to capture the fact that

they can likely be considered single compound words if one takes into account Manding
phonology and morphology. In N’ko orthography such word boundaries are, in a sense,
less important because of its conventionalized system for marking tones as necessarily
high/low and full/abrupt!®!. Such information in essence gives one the relevant
information on compounding (as well as tonal pronunciation) without a need to
orthographically connect words that form a single compound.

Séku’s examples from (12) exploit this fact and highlight the role that tone plays
in Manding compounding by being divergent in nothing but the tone on three syllables.
Such a difference nonetheless converts fali ‘donkey’ and gbasi ‘hit’ into a single tonally
compact compound word: the nonce verb falighasi ‘hit like a donkey’. Thus, Séku
radically alters the sentence’s meaning from an active transitive sentence (‘Madu hit the
donkey’) to passive intransitive sentence (‘Madu was hit like a donkey’) with no changes
on the segmental level of the sentence constituents. All of these instances of using writing
to clearly distinguish words and utterances that differed only in tone fascinated the thirty-
and forty-something-year-old mechanics that had all taken a break from work to sit on

cramped benches meant for public schools students at least half their age.

101 T do not mean to suggest that N’ko-based orthography marks something that a Latin-
based system cannot. In practice, however, most Latin-based texts do not fully mark tone
and therefore rely on word boundaries to provide relevant information on tonal
compactness.
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Figure 25: Séku’s lesson on tones

The lesson and the discussion of these examples, coupled with an aside about the
marking of nasal and nasalized consonants in N’ko!?, led to excited talk amongst the
students and one voice remarked, “We all respect (/dbato) this, but we don’t know it”.
Séku however was quick to point out that kdnmasere are far from fixed; they “vary”
(yélema-yélema) and you can’t just plan on writing them one way because it depends on
what you want to say. Indeed, for Séku, “kdnmaseere is the steering mechanism of

Bamanan” (bdmanankan direction yé kanmaseere’yé) (770).

192N’ko uses 5 different graphic elements (2 3 T % ) to distinguish phonemes and
nasalization that is often conflated by being solely or partially represented by the

(-
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While the class’s focus was on Manding grammar, the insights about tone

stretched far beyond it. Kdnmasere are not unique to Manding varieties, Séku instructed
the class; they are simply a quality of African languages in general. He carried on: Asian
languages are also tonal, as evidenced by the fact that they adopted characters that could
more accurately represent their speech than the Latin system. Students embraced these
ideas whole-heartedly and one student remarked to his neighbor “If you don’t put
kanmasere on, you can’t read a book™; a fact attributable to “our language” not being of
the same “type” (sugu). Séku was in agreement: “All languages have their truth, but you
adapt to the language [when writing]” (Kan bée n'a tine, mais i bé taa kan’ n3f¢). N’ko in
this sense was more appropriately adapted to African languages. More specifically, in the
case of Manding, kdnmasere was one of the reasons that “N’ko has run bdlikukalan
ragged” (N ko yé balikukalan’ ségen).

On one hand, Séku’s conclusion is incorrect: the official Latin-based Manding
orthographies do not typically mark tone, but Western linguists have long insisted on
marking tone in both their technical works as well as publications made for a broader
audience (for discussion see amongst others: Balenghien, 1987; Diallo, 2001; Diarra,
1984; Galtier, 2006; Keita, 2001; Traoré, 1991; Vydrin & Konta, 2014). The idea that the
Latin (or Arabic) script simply cannot represent tone is, strictly speaking, incorrect, even
if it is true that Latin-based orthographies do not have a single convention for marking

Manding lexical and grammatical tone.'%

103 Note for instance that none of three major Latin-script Manding dictionaries (Bailleul,
2007; Dumestre, 2011; Vydrine, 1999b) use the same system for marking tone and only
Vydrin’s systematically marks grammatical tone.
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On the other hand, Séku’s claim is exactly right. N’ko has succeeded in being more

compelling to many students in part because of its representation of linguistic tones. In
and of itself, of course, such accuracy has little to do with an orthography’s success. Yet
in putting a linguistically accurate system for marking Manding and other African
languages’ tonal system at the center of their pedagogical system, Kanté and N’ko
activists today have created a powerful metalinguistic device. As demonstrated above,
Manding tone lays in part beyond the “limits of awareness” (Silverstein, 1981). It
involves unavoidable referentiality (i.e., by distinguishing minimal pairs etc.), but it is
rarely continuously segmentable—that is, tone is superimposed across vowels and thus
cannot be perceived in isolation. As such, despite being essential to the denotational
machinery of Manding and perceived as so by the language’s speakers, its use is not
easily reportable. Moreover, in instances where the floating L tone (what Kante labels
“fullness” and “abruptness”) is in play, tone’s role in the denotational machinery of
Manding is one that can only be determined by contextual extraction from the variable
realization of different syllables’ fundamental frequencies.

N’ko therefore has not “run balikukalan ragged” because of a unique capacity over
the Latin script, but rather because of the kdnmaseere tonal system’s unique function. In
N’ko classrooms such as Séku’s, Kanteé’s named diacritics of length and tone operate as a
powerful metalinguistic device to convince students of both the richness and unique
nature of both their language, as well as those of the African continent; languages, which,
in the popular imagination, remain at best dialects, and at worst languages without
grammar. Moreover, the fact that kdnmaseere lend themselves to marking lengthening,

two-tone register distinction and floating L—features common to many African
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languages—means that they also are a powerful mechanism for solidifying the read of

N’ko as a uniquely suited “African phonetic alphabet”.
“The Path to Motherland Liberation”

As I demonstrated in the previous section, linguistic facts of tone and N’ko’s
orthographic set of diacritics for them bolsters the idea of N’ko being an alphabet
designed to serve not just Manding speakers but African languages more broadly. This
fact combined with N’ko activists’ awareness of the sensitivity of ethnicity in politics,
means that many activists both understand and uphold /nko/ as primarily referring to

13

Kante’s “phonetic alphabet”. Nonetheless, to conclude that activists’ stance on N’ko’s
reference prototype stems primarily from these two factors—tone and the downplaying of
ethno-nationalism—is to ignore ample evidence that N’koisants promote and understand
N’ko as a script contributing to Black Africa in a larger sense.

For instance, during the summer of 2016 I met and attended a series of events
where the N’ko writer, Ras Kulibali, was also present. A soft- and slow-speaking man
with one protruding tooth, I never saw him without his rastacap covering his dreadlocks.
Running into rastas is a common experience for many people, and in particular
Westerners in West Africa, but not something I had experienced in N’ko circles. I
officially met him for the first-time when I visited the N.Fa.Ya center to begin my
observation of afternoon classes (767:2). Walking into the compound shortly before the
2pm start-time, I found him seated amongst a group of N.Fa.Ya members with whom I
was already acquainted. Despite his atypical profile amongst N’ko students, I got no

sense of his presence being awkward or unique in any way. In fact, N.Fa.Ya had already

published an N’ko book by Rés, which I had purchased and read the week before. A tiny
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book printed and bound by cheap stapling, N'ko’ ni anglé¢' ('N’ko and English'; Kulibali,

2016) is essentially a list of Manding words from Kante’s (2011) primer, Hate,

accompanied with phonetic transcription of English words using the N’ko script. The

introduction however touches upon Ras’s motivation to put pen to paper and to study

N’ko in general:

T4 % ATas uonko a3
Y7 HA@Y AF T34 DAL
AbI% = AFO 1% AV
T 1% - Ab 3m YIAFD
Y7 Y3IA G 1HS 34 DAL
™ %Yo 1$YETH 3ald

Alé’ sébesun’yénen’n k’a
faamun ko a bé jedekadan’ ni
kan gbéde Iu sébe, laten
sébeli’don té, n na d'a
faamun ké N’ko yé Mali
ni gbolofin sébesun’ne di
faso’ kannabila’ sila’ kan

After having grasped the
alphabet, I understood that
it writes [our] mother-
tongue [jédekan] and other
languages [kan gbéde lu)
as well, whereas the Latin
alphabet doesn't. I then
understood that N’ko is
Mali and Africa's alphabet
[gbolofin sébesun] on the
path to motherland
liberation

(Kulibali, 2016, p. 1)

For Ras, as for many of the actors described above, N’ko’s kanmaseere are the concrete

linguistic notation tool that convinced him of the script’s value for both his country and

Black Africans [gholofin] in general. However, his embracing of N’ko is not purely about

linguistic fidelity; it is rather a tool “on the path to motherland liberation”. Indeed, he

uses this point to bring up his own religious practice, Rastafarianism, which he sees as

intimately linked to N’ko; both of their “meaning” [k3db>] is “work for the liberation of

the African” [gholofin’ muumé’ kannabila’] (pp. 1-2). The interpretation of N’ko as a pan-

African script therefore is not purely linguistic. No matter how accurate, useful and

typologically unifying kdanmaseere may be, the script is oftentimes more important as the

centerpiece of a common struggle of Black Africans for their continent. In what follows
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in this section, I draw on similar ethnographic data collected online and in-person to

demonstrate that N’ko activists earnestly understand N’ko as a script at the center of both
a struggle for the subjugated post-colonial languages across sub-Saharan Africa and
Black causes more broadly.

Fadafinna’s Alphabet

N’ko students regularly uphold N’ko as an alphabet meant to serve all of Africa

(most typically referred to using Tﬁﬂm.d’ fadafinna ‘Africa’, lit. ‘black.person-LOC’;
but also occasionally gholofinna or dfiriki) with little or no appeal to tone or kdnmaseere.
See for the instance, in Figure 26, another Facebook post from the same poster as the one
seen earlier in the chapter (1243). The written Manding of this post reads “The N’ko
Alphabet is ready to become the African [Fadafinnd] continent’s alphabet”. While the
post did not generate lively discussion to provide any further clues on the way in which
N’ko is ready, it does gesture towards the shared aspiration of many N’ko activists to see

the alphabet be adopted across other non-Manding-speaking parts of Africa.
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Figure 26: Facebook post on N’ko as the African continent’s alphabet

) QT w4 Ro7:0
{

o wonko otV U¥find A4 T4 U loF uoako 24%. Alphabet
nko is ready now to be our continent alphabet

For instance, in a July 2016 posting on the popular N’ko website kanjamadi.com,
Mamudu Sénkare wrote to publicly thank Bakoroba Kakdro Foéfana, the owner of the
largest N’ko bookstore in Bamako, for rewarding (jansa) the students of his association
with so many books over the years. As one would expect, he finished with a series of
benedictions. One in particular however sticks out (1229):

s 2HS dmlA TAIY Alama Manden N ko ‘May God make the
AH TH T TAYES LolinG | fOdoba lérada’ yiriwa da | Manden Public N’ko
LliAG 1HY TE3mdP HYP) k’a ké Afirik fodoba N’ko | Bookstore into the Africa

_ _ | lérada’di lon’ do [Afirik] Public N’ko
Jm 13 Ym Bookstore one day’
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This exhortation of God signals a true desire for N’ko as an alphabet to spread across the

continent. It is rooted however not in a desire to dominate Africa, but in a desire to
variously help, develop, save or liberate it. Just as Rés Kulibali embraced N’ko as part of
his Rastafarian struggle to free Africa, so other N’ko students see the script’s role. Again
an online post illustrates the point as seen in Figure 27 (1230):

Figure 27: ‘Africa had fallen, N’ko picked it back up’ Facebook post

Post 1| Photos

‘ n shared mmmmm sms mmmw's photo

T w0 Cmmmie updated his profile picture

o

Like Comment Share

Fadafinna téde bada bé, N’ko 1é nd a lawili ld
'Africa had fallen, N’ko picked it back up’

With its words painted over the image of Black men manually laboring to raise up the
African continent, the post make explicit the idea that N’ko is not simply a tool of writing

but also the foundation for a popular movement to revive Africa.
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Not only do N’ko activists express such pan-Africanist wishes; N’ko books and

texts explicitly appeal to a pan-Africanist sensibility in pitches to potential readers. The
historical work Wankaraduu jamanabad' (Kaba, 2003, 'The great country and lands of the
Wankara’) focuses on the Wankara, the supposed ancestors of Manding, and Mande
peoples more broadly, prior to the later rise of the Ghana and Mali empires (Levtzion,
1973). The book itself is marketed to readers however not with any appeal to ethnic
Manding-ness but rather with comments from one of Sulemaana Kanté’s sons, Birama,

who notes that the work is not simply one of history before concluding:

ARRm TPl o Y’ | N yé fadafinna dsbén f¢, | “[i]f you want the
A3 T V9 1PTH TES - Aep | Ntba kafd' nin karan wé mending of Africa, then
T read this book!’
Indeed, in the many calls for people to embrace N’ko, the addressee is almost

always Black Africans as a whole. For instance, in 2016 the following post popped up in

an N’ko Facebook group of which I am a member (Figure 28, 1227):
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Figure 28: ‘Our dear writing system’ Facebook post

B} https://m.facebook.com/groups/1

. — e shared his post.

Lisez attentivement!
. AT N T

Je Lance un appel a tous les patriotes Africains, de faire
face a notre chére écriture "N'ko" qui est aujourd’hui la seule
solution de faire avancée I'afrique face & la révolution
scientifique. Je direz que, elle est la seule écriture qui oblige
son apprenant a adopté des bons moeurs comme (la
religion) avoir la foie en Dieu. Et elle nous apprendent aussi
des sciences (techniques, technologie), et de la cultures
sans exception. Vive |'écriture Africaine "N'ko"!

Je lance un appel a tous les patriotes Africains, de faire face a notre chere
écriture “N’ko” qui est aujourd’hui la seule solution de faire avancée [sic]
l"afrique face a la révolution scientifique. Je direz [sic] que, elle est la seule
écriture qui oblige son apprenant a adopté des bons moeurs [sic] comme (la
religion) avoir la foie en Dieu. Et elle nous apprendent aussi des sciences

(techniques, technologie), et de la cultures [sic] sans exception. Vive l’écriture
Africaine “N’ko ™!

I send a call out to all African patriots to face up to our dear writing system
“N’ko”, which today is the only solution to move Africa forward in the face of the
scientific revolution. I’d add that it is the only writing system that requires its
student to adopt good morals, like (religion-wise) having faith in God. And it also
teaches about technical and technological sciences as well as culture without
exception. Long live the African writing system “N’ko”!

In this post, N’ko is described not for its ability to properly mark tone but rather for its

ability to engender moral behavior and faith in God while also relaying scientific and
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cultural knowledge!?. For now what is of interest is the fact that the author explicitly

calls for N’ko as an African alphabet, to be embraced by Africans, for the sake of Africa’s

future.

A similar plea appears in the typeset version of speech reportedly pronounced by

a young female N’ko student, Safiyatu Tarawele, at a now defunct N’ko school in

Bamako (Male, n.d., '% pp. 36-39). Her words appear in a popular work on N’ko

pedagogy N'ko ldkaranyali' sila siidun’ (‘The N’ko Instruction Shortcut’):

LoF AbH TUA3%0 TP |
Ob umiH 24 AFo ™ 1

Here, Tarawele hints at N’ko’s unique properties, metaphorically describing it in military-

An fa Solomdana Kdnte
bad fa kan sebeko’ kudu’
té ka b5 an’ bée kan’na. O
le ké da sébesn
bipekulunnama’ sindi’ di,
k'a konokesebeden 27
fodonma’lu la kunfinya’
80’ tonbon’ kanma, k’a
gbanbada % li béseké'a
gbidi"%® i kan. Karantd
Solomana Kante
karandén’ nu yé wéele’
bila ld, ka taa Fadafinna
dénmisen’ bée ma, dlu na
fa kan karan’ma, ka
jafoya’ kéle

Our father Solomana
Kante broke the writing
issue blockage in all of
our throats through an
invention like a missile:
an alphabet with 27
explosive letters to be laid
on the ruins of ignorance,
and ((used to level a
proper framing from the
bottom up)). The students
of the Solomana Kante
school therefore call on all
of Africa’s youth to come
to mother-tongue
education to combat
languishment [jdfoya'?®]”

(Male, n.d., p. 37)

arms terminology. Framed as a tool to address Africa’s historical lack of a large-scale

104 This association of N’ko with faith, and in particular Islam remains to fully analyzed

in future works.

105 Note the earliest copy in the online N’ko Library is 1995 and handwritten though my
copy is typeset and was purchased in 2013.
16 ohanbada ‘framework (of a building)’
107 pesenke “(to) plane, (to) level’

18 ohidi ‘basement’

109 Kante (1992) glosses this as fawoya.
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written tradition, N’ko is the alphabetic center-piece of an envisioned movement that uses

mother-tongue literacy and education as a solution for Africa’s “languishment”. The
speaker’s call to action is explicitly not one that targets Manding speakers, but rather the
youth of—once again—Black Africa as a whole.
Global Blackness

While older activists also frame N’ko as an African script, the sentiment that it
could or should be the writing system of Africa is perhaps most pronounced amongst a
younger generation of Western-educated university students. At the university in Kankan
where the interlude to this chapter began, for instance, one of the main students involved
with N’ko was eager for his colleagues in linguistics to be trained in the script so that
they could use it to document and create orthographies to promote literacy in all their
respective mother-tongues (348). While this particular initiative focused on Guinea’s

languages for obvious reasons, these students’ and others activists’ ultimate goal is for

N’ko to become the iconic script of an entire continent or civilization (l&RA30 somooya
in N’ko circles) — that is, Black Africa. Note, for instance, the way that a flyer of one
N’ko Student Association in Kankan addresses students and scholars: “Welcome in [sic]

Africa” with an image of the entire Continent (Figure 29; 43).
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Figure 29: Pan-Africanist flyer of an N’ko association at the University de Julius Nyéréré
in 2013

This focus on the African continent does not preclude N’ko activists from also
being interested in Blackness as a transnational phenomenon. One US-based N’ko
teacher for instance tweeted (see Figure 30 below) Manding-language support for
ongoing protests in Baltimore over the death of Freddie Gray while in custody of the

Baltimore Police Department (118).
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Figure 30: #blacklivesmatter Facebook post
e +2h ¢
A4 Ab LASS A LA lab Y7: t2AYRSIF

View translation

ke

R.I1.P. FREDDIE GRAY ™

#blacklivesmatter
L

RETWEET FAVORITE

1 1

3:58 AM - 29 Apr 2015 - Details

3 * Hide photo

Baltimor: Ni’télen’ ma’ ké jomin’ t¢’ ké [sic throughout]

‘Baltimore: No Justice, No Peace’
The West African immigrant community of the United States regularly makes a
distinction between themselves and Black Americans through the use of, on one hand,
farafin (‘African’, lit ‘black skin’) in Manding or africain in French, and on the other
americain noir (Fr. ‘Black American’). In this tweet, though, this distinction is collapsed
by the use of the, as it were, “Black skin” N’ko script alongside an attached photo of the
deceased Freddie Gray bearing the hashtag of the eponymous social movement
#blacklivesmatter.

Similarly, the N’ko script being primarily used as a Manding-language
orthography has not precluded other transnational Black and also Afrocentric movements

from gravitating towards it''?. For instance in 2015 while Googling something related to

10 At the same tlme it has arguably given rise to a plethora of other script initatives, in
here there is an active community of Fulani-speakers that promote
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N’ko, I stumbled upon the website of the Ganlodo Kingdom

(www.ganlodokingdom.com), a self-declared monarchy reportedly founded in 2012 in

the United States by a Gbe-language speaker of southern Benin (see Figure 31 below).

One section of the now defunct website read as follows (1296):
The script we use on this page is the official script of Ganlodo and it is borrowed
from the Bambara script created by Solomana Kante in 1949 as a writing system
for the Manding languages of West Afrika. After careful examination, and seeing
a dire need for a functional script in our culture, we adopted N’ko as our
functional everyday language script. The languages we use are Fongbe and
Yoruba but the script is N’ko. It is time for those that are ReAfrikanizing to make
a truly revolutionary step and use an Afrikan script when writing.

Linguistically, the Mission section of the monarchy’s site does feature a lot of N’ko script

followed by what appears to be English language translations. As it turns out the N’ko

sections are simply screen grabs of random N’ko book excerpts in Manding followed by

unrelated English-language statements.

Figure 31: The Ganlodo Kingdom’s embrace of N’ko

FraTalie
Dur Mission at Ganlodo Xotome ‘ )
k..i.—_' i 1alé
perery 7 I
——
SR " " e
Our Mission at Ganlodo Ganlodo Founder and i LnD U LD Lo o i Ly O
unanimous wote, the monarchy of Ganlodo has
Xotome Dahomey King adopted the West African writing script called N'ko
X i used by over 35 million Manding people to
26 Ageiiohepts Fummesgy DRscwl Adhevi ¢ communicate with one another in written form. This
makes Ganlodo the very first monarchy that is based
e eirid [WS=e——t on indigenous Afrikan culture and spiritual traditions to

adopt [...]

Regardless of the unorthodox deployment and token embrace of N’ko, the Ganlodo

website does show the way that—marginality of the kingdom aside—the pan-African

their own orthography using a script called Adlam (Juffermans, Asfaha, & Abdelhay,
2014b, p. 7; Waddell, 2016).
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vision attached to the script by its actual users is a valorization that is relevant and allows

it to circulate.

In this section, I have demonstrated the ways in which many activists clearly
embrace N’ko as a script and not a language. Earlier I suggested that at times such a
stance on /nko/’s referent was clearly connected to a desire to allay concern that their
movement is engaged in a project that favors the cause of Manding people over the other
ethnic groups of their countries and the region. While this dynamic is real, the examples
reviewed here demonstrate that many students and activists of N’ko also uphold it as
primarily a script because of deep motivation to work to improve the fate of Africans, or
even Black people writ large.

Conclusion

N’ko activists regularly engage in interactional work that either explicitly or
implicitly suggests that the reference prototype of the word /nko/ is ‘the script invented
by Sulemaana Kante in 1949°. This notwithstanding the fact that that very man argued
that the same word denoted the Manding language. Other students of N’ko, as we will see
in the following chapter, make the same case today. Understanding this divergence in
referential practice requires attending to sociological factors as well as intervening
linguistic ones.

As I have made clear in this chapter, N’koisants often insist that N’ko is primarily
a writing system designed and ideal for all of Africa. On one hand, this seems to stem
from the desire to mitigate the sense that N’ko students are concerned primarily with
advancing their own ethnic group’s cause. On the other however, N’ko users believe that

the writing system is the “phonetic African alphabet” because of facts of linguistic tone.
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Kante’s script’s system of diacritics succinctly mark length and a two-register tone

distinction despite the complicating factors of downdrift and downstep that Western
linguists labored to theorize in the mid-twentieth century. Other scripts can of course be
used to mark such distinctions, but rarely are they put to use by the general public in West
Africa. Kante’s kanmasere conversely are central to both the script, and the classrooms
and public discussions of N’ko today. In short, in accurately mapping the tones of
Manding, his system provides a powerful metalanguage that is applicable to many
African languages and thereby illuminates parallels between them that typically lie
beyond traditional “limits of awareness” or reportability (Silverstein, 1981). For its
champions, this fact casts a unique pan-African light on the N’ko script—one that seems
to stem not just from aspiration but also linguistic facts of tone.

To focus on the issue of ethnicity or tone as driving the pan-African impulse of
N’ko however is to misconstrue and ignore the actions and interpretations of the N’ko
activists themselves. While N’ko activists are most typically Manding speakers (though
they are frequently not ethnically Manding and speak additional languages) and while
they believe that N’ko is a particularly adapted alphabet for African languages, they also
ultimately view their work to promote Manding-language literacy and education as part
of a larger struggle that most if not all of Africa is facing.

One final moment and artifact of my fieldwork neatly encapsulates all of these
points. During the summer of 2016 I spent a large amount of time hanging out, chatting
and studying with a range of N’ko students and teachers in two book shops. One day
while visiting with the owner of one, we received an afternoon visit from an N’ko

student, fsa Samaké, who I had met in 2013 but had not engaged with extensively (763). I
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had actually tried to leave earlier but my host, the shop owner, said he wanted me to wait

because he knew that Isa would like to have me do something on his weekly radio show,
Fakan’ni yerekan’ (lit. ‘father-language and self-language’), on Radio “La Voix du
Citoyen” (95.7 FM). In the days to come I would appear as a guest on both his show on
the radio and take a long moto ride with him to the outskirts of Bamako to appear on his
collaborator’s television show. At the moment, however, I was mostly curious why I had
been waiting for this guy so long. When he did finally arrive, dusty and tired from his
journey, I immediately noticed the rather large mudflap on his motorcycle (see Figure 32
below; 906):

Figure 32: [sa Samaké’s Motorcycle Mudflap
- \ Iy

Originally so dirty it was hard to decipher, Isa eagerly wiped it clean when I asked
him if could take a picture of the words:

Ni N. sébeli ma’ kardan’ If the N[ ko] writing
Farafinna bé t6 a d5 bao, | [system] isn’t studied,
mdo té horonya k' ld kan | Africa will perish because

114 1A YEAED &, Y9
= 3IF @ T3b AF TP
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H 13 Y'H 32128 Ab QA | to jonya’ds a person doesn’t become

3m 1393 3b free while leaving their
) language in slavery

This mudflap as in the many moments throughout this chapter explicitly typifies N’ko as
a writing system and not a language. The flap’s overall message depends on two other
key ideas. First, it suggests that the alphabet is crucial in a literal life-or-death battle to
free the languages of the continent. The fight for N’ko, in this sense, is rooted in the
belief that decolonizing African society will pass primarily through embracing reading,
writing and education in African languages. Second, and more implicitly, Samaké’s
message also relies on the assumption that the N’ko alphabet is properly or even uniquely
adapted for writing African languages. For it is not through the use of any writing system

that the Continent will be saved, but rather through the right one—presumably the one

with a unique system for marking tone.
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Chapter 6: Kdngbe: Clear Language, Clear Citizenship
During the summer of 2012, I encountered N’ko in Burkina Faso for the first

time. Over the course of a few intermittent weeks in Bobo-Dioulasso, I was able to attend
a number of midday and evening lessons offered by a man, and now, friend, named
Séliya Tarawele. Prior to my departure I visited Saliya at his meager home in a shared
urban courtyard, akin to a small apartment building in the United States. His two wives
were both back in Djibasso, the family’s hometown, because of the high cost of living in
the city. Inside his small house, I marveled at his personal library of somewhere around
twenty or thirty N’ko books and I asked him if he had done any writing himself. Alas, he

hadn't yet authored any book of his own. A few days later, however, he provided me with

a small piece of notebook paper, which was covered in his own handwritten words. The

document came from a radio segment that he had prepared and it was mine to keep, he

said. Scrawled across the paper was the following (15):

o LAUH THAF | @3 T¢ Y
| T G Y3YeP YT 2 (1%
34 TA &9 19 3 @ T'F
QA Ab I « Y& TEiteP

MAATSITFTETT - Lo
ObIF2P eI - AAR
Y Yoo UALPR? LOFY &T

I’y’a In an bé ka kima’
ds lu f5 ni fili’ fana. An

b’a f5 o lu le ma ko foroba
fili’. O t¢ md3’ kélen ké di,
bée le o f> an’a fili’yé
tan. [...] Nba én d'a fami
0 dj a bé ten. Ni kan'
sébeda a pa' jedé" ma a di
sébe ni a sariya lu le yé.
Nka mén' f5la b3lon’ nd
sa, ole a baa nodya mén la
nd' mén', 6 y'a fo> la tén né
Jonsa podnfaamu di ké.
N’ko doFon té nin di dé
kén beé 1é tan. I bda
tubabukan’ta o ten, i baa
arabukan ta o fana yé tan

You know that we say
certain things with
mistakes. We call these
“public mistakes!'!!”’
[foroba fili]. We’re not
singling out one person;
everyone speaks with
some mistakes [...] But
this is how we understand
things. If a language is
written in its true form,
then it is written with its
rules. In the street though,
one simply says that
which is makes mutual
comprehension easier. It’s
not just N’ko, all

1 This notion of “public mistakes” can be traced back to Kanté’s writings (2009, p. 26)
on the issue of “public shortcomings” (1T &b E3md Fodoba tinbon’ ni).
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«am Yo ,ij Ab Qj;gm 94y | ne...dn yé beé le kilila a languages are this way.
TFY: &b &% AF T | karan ma, karan baa ni Take French, it’s like that.
FYEbS-Th I_ ETER karanbali beé. Take Arabic, it’s like that
. =T~ o too. We [therefore] are
~9b_o'¢ lgnof' “_3 L Uf:l'ﬂ calling all people—
[ 19 Y&H ¥ NF ICi_T schooled or unschooled—
THH Y9 1€ - 1A 1H to come study it.
AF YSUF

Saliya's words neatly encapsulate a central way of understanding the phonemic string
/nko/. In Chapter 5, we saw that N’ko activists frequently insist on upholding N’ko as the
proper name of the script invented by Sulemaana Kante in 1949. Here, however, we see
that N’ko is also used to refer to what linguists and myself call Manding. What is the
nature of this entity? Saliya’s remarks, comparing it with French and Arabic, make it
clear that, in his mind, it is a “language” (kdn). This does not mean a single homogeneous
code; Saliya acknowledges that it has various forms that likely result from a desire to
facilitate mutual intelligibility. Nonetheless, as he puts it, N’ko, like any other language,
has rules that must be dutifully applied when writing.

For Saliya, his own mother-tongue can clearly be labeled N’ko. When he writes
however, he strives to write a register distinct from his own speech. While the majority of
Manding-speakers have not yet followed suit, the fact is that thousands of people across
West Africa today recognize and embrace Saliya’s usage. My goal in this chapter is two-
fold. First, I seek to establish from whence did the referential pairing of N’ko and
Manding emerge. As such, I begin with an investigation of the original linguistic writings
and formulations of N’ko’s founder, Sulemaana Kante. For as we shall see, despite
having passed away thirty years ago, his books about Manding linguistics and

dialectology continue to form the basis of a metalinguistic framework that is ever so
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slightly remaking objects known by many as Bamanankan, Maninkakan or Manding.

Second, I take us into the classrooms, bookshops and circles of N’ko students today to
explore why Kante’s metalinguistic framework continues to spread. In part, it can be
attributed to his sound (historical-)linguistic analysis of Manding phonemes and lexemes,
which serve as the basis for a prescriptive grammar register known as kdngbe. What
makes Kante’s metalinguistic framework compelling, however, are not simply facts of
semantics or etymology, but also kdngbe’s role as the discursive component of an ethos of
discipline, logic and savviness, which students believe their countries and Continent
currently lack, but desperately need.

First, though, let us begin with some preliminaries regarding Manding and N’ko.

Who speaks Manding?

In the strictest sense, N’ko refers to the non-Latin-, non-Arabic-based script
invented by Sulemaana Kante in 1949. As we have seen though, in many instances, Kanté
and other N’ko activists use it as a proper name equivalent to Manding. Who speaks
Manding? From one perspective, no one:

1l est a noter que les locuteurs eux-mémes ne disposent pas de terme pour

désigner la langue manding dans son ensemble ; par contre ils dénomment

chaque variante locale de cette langue par un mot spécifique: mandinka en

Gambie, bambara au Mali, dioula au Burkina Faso et en Cote d'lIvoire, etc.

It should be noted that no one term is available for speakers themselves to refer to

the Manding language in its entirety; rather, they name each local variant of the

language by a specific word: Mandinka in Gambia, Bamanan in Mali, Jula in

Burkina Faso and Cdte d’Ivoire, etc. (M.-J. Derive, 1990, pp. 15-16)

Despite this fact, speakers of Bamanan, Jula, Maninka (and to a lesser extent,

Mandinka''?) understand one another:

112 Mandinka is distinct amongst the four major varieties by virtue of it being the only one
classified as Western instead of Eastern Manding. While there are a number of diverging
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[...] ¢’est un fait bien connu, que l'intercompréhension est tres largement attestée
entre tous les parlers manding : malinké, bambara, dioula. Intercomphréhension,
mais non similitude : les Bambara de Ségou, les Malinké d'Odienné ou de
Séguéla ne reconnaissent pas dans le dioula de Céte d'Ivoire leurs propres
parlers

[...]1t’s a well-recognized fact that mutual-intelligibility is widely attested
between the Manding varieties of Maninka, Bamanan, Jula. Mutual-intelligibility,
but not sameness: Bamanan of Segou, Maninka of Odienne and Seguela do not
recognize their own varieties in the Jula of Cote d’Ivoire (Dumestre & Retord,
1981, p. 3)

Thus, no one speaks Manding, but many people speak some form of’it. As Vydrin (1999b,

p. 7) puts it:
Manding is, from the genetic point of view, a small sub-branch within the Western
(in some classifications, Northern) group of the Mande language family. It is a
linguistic continuum with linguistic distance between its extreme representatives
slightly overpassing the limit of mutual intelligibility of around 90 common
words in the 100-word list of Swadesh. There are no clear-cut limits within this
continuum, so the traditionally distinguished languages (or dialects) “Bambara,
Malinke, Dioula” [viz. Bamanan, Maninka, Jula], etc. are in fact subcontinua
smoothly flowing into each other. In the contact areas of these subcontinua,
linguonyms and ethnonyms often lack stability and are sometimes
interchangeable

In both usages, Manding!!3 is a technical hypernym used to refer to a single entity—a

“language” or a “linguistic continuum”—with its own internal variation.
As Derive points out, speakers themselves label their speech with a range of

distinct proper names such as Bamanankan, Maninkakan, Julakan and Mandinkakan.

Each of these names is derived from a process of compounding using the word kdn. Most

frequently glossed as ‘language’, the actual semantic range of the lexeme is much

features that can strain mutual comprehension, the traditional metric for the classification
is the split between five and seven vowel inventories for Western and Eastern varieties
(Bird, 1981; see Creissels, 2009, 2013 for grammars of two Western Manding varieties).
113 See footnote 7 for references regarding the emergence of the terms Manding
(mandingue) and Mande (Mandé) in Western research circles.
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larger''*. The lexicographer Bailleul (2007, p. 203), for instance, gives it the following

senses in his Bamanan-French dictionary:

neck, throat
edge, sill, rim
voice, talk
spoken language
noise, sound

S

Three of these senses are echoed by Kante (1992, p. 240) in his own monolingual
dictionary:

Qb Yol 13Y$ 0b 0H :H kdn : kun’ tuun yila’fadi’ | kdn’ : the closure area of the
o%aH 1Yo/ HIA IAuH/A TS | P la/ kima” mankan’/ head on the rest of the body /

150 TALH: siya kélen’ kuma kan’ the sound of speech / the type
H suuya’ of language of one ethnic
group

Regardless, the formula X + kdn is traditionally recognized as the primary lexical
procedure for distinguishing languages:

(1) a. bamanan.kan ‘Bamanan (language)’
Bamanan.language

b. tubabu.kdn ‘French (language)’
White-person.language

This same procedure however can also be used to generate an infinite number of
metapragmatic labels. In this case, kan can be glossed as ‘talk’ or the equivalent of the
English suffix ‘-ese’ (e.g., Chinese, lawyer-ese, etc.)

(2) a. manamana.kan ‘trivial talk’
banal.language

b. bamako.kan ‘Bamako-ese’
Bamako.language

114 This is a cross-linguistically common phenomenon; take, for instance, the Greek word
logos which can be variously glossed as ‘word, speech, language, talk, discourse,
conversation, argument, reason, rationality, logic, etc.” (Liddell, 1889).
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c. mali.kan ‘Mali-ese’
Mali.language

Discussing the Manding dialectology of Cote d’Ivoire for instance, Derive (1990, pp. 15-
16) writes as follows:

Quant au terme qu'un Manding emploie pour désigner sa langue, d'apres les

observations que nous avons pu faire, il variera selon l'interlocuteur :

- si celui-ci n'est pas "manding" il répondra, "julakan"” ;

- si celui-ci est aussi manding, il précisera "bodugukakan" ou "maukakan”, etc.,

c'est-a-dire il emploiera le nom du parler de la région dont il est originaire.

As far as the term that a Manding [person] uses to designate their language, based

off of our observations, it varies according to their interlocutor:

- if they are not Manding, they’ll answer “julakan”

- if they are also Manding, they’ll specify “bodugukan’ or “maukakan”, etc., that

is, they use the name of the variety of the region from where they are from
In short, not all expressions using X-kan can be interpreted as the proper names of
languages.

Moreover, as Vydrin's description makes clear, the major Manding ethnonyms and
glottonyms laid out above are not deployed uniformly; they are often unstable or
interchangeable in so-called “contact areas”. Speaking of the role of Jula as a lingua
franca in Céte d'Ivoire in the 1970s, for instance, Dumestre & Retord (1981) note that:

En regle générale, le dioula est tout de méme, pour la plupart des locuteurs, une

deuxieme langue. Le cas des personnes parlant un parler manding est

evidemment différent. le dioula, pour eux, n'est pas véritablement une deuxieme

langue, mais plutot une deuxieme fagon de parler (p. 3)

As a general rule [in Cote d’Ivoire], Jula is [...] for most speakers, a second

language. The case of people that speak a Manding variety [parler] is, of course,

different: Jula, for them, is not truly a second language, but rather a second way of

speaking (p. 3)

The solution of both Sulemaana Kanté and linguists to this issue has been to use a single

hypernym to refer to a range of interconnected and most often mutually intelligible
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phono-lexical grammatical systems: N ko for the former and Manding for the latter. Their

goals in doing so must be understood as distinct though. For linguists, Manding is a
convenience meant to gesture towards lexical and grammatical congruence of what they
understand as free-standing grammatical systems or varieties. The ambitions of N’ko’s
inventor were much larger and are explored in the following section.
“N’ko f5baa’ bée Ié t35 d5” ‘In the name of those who say N’ké’

Sulemaana Kante used the label N’ko not only to capture linguistic congruence,
but also to provide the necessary metalinguistic framework to both discipline and bring
together what he envisioned as one single African people behind a single language. How
did this work proceed? From where did the name N ko emerge and how did it come to be
paired with an entity commonly referred to as Manding by linguists today?
“N k6” means I say

Ask the majority of Manding speakers what N’ko means and they’ll respond with

a metasemantic gloss of ‘I say’. In fact, <N’ko> is a conventional Latin-alphabet

transliteration!!> of what is rendered as 3H% in the script itself. This proper name stems

from the following clause''®:

(1) n ko ... ‘Isay...
I QUO

While ‘I say’ is a convenient gloss, it misleadingly suggests that the word 4o is simply a
regular verb. Commonly referred to as the quotative (Creissels, 2009, 2013; Vydrin,

2016a), ko is in fact a unique grammatical category that can be usefully analyzed as three

115 The apostrophe following <N> arises from a occasionally adopted convention for
marking the syllabic nasal phoneme /n/
116 For this discussion I use so-called standard Bamanan in examples (2-9).
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distinct lexemes'!’, all with relatively important functions in Manding grammar: a copula,

particle or complementizer. To build ourselves a solid foundation for understanding the
origins of the name <N’ko>, let us focus on the particular lexeme in question: ko as a
copula (viz. ko).

Basic Manding syntax is S (O) V with an auxiliary (often called a predicative

marker in the Mande linguistics tradition) appearing in the post-subject position:

(2 a. 4 bé dén-’ ko ‘S/he washes the child’
3SG IPVF.AFF child-ART wash
b. 4 bé taa  ‘S/he goes’
3SG IPVF.AFF go
c. A ma taa  “S/he didn’t go’
3SG PFV.NEG g0

The one exception is for affirmative intransitive constructions where the perfective
marker appears as a suffix -ra/-la/-na of the verb instead of as an auxiliary inserted
between the subject and verb:

(3) A  tda-ra ‘S/he went’
3SG go-PFVINTR

From a syntactic point of view therefore k0, is clearly verb-like because, like an
intransitive verb, it follows the subject. That said, it does not have full verbal

morphology. Indeed, it cannot take a perfective suffix or a perfective auxiliary marker, as

shown in (4) and (5).

@) a. A frra ... ‘Itwassaid...’!!8

17 By lexeme 1 mean an underlying abstraction that covers various word-forms (viz.
phonological shapes) and has a unique morphosyntactic distribution (Agha, 2007a, p.
109; Lyons, 1995, pp. 18-25; Sapir, 1921)

118 (4a) is passive because of a common grammatical phenomenon in Manding known as
“the passive alternation” (Creissels, 2007, p. 14) or “Passive P(atient)-lability” (Vydrin,
20164, p. 103), in which the use of a prototypically transitive verb, such as /5 ‘say’, in an
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3SG say-PFV.INTR

b. *4  ké-ra
(5) a. Séku yé a H ‘Seku said it’
Seku PFV.TR 3SG say
b. *Séku  yé a ko
Nor can it be put into the negative like the verb f3 ‘say’, as in (6).

6) a. N  md a  fi. ‘I didn’t say (it)...’
ISG PFV.NEG 3SG say
b. *N md ko ...
Ko therefore is not a transitive verb that can have a simple noun phrase as a direct object
argument. Yet, k01 is also not an intransitive verb; it cannot stand alone with a subject as
an independent clause.

Ko1 introduces either direct or indirect reported speech where the reported
utterance is a nominalized complement clause understood as direct object; since no
segmentally distinct complementizer occurs in such cases, ko1 seems to mark clause
union as well. I demonstrate this in (7) where I have marked the person being referenced
by the pronouns a 3SG and 7 1SG by the use of the subscript 7 and k. In both (7a) and
(7b), the utterance is produced by the individual k.

(7) a. ki A k6 “ni  té tiga”

3SG QUO 1SG IPVENEG go

k: ‘He; said “I;’m not going™’

b. ki 4 ko ne € taga
intransitive construction encodes a passive voice.
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3SG QUO 1SG IPFVNEG go

k: ‘Hei says Ix’'m not going’
(7a) is an instance of direct speech. The individual £ is telling us what the individual i
said while also quoting them directly. 4 and 7 therefore have the same referent as marked
by the subscript i. In (7b) on the other hand, we have an example of indirect speech. The
individual k reports what i said, but without directly quoting them. Thus, a refers to i and
# refers to k as marked by the subscripts. Grammatically then 7 k6—just as in its English
gloss—is a matrix clause that must be conjoined with a subordinate clause understood as
an instance of reported speech.

Next, semantically, as revealed above in (8), the gloss of 7 ko as ‘I say’, while
accurate, is only one possible interpretation. Ko1 as a reported speech copula does not
encode for aspect and is deictically non-selective for tense; using the standard Praguean
convention where a preceding dash (-) marks absence of specificity (Agha, 2007a, p.
113), it can be regarded as simply categorially [-past]. That is, 72 k6 can be glossed as ‘I
say’, but depending on prior discourse or the contextual array containing it, it may also be
construed as denoting a narrated event prior to the speech event, yielding a past tense

English gloss as appropriate. These possibilities are summarized in (8):

@® N kb
I QUO

‘Isay...’
‘Isaid...’

Finally, even in this particular function, the quotative k6 cannot necessarily be

glossed as ‘say’. As Creissels (2013, p. 123) notes there is possible “drift [dérive]” where
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the quotative introduces a thought as opposed to reported speech. This is demonstrated in

9).
(9) n séra yén ddron n kb n te s¢ ka t6 yan
arrive-
I PFVINTR there only I QUO I IPVENEG can INF stay here

‘As soon as I got there I was like I can’t stay here.’
In these instances, the quotative in Manding reveals itself as being similar to the English
quotative be + like (see Jones & Schieffelin, 2009) or be + all. Strictly speaking, ko1 does
have referential meaning, one of the primary criterion for identifying a copula (Dixon,
2010, p. 100); it can be glossed as ‘think’, or ‘said’. However, given that k6 does not have
typical verbal morphology and that it cannot form an independent clause, it is best treated
generically as a copula of speaking or cognition with biclausal syntax. That is, it serves to
express a relational meaning of cognition or speaking between the referent of the subject
NP of the matrix clause and some form of represented speech or thought denoted by the
subordinate clause.

As highlighted earlier, the so-called quotative ko also appears as different
grammaticalized elements such as a complementizer (kd2) and a mediative discourse
particle or a represented speech evidential (k03). For our purposes here, I will not review
these other lexemes (for an overview of the quotative in various Manding varieties see
Creissels, 2009, 2013; Vydrin, 2016). Suffice it to say that the word-form k¢ stands out as
unique given this range of grammatical functions.

“N’Kko-fabaa bée”: All those who say N ké
Why did Kante baptize the Manding continuum with a matrix clause made up of

the unique quotative? This name for his creation is not simply a linguistic curiosity; it
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also has apparent historical roots. Dieterlen (1957, pp. 127-128) for instance relates that

the clause “n k0™ figures prominently as the first words spoken on earth in the Manding
creation myth that she observed in 1954. This myth is told as part of a ceremony that
occurs every seven years in which the roof of a building first erected by a descendent of
the Mandén [Mali] empire’s founder—Sunjata Keita—is replaced. Dieterlen additionally
claims these first words are “recall[ed]” in family ceremonies before annual sowing
begins when the head of the household starts the ceremony with the words 7 ko (p. 128,
footnote 1). While this intertextual connection is not referenced by N’ko activists or
authors today, it does suggest that the clause 7 ko may have already been circulating as a
near mystical set of words. Moreover, such a usage of a notion of reported speech and
discourse to form the basis of a cosmological scheme parallels other classic cases such as
the Christian myth that the “the Word” (< Greek logos) preceded the creation of the world
(see John 1:1)1°.

Regardless, for Kante, the name “is not an affair of today. Since the olden days,
the meaning of N’ko and the Manding language [mandén kan] has been the same”
(0304 R4 AF 14 GmlA Y9 34% - 2% Y8 (B Ab IH AaYo; Sisén k6 t¢ de. Kayii

o, N’ko ni mandén kan’ bée kido kélen) (Kante, 2007/1958, p. 7). Specifically, Kanté

19 Intriguingly, Ngom (2016, p. 64) also mentions a Wolof Ajami text of Muusaa Ka that
draws on similar ‘I say’ expressions as stands-in for Fulani and Wolof when discussing
the role of language and translation in Islam:

To make his message more meaningful to his local audiences, he engages in a
brief comparative linguistic analysis with theological implications. He chants that
God made, for example, the Pulaar to say mbiimi and the Wolof to say dama ne to
mean “I say.” Yet, God fulfills their prayers regardless of the language in which
they are formulated
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attributes the name N ko to a history of past usage during assemblies bringing together

the various people(s) of Mandén:

AA 181$Y0 2%3EH Gm]A
AF T o AH 3H% - AIAH
1090 TAu Yoo @b TFime

Mandeén kanbolon’ siyaya
mén’ kénen, N’ko ké da a
bée fodoba t35° di kuma
donso’lu bolo, a
kelenkelenna’ madan’
nésilanpe’ ma gbard’ lu do

For word hunters, in lieu
of listing them one by one
during gatherings, N ko
became the common name
for the vast number of
Manding dialects that!?°
exist

(Kante, 2007, p. 7)

However, this historical grounding of the name is attributed not just to general usage. In

N’ko circles, in fact, the name N’ko is most often attributed to the founder of the Mandén

[Mali] empire, Sunjata Keita:

YD [EueTHY Yeb
(24%) T TnY3o - TH @m
IHIbIA &% I YTlmIA &8 2
T6 9 TAUH G %" 34 <IA
3b 83 AF 2P 2H% - TF

"@m

For Kante this reported speech quotation dates back to 1235.

121

Hali knrukanfuwa’
kungbara’ ds kaaba,
Sonjada ka "N’ko" f5 yen
madanni’ o le matanka ma.
Ko “n yé kuma la yan bi,
N’ko f3baa’ bée 1é t5o d5”

Even at the assembly of
Kurukanfuwa at Kaaba,
Sunjata said “N’ko” to
avoid this enumeration [of
Manding glottonyms]. He
said “I am speaking to you
here today in the name of
all those who N’ko”

(p-7)

Interestingly, this use of

N’ko in Sunjata’s represented speech also appears in Niane’s!?? (1960, pp. 105-106)

interpretation & translation of the oral epic which recounts Sunjata’s life and rise to

power. Even more crucially however this origin tale pairing the name N ko with the

120 Literally “dialects of Mandeén [the place]’
121 See Austen (1999) for a collection of essays on the sociological and historical
dynamics of Sunjata and the oral epic that continues to make him relevant today.
122 See Simonis (2010, 2015) for comments on Niane’s sympathies regarding the N’ko

movement.
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Manding language circulates widely in N’ko circles and texts today, though I will not

explore them here (18; 457).

As outlined above, we have already seen that given its range of functions as a
verbum dicendi/sentiendi, cross-clausal complementizer and grammatical particle, the
quotative ko stands out as a unique collection of lexemes. This fact is essential to
understanding Kante’s account of the origin of the name N 'ko. First, for Sunjata, the
quotative ko stands out as a cross-dialectal index, a unifying emblem, of the thing called
Manding. Divergences in lexicon, phonology or grammar notwithstanding, one can
identify speakers of Manding by their use of the unique grammatical category ko.
Second, Sunjata paired the word with the first person singular pronoun 7. The first
Mandén emperor thereby created a proper name that as a clause functions as a nomic
construction (Agha, 2007a, p. 73; Silverstein, 1993). That is, 7 k6 metapragmatically
identifies the narrated event that it denotes, ‘I say’, with speech event of utterance itself.
This implies that in using the common represented speech construction 7 ko, the referent
of n—that is, the utterer—is self-identifying as a speaker of the trans-local speech variety,
Manding, as indexically recalled by 4o.

Prior to his speech, Manding speakers’ use of the construction could serve to
perform any kind of social action (i.e., to report, to insult, to explain etc.). Following
Sunjata’s address however, any speech act involving 7 k6 became a hybrid
“performative” (Austin, 1975/1962). Any utterance, in any situation, using the first-
person quotative clause necessarily had the perlocution of establishing one’s belonging to
the Manding nation, in addition to any other possible social actions. Per Kante, Sunjata,

in his rise to power and quest to unite the disparate but related kingdoms of West Africa,
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transforms the quotative from an index to a naturalized icon (see Irvine & Gal, 2000); the

very use of the quotative ko in the first person is enough, not only to point to someone
potentially speaking Manding, but to know, in fact, that they are Manding. Here the
iconicity of the quotative is extended beyond Manding as a language all the way to the
nation of Manding people.

Critically, in representing Sunjata Keiita’s utterance that day in 1235, Kante roots
his baptismal hypernym for the Manding language, N’ko, in a speech-chain network
(Agha, 2007a, p. 67) that ultimately connects any student of his script, across the
centuries, back to the preeminent Manding hero and ruler himself. This is sketched out
below in Figure 33 using S to represent the role of “sender” and R to represent “receiver”
in a single network stretching from Manding speakers, through Sunjata, the Manding
people, and Sulemaana Kante to the N’ko student of today.

Figure 33: The N’ko-as-Manding Speech Chain Network

Manding People Sunjata

Manding People

N'ko = Ppl/Language

Student

N'ko = Lang {
|

Kanté
@ km!;bs
|

M'ko = Script

>
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Note that the initial speech event itself is not Sunjata’s speech to the gathered Manding
people. It is rather an innumerable number of individuals’ use of the Manding quotative
ko in discursive messages that Sunjata encountered across his lifetime. One permutation
down Sunjata then extracts “z ko™ from his life of discursive encounters and uses it as a
stand-in for both the Manding language and nation. Centuries of speech events ultimately
lead to Sulemaana Kant¢ and an N’ko student who through his or her studies is granted
co-membership to this great speech chain network harking back to the mythical Sunjata
himself. More importantly for our purposes, this also introduces them to the referential
pairing of /nko/ and the entity that I am calling the Manding language.

Kanté on Manding Dialectology

Kante’s firm belief in the fundamental socio-historical unity of N’ko (viz.
Manding) as a language-nation-culture hybrid did not prevent him from probing at the
dialectal diversity within it, nor the conjenctural history of its speakers. Indeed, Fode
was, in many regards, an astute scholar of Manding dialectology and etymology (see
Condé, 2008). In addition to his grammars (Kante, 2008a, 2008b), various pedagogical
primers, and monolingual dictionary reportedly completed in 1968 (Kéante, 1992; see
Vydrine, 1996, 2010 for analysis), Kanté also produced two other linguistic works.

The first, 'The common language of Manden: an abridged history' (Mandén
fodoba kan': do>f5' ladesenen) (Kante, 2007'23), offers a historical account of the language
as originating from the historical region of Mandén. This zone’s people came to control a
swath of neighboring provinces (kafo) and territories and thereby formed what is now

commonly called the Mali empire. According to Kante, as part of this process, Manding

123 Originally published in 1968 per Condé (2008).
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spread through both emigration as well the language’s progressive adoption by other
ethnic groups (s7 or siya). Additionally in this work, he outlines the history of Arabic
influence'?* on Manding before enumerating a vast list (pp. 10-19) of common loanwords
and expressions accompanied by Manding glosses that are often either archaic synonyms
or the author’s own neologisms. A few of them are listed below in Figure 34:

Figure 34: Common Arabic loanwords in Manding and proposed N’ko alternatives
(Kante, 2007)

Common Arabic Loanword | Transliteration | N’ko Alternative | Gloss
1olE dabadan fésekudu ‘never’
1% dla maari’ ‘God’
Y$HIH hankili’ yili’ ‘idea, thought’
Len]% landad’ namun’ ‘custom’

Such words, incorporated into Kante’s dictionary and other works, are an important
source for the lexical material used in the N’ko register today. Finally, in prose form he
outlines the four major dialects (kanbolon) of Manding as well their regions, a number of

their basic features, and their component varieties. This work is summarized on the

following page in Figure 35.

124 For Kant¢, the numerous Arabic loanwords in the language stem from three major
influences: a descendant of the prophet Muhammad’s companion Bilal 'ibn Rabah,
Lawalo, who settled in Mandén; the arrival of Arab settlers in West Africa in 734; and the
Moroccan Almoravids (“Sanhanja Mirabutu™) of the 10th century who reportedly sacked
the Ghana empire that preceded that of Mali.
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Figure 35: Manding dialectology according to Kante’s “The common language of
Manden” (Kante, 2007, pp. 5-7)'%

History Place / Speakers Features
Guinea Mali Coéte d’Ivoire Other
Sigiuiri,
Kankan,
Kouroussa,
Farana,
Bela,
Kerouane
prefectures
and others:
Mandén' = people in Mandén. Dinkirai,
Mandenkd' = Mandén' in Dabola,
provinces. Distinction lost when Kisiduu, .
province people adopt Mandén Macenta L Sierra
M kan' and when capital of Mandén Kaba, O,d renne, Touba, L?OH? &
. oy N . ‘Wasolon Séguéla Liberia, a
moved to provinces from paniba'. Kurankd, little
All became Mandenkadn'. Kbdninya,
Mandenkan' jamana is divided Wasolon,
b/w Mali, Guinea and CI Joma,
Tardn,
Sankaran,
Bate, a
Nfayi, Sibi,
Ojéne,
Mawu
Béreduu,
Buunin, 1 = d, initial;
Mandenkan' spoken by other si Sl‘kaso, d=>1, 1n.terr.1al;.
B (‘ethnic groups”) San, prenasalization;
group Kucald, -l -w
Ségu, (should be /)
Joyila.
Jula meaning = jawola. (They are . Ghana:
. . Julabd', N
the) Mandén mirindi’ that is T s Wankara',
. Julaningbé', Tagba, S
abroad, trading amongst other oo Ligbi
: Jiminin Jula,
races. But their strength \ . .
. Konka', Gbotooka', .
overpowered their hosts and made N Burkina
N .. Kord', Jula
J them Mandén' in religion, ] ) Faso:
. faranfaran', and all . .
customs, language and everything . . Dafin, Lobi
. the mixed Jula in , R
else. Footnote: their strength o . Jula, Babo
R . P Abidjan, Bouake, | o
Manding-nized [lamandenyal Jula, Yarisé
. . the south and the
other races in religion and (changed
. coast. ;
everything else. Mossis)
Senegal:
Mandén mirindi in West. The Casamance | -o suffix
glottonym comes from the fact Kasoén,

MKo that so many words end in -o. (for | Jagan Tuba  Kita, Also some | d >t (hence
instance, -ka 'resident of' is -ko in Bafilaben in Guinea the name
Mandenko) Bissau and | Sunjata)

the Gambia

125 Language abbreviations for the table are as follows: M = Maninka; B = Bamanan; J =

Jula; Mko = Mandinka
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The second, ‘The rules of the language: or the rules of N’ko: N’ko's third book’
(Kante, 2009, Kan' kurundu': wala N ko kurundu': N ko kafa sabanan’), treats general
rules of phonological assimilation, phonemic instability, and phonotactics, as well as
Manding dialectology more broadly. The heart of this work is a detailed account of
twenty-two different phonological isoglosses (see Figure 36).

Figure 36: Manding dialectology according to Kanté’s ‘The Rules of the Language’
(2009, pp. 15-24)

Name Proper Variant Variety/Place/Speakers
Form

1 Dadobsysnkonén / y Manden

2 Dadbkuranen / r Jula, Bamanan

3 Dadblaaji r / Bamanan

4 Dadobadinen d t Mandinka, Kasonka

5 Dadbsdinen t

6 Dadbhafanén f h Mandinka, Kaso, Kuru, Manenka,

Jakha
7 Dadodaronnén d r Bamanan, Jula
Dadofssonén K f Bamanan, Bugunin

9 Dadbsidinén d K Maninka, Dafin

10 Dadoyoronen j y Kuranko

11 Dadojoso y J Kuranko

12 Dadbfodonen / d Bamanan

13 Dajslonén / J Bamanan

14 Ddadstakulanén t k Bamanan, Bugunin

15 Dadsconen t c Bamanan

16 Dadbokonen Prenasalization Bamanan

17 Dadokoronen Reverse Tones Koninya, Mawu, Koya, Maninga
18  Dddogbslonnén gb p,b,w, g j

19 Dadotoyonnén Intervocalic velar drop; s Bamanan

and j palatalization
20 Dadbtintinnen Intervocalic velar adding Bamanan, southern Manding
21 Dadomaayanen Intervocalic velar dropping Maninkamori
22 Dadsfununen Adding -0 Maninka, Kasonka, Jakhanke,
Kurukan Maninka
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Kante's innovative treatment in this regard is to provide a name for each kind of variation

in the form of dad-do-X-nen (mouth-in-X-PTCP.RES), in which X represents a verb (e.g.,

dadofununen 'inflated mouth', lit. 'mouth-in-inflated'). Today, these metalinguistic labels

are regularly employed without malice by N’koisants to describe the accents of

themselves and other Manding speakers. Nonetheless, it is important to note that, in this

conceptualization, the isoglossic variations are understood as deviances from proto- or

correct forms of the language. Kante, for instance, labels this section covering Manding

dialectal features ‘?ili@id’ Y7 m Dadonoon ni fdpoonko—*‘Verbal contamination

and miscomprehension’ (p. 15-24). It begins as follows (Kante, 2009, pp. 15-16):

4% TooF $YHIFAED 14
3m amAFo T'1 amlAud
3P - uituf TA 93 OF 0
TA 93 S 0T 232EH T

YauF TA 8% 3’1 <AHAT

Y3 lLAub [WYAln YIAED
YAIb Yoo 17 299EH = T

louHRP TA 93 T3 BF
1A 2bHH 23 - 38F Lml
Smd 0% 3 - Ottud

0974 «a%aHbod TA €3

YHab3 Y9 3laY 3¢ AH
36 pA 13 1A 93 T 3P
2% T 9F otfo Y9 uEl

OPIFYO 39 A 13 TA
3 TA 93 T BT 283El

A 1A 93 S TS A
Ab 0T 2%9EH 4% &¢ 0T
AFo 9 1193 5 - AaYo
T1:7A4T7m 2t2m 0%
Ta 92 13YF Yoo 01T 393EH

0%oH H AH M - 1123

Ym

Kan’sébebaliya’ bada
N’ko kiimaden’ n'a sébeden
do lu b3 poon’ ma fururu’,
10 ka kanbolon’ nu fodo
Jidon’ ma nénke, n'o le ma
basi sébeli’ damina tuma’
iin nd, kanbolon’ nu di
tamin bd la pson’ma
fokuda’ladan’ bdlo, pson
kankoto’ ma fururu, fo
kan’alu fodo pdon’ma
péntekelen’, k’alu ké yo
Isapan ni Pétoki fodo da
J1don’ ma pa’mén’, yo
Arabu’ ni Ebere’ b3 da
J1don’ ma pa’mén’, yo
silafu kanbolon’ nu ka
ndon’ mdjan pd’ mén’, Nba
fodo pson ma’ mén’ nu yé
N’ko kénbolon’ ni té sisén,
o panama’ lu sébe’ lé doron
d'a ké, an na kanbolon’ nu
di bila pson” ma jona, ka
ké kan" kélen di.

The language's lack of being
written has continually
separated some words and
letters [viz. phonemes] to
the point that the dialects
have been a little
misaligned. If this isn't
resolved [viz. ‘cured’] at this
time of adopting writing, the
dialects will go on splitting
towards new ways of
speaking, behind each
others' backs until they are
excessively misaligned, in
the same manner that
Spanish and Portuguese
have diverged, Hebrew and
Arabic split, and Slav
dialects have diverged. But
the misalignment between
N’ko dialects today, the
simple act of writing of
them will make it such that
our dialects will converge
quickly and become one
language.

www.manaraa.com



201

Kante’s approach to Manding and orthography development was thus radically
distinct from that embraced by UNESCO and state governments for Latin-based
orthographies in the 1960s (Donaldson, In Press). Linguist-experts were interested
primarily in creating graphemic inventories that could take synchronic snapshots of any
Manding dialect!?®. From the perspective of many indigenous language activists, such an
approach “seek[s] to calque pronunciation” and neglects “the fact that codification
presupposes the development of alternative registers for the language, aside from or
parallel to the oral system” (Cerron-Palomino, 1991 as cited in Sebba, 2011, p. 112).
Indeed, official efforts to harmonize Latin-based Manding orthography beginning in 1966
have codified local pronunciations and led to varying conventions at the expense of a
unified transnational orthography (Calvet, 1987, p. 220). Kante, on the other hand, was
not interested in capturing whatever anyone realized orally. He both believed in the true
forms of the language and wished to unify a “language community” (Silverstein, 1998)
through his work. His interest in dialectology therefore went beyond his sincere curiosity
about etymology and possible proto-forms—he investigated them because he wished to
develop conventions for writing what he held to be one language.

Kangbe grammar

Given this documented variation, how could Kante’s N’ko, as an orthography, be
all of Manding at once? Some scholars have suggested that through their so-called
“cultural fundamentalism,” N’ko students aggressively take only Maninka to be correct in

spelling and pronunciation (Amselle, 1996, p. 825). Indeed, the forms metadiscursively

126 The position beyond the scholarship of Gérard Galtier (1980, 2006) is an important
exception to this general trend.
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prescribed in N’ko documents show evidence of being primarily congruent with Maninka

(Davydov, 2008, 2012, Vydrine, 1996, 2010). But Kante did not clumsily claim that only
Maninka was appropriate for writing Manding. Just as he historically rooted the
baptismal name of Manding and its script, he also sought to call into being a register that,

through his pedagogical language works, would act as a mediating standard between the

dialects.

The learning of N’ko-based literacy proceeds linearly in the works of Kanté!'?”. In

fact, he also developed a series of N’ko degrees that could be earned based off of the

mastery of different subject matter (Vydrin, 2012, p. 73, footnote 16). Of these, one of the

most important is N’ko grammar, or what Kante terms kangbe:

Q%3 YINED H - JUF

T4 YI2% AF0aH TARIAY
0% 1YHo "1 AF M - G
H &% asl® 3 1Yo T -
AH 3 I3 1699 2% YIAFD
09 LPIH 213 54 0% -
AV 4 &% 1% LY «Im)$
T @F AF umilf H oftd ¢
TATRb 1£97 2% 1H TH 2

Bao, kan’ sébeli’ palon’
gbélenman kosebe. Lonin’
k'a yé, kan’beé n'a sariya
le. A sariyd’ o pdye’ lé
kan’ sébeli’ [>n’ ndoya la.
O ké’, ali k'o paf>’ kafd’
lu ladan, Kafa’ lu lé kan’
gbé la pérere ka budun’
bée b a db ka kan’ [5n’
nooya tolé! Kan sariya’
ladanen’ o lu kafa’ le t5o°
ko "kangbe"

Because mastering a
language in writing is very
hard, experience has
shown that every language
has its rules. Grasping a
language's rules facilitates
knowing its writing. As
such, they [experts?]
created explanatory
books. These books
clarify the language
properly, remove
blemishes from it, and
make knowing the
language much easier!

The name of the book of
established rules of a
language is “kdangbe”

(2008a, pp. 4-5)

127 The most frequent sequence of books that I encountered during my fieldwork was: 1)
Hate (Kante, 2011); 2) Bdla’ ni bala’ (Jaang, 2014); 3) Kangbe’ kunfsl>' (Kéante, 2008b)

(see 1271).
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Here Kantg is clearly developing a term for a technical register in which kdngbe is best

glossed as ‘grammar’. Nonetheless, given its recent coinage, it is useful to explore its
etymology and what images it may conjure for those newly introduced to it. Kdngbe is a
tonally compact compound noun made up of the noun kdn ‘language’ and the polysemous
adjective ghé'?® which can variably be glossed as ‘white’, ‘clean’, ‘clear’ (Bailleul, 2007).
While Kante makes his vision of grammar explicit in the above quote, his term itself also
serves to naturalize it through its contributing lexemes as something that serves to clarify
and order a language.

In this light, it is important to see that for N’ko’s founder, the Manding language,
for which he was developing an orthography, could never be reduced to a single
isolatable phonolexical grammatical code that a linguist elicits from an informant. On one
hand, Kante’s theorization clashes with modern linguistic theories of language; he relies
heavily on the idea that a language has a true or correct form. On the other, while this
position is antithetical to modern linguistic approaches to grammar, within it is a
sophisticated understanding of languages as inevitably composed of distinct
sociolinguistic registers. Indeed, just as with the proper name, N’ko, Kante’s term does
not seem to have been chosen randomly. The term kangbe figures prominently in the
monograph dictionary and grammar of French colonial linguist Delafosse (1929):

En dehors de tous ces dialectes plus ou moins localisés, il s'est constitué une sorte

de "mandingue commun", auquel les indigéenes ont donné le nom de Kangbe

(langue blanche, langue claire, langue facile) et qui est compris et parlé par la

grande majorité de la population, en plus du dialecte spécial a chaque région.

C'est sous la forme de ce parler commun que se fait l'expansion de langue

mandingue. C'est lui principalement qu'adoptent les étrangers et qui tend de plus

en plus a devenir langue internationale, si l'on peut dire ainsi, de lI'Afrique
Occidentale. Il a ceci de particulier qu'il répudie toutes les formes et les locutions

128 Normally j¢ in spoken Bamanan.
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proprement dialectales et n'use que des expressions ou tout au moins usitées dans
le plus grand nombre des dialectes. Un jour viendra, vraisemblablement, ou ce
Kangbe sera le parler, sinon unique, du moins habituel de toutes les fractions de
la langue mandingue ; ce fait se produira d'autant plus rapidement que les
facilités de communication et des échanges se multiplient avec la construction de
routes de voies ferrées.

These more or less localized dialects aside, a sort of “common Manding” has
formed that the indigenous have given the name kangbe (white language, clear
language, easy language) and which is understood and spoken by the great
majority of the population in addition to the special dialect of each region. It is in
the form of this common variety that the expansion of the Manding language is
happening. It is this one that foreigners typically adopt and is tending to become
the international language, if one can put it that way, of West Africa. It has the
particularity of rejecting all the truly dialectal forms and locutions and uses only
the expressions of or commonly used in the largest number of dialects. One day
will come, in a likelihood, where this Kangbe will be the sole or at least habitual
variety of all the fractions of the Manding language; this fact will produce itself
even faster as the means of communication and exchange multiply with the
construction of roads and railroads.

(Delafosse, 1929, pp. 22-23)

This description of kangbe is confirmed in Sanogo’s (2003) sociolinguistic account of the
genesis of Jula as an ethnic category in Burkina Faso. In fact, Sanogo, an ethnic Jula
himself, asserts that “[e]thnic Jula continue to designate the linguistic forms that they use
at home as kangbe or kange” (p. 373).

Kante’s selection then of the compound noun kdngbe serves to tie his prescriptive
grammar and its standard language register to an already circulating historically named
lingua franca register. What counts as kdngbe may be largely congruent with a particular
Manding dialect (the Maninkamori variety of Kankan, see Vydrine, 1996), but it is
nowhere near a Maninkamori orthography. It is rather the basis for a written standard
language register that Kante sought to anchor for his envisioned Manding public. In

addition, the name allows for the link between N’ko as a language and N’ko as a script to

be solidified (see the final speech chain of Figure 33 above). The learning of N’ko as an
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orthography entails the mastery of kdngbe. Kante’s script, though, is iconically designed

as the Manding language itself and indeed carries the same name: N’ko! Thus, learning
kangbe is not just learning writing conventions; it is also learning the ‘clear’ form of the
language itself. Most importantly, therefore, the kangbe register serves to bring and hold
together the named Manding varieties of Maninka, Bamanan, Jula and Mandinka under a
single baptismal hypernym: N’ko.
“An bé kan' de nofé, a piyopiys>”: ‘We are going for the language, in its pure form’

In this section, I explore how Kante’s formulation of N’ko as a single language
united by kangbe circulates amongst students and activists today. To this end, I draw on
select ethnographic data collected in classrooms, bookshops and online. Focusing on
salient metadiscourse, | investigate two distinct dynamics of N’ko and its kangbe register.
First, I look at how they are linguistically compelling in the classroom for Manding-
speakers of diverse dialectal backgrounds. Second, I turn to the ways in which teachers’
and activists’ talk about talk tie the learning and use of N’ko and its standard language
register to notions of logic, discipline and cultivation. Connecting such discourse with
wider complaints about African post-colonial governments and citizens, I argue that
N’ko’s kangbe register is compelling as a discursive means by which Manding-speakers
can hone themselves into the kind of people that so many of them feel their society is
desperately lacking.
Learning Letters, Learning kdngbe

In practice, despite the claims investigated in Chapter 5, it is often difficult to
separate the learning of N’ko as a script from that of learning the proper way to write and

potentially speak Manding writ large. In the N’ko classroom, students right off the bat are
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given tools of “metalinguistic awareness” (Cummins, 1978; Nagy & Anderson, 1995).

Their education however is not one of being shown how to perform structural linguistic
analysis on their own speech. Instead, N’ko lessons introduce them to a metalinguistic
framework—diachronically-informed—that socializes them into ways of interpreting
Manding sounds, sequences and patterns as dialectal, kdngbe, or foreign.

Proto-phonemes.

First, the very act of learning the grapheme-phoneme pairings of N’ko is itself a
step towards learning kangbe. From the perspective of his own native variety of Maninka,
Kante’s alphabet is regarded as a perfect phonological analysis (Vydrine, 2001b). Kante,
however, did not aim to create an alphabet for Maninka, but rather an entire language.
Like any good sociolinguist, he recognized his language as replete with various “sub-
codes” (Gumperz, 1962). As such, even at the level of letters, Kante engaged with
etymology and variation across the sprawling Manding speech community. For instance,
in a letter to French linguist and Manding specialist Maurice Houis he wrote as follows:

It must be noted that the letter <g> no longer exists in Manding [mandé], it is only
used by races—assimilated at the height of the Manding empire [empire mandé]
—that can no longer pronounce the typically Manding [mandén] group <gb> and
that they replace by <j> or <g>, for example: jeman ‘white’, gon ‘gorilla’ which
in Manding [mandé] are gbeman and gbon (Vydrine, 2001a, p. 138!2)

Not only did Kante see phonemes (viz. “letters” in his usage here) as historically
constituted but he also delved into accounting for the socio-historical process that gave
rise to such a divergence (that is, the conquering of later assimilated races [viz. ethnic

groups] during the spread of the Manding/Mali empire).

129 My translation from the French.
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While not all of Manding phonological variation can be conveniently or easily

captured within theorized proto-phonemes or diaphonemes (Weinreich, 1954; see Galtier,

1980 for an attempt), today, students of N’ko typically embrace and use Kante’s

grapheme V <gb> in writing, even when in their own native variety one finds /g/, /j/ or

/w/ in its place!. A few examples using Bamanan illustrate this dynamic below in Figure

40.
Figure 37: Application of kdngbe at the phonemic level to Bamanan lexemes
, ,
Bamanan example N’ko kingbe Transliteration | Gloss
form

Jé AV gbé 'white'

gélen AIAV gbélen 'hard'

wolo 133V gbolo 'skin'

Regardless, the N’ko alphabet is itself a codification of canonical Manding
phonemes. I have witnessed this regularly in N’ko classrooms, but one of the most
evocative instances of this dynamic took place during the same lesson that we visited in
Chapter 5. During this session, the teacher, Séku Jakité, lectured at length about the
various phonemes of Manding. According to him, all of the necessary Manding sound-
categories are captured in the letters of N’ko. This did not mean that speakers of Manding
do not make or use other sounds. He picked out /v/ and /z/, two sounds stemming in large
part from French loanwords. Vydrin (2016, p. 11, my translation) analyzes them in
Bamanan as follows:

z is a phoneme borrowed from French ; French /3/ > Bamanan /z/. zuluyé ‘July’ [<

Jjuillet], zandarmu ‘police officer’ [< gendarme]. In addition, z optionally appears
as a variant of ns: zon ~ nson ‘thief’, nsiirin ~ ziirin ~ nziirin ‘tale’

130 See Creissels (2004) for a discussion of the voiced velar (g), labio-velar stops and
related sounds today (viz. w, gw, kw, gb, kp) in Manding.
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v is an extremely marginal phoneme that only appears in non-adapted borrowings:

vérl ‘glass’ [< verre], vitri ‘pane’ [< vitre], etc. Speakers who do not master
French regularly replace it with w
Séku was more blunt regarding the two phonemes though he spoke in terms of letters:
“An nd kan’ maké’ ¢ 1 ld”—our language doesn’t need them (770). Nonetheless, given

that “we” might occasionally want them for writing other languages, he introduced the

N’ko convention of adding superposed dots to consonants and vowels to represent the

sounds or letters of other languages (e.g., YA VEFD).

While /v/ and /z/ are clearly marginal phonemes emerging from French, Séku also
addressed the case of a nascent Bamanan phoneme, /J/ that likely emerges not from a
foreign source, but from an in-progress sound change (more precisely, a phonemic split).
Today, one can identify a number of minimal pairs between /s/ and /[/ in Bamanan, but
there are also cases of [[] that are contextual realizations of /s/. Again, according to
Vydrin (2016, p. 11):

/f/ 1s a nascent phoneme, ignored in official [Latin-based] orthography (where it is

assimilated with /s/): /[3/ ‘haricot’, /[¢/ ‘poulet’, /[t/ ‘chou’. In the dialects

(especially to the East), /s/ is regularly realized as [[] when preceding u, i and

often o, 0. Since standard Bamanan is not sealed off from local dialects, the

existence of palatalized /s/ [that is, [[]] weakens the opposition between /s/ and /J/
Séku, again, concluded in more definitive terms: “Nin ¢ N’ko 1d”—this isn’t in N’ko.
While seemingly harsh, such a statement usefully demonstrates how the very learning of
N’ko is the first-step in both introducing students to etymology and sound-change, and
opening the door to a disciplining of their written language into kdngbe. N’ko students,

for instance, do not reject the existence of Vydrin’s examples, but they recognize them as

dialectal deviations (1a-b) or loanwords (1c) as demonstrated below:

(10) a5 <sJ50 ‘beans’
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b. & <sise ‘chicken’

c. Ju <Fr.chou  ‘cabbage’

Note that in the Bamanan examples, the etymologies are not blind folk accounts. Instead,
they are viable linguistic reconstructions. The Bamanan forms of (1a-b) therefore are not
rejected simply because they are Bamanan, but rather because they are transparently
grasped as instances of linguistic change from forms that still predominate in Maninka
and Jula today.

Put briefly, Séku Jakité’s introductory lesson about letters and sounds
demonstrates the ways in which learning N’ko is inseparable from learning Manding (that
is, a standard register of it). Of course, no speaker of a Manding variety needs to learn to
speak Manding per se. The N’ko classroom’s function in this sense is not to teach people
how to speak Manding varieties, but rather how to speak a specific register: kangbe.
Critically, this, in turn, introduces students to a metalinguistic framework that allows
them to explicitly understand their own variety of Bamanan, Jula or Maninka as but
component varieties of one single language—N’ko.

Logographic unity.

In addition to the proto-phonemic'3! V <gb>, Kanteé also developed at least one
logographic convention which serves as another means for his orthography to transcend
the sociological limitations of a purely phonemic orthography. This convention revolves
around the notation of intervocalic velars. As Vydrin (2016a, p. 11) notes regarding

Bamanan, “In the intervocalic position, velar phonemes are not contrastive: [-g-], [-k-], [-

131 The question of whether /gb/ is in fact a phoneme of proto-Manding is still an open
one. My point is to suggest that the V is understood proto-phonemically by some users.
/gb/ 1s of course a full-fledged phoneme in certain Manding varities such as Guinean
Maninka and vehircular Jula of Cote d’Ivoire.
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y-1, [-x-] and even a zero consonant, -¢-, are allophones of a single phoneme.” To

represent this, Latin-based orthographies vary widely in their preferred grapheme. One
may often choose freely between <g>, <k> or simply dropping the intervocalic velar
(e.g., taga, taka vs. tda ‘go’). In N’ko, however, Kante calls for the use of a single
graphemic representation that allows for multiple dialectal realizations to be grouped

logographically under one convention (Kénte, 2011, p. 15). This phenomenon is outlined

in Figure 36.
Figure 36: Intervocalic velar representation in N’ko orthography
, .
N’ko Graplflc Latin Transliteration Possible Realizations
Representation
1b taa tda, taka, taga, taxa, taya

While this sort of convention may not seem to be very unique or distinct from the de
facto and proposed orthographic standard of always marking intervocalic velars with g in
Malian Bamanan (see most recently Vydrin & Konta, 2014, p. 24), it circulates as an
important feature of N’ko’s pan-Manding iconicity. Take for instance this excerpt from an
N’ko website that echoes similar comments that I have encountered in Mali, Burkina
Faso, Guinea and the United States regarding this logographic convention:

When Mandens from different sub-groups talk to each other, it is common
practice for them to switch, consciously or sub-consciously, from one's own
dialect to a conventional dialect known as N’ko or Kangbe (the clear language).
This is even true, sometimes, during conversations between the Bamanans of
Mali, the Maninka-Moris of Guinea, and the Maninkos of Gambia or Senegal
although pronunciations are practically the same. As an example, the word
“Name” in Bamanan is “Toko” and in Maninka it is “Toh”. In written
communications each will write it as T6 (@3) in N’Ko, and yet read and
pronounce it differently

(“N’ko for Beginners: Introduction,” n.d.)
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Here we see that one of the central appeals of Kanté’s convention is how it allows for the

N’ko orthography to ostensibly embrace cross-dialectal variation without neutralizing it
or overtly regarding certain dialects as non-standard. Phonemic orthography is seemingly
transcended in a way that allows for pan-Manding unity all while retaining the ability to
locate yourself geographically through dialectal realization.

A shallow orthography.

Finally, learning the N’ko script is a lesson in Manding phonology. This stems in
part from the fact that it is, in many ways, a more “shallow” (Klima, 1972) orthography
than any of the official Latin-based ones. In Figure 38 I outline four different linguistic
phenomena of Manding, which are typically marked by <»> in Latin-based
orthographies.

Figure 37: Phenomena represented by <n> in Latin-based Manding orthography versus

N’ko
Phenomenon Latin N’ko
Syllabic Nasal Phoneme n %
Nasalization n
Allophonic Variation
* /I/ following a nasal n T
* /y/ following a nasal ny ?
Palatal Nasal Phoneme  ny/n'3? 3

132 In general, the official orthographies promote the use of <p> for the palatal nasal
consonant but notable authors, such Dumestre (2011), eschew this convention in favor of
the digraph <ny>.
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As demonstrated in the table, in the case of N’ko, each one of these phenomena is

represented by a distinct grapheme or diacritic, thereby reducing orthographic depth
(Frost & Katz, 1992) where one convention is involved in representing multiple features
of a language. N’ko is thus semiotically iconic as an alphabet because it appears to be a
diagram of Manding itself through its mapping of the language’s sound system. This
interpretation is critically solidified by Kante’s distinct kanmaseere diacritics for marking
the linguistic phenomena of vowel length, nasalization and most critically tone (see
Chapter 5). Coupling these markings with his unique and (seemingly proto-)phonemic
(and logographic) alphabet, Kante laid the groundwork for a perfect iconic link; N’ko is
not just a diagram of Manding, it is Manding.

In sum, studying N’ko as script is itself a first step in learning N’ko as a proper
name synonymous with Manding. Moreover, the very act of learning to read and write
Manding through the N’ko alphabet introduces students to the concept of kdngbe or ‘clear
language’—a standard language register meant to serve and unite Manding speakers
regardless of their own native variety. By learning the letters and diacritics of N’ko,

students take their first step towards not only developing synchronic metalinguistic

awareness, but also, in the case of V /gb/, a diachronic phonemic lens for understanding
the interrelations and history between Manding varieties. This combined with Kante’s
logographic or “diaphonemic” (Weinreich, 1954) convention for marking non-contrastive
intervocalic velars allows for the orthography to be powerfully perceived as capable of
inclusively housing—without necessarily standardizing—distinct varieties of Manding.
As a cross-dialectal photograph of Manding phonology, the study of N’ko is simply the

study of the clear form of the Manding language itself: kangbe.
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"Kan yére logique nife": ‘In pursuit of the language's true logic’

Being socialized into the kangbe register, of course, also operates at the higher
linguistic level of words. N’ko teachers today make compelling appeals to notions of
what Cameron (1995) might call Manding “verbal hygiene”, which serve to both harness
and solidify a positive metapragmatic stereotype for the kangbe register.

Today, this most often proceeds through the tacit or overt idiom of “logic'33”. Two
online comments that I received are telling in this regard. In late 2015, I published an
esoteric blog post on the website Speech Events (www.speechevents.wordpress.com).
Investigating the divergences between Bamanan and Jula progressive constructions, I
ultimately concluded that the two varieties diverge and that the difference is primarily
one of linguistic tone. A few months later in May of 2016, the post received two online
comments from a previously unknown reader named “Aminata”.

Her first post weighed in on my use of the term Manding as a convenient
hypernym to refer to Bamanan and Jula etc. See it below in Figure 38. Aminata objected
to the use of Manding for multiple reasons. It is an inaccurate adaptation, stemming from
French, of the indigenous term “Manden” (viz. Mandén) that has been “stucked” [sic], or
unjustly applied for too long. Moreover, it is partially congruent with another word in

French, dingue, meaning ‘crazy’.

133 The source of this is traceable to the original writings of Sulemaana Kant¢. For
instance, in his Manding dialectology treatise, “The Language’s Rules: or the Rules of
N’ko” (2009, p. 26), he dedicates a series of pages to what he calls “public shortcomings’
where in a table of 51 common expressions he lays out what he labels as “improper
speech” (f5kojuu) alongside what he prescribes as their “proper speech” (f>kopiman)
equivalent. It is clear then that N’ko’s inventor knows how people speak in daily life, but
he simply views these norms as flawed and not appropriate for this “age of writing” (p.
26).

2
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Figure 38: Aminata's first comment on Speech Events

Respond to this comment by replying above this line

New comment on Speech Events
\\lﬂ Aminata commented on Progressives, Tone and Register in
VA Bambara/Jula

Al
?l“‘\ How does one formulate progressive sentences in Bambara?
Could you please stop calling it Manding? | personally find it offensive
because this is a French word for Manden that has stucked on us for so
long. Just call it exactly the right way, Manden.
And sorry but, Manding to me sounds more like Man-Crazy in French.

Trash | Mark as Spam

Even more telling, however, was her second comment, seen below in Figure 39.
Figure 39: Aminata's second comment on Speech Events

New comment on Speech Events

H Aminata commented on Progressives, Tone and Register in Bambara/Jula

J’l How does one formulate progressive sentences in Bambara?
]

| also wanted to say that there are Mandenka linguists across Manden who are
already dealing with these things and they are more than capable of figuring
this out. They speak the language very well, can write Nko, and know the ins
and outs of all the accents and dialects. Let's leave those details to them.
When it comes to linguistic issues, norms are not the most important. What's
important is the grammatical correctness and correct construction. | can list a
number of phrases that I've used all my life but now know are incorrect. And |
mean this in a logical sense when much thought is given and words are broken
down. When a language isn't preserved for long and the nation is divided by
foreigners, the language starts changing more rapidly.

But you efforts are very much appreciated.

Trash | Mark as Spam

Here Aminata paints a more explicit picture. While my question was perhaps
worthwhile, she suggests that it was not something appropriate for me—a White

Westerner—to pursue, given that there are many "Mandenka" (Mandenkd’ ‘Manding’ [lit.
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'‘people of Mandén]) linguists that can investigate these issues without any need for

assistance from an outsider. Given her previous comment about the French-imposed
label, "mandingue", this second posting establishes a potential parallelism between
myself, French colonialists and our respective activities. What I want to focus on,
however, are her statements regarding Manding language variation today. First, from her
perspective, Manding is one language: “they speak the language very well” (my
emphasis), she says using the deictic definite article. Second, she rejects my
investigation's focus on typical usage (what she calls “norms”) in lingua franca Jula and
Bamanan. For her, what is truly important is not the descriptive study of linguistic forms,
but rather working to establish “grammatical correctness” in a “logical sense”. She
concludes by painting a picture of foreigners dividing a people and thereby provoking
language change. This proposition both offers an account of why Manding varies today
and implicitly establishes another parallelism between my own endeavor and that of
French or Western colonialism. While I am not personally engaged in “dividing” the
[Manding] nation, I am, in a sense, doing linguistic work that descriptively divides
various forms of the language from one another. For the purposes of this dissertation, |
would like to leave aside N’ko's role as a linguistic unifier of the Manding nation and
instead focus solely on specifically how the kdngbe register of N’ko is established as a
more “logical” form of Manding. Let us explore this point by heading back to Bamako.
On a Tuesday in July 2016, I headed to a regularly scheduled one-hour adult class
as part of my regular observation schedule at an association most commonly known by its
acronym, N.Fa.Ya, which stands for N'k6' ni Fasokdn nii Yiriwa—*The Strengthening of

N’ko and Fatherland Languages’. Hopping in a cab, the driver and I took the circuitous
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route to the recently constructed troisieme pont or ‘third bridge’, that, while out of the

way, would allow us to avoid downtown’s standstill traffic that at midday becomes near
lethal without air-conditioning. Exiting at the end of the goudron (Fr. ‘paved road’), I
approached the group’s impressive facility on foot. Upon my entrance, various prints,
emblazoned across the concrete walls using N’ko stencils, welcomed me (7 ni séne
‘welcome’), indicated departments (/dsinda ‘management’) and provided inspiration

(juu’kad sa ‘May enemies perish’) (885).

Figure 40: N.Fa.Ya's courtyard with view from left to right of radio station, sewing

training center and Wankdran' Karanta (882)

I
.¢<‘1

. 0L ;
 RADIO YELEW PRENERERADIO LIBRENKO |
20746043 D'll!l'ﬂ_l,l'

As per usual, I found a small group of N.Fa.Ya officers, staff and members
gathered underneath the impressively tall convex metal hangar that extended back behind
them, covering the association’s two open-air classrooms. Passing the building that
houses the management office, the bookstore and a poultry incubator, I greeted them and
sat to chat for a bit while they waited for their communal meal to emerge from the

attached residential courtyard next door. Already full from a plate of rice at home, |
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passed on the food and—as was typical of students who arrived early—headed to the

classroom known as Wankdaran’ Karanta'3* (‘the Wankaran school”); a name derived
from the ethnic group'®® from which the Mandén people are reported to have descended
in the works of Kante (2003) and other N’ko scholars (e.g., Kaba, 2003).

Inside, there were four rows of half-rickety wooden bench-desk combos that
students typically occupied according to their progress with the first three primer books.
Bdgabaga (‘termites’) worked diligently in the thatch karata divider that separated our
classroom from the adjacent one typically used for an afternoon sewing class. Students
slowly filled in as I sat at my desk working on a translation of one of Kante’s texts. The
classroom was soon abuzz with happy greetings and exchanges. One man, a journalist of
around 40 or 50 with a Manding patronym, conversed fluently in Dogon with a woman of
around 20 after he discovered her to be Dogon. Another man, a Fulani, took a seat next to
me after warmly saying hello to everyone. His reading glasses—held together by an
elastic band in the back and a strip of pagne cloth across the bridge—pressed tightly
against his forehead as he greeted and attempted to exchange with me in Fulani (785).
Despite my West African nom de guerre being Fulani (Adama Jalo'*¢), I was able to only
muster a word or two in response as he tried to teach me. We both laughed.

“Aw ni j5°1”, the instructor, Mahamuud Sankare, greeted us. The group of not

more than ten students diligently took out their respective books and flipped to wherever

134 Presumably, mistakenly spelled Wankaran’ Karanta on a wall inside of it.

135 This name and related forms appear in medieval Arabic chronicles. See Massing
(2000) for a review of the historical debate regarding the name and people behind the
name Wankdra and its variants.

136 In a common practice, this name was bestowed upon me by my first West African
host-family during the three-month training phase of my Peace Corps service outside of
Ouahigouya, Burkina Faso.

www.manaraa.com



218
they individually left off from the last time. Sénkare, a prolific N’ko author and the head

of N.Fa.Ya, generally proceeds from the front to the back of the class, row-by-row or
student-by-student as need be depending on their progress. This time, the beginners, for
instance, were working through the alphabet itself with Hdte (Kante, 2011). Another row
was focusing on tone through the book, Bdla’ni Bala’ (Jaang, 2014). Sankare, however,
began with the front row, occupied by three men working on the parts of the speech
(kiimaden' siuya') of Manding as elaborated in Kanté’s grammar book, N’k¢' Kdngbe'

Kunfsl>' (Kante, 2008b). Their lesson focused in particular on “t2onodobila” (

I&_Y.&mﬂib) which Mahamtud readily glossed in French as ‘(personal) pronouns’.

Figure 41: Mahamuud Sankare leads a lesson in N.Fa.Ya's Wankaran' Karanta (964)
— wr Py .

Drawing on their grammar book, the teacher presented pronouns as being sortable
by singularity/plurality (kélenyd ‘singular’ and jamaya ‘plural’) and by person (kumala
“first person’, kumapoon ‘second person’ and gbéde ‘third person’). He did not hesitate to

partially explain the terms using French for metalinguistic glosses. Following the book,
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Mahamutud then introduced the different paradigms of Manding pronouns that exist for

Maninka, Jula and Bamanan as distinct dialects. None of them, however, was selected or
upheld as “correct” (numan); rather, they were all explained as “broken” (tinenen) forms

of kangbe (785; 1290). The students remained attentive. To make his case, Mahamuud

appealed to the plural marker </u> (1i%)'%’, a suffix which, he argued, one should simply
be able to “attach” (n5ro) to singular nouns. “That’s coherent” (Ale tilennen) or “logical”
(sariyama), he posited.

This argument relied not only on the students’ familiarity with the Maninka form
(lu PL) but also their implicit recognition of it as a fuller (as it were) and thereby older
form from which Bamanan had deviated. In the moment, no students spoke up in this
regard, but Mahamtiud addressed the point directly nonetheless. Specifically, he drew on
the example of pluralizing the word c& ‘man’. Today the Bamanan plural marker is the
suffix'3® /-u/ (though it is represented orthographically as a word final <w>):

(11)  <cé&w>  ‘men’
/c&-u/

man-PL
Logically however, “if you respected the rules” (n 7 taara ni sariya’yé) one would use

the form /u:

(12) ¢¢ In ‘men’

man PL

137 Strictly speaking, the plural suffix /u does not carry its own lexical tone (V. Vydrin,
personal communication, May 11, 2017).

138 Actually, in some regards it is arguably an intermediate form or clitic that exists
between freestanding morphemes and bound morphemes.
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Today, this proposed etymology seems evident in Bamanan's emphatic form of the third

person plural o/u, as well as in Jula’s variability between dnw and dnnu, the emphatic
form of the third person plural. Regardless, the “fuller” form circulates as implicit
common knowledge thanks to Manding speakers from Maninka areas as well as popular
songs and oratorical registers that I regularly encountered in Bamako. One student, a
tantie (lit. ‘auntie’)-like figure, for instance, spoke up at the end of the lesson and stated
that céw was simply a faster version of ¢¢ /zz. Mahamtud thus did not need to explain the
etymological process which has led to /& being the Maninka equivalent of Bamanan —w
today; he simply metapragmatically commented on one form as being in line with logic
or the “rules” (sariyad).

Mahamtiud nonetheless conceded that in Bamako people often do not understand
things unless they are Bamanan. Putting himself in that category, he acknowledged that
“we” will say that certain forms are “maninka girin” (‘heavy Maninka’) (785).
Ultimately, however, the language (kan) they all speak is “maninkakan”. Switching to
French, he elaborated, “C’est la langue mandingue,” (‘It’s the Manding language’) before
adding that the language came from “there” (viz. Mandén) to “here” (viz. Bamako). In
Bamako today, he carried on, people all come with their language. For some it is
influenced by “Soninke” (Marakakan), the language of another major ethnic group in
Mali. For others it is influenced by something else. “4 bé tilen c6go di?” he asked — how
can this be correct or, more literally, straight? Mahamutiud supported his implicit argument
for written standards with international examples. Other languages are not spoken and

written in the same way; take, for instance, the French of Paris and that of Marseille.
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Moreover, he continued on, even the historic Bamanan high form emanating from the

pre-colonial kingdom and modern-day town of Ségou is not one thing.

His takeaway for the students therefore was that they are going “after the
language’s true logic” (kan yére logique nofe). Applying this reasoning to the various
dialectal forms of plural pronouns that Kante listed as well as his own knowledge of
Bamanan, Mahamuud came to the conclusion that the class’s own third person plural
(oli) and the second person plural emphatic (d¢w) were not sound. The presumed
reasoning behind these points, outlined in Figure 42, is that neither form was a
straightforward derivation from the base singular pronouns (7, / and a) as seen above.

Figure 42: Mahamtud Sankare’s analysis of Bamanan pronouns

Bamanan = Kangbe

form form Comment
Third Person Plural . Ny o diverges from the 3SG base
. . olu alu .
1 Emphatic; 'they form a
w is the truncated form of the
First Person Plural anw annu pluralizer lu/nu
2 Emphatic; 'we'

Sankare's lesson was far from the only time that myself or others in N’ko circles
engaged in a discussion of pronouns. Also in 2016, I interviewed author and bookshop
owner Usman Kulubali (UK in the transcripts that follow) who is known for his fiery
rhetoric and books about the history of anti-Black racism and slavery such as
RPPm GtV (Ghoré d>f5', 'History of Gorée Island', 2008) and Mg RY/ na'ldka, 'Open

your eyes', n.d.). One of the striking features of his writings is the use of a particular

pronoun form, 1%6I% (7inelu 'we'), which I had never seen in print or encountered orally
before reading one of his books. When I asked him about the usage, he told me that it is

"Mandenko" and reasoned about it as follows (A82):
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Transcript

Translation

1256 UK

1257
1258

1259
1260

1261

1262
1263
1264
1265
1266
[...]'%
1285
1286

1287

1288
[...]140

1318

1319
1320
1321
1322
1323
1324
1325

né nana ka na uh fén' kalan kangbe
tuma' min' na

Karam3go Sulemaana nana
tdgonorobilaw le f5

a nana togonorobila’ f5

a ko bamanan, maninka, mandenko

Jjula, v bée jelen don t3gonorobilaw la
nka tdgonorobila-lakelenya i ben'a yé
k'a f5

u bé

u bée bé n f5

u bée bé 1 5

u bé

uh af>

a nana sé

jamaya ma minke

sigidaw ka togonorobila’ bé bs pdgon
ma

ka ben u ka sigiyoro" ma

an bée bé je kélenya' ta la. N'a kéra
jamayd' yé

Mandenko b'a ta 5> dama
Bamanan b'a ta f5 a dama
Maninka b'a ta f5 a dama

Kbni n't nana sii k'a ldje

n'i y'a ta sisan

kélenya' ta ma

u md fara o la féewu

When I eventually studied
Kangbe

Karamogo Sulemaana stated the
pronouns

He said the pronouns

He said Bamanan, Maninka,
Mandenko

Jula, they all come together
around pronouns

but with singular pronouns
you'll see that

they

they all say "n"
they all say "7"

they

say "a"

[...]

When he [Sulemaana] came to
the plurals

the [different] groups’ pronouns
are distinct from one another

depending on their zone

[..]

We all come together around
the singular. When it becomes
plural

The Mandenko say it their way
The Bamanan say it their way
The Maninka say it their way
But if you sit and look at it

If you take

the singular ones now

They aren't divided at all

139 Skipped his detailed explanatory lines for clarity.
140 Skipped his detailed explanatory lines for clarity.
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Kulubali's understanding of Manding pronouns is an echo of Kante's first grammar book
(2008Db, p. 9). First, he observes that the singular pronouns of Manding are identical
across Bamanan, Maninka and Jula: 7, 7, a. Second—though absent from the transcript
above—each one of these also has an emphatic counterpart that is derived from the
focalization marker lé/ne: nne, ile and ale, respectively. In terms of plurals though, their
forms vary widely across the dialects.

Kante's (2008b, p. 9) account of the different pronouns paradigms is outlined
below in Figure 43:

Figure 43: Manding pronouns according to Kant¢!4! (2008b, p. 9)

Singular Plural
Non-emphatic Emphatic Non-emphatic Emphatic
. .
an annu
M . L
n nnu
. , , an' anu
First Person n nné’ B . L
n nnu
] an' anru
alu alu'
M ayi ayi’
ilu ilu'
Second Person i ile’ , .
du du
B . ”
a a
J dru aru’
alu o
. alu’
M alu <
. ayi
ayi
. . o au o
Third Person a ale B . au
au
aru
J aru aru'
ayi

141 M = Maninka; B = Bamanan; J = Jula
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Missing from Kante's work however are the Mandinka or "Mandenko" forms. For

Kulubali, however, they were key:

Transcript Translation
1349 UK n'7Tkoib'a aa miiri tigitigiya if you think about it logically
bolo" ma
1350 [ bén'a yeé k'a f5> mandenko' ka you will see that the Mandenko's
1351 tdgonorobila’ pronoun [system]
1352 o cé' ka ni is better looking
1353 0 bénen don tupad' ma ka teme it agrees with truth more than those

bamanan' ni maninka' [td] kan ~ of the Bamanan and Maninka

1354 cogo' jumen? How so?

He methodically laid out the emphatic and plural pronoun paradigms of Maninka,

Bamanan and Jula before moving on:

Transcript Translation
1394 UK  Mais mandenko' ko But Mandenko say
1395 ko né né
1396 ile ile
1397 ale ale
1398 nnelu nnelu
1399 ilu ilu
1400 alu alu

This seemingly perfect system of derived forms is summarized below in Figure 44:
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Figure 44: "Mandenko" pronouns according to Usman Kulibali in an interview

First person

Second person

Third person

Singular | Singular Emphatic | Plural Plural Emphatic
(+ lé/ne) (+ lu/nu)
n n-ne n n-ne-lu
[ i-le i-lu
a a-lé a-lu

Seizing on the role of /u as the pluralizer (jamayalan), he concluded as follows about the

"Mandenko" system and his decision to use the form nnelu:

Translation

Transcript

1429 UK o0 bénnen don

1430 né bolo

1431 ka teme maninka' ta kan

1432 ka teme n yere, bamanan t5go ta
féne kan, bawo

1433 bawo an bé kanbolon' dé nofé
[sic!#?), dn bé kan' de nofé, a
piyopiys’

1434 an té kanbolon' nofé

1435 CD da mais

1436 o0 lda onhon

1437 UK {y'a faamu?

1438 CD on mais, mais ka fénke

1439 UK o deé kdson, né ka kan' na

1440 CD on

1441 UK »n ka sébeli’ lu la

1442 CD on

1443 UK ni né bé

That is more proper
in my mind
than that of the Maninka

than the form[s] of my own Bamanan,
because

we are[n't] going for dialects, we are
going for the language, in its pure
form

We aren't going for dialects
but

s0, yeah

You understand?

yeah, but whatchamacallit
For that reason, in my speech
uh-huh

in my writings

yeah

if [

142 Here UK clearly misspeaks, saying “we are going for dialects” instead of “we are not

going for dialects”.
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1444 kumala pronounce a second person

1445 tdgonorobali-tugunbali emphatic plural pronoun

1446 -jamaya’ f5

1447 nb'af ko “annu” I say "annu"

1448 m;z}zi: - caman la i b'a f5 ko but in many instances I say "nnelu"

As he makes clear in lines 1429-1434, he, along with others, is not interested in writing
one single dialect Manding. They are working in pursuit of the language (kdn)—in its
“pure” (piyopiyo) form—not a dialect (kanbolon).

Séankare’s lesson and Usman Kulubali's reasoning about pronouns suggests that
the concept of kdangbe (‘grammar’ lit. ‘clear language’)—predicated on an ideal of logic
and cleanliness—is explicitly not meant to be congruent with any one dialect (kdnbolon).
Rather, regardless of one’s own native variety of Manding, the language’s kangbe register
must be cultivated and mastered through study, dedication, and perhaps most importantly
sound reasoning.

Good Speech, Good Citizenship

Kdangbe 1s nonetheless cultivated as a denotationally and etymologically logical
register for reasons that go beyond compelling linguistic analysis. It is the discursive
means by which N’ko students can hone themselves into the kinds of savvy, hard-
working and just citizens they aspire to be—and that they believe their countries

desperately lack.
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N’ko activists actively cultivate an ethos of personhood that is conveniently

captured by a widely invoked hendiatris'® that circulates in their circles today: ka kélon,

ka bdara, ka télen ('to be savvy', 'to work', 'to be just', respectively). This tripartite slogan

is canonically attributed to the foundation of Mandén. See for instance the following

typeset excerpt of a speech reproduced in an N’ko instructional textbook (Male, n.d., p.

37):

4 Thot Tm3io 1A TEoF |
11V HuLTHIH 2P AA
TA - 4P YEH AP

- 34 Tm¥s T4 TnX30
AA 24 UIF oo ToF yHlo"
A G$ AF | = IF Y3 TA
2m Ab2m [Rum 1T YIY3
A%UF - [9YmAA QT T -
LAY QFELSYmld 1" LAY
IAYm YouF 019 34H]S Y9
2020 Ab Yo 3m 3 . Ym
YelH « @4 IAAED THIF
Yo QmlA - 3m IADmH
&7 Y9 IFlo 12w G uYIF
;ETPE;‘T’_&JL‘ITL‘I:YAJ
Y7 7219 Y134 . 6%ob T
@A Ab 13]afiv Y9 2314
IAY? TIF @hoo 3 - T AA
Yoo 12T = Yoo 19 AH

Am AL YT €T AA S0
14 16FA = Ab Alo%ab
Yoo TA 5'T QEUF G¢ 09
oo'b 1% 34 1$2A Y7
33F 3 - TA AA T OEYF
TIES ¢ Yoo A T AH

An bénba Maan Sonjada
Kéta ka mén’ f5
Kurukanfika’ gbara’ fé
kaabi 1236, Maan
Sonjada k’a yida ko:
"dakun’bdada sé’ baara’
ko’ mén’ma nin, ba’, an
bée yé mén’ pinin na’ dupa
dstée’ ds, o le méndiya’,
balo pinma’n'a fadiyabo
inma’ni jankdro’ lu basi
diman’di. O don si t¢
sodon baara se¢bema’ ko,
kayii kodoman’ don,
Mandeén siikan’ bdju’yé
dapa’saba’nin ne di: ka
kolon, ka baara, ka télen.
Konin onhon! Ni kélon’ ni
kusanyd’ té mo5° mén’nd,
0 séto baara pinma’ké la
di, nafa di sodon mén’na?
Nimén’don télenen té,
mooya’ ko’ lu yé bunbun
n'o ma di? Ni mooya’ ko’
lu t'sé bunbun na mén'
ma, o balo kun' ké da mun
di? Nba! Nininkali' nin ni
bée jebi' y'a yida la le, ko
f0 dn bée y'an ddja le

In 1236 at the
Kurukanfika assembly
our ancestor Maan
Sonjada Kéta [viz. Sunjata
Keita] attested that "Our
obligation [now] is work,
because that which we are
all seeking life—
happiness [méndiya],
proper nourishment,
clothes, and treatment of
ailments—none of them
can be had without hard
work. Since long ago,
Mandén's foundational
slogan [siikan' bdju] are
the following three words:
know-how, work, justice
[ka kolon, ka baara, ka
télen]. Indeed! If someone
is not savvy and capable,
how will they accomplish
the kind of work that is
beneficial? If someone
isn't just, how will civility
[mdoyda] spread to them? If
someone cannot be
reached by the affairs of
human decency [mooyd’

183 E.g., “Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”, “Liberté, égalité, fraternité” (Fr.), or
the Incan Ama suwa, ama llulla, ama qilla etc.
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| 3 34 - 0% 19 Tm¥s 19
1$3V)4Ym 03 BRm T'¢ AF
- Y2Y302 @314 ™ ¢

= 18 Blaiy AY 1ARED WIF
3% @m AF 34 0%ab |'H

@b IoF | = 2 F . ARYF

AFH - T3 18321 Yo

.18 UIF Y9 BACYY TAloY
3alP TUH AmAS |

diyagboya' la ka kolon'
panpinin, ka baara’
sébemd' ké kusanya' la,
k'an télen ko bée do yo
bipé'. O d5, an bada tin'
sii jafoya'la, ka bée
kadama kiseya' ni baara’
la. An jédé' kana fawo

ko], what is the point of
them living? Well! The
answer to all of these
questions show that we all
must necessarily strive to
obtain know-how, to work
hard and proficiently, and
to be tried and true in all
matters. As such, we have
outlawed languishment
and require dedication
[kiseya] and work from
all. We mustn't whither

(Male, n.d., p. 37)

228

For the purposes of my analysis in this chapter, I will not investigate this slogan's ties to

the historical polity of Mandén or the mythical Manding figure of Sunjata Keita. Instead,

I would like to focus on the importance of the phrase as a means of understanding the

N’ko movement of today and in particular their stance regarding N’ko's kangbe register

and the Manding language.

The N’ko hendiatris circulates not only as a historical artifact of a bygone era, but

also a rallying call for the kinds of people that N’ko students wish to be. During my

fieldwork, I encountered it regularly. For instance, it can be see below in Figure 45 where

it appears in blue letters on a white background above the closed door of an N’ko

bookstore (LmiInG 1HS).
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Figure 45: N’ko Bookshop in Bamako adorned with the slogan ko/on, baara, télen.

il

",

In the summer of 2016, the phrase also figured prominently on a commissioned truck
used to transport a delegation of Bamakois!#4* to the town of Banamba for a multi-day

conference and celebration dedicated to N’ko (see Figure 46 below).

1% Bamakois is the French language demonym for ‘residents of Bamako’.

(-
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Figure 46: Truck emblazoned with ka kdlon, ka baara, ka télen in Banamba (930)

In this case, the purpose of slogan was much clearer because it was preceded with an

introductory clause:
a%ob ™ - UIF TH - 2334 T - 8% TEo 29 AbA? LTIAY

Jamanad' pétaa, ko' saba le, ka kolon, ka baara, ka télen

‘The advance of a country is [based on] three things: know-how, work and justice’
Leaving aside the question of which country, this usage is of interest because it
transparently frames N’ko’s hendiatris as one designed to work in service of developing,
advancing or moving forward a society or polity.

The sub-text behind this slogan is that N’ko activists regularly question the
efficacy and work of those that currently staff and lead West African post-colonial states.

During the summer of 2013, for example, I visited a small Quranic school, that operated

in N’ko. After the lesson, during which students recited Classical Arabic verses of the
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Quran transliterated into the N’ko script, we were visited by another N’ko activist whom

I had been introduced to a few days prior, Yaya Jaabi. Ethnically Soninke, he had spent
eight years working in Angola. His good fortune during this time was manifested by the
immaculate and A/C'ed vehicle that we eventually climbed into to run a few errands
around town. Driving between his brother’s business compound and our next destination,
I commented on the poor state of roads (sira). In response, he insisted that “the
government doesn't work” (¢ baara' k¢) (331) and that the parliamentary representatives
don’t do their jobs. From the back of the car, the Quranic school teacher chimed in that
N’ko, "ole yé sira kuda' yé"—that's the new path.

This was not the first time that issues on the road led to disparaging comment
about the Malian government. Another day in 2013, [ accompanied another N’ko activist,
Mamadi Kéta, on his series of errands around Bamako. Attempting to cross downtown in
the middle of the day, Kéta was frustrated by the insufficient size of the roads. I
responded that there were perhaps simply too many people. Referencing his own large
progeny, he remarked that "we [Africans] want lots of children" (dn bé dén caman fe¢),
before adding "[t]here aren't a lot of Africans" (farafin' mdn cd). I ma chinois ninu yé? U
ka ca'—haven't you seen all the Chinese, there are so many of them, he asked
rhetorically (332). When I responded that perhaps this stemmed from the fact that China
is bigger with more fertile land, he quickly retorted that this would not be an issue "ni
gouvernement tun bé baara' ké”—if the government worked—but, "u #¢ baara' ké”—they
don't work.

In other cases, though N’ko activists question the work-ethic of not only their

government but also their fellow compatriots both nationally and continentally. For
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instance, in an extended interview I conducted with Baba Mamadi Jaané (BMJ) in 2015,

he recounted the following (A18):

Transcript

Translation

1

9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16

BMJ N'i taara Afrique, i yé so’d5
kdno
1 b'a maféle, 1 té- so si té,
Jjaponais bolofen té ysro’mén’
1 t¢ 56 siyé, foiy'a soro
Jjaponais bolofen’ d5 bé yan
ou bien chinois bolofen’ d bé
yan.

Hamante francais bolofen ds bé

yan.
Ou bien américain bolofen’ d>
bé yan.
I té Laguinée bélofen yé.

CD [tayé

BMI [ t¢ Mali bélofen yé, k'a soro i yé
Laguinée ani Mali le kno.
[ té foyi-foyi yé! Mimna?

CD [tayé

BMIJ Ka madsodon

CD A!

BMIJ on?

¢a fait alé yeré le lajafoya’ le
k'alu yere lafagoya

You go to Africa and you are in some
city

You can't find a town without a Japanese
product

There is no town where you won’t find a
Japanese product

or there is a Chinese product
or there is French product
or there's an American product.

You don't see any product of Guinea
You don't see it.

You don't see any product of Mali even
though you are in Guinea and Mali!

You don't see anything at all? Why?
You don't see it.

Because

Ah!

Mm

It's languishment of the self.

It's languor.

In lines 1-9, Baba paints the picture of the African continent devoid of its own products

or consumer goods. His critique of this in lines 10-16, however, is not one of government

or international trade policy; instead, he sees it as a problem of self-imposed African

“languor”. Thus the problem with African post-colonial society lies not only in the hands

of politicians and bureaucrats, but in those of the general populus as well.
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A few minutes later in the interview, Baba applied this same logic to language

practices.
Transcript Translation
42 BMIJ [kéana t6 1 yéré ma. Don't rest on your laurels.
43 CD  Onhon Yeah
BMJ Mais n'an tora kélen ma, a koro’le k'a  If we rest on them, that means
44 .
15 ko that

45 An bé an yére paralyser we paralyze ourselves

46 A kdnin, an md>3° ménnu bé Our people that

47 walikan’ nu kan do foreign languages

48 sebeya’bolo’ ma, comme a ka kan pa’  seriously in the way that it must

mén’kan be done

49 n't bé frangais f3, frang¢ais f3 ka pa. If you speak French, speak it
well.

50 ni [ bé anglais f3, anglais f5 ka pa If you speak English, speak it
well.

51 Wa id'a féle, an na kan' sisan But look at it, our language now

52 a kéra uh it's become

53 uh uh

54 tubabukan’ dialecte le di a dialect of French

In line 42 Baba uses an imperative, "Don't rest on your laurels", which presupposes an
interlocutor who deserves such an admonishment. Given the earlier remarks about
African society, it is clear that this refers to the kinds of lazy citizens who have become
so numerous that Africa does not even produce its own goods for its own markets. In
lines 46-54, we get some information on who these kinds of people might be; they are
people, presumably Manding-speakers, who wield languages willy-nilly. They do not
speak French correctly (line 49). They do not speak English correctly (line 50). In fact,

they speak Manding with such little care that they essentially have made it “a dialect of
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French” (line 54). The converse to this kind of practice, of course, would be the use of

kangbe, even if not made explicit here.
Thus far, Baba has painted a picture of two potentially distinct situations and
groups of people: discursive misfits that mix French, English and Manding, and Africans

that carelessly do not contribute to their society. A bit later, however, he made the link

between them more explicit:

Transcript Translation

71 BMI [y'a I5n, @ mdn kdn! You know, that's not right!

72 N'i bé frangais-kan f5 If you speak French

73 Iy'a pénama’lé f3la Speak it well

74 N'i bé anglais-kan f5, i b'a If you speak English, speak it well
nénama’ f5

75 Kdno, a yé cogo’mén’na But as things are now

76 [ bé k¢, é té frangais di You aren't French

77 é t¢ farafin di You aren't African.

78 O c¢ ka mi? Is that good?

79 CD <Laughs> <Laughs>

80 BMIJ On? Hmm

81 CD A! A koni, i md Ah! Well, you know

82  BMIJ O késon, dn bé jafoya- dn For this reason, we are languishing
béka jafoya le.

83 Miin késom? An yére bé ké, Why? We, we've become a burden for
an bé doni’ tubabu’ yeré kan.  the White man

84 CD Mm Mm

85  BMIJ K'an ké doni’ di tubabu’yére  To be a burden for the White man, does
[kan), est-ce qu'o ka di he like that?
tubabu’ pé?

[...145]
94 CD <Laughs> <Laughs>
95 Al A koni mdgo si té doni f¢ Ah! Nobody wants an extra load [doni]

145 T have skipped lines 86-93 for clarity’s sake since they were entirely metasemantic
regarding my misunderstanding of the expression doni ‘charge, burden’.

www.manaraa.com



235

dé!

96  BMJ O bon! Tibabii’ t¢ doni fé, 0 Ah OK! So the White man doesn't want
koson fo an yé an jija a charge. For this reason, we need to

make an effort

97 an ye tubabu’ fana kin’ let's take a load off the White man
dSféeya.

98 CD Mmm Mmm

99 BMJ  Tubabu’le bé baara’ké, mun  The White man does all the work, why
koson é té baara ké? don't you work?

In line 82, Baba directly links together the two situations that he has presented: “for this
reason, we are languishing”. Those that are careless in speech are equally so in life in
general. Finally, in line 99, he makes it clear that his critique of his fellow West Africans
is similar to that which other N’ko activists made of their government leaders above; they
don't work (ka bdara' k¢). In this interview segment therefore Baba implicitly elucidates
how the kangbe register, beyond compelling etymology, functions as a potential
discursive index of a different kind of West African citizen.

Not understanding vs. not working.

When N’koisants engage with those less convinced by kangbe, this dynamic
becomes quite explicit. One day in 2016, while passing time at an N’ko bookshop that I
regularly visited in Bamako, I was privy to such an event. Myself and the shopkeeper
(who I will call SK in what follows) had spent the morning politely chatting, discussing
and arguing politics for a bit before we got to work reading the introduction of one of his
own books. In the afternoon, after a delicious meal brought to us by his second wife, a
corpulant Tuareg!*® woman originally from Niger, we received a number of visitors. One

of them, fsa Samaké, was a fellow N’koisant and a regular visitor discussed in Chapter 5.

146 A Berber group (known as buruddame in Manding) that resides primarily in the desert
regions of northern Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger as well as southern Algeria and Libya.
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Two of them, who arrived a bit later, were younger men who arrived on a single moto.

They seemed like first-time visitors. One of them had a beard and was a government
functionary working in Water and Forestry (Eaux et Forets) in western Mali, near Kayes,
although he had grown up around Maninka-speaking Kita. His speech lacked the French
code-switching and loanwords that typically betray the identity of West African civil
servants. His companion and friend had just finished his studies in Geography at the
University of Bamako, but originally hailed from a Maninka village in Mali along the
road between Bamako and Kankan. Unfamiliar with the visitors, I tuned out most of the
conversation initially until their conversation turned to N’ko and what one of the two
young men labeled “kdn koroman™'%" or the ‘old language’ found in texts. Presumably
this referred to the N’ko register’s inventory of specialized lexemes derived from archaic
forms or neologisms that are often used for technical terms in place of Arabic or French
loanwords.

Their support and knowledge of N’ko notwithstanding, their remarks about “kdn
koroman” at the bookshop sparked a discussion, which I noted down as follows in my
field notes (763):

When the man from Kita mentions that these terms are a big issue for N’ko

because it leads to a lot of people saying it is too hard and giving up, SK reacts

strongly saying that he is Bamanan from Segou but that there is no word in an

N’ko book that he doesn't know.

The shopkeeper's reaction did not stem from the fact that someone simply did not

understand an N’ko text or vocabulary word. This happens regularly enough in N’ko

classrooms and people in such situations are given metasemantic glosses in French or

147 Strictly speaking the derived adjective koroman is tonally compact with kan (viz. kdn-
koroman’), but by common orthographic convention I have written it out as a separate
word(Vydrin & Konta, 2014, p. 42).

www.manaraa.com



237
Manding to help them along. Rather, he responded forcefully because the metapragmatic

label “kdn koroman” paired with comments of not understanding is akin to stating that
N’ko is Maninka—the subtext being that it is not the democratic lingua franca Bamanan
of Mali. Our initial visitor, the fellow N’koisant, {sa, chimed in: this "difficulty" (géleya)
is in fact N’ko's "knowledge" (/5nni). Both he and the shopkeeper argued that people
actually just say that N’ko is too hard to understand because kalan' man di dn yé—we
don't like studying. Using the deictic we, the two of them painted the picture of an
underspecified, but, surely, large category of people (Malians, Black Africans, Manding-
speakers?) who were in fact the real problem. For them, written N’ko may not be exactly
how people speak at all times, but any Manding-speaker's claim to be unable to
understand the register was first and foremost a sign of laziness and lack of focus. The
shopkeeper carried on: “aw bé wariko' kalama, aw té yereldn' kalama”—you are aware of
money, you are not aware of yourself.

Such comments jived with earlier remarks that our first visitor had made when we
all discussed the shopkeeper and the visitors’ opinion on N’ko's progress thus far as a
movement. Speaking metaphorically, Samaké commented that, born in 1949, N’ko is a
full-blown adult and should have already accomplished many things that it has not. Both
he and the shopkeeper agreed that this is because “Africans do not want knowledge”
(farafin t¢ I5nni f¢). On the contrary, they argued that "Africans" are interested in
“money” (wari) over “work” (bdara). Within the general population, maybe one out of
500 truly want knowledge and even within N’ko the percentage remains low, perhaps one
out of 300. People do N’ko because they know that people will associate them with the

“farafin-I5nni” (' African knowledge') that is accessible through N’ko. Ultimately, they
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concurred, there is a lot of idle chatter or "noise about N’ko" (N'ko-mankan), but it has

not translated into a lot of work: “mankan’ ka ca, baara man ca”’—there's a lot of noise,
not a lot of work.

For the shopkeeper and Samaké, people's difficulty with the N’ko register is
indicative not of unintelligibility, but rather the general languor that they see around them
in their society. They are frustrated with people's enthusiastic lip-service for N’ko that is
not backed up by actions or "work" (bdara). This same word and framing however also
pops up in a distinct lament about Black Africans in general—they want money over
knowledge and work. Laid side by side, the debate about N’ko's standard language
register is also connected to a larger discussion of proper citizenship in post-colonial
Africa. One's effort in studying and cultivating kdngbe, or not, thus becomes indexical of
different kinds of people: those who pursue money through shortcuts, and those who
strive for enlightening knowledge through hard-work.

Curious how this worked in practice, later I asked the shopkeeper how he and
others identify kdngbe or the "pure" (piyopiyo) form of the language. He reacted
incredulously—he aspired for it to be a perfect system of denotation like it must have
started out originally (A82, 1709-1714). Next, I asked him why people should write the
language and not their own dialect. He replied with a metaphor while also drawing in my

notebook that [ handed him (See Figure 47 below):

Transcription Translation
2000 SK Né bolo In my mind
2001 kan' bé kémin language is like
2002 CD [t'a ké yan wa? Why don't you do it here? <handing
notebook to SK>
2003 Comme yoro nin ka bon Since this area is big
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2006

2007

2008

2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014

2015
2016
2017
2018
2019

2020

2004 SK Onhon

Neé bolo

kan' bé komin yirisun’
[ y'a faamu? Ko bé damine kélen na

tkomin a ko' daminena msgo kélen
na cogo' min nd

ko daminena

masa kélen de bé yan

n'a nana ni caman yé

n'o yé Ala yé

donc maintenant

a- o kélen yeé- ko bée bé damine o
de la

o0 yirisun', n'o

0 tora ka taa péfe

a mana sé yora'ds la

a bé

bolon b5

on?

239

Alright
In my mind

A language is a like a tree <draws a
tree in notebook>

You understand? It starts from one
<points to trunk>

in the way that things today started
with one person

Things started

There is one lord
who came with much
that is God

So now

In the same way, everything started
like that

The tree, if it

if continues going forward
eventually it gets to a point
where

it sprouts a branch <draws a
branch>

ok?

Making a case similar to those of historical and genetic linguists, he envisions language

as being like a tree in the ways that it starts as single entity and then develops individual

diverging branches as it moves forward through time.
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Figure 47: Shopkeeper's drawing of the Manding language tree in my notebook (1286)
T ———— - 2 s

P"’!

ﬂ‘/

'\»—-P_.,>_..-V——* .i,‘l_-{.-:/

H

His argument for writing in the language--that is, Manding (or N’ko as Sulemaana Kante

would put it)—was one that went beyond etymology:

Transcription

Translation

2088 SK Niiyé yirisun' bila ka taa bolon

2089
2090
2091
2092
2093
2094

2095
2096
2097

2098

mine, n'o farala [ila]- i yé

i mako' sara

Kanko' la.

I y'a faamuya?

Donc

N'i bé fén barikaman' fé

fén fangaman' f¢, | bé nin ne
mine

ni i yé nin mine

ni

nin béka taa sira' min' fé, nin
béka taa sira' min' fé, nin béka
tdaa sira' min' fé, nin béka taa
sira' min' fé

ni i y'n ka siva da psgon ma, ni
min' saniyara, i b'o ta!

If you abandon the trunk and you grab
the branch, if it breaks

you've put yourself at a disadvantage
in affairs of languages.

You understand?

So

If you want something powerful

something strong, you grab this

If you grab this <points to branch>

the direction this one goes, the
direction this one goes, the direction
this one goes, the direction this one
goes <drawing branches rapidly>

if you compare them with one another,
that which cleanest, you take that one!
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2099 niiy'ota, i b'ibolo ké o ld, i b¢  1f you take it, you put your arm upon

kan penama' soro. Nénama! it, you get proper language! Proper
[language]!

2100 Mbgo té sé ka min' sds0, kan' Language which can't be contested,
min' té sé ka dése ko' la language which can't fail in endeavors

2101 I yére b'a don, anglais bé dése You yourself know, English can fail

2102 CD frangais bé dése French can fail

2103 SK uh chinois bé dése Uh Chinese can fail

2104 mais N ko té dése! But, N’ko does not fail!

2105 CD Munna? Why?

2106 SK Munna? Why?

2107 Bawo Because

2108 N’ko bé baara' ké ni kunkolo' yé  N’ko uses its head

2109 N’ko bé sé ké dan-n-yere-la’ N’ko can make intransitive into
mana k'a ké teme-n-yere-la' k'a transitives into reflexives
ké ké-n-yere-la' yé

2110 1y'o faamu? You understand?

In these lines, he paints a picture of the true forms of a language being the strongest.
Language is comparable to a material good that is available in different grades of quality.
While he does not specify the activities for which it is ideal to have the highest one, his
publications, books and N’ko activism in general suggest that this form is particularly
important when it comes to writing. In other situations, N’ko activists emphasize the
kangbe register as a means of unifying Manding-speakers across state and dialectal
boundaries. Here though, SK paints a picture of it as serving in a different capacity. The
study of the N’ko orthography and its body of knowledge allows one to pursue a more
pure form of the Manding language that if wielded correctly cannot be "contested" or
"fail" (lines 2099-2100). In the lines that follow, SK outlines other major world languages
like French and Chinese and suggests that, while they may fail, N’ko (viz. Manding) does

not. On one hand, this "narrated event" (Wortham & Reyes, 2016) is interesting because
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it clearly demonstrates that, despite the claims of N’ko activists in public settings (see

Chapter 5), /nko/ is, on occasion, used as a proper name for the Manding language. On
the other, it powerfully shows the stakes of reading and writing in kdngbe—it is the
linguistic means by which West Africans can put themselves on equal footing and work
to match the accomplishments (and development levels) of other major countries or even
civilizations of the world. From this perspective, N’ko and kdngbe together become a tool
to discipline the various earthly forms of Manding that have—Ilike all dialects—deviated
from the proper and powerful form that one cultivates in a continual pursuit of kdngbe.
Conclusion

In Chapter 5, I demonstrated how particular kinds of people in particular kinds of
situations use the proper name N’ko to refer to Sulemaana Kante’s unique script. In this
Chapter I have explored the other half of this debate. For both N’ko’s founder and many
students today, N’ko refers first and foremost to the Manding language in its entirety.

The name N’ko is strongly tied to Sulemaana Kante, but its apparent roots go
back much further. Emerging from a unique dependent clause, it is purported to have
been baptismally applied by the mythic Sunjata Keita as a convenient hypernym for all
the various mutually intelligible, yet distinct, varieties of the Manding language. Driven
to create a single writing system and literary tradition for this language and its people,
Sulemaana Kante did not insist on writing one Manding dialect over the others. Instead,
through the concept of prescriptive grammar, he gave birth to a distinct standard language
register that he called kdngbe.

Today, this conceptualization of Manding as one single language (under the name

N’ko)—united by the primarily written register of kdngbe—continues to spread across
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areas where people have post-colonially understood themselves as speakers of distinct,

albeit related, varieties such as Bamanan, Maninka or Jula. This can be attributed to at
least two factors explored in the ethnographic half of this chapter. First, the kangbe
register—in part, codified into the N’ko orthography itself—is a linguistically compelling
analysis of Manding phonology and etymology, as demonstrated by the current words of
N’ko teachers and students. Second, the kdngbe register—independent of linguistic facts
—is upheld and embraced as a component of a larger N’ko ethos of know-how, work and
discipline (kolon, baara, télen). Cultivating themselves to be able to read, write and
potentially speak the clear form of Manding is the means by which students and activists
can hone themselves discursively into the opposite of people they see as responsible for
the disorganized and poorly developed state of the countries and region in which they
reside. Unsurprisingly then, even kdngbe is not a fixed entity or permanent set of
linguistic features. It too is subject to scrutiny, improvements and repair. As one N’ko
teacher commented following a heated disagreement about some of the conventions of
written N’ko or kdngbe: “fén bée bé dilan”—all things can be fixed (770). Indeed, in the

eyes of N’ko activists in post-colonial West Africa, they must be.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion

In 1949, a young citizen of then French West Africa laid pen to paper and
completed his first draft of his own alphabet. Today we know this script as N’ko. Nearly
seventy years later, Kanté's most enduring contribution is not his script nor any one of the
many books that he authored using it. Instead, it is the thousands of West Africans that
have dedicated themselves to the study and promotion of his creation as either a pan-
African script or a Manding orthography. Lurking behind their support for Kanteé's
inventory of graphemes is a more fundamental belief: that indigenous African languages
such as Manding have not assumed their proper place in societies across the Continent.

Neither Sulemaana Kante nor N’ko activists of today reject the idea that Africans
learn French, English, Arabic etc. Instead, they ask: how can their own West African
countries ever advance without properly utilizing the major languages of their citizens? In
this dissertation, I have not attempted to address this question directly. In part, this is
because N’ko activists themselves only ask it rhetorically. For them, the answer is clear:
they cannot. Having groped towards a similar conclusion during my time in the Peace
Corps in Burkina Faso, and fascinated by their commitment to this position, my
dissertation instead focuses on the socio-political forces behind N’ko's creation as an
alphabet and its continued spread as a social movement today. Most directly then, this
dissertation sheds light on the N’ko movement itself. Through this, it also affords us an
opportunity to evaluate a series of theoretical concepts—that is, the ideas and
understandings that guided this project through conceptualization, data collection,

analysis and writing. Finally, indirectly, but perhaps most importantly, this dissertation
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provides potential insights about what the place of African languages could or should be

in state-backed education programs. In what follows, I conclude this dissertation by
exploring its relevance in these regards: directly, in terms of the N’ko movement as well
as the theories and concepts of sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology, and

indirectly, in terms of African language and education policy.

A Linguistic Anthropological Investigation of N’ko

Linguistic anthropologists investigate the role of language as a tool for social
action that establishes the regularities that we call culture and society. The N’ko
movement is, of course, a rather transparent case of this—activists literally promote
language and literacy as a tool for social change. Nonetheless, this dissertation has
illustrated the ways that a single word, N ko, can serve as a tool for remaking the social
world. For while Kant¢ is best known for his script, his enduring contributions are other
entities that, for some, can now be successfully referred to using the phonemic string
/nko/: a) the Manding language; and b) a movement of individuals dedicated to the
promotion of mother-tongue education for Manding-speakers and Africans using his
script.

How did this come to be? In Chapter 4, I investigated how the life and times of
Sulemaana Kante led to this reality. Drawing on his own words as well as secondary
accounts of his life in connection with other historical events, I argued that Sulemaana
Kante functions as a karamso (‘[Quranic] teacher’) today in part because of his
connections to a longer tradition of vernacular language literacy that emerged out of the
West African Quranic schooling network. At the same time though, his intellectual

interventions went beyond the religious sphere. As others such as Wyrod (2003, 2008)
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and Oyler (1995, 2005) have suggested, he was also an anti-colonial thinker in a pan-

Africanist tradition. He understood his script as a potential tool for what he
conceptualized as all of (Black) Africa. In addition, he did ethno-nationalist intellectual
work in an attempt to consolidate Manding-speakers and various other groups that he
understood as the descendants of the Mandén empire now spread out and divided by
colonial borders.

Next I moved on to the N’ko movement of today, taking the phonemic string
/nko/ as my central focus. The debate about the reference prototype of this word, as
explored in the ethnographic interlude and Chapters 5 and 6, both shows the stakes of
Kante’s intervention and the power of language and proper names to call non-material
entities into the social world and thereby change it. To do so I applied the classic tools of
linguistic anthropological discourse analysis in ways that go “beyond the speech event”
(Wortham & Reyes, 2015). Drawing on books, interviews, fieldnotes and artifacts, I
illustrated how individuals' sign-making behavior and associated artifacts serve to
facilitate not only face-to-face social action but also larger societal changes. Focusing on
recurring types of discourse and events, but also implicit connections—what Wortham &
Reyes (2015) call "pathways"—between ostensibly trivial encounters, linguistic
utterances and seemingly distinct moments that clearly invoke or appeal to larger
sociopolitical issues.

In Chapter 5, I explored how N’ko activists work to establish /nko/'s reference
standard as first and foremost the script invented by Sulemaana Kanté in 1949. Such a
position emerges from a variety of factors. In truth, Kante did invent a unique

orthography that needed a name. That said, he himself often argued that /nko/ was the
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name of the Manding language. Today, many N’koisants contest this interpretation. This

position does not emerge willy-nilly, but in particular “participation frameworks”
(Goffman, 1981). Speaking in public promotional events or governmental lobbying
sessions, activists insist that N’ko is first and foremost, if not only, a script because it
mitigates the sense that the promotion of N’ko is meant primarily to serve ethnically
Manding citizens. Put differently, if N’ko is simply a script then it is a tool that can serve
any and all African citizens.

At the same time, this position is not simply one of political palatability. It also
emerges from a deep-seated pan-Africanism as revealed by my exploration of the role of
linguistic tone in both Sulemaana Kante’s script and the N’ko classroom today. The
accurate and parsimonious marking of Manding’s two-level tone system across contexts
of downstep and downdrift serves not only as means of helping Manding-speakers write
their own language, but also as a resource for a pan-African discourse of African
languages being of a certain unified type. In this light, the actors of the N’ko movement
explicitly view their script as not simply an orthography designed for Manding speakers,
but instead a script that can serve Black Africans in general. This fact dovetails with a
broader way of typifying their struggle as a pan-African linguistic struggle. From N’ko
activists’ perspective, African languages have still not been properly embraced by their
governments, education systems and society, and this is partially a result of them not
being written. The N’ko script is of course an iconic and indigenous African script that
they argue could serve the many African communities, and more importantly
governments, that do not read, write nor operate in their own languages. Through the

logic of linguistic tone and Kante’s system of kdnmasere they are able to argue that this is
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a pan-African struggle for which they a have a unique technical solution: a properly

adapted tonal writing system.

In Chapter 6, I investigated the referential pairing of /nko/ and the Manding
language and how—despite the insistences of activists explored in the preceding chapter
—it circulates through N’ko classrooms and circles in West Africa today. Many N’ko
activists, like Kante during his lifetime, labor to socially establish Bamanan, Maninka,
Jula and Mandinka—once and for all—as one language that they call N’ko. From a
traditional linguistic perspective, such claims would be extraneous remarks standing in
the way of objective linguistic description. In this dissertation, however, they are central.
Situating myself within the philosophical school of critical realism, I approached these
and other comments about language as important data for interpreting the social forces
that define the sociological entities known as languages, dialects, etc. To enact this
analytically I applied a linguistic anthropological understanding of register that is
designed to make language variation sociologically relevant and analytically tractable
through a focus on metapragmatics or “talk about talk”!4%,

The chapter begins with an outline of Kanteé’s conceptualization of Manding as a
single albeit heterogeneous language. Central in this regard is his historical account of the
phonemic string /nko/, which he argues was long ago used by refined speakers and even
the mythical Sunjata Keita as a single glottonym in place of regional dialectal names such

Bamanan, Maninka, Jula or Mandinka. Equally important is his concept of prescriptive

148 In this sense my dissertation explicitly applies the “registers & repertoires”
perspective recently advocated for by Africanist field linguists (e.g., Liipke & Storch,
2013, p. 2).
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grammar or kangbe which serves as the basis of the standard language register of the

N’ko movement today.

Moving from Kanté’s own writings, I subsequently took us into the N’ko
movement's classrooms and bookshops to investigate how and why students and teachers
are willing to embrace the kangbe register even when it is distinct from their own native
varieties or the dominant registers of their country. Through this, I revealed that the
learning of the N’ko script and kdngbe are inherently intertwined. Simply learning the
letters of N’ko already introduces students to the idea of what sounds count as valid
Manding phonemes or not. Through such lectures and other related linguistic topics such
as pronouns, N’ko activists are socialized into a linguistic register and metalinguistic
framework that serves to both hold Manding dialects like Bamanan, Maninka and Jula
together and remake them as variants of a single object: the language (and not script) of
N’ko. This line of reasoning is upheld, however, not simply because of linguistic facts of
etymology or perfectly transparent sense compositionality (Agha, 2007a, pp. 110-112) .
As I showed, Kante's framework as a single language united by kangbe is embraced and
disseminated by N’ko activists in part because it is the discursive means by which they
can work themselves into the kind of citizen that they understand post-colonial West
Africa as desperately lacking: one that is savvy, hard-working and logical. Taking /nko/
as the proper name of a single language therefore is also connected to N’ko activists'
desire to be the kind of individuals that can make up for what they see as the languor and
self-serving nature of their governmental elites and the population more broadly. Framing
kangbe as a shifting model of cultural action instead of cloaked dialect, I therefore

illustrated a new way of interpreting Manding written in N’ko, one that accounts for the
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perspective of Kante, teachers and students today and the register’s expansion: namely

that N’ko is not necessarily written Maninka (though currently it may be by and large
congruent with it). Instead, it is an aspirational and evolving standard language register
for Manding as a whole.

Taken together, my dissertation chapters reveal how /nko/, as a proper name with
potentially distinct referents, emerged and has served as the vehicle for both pan-
Africanism and a popular desire for civil and governmental reform (though it is hardly
limited to these two phenomena). More broadly, this dissertation illustrates how a fashion
of speaking—be it a register, a single word or a floating tone—can serve as a tool for
social action. Speech therefore is not simply key for understanding seemingly banal acts
such as encouraging a student but also for larger and presumably more consequential
ones such as defining a language, reforming a state, or uniting a continent. In this way,
my work reaffirms the linguistic anthropological position that language is fundamentally
a tool for not just face-to-face communication or social action but also our most

sophisticated tool for making and re-making the world around us.
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African Language and Education Policy

Whether understood as a script or a language, N’ko and the actors in this
dissertation illuminate the continued salience of local African languages and literacies as
a means of championing various causes in quests for social change'#°. From one
perspective, this seems perplexing. Why should there be an N’ko movement, or other
similar grassroots local language movements in West Africa (e.g., Hames, 2017), given
that regional governments and international donors have long been involved in efforts at
promoting literacy and education in the very same languages (Juffermans & Abdelhay,
2016)? Some have suggested that many African citizens are simply not interested in
African language education even if they are not necessarily opposed to it (Albaugh,
2007)'%°. From this perspective, one is led to believe that African citizens see both
opportunity and modernity as most easily reached through world languages such as
French, English and to a lesser extent Arabic'>!. This idea is further supported by the fact
that more than fifty years of experimentation and millions of dollars have not led to
robust literary traditions for many major West African languages'>?. While this is a
plausible explanation in many cases, the N’ko movement's very existence, not to mention
its continued expansion in Manding-speaking West Africa, suggests that the minimal

impact of government-backed literacy programs does not result from an inherent lack of

149 For other historical and contemporary cases see the overviews of Juffermans, Asfaha,
Abdelhay (2014b) and Unseth (Unseth, 2011)

130 Vydrin (2011, pp. 195-196) also relates this as widely reported sentiment in Mali and
Guinea regarding the state-backed efforts to promote Manding literacy.

151 See this notion interrogated by Juffermans & Van Camp (2013) in Mandinka-speaking
Gambia.

152 There are important exceptions such as some Fulani- (Hames, 2017; Humery, 2012,
2013) and Hausa-speaking areas (Philips, 2004). Regardless, these literary cultures are
often divorced from the formal education systems and certainly mainstream Western
considerations (Juffermans & Abdelhay, 2016).
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enthusiasm for mother-tongue literacy or education, but rather from its own provenance

and lack of ties to any compelling socio-political cause. And of course, the vast majority
of Africans continue to grow up and live their day-to-day speaking African languages
instead of French, English or Portuguese (Logan, 2017).

As I have demonstrated in this dissertation, the N’ko movement has flourished
and continues to grow as a champion of Manding and, more broadly, African mother-
tongue education for a number of reasons. Linguistically, the orthography is completely
distinct from the approaches adopted by the various Latin-based systems devised in Mali,
Guinea, Burkina Faso and Cote d'Ivoire in at least two ways. Both of them in turn
illuminate larger sociological points that continue to fuel the N’ko movement today.

First, as N’ko activists are apt to point out, the orthography explicitly marks tone.
While a number of Latin-based works emanating from linguists have been published over
the years, none of the actual government programs in adult literacy or bilingual education
have ever integrated tone into their orthography or instructional practices. In contrast, in
Chapter 5, we saw that tone takes center stage in the case of the N’ko classroom. Indeed,
as Séku Jakité put it: kanmasere are the language’s “motor”. Of course, the marking of
tone is important because it serves to distinguish tonal minimal pairs as well as
grammatical phenomena. In a larger sense, the chapter demonstrates how Kante's system
of diacritics functions as a powerful means of raising meta-tonal linguistic awareness. By
elucidating the role of linguistic tone in students' native tongue, N’ko teachers provide
students with a tool that allows them to see their own language as rich, worthy of study,
and requiring special written conventions. For linguists, convinced of the denotational

equality of languages, such points ring as merely a nicety for an orthography. Perhaps this

www.manaraa.com



253
explains tone's early exclusion from practical Manding orthography. William Welmers, an

early modern Africanist linguist, for instance, stated the following in an article that
emerged from a conference with Christian missionary linguists'>? in Kankan in 1948:
For the purposes of a practical orthography of Maninka, it is not expected that a
strictly phonemic and tonemic orthography transcription will be used. Nor is such
a transcription necessarily the most useful (Welmers, 1949, p. 14)
After laying out a number of linguistic features of Maninka, he posited as follows:
These [preceding] statements considerably reduce the amount of tone marking
necessary in an orthography for Maninka literature. There is, of course, some
element of probability and uncertainty involved in setting up orthographic
conventions such as these. This can be eliminated only by a practical test. To the
degree that native speakers learning to read and write read without stumbling and
write without making mistakes in tone marking, to that degree the conventions are
useful (Welmers, 1949, p. 16)
Chapter 5 demonstrates that this judgement of the utility of orthographic conventions,
and specifically ones related to tone, is wildly inadequate in sociological terms. This is
similarly the case in modern experimental work on the question of African language tone-
marking (S. Bird, 1999; Hoover, 2012; D. Roberts, 2008). Tone's salience in the N’ko
movement stretches out beyond simply marking contrastive features or demonstrating a
denigrated language's complexity. Cross-linguistically important for African languages,
tone also serves as a means of tapping into an underlying pan-Africanism and the belief
that something is holding back Black Africa as a whole. N’ko as a script with a system of

unique diacritics therefore becomes a tool in the broader struggle of decolonization that

they believe can best proceed through education and literacy using African languages.

153 Welmers’ data and analysis emerged from a conference organized by the missionary
linguist Dr. Eugene A. Nida, an original charter member of the Wycliffe Bible
Translators, which like SIL International (formerly the Summer Institute of Linguistics)
was founded by the missionary William Cameron Townsend (see Stoll, 1981).
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Second, the N’ko orthography is not used to read and write Maninka, Bamanan or

an associated lect such as maninkamorikan. The modern Latin-based orthographies of the
major Manding-speaking countries in large part can be understood as emerging from an
UNESCO-sponsored meeting held in Bamako in 1966. While that conference focused on
Manding, it gave rise not to a Manding orthography, but rather to a collection of letters
that could be used to take snapshot transcriptions of what speakers realized orally,
regardless of their own local variety. In this sense, conference participants did not seek to
call into a being a sociologically relevant concept of Manding as a single language.
Subsequent national policies therefore approached Maninka, Bamanan, Jula and
Mandinka as distinct, albeit related varieties that required their own distinct orthographic
conventions.

In contrast, in Chapter 6, I laid out the ways in which Sulemaana Kant¢ used his
orthography and subsequent linguistic works as the means of calling into being a distinct
standard language register based on his concept of prescriptive grammar—kdngbe. This
resulted from both sound historical linguistic analysis as well as appeals to the
aspirational ideal of a united Manding language and people. Today, both of these
dynamics figure into the register's dissemination in N’ko classrooms, bookshops and
radio broadcasts. Here, I have not explored the controversy of N’ko’s standard language
register, which is occasionally described as "Maninka" by both linguists and Manding-
speakers outside of Guinea. Instead, I have focused on the fact that thousands of speakers
of Bamanan and Jula embrace the study of N’ko as not that of Maninka, but rather
mother-tongue education even when the written forms are not 100 percent congruent with

their own default spoken register. One of the major achievements of the N’ko movement
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therefore is having been able to create a pan-Manding register where international

conferences, donors and state governments have failed. Understanding this success
however necessitates moving beyond a notion of standard's being born of compromise or
linguistic etymology and instead seeing how kdngbe’s spread is also dependent on a
desire for governmental and civil reform. N’ko activists do not read and write in the
kangbe register simply because its forms mirror Kanté’s own writings nor because they
are understood as etymologically sound; they do so because reading and writing kdngbe
is the means by which they can hone their own speech into an icon of what they would
like to see in their society: know-how, discipline and logic.

On one hand then, the success and continued growth of the N’ko movement
therefore seems to suggest that African language planners have some concrete corpus
planning tasks that they can pursue: they can create systems that mark tone and they can
develop orthographies that are not based on linguistic ideals of accurate phonemic
transcription, but rather etymologically compelling standard language registers'>*. On the
other hand, this dissertation has demonstrated that while these are both likely sound
advice for many African languages, they are likely neither necessary nor sufficient.
Investigating the metalinguistic commentary of N’ko students, teachers and activists as
well as Sulemaana Kanté himself suggests that what makes the conventionalized notation
of particular linguistic forms or features succeed is not their linguistic accuracy (though it
may help), but rather their mobilization in service of other larger socio-political ideals

and projects.

154 One that users interpret as a “multidialectal orthography” akin to that which Unseth
(2015) argues in favor of.
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In this regard, numerous other facets of the N’ko movement's success have not

been covered in this dissertation. N’ko discourse and texts, for instance, are rife with
Islamic vocabulary, discussion and conventions. For example, nearly every single N’ko

book that I have encountered begins with a Manding version of the Islamic invocation of

the basmala (alew), regardless of the text's ultimate subject. This is hardly surprising

considering that most serious face-to-face undertakings in Manding-speaking West Africa
also begin as such. In contrast, Latin-based texts in Bamanan and Jula are, in essence,
devoid of this practice'>.

Similarly, the pan-Manding aspect of N’ko texts and discourses is largely absent
from government-backed programs which have historically been a tool of the post-
colonial state's educational and industrial programs and therefore tended to produce
documents meant to serve state-initiated development programs related to health,
farming, small business development etc. These subjects are not absent from N’ko
publications—far from it. Nonetheless, they play second fiddle to texts about West
African history, language, Islam and culture. Not to mention more critical texts of recent
years that seek to illuminate historical events and processes tied to the Atlantic Slave
Trade or neocolonialism. Such subjects are by and large absent from Latin-based
orthography texts.

These dynamics of the N’ko movement, coupled with those analyzed in this
dissertation suggest that N’ko's success and the continued interest in African languages in
grassroots social movements'® is intimately connected to a certain segment of the
155 Zappa (2011) makes a similar point in discussing the absence of many commonly
attested Arabic loanwords from Bamanan dictionaries.

156 See, for instance recent work on different kinds of Fulani language activism across
Senegal and Mauritania (Hames, 2017), and Guinea (Waddell, 2016).
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population's desire to understand and potentially change the situation in which they live

in ways that do not conform to the wishes of Quranic or government elites. In this sense,
it is not that people reject government-backed literacy programs of baliku or bilingual
education because they reject mother-tongue education or because tone is unmarked or
because there is no transnational standard language register etc. Instead, they gravitate
towards alternatives such as N’ko, which indirectly speak to them sociologically and
politically. My dissertation thus supports scholarly work affirming that orthography
development should not be considered primarily a technician's task because ultimate
adoption of any particular orthography hinges on factors that go beyond facts of
phonemic mapping or word boundaries (Donaldson, In Press, 2015; Liipke, 2011).

Orthography is not just a particular writing system. It is instead a set of
conventions for using a specific script to write a specific language. Visually distinct even
for those who can read or identity, script—Latin, Arabic, or N’ko in the case of Manding
—is the most overt way of aligning or dis-aligning one speech community to or from
another (Unseth, 2008). The use of a script can also be wrapped up in the purpose of
promoting a particular literacy. Many post-colonial governments, for example, promote
local language literacy with an eye towards transitioning citizens to literacy in an official
language (Sebba, 2011, pp. 76—-79). This was also the case in the Soviet Union between
1935 and 1940 when most minority languages regardless of their written traditions in
other scripts were transitioned to Cyrillic-based orthographies similar to that of Russian
(Calvet, 1987, pp. 221-225).

The graphic conventions within a single script, however, can also be subject to

such initatives or debate. From a phonemicist perspective the development of an
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orthography simply entails creating a one-to-one match between graphemes and

phonemes. This approach therefore rests on the assumption that mapping the phonology
of a language is a straight forward matter. Sociolinguists have long highlighted the
presence of intralanguage variation where a code is composed of various sub-codes
(Gumperz, 1962) akin to what I conceptualize as registers in this dissertation. Language
policy and planning scholars have convincingly demonstrated the tension that arises
when this reality meets orthographic standardization efforts. Hornberger (1995) and
Hornberger & King (1998), for instance, recount the heated debates around how to mark
vowels and codify a standard written register for Quechua and Quichua respectively.
Even in cases without such clear dialectal variation across a continuum,
controvery can arise about the graphic conventions to use within a single script. Take, for
instance, the 20 century debates around Haitian Creole orthography (Schieffelin &
Doucet, 1994). Indeed, in Haiti the competing orthographic systems all used the Latin
script , but each orthography was associated with specific ideological positions about the
purpose of literacy, the status of and vision for Haitian Creole and ultimately Haiti as a
nation-state. On one hand, there was the phonemicist orthography which was argued to be
easier for monolingual speakers and was supported by the Ministry of Education, the
Catholic Church and international literacy promoters. On the other, there was the pro-
etymological camp of mainly the intelligentsia, teachers and the middle class which
wanted an orthography as close to French's as possible in order to facilitate the later
learning of French. And of course there are those that laid somewhere in between the two.
Schieffelin and Doucet argue that ultimately it was not a debate about capturing

graphically the sounds of Haitian creole. Instead,
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[i]t is about the conception of kreyol itself as a language and as element of Haitian
national identity, about how Haitians situate themselves through languages at the
national and international levels, and about the notions of Haitianness,
authenticity, and legitimacy (p. 188)

Similarly during the British colonial rule of East Africa the question of
orthographic conventions loomed large despite a clear preference for the Latin-script over
the Arabic-script that had been widely in use for penning Swabhili (Peterson, 2006). In the
19t and 20™ century colonial period, the British and Germans proposed officially at least
six different orthographies. They varied in their approaches: different sets of diacritics to
distinguish phonemes, unique IPA-style characters, etymological spellings or a basic
Latin-alphabet with English-style graphic conventions and less distinction of phonemes.
Ultimately during British rule following World War I, the debate came to be between two
orthographies. On one hand there was a simpler version that eliminated etymological
spellings, evidence of Arabic origins in loanwords, and characters & diacritics not found
on a typewriter. On the other there was an IPA predecessor from the International Institute
of African Languages and Cultures (IIALC) that was proposed for all African languages
including Swabhili. Ultimately, Peterson (2006) sees these final competing orthographies
as indicative of the differing visions of two kinds of colonial servants: supporters of the
ITALC orthography who "sought to create a continent-wide empire of letters" across
which colonial officers could speak like natives; and those of the less phonemic
orthography who sought efficient written command through Swahili in which they would
"rarely need to speak directly to Africans" (pp. 196-197).

Taken together, these works and others (e.g., Aytiirk, 2004; Blommaert, 1999;
Clark, 2009) on the history of post-colonial orthography and literacy promotion for non-

Western languages lay out clearly the ideological side of these projects, just like I have
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done in this dissertation in the case of N’ko. Despite such scholarship, no one now

decries the fact that there is now a robust tradition of written Swahili, Turkish or Japanese
that is used by the masses. Indeed, in these cases, one measure of the success of these
languages in terms of language policy and planning is the fact that the work of linguists is
distinct from that of education and literary culture. That is to say, linguists pursue their
academic interests related to various features of grammar and discourse independently
from the other arbiters of written and spoken speech.

In the case of many languages with a written tradition, it is not academic linguists
that play a central role in establishing conventions and norms, but rather publishers
(Bernard, 1996). When it comes to many African languages, however, Western-trained
academic linguists remain central arbiters of written forms (Liipke, 2014). Manding
brilliantly illustrates the tension that results from this dynamic. While professional
academic linguists commonly use the label "Manding" and recognize the mutually
intelligibility that exists between Maninka, Jula and Bamanan, their advising of state-
backed language commissions and programs has never led to a standard written Manding
register. This is hardly surprising; linguists are trained to identify and explicate phono-
lexical grammatical systems not sociological languages. In other words, to a person with
a hammer, everything looks like a nail. The N’ko movement shows a sociological
alternative of orthography development; one that is concerned with calling into being and
disseminating a standard language register instead of accurately capturing all forms of

speech. This, of course, is not without controversy, but is also not without affordances.
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Final Thoughts

Despite these contributions, this dissertation is limited in scope. Due to time and
resource constraints, I have inevitably been forced to offer but a partial account of the
N’ko movement. In this sense, this dissertation is hopefully but a first step towards a
more complete book project or series of scholarly articles that draw on a similar but
changing conceptual framework to, in the context of the N’ko movement, both explain
the ethnographic question of "what is going is here" and shed light on larger intellectual
questions about the nature of language variation, speech as social action, and, finally,
what role languages such as Manding should play in West African education, governance

and society in the 215 century and beyond.
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