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ABSTRACT

Preaching to the Converted:
Charismatic Leaders, Performances and Electronic Media
In Contemporary Islamic Communities

Kimberley Davis

In the early 1990s multi-party elections were held in Mali for the first time replacing the
decades- old dictatorship of Moussa Troare. The result was a dramatic shift in Malian
society including: the opening of the economy, a proliferation of religious expression,
and the development of an independent and private media. This shift, I believe, has
resulted in the popularization of charismatic religious leaders through their appropriation
of electronic media, to which the authorities have responded. This thesis explores this
phenomenon in Mali through the religious performances of one such Islamic leader,
Cheikh Cherif Ousmane Madani Haidara.

Like other Islamic charismatic leaders, Haidara’s performances are disseminated
through electronic media, including radio, audio-and videocassettes, and television.
Using these media, along with the force of his message among certain groups within
Mali, Haidara has been able to wield extensive amounts of educational, economic,
material and spiritual power. In response to Haidara’s impact, the secular government
and the religious authorities in Mali have become increasingly involved in the leader’s
activities and his following, including censorship of the organization through which he
operates, Ancar Dine.

Much of the effort to restrain leaders like Haidara occurs through the state’s support and
regulation of AMUPI (Association malienne pour ['unite et le progres de | 'Islam), the
lead Islamic association in the country. Ultimately, control of these activities is meant to
weaken the strength of Ancar Dine and Haidara’s audience; however, these restrictions
have only encouraged the proliferation of other media forms (i.e. audiocassettes) and the
leader’s prominence. New media have enabled leaders to spread their message and
increase and diversify their followings. Specifically, audio-and videocassettes have
allowed devotees to follow the leaders from a distance. Whereas the leaders may reside
in an urban area, for example using alternative electronic media, their messages may be
spread far and wide, to remote areas of the country and beyond, throughout the region
and across the globe.
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“In Islam the noble Prophet advised that if there are
Jfew as three persons going on a journey, they should

appoint one as their leader”
(Abdul Wahid Hamid 1989:114)
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introductory Discussion

It is Friday, just before noon and the city is preparing for its most
important prayer period and khutbah <sermon> of the week. Ibrahim
Coulibaly rushes to complete the work at his shop; the shop will be
closed for the rest of the afternoon. Ibrahim is scheduled to attend the
khutbah and then the weekly assembly of his Islamic association. The call
to prayer bellows over thc loud speakers. The holy Arabic phrase
“Allahu Akbar”, <God is most great> resonates far and wide across the
city. A stereo sound effect is created by the echoes of many mosques.’ As
market vendors pack away their merchandise or cover their tables and
shop owners lock the large metal doors to their stores. Crowds fill the
street. Traffic builds. People stream towards the temple, frantically
sweeping in the direction towards Allah. More than any other day of the
week, Friday sees more individuals dressed in religious clothing: an
article that marks his or her religiosity, a scarf or cap. Hurriedly, young
and old. men and women stream towards the mosque. The young
devotees, prayer mats on shoulder, clasp their praver beads and
sometimes their cassette players. The streets are congested. Near the
temple, the police barricade the streets. Partitions divide the newly
formed sacred zone from the profane. Cars are forbidden to enter these
areas. The crowds, then, swarm into the middle of the road. It is
important to move in the proper direction of the pedestrians, otherwise
the sheer force can easily override an opposing current. Anxiously, the
devout Muslims move quickly, as the prayer time is nearing. They hope to
find a place for their prayer mat in the mosque and, if they are lucky, a
view of their preferred Imam. They are aware that in the event of
lateness, they will be forced to conduct their prayer on the streets
surrounding the mosque. Each week, the overflow of the mosque creates
a massive periphery around the mosque. The sermon attendees are not
the only faithful Muslims apparent at this site of worship. It is the day
where those individuals less fortunate than others plant themselves at the
doorways of the mosque, men in their respective entrance and women in
theirs, hoping for a handout. They hold plastic pails or bowls hoping the
contributions made will be in their favour. As each devotee arrives, there
is a clinking sound and the individuals littering the stairs fill their bowls
with generous donations. Almsgiving is an important part of Islam; it is
one of the tenets of the five pillars of Islam. There are also the young
boys carrying their pails, walking towards the mosque. These are the
children of the Qur’anic schools. They have been sent to confront the
masses to collect money for their Masters and their schools. This is a part
of their training. The objective is to provide the young, poor students with

! Otherwise known as Masjid in Arabic. It is the temple used for public worship by Muslims.



food, shelter and religious education. They too surround the grounds of

the mosque, collecting donations from passers-by. The time has arrived,

though. There is silence; the prayer is about to begin. From a distance, it

is possible to see a colourful sea of prayer mats covering the clay ground.

In unison, the men on one side, the women on the other bow to the ground

and utter the holy term <Bismillaah> «In the name of God ». The tidal

wave of bodies and the grace in the movements reflects the dedication of

these Muslims. At the same moment, the regular programmes of the

radio stations are paused; an Arabic prayer, using the most up to date

cassettes, all sounding the prayer itself and to follow a sermon of a

distinguished Muslim cleric that follow. The radio stations’ regular

programmes are paused and the prayer is aired, breaking the silence.

Ths is a familiar scenario for most Muslims living in the urban centres of Mali,
West Africa. A country of just over 11 million people?, Mali has a Muslim population of
approximately 90 percent. While Islam first arrived in large parts of North (then West)
Africa shortly after the prophet’s death in the 7" century, the religion was not introduced
specifically to Mali (to Djenne, Timbuktu, and across the North) until the eleventh
century (Imperato 1996; Clark 1999).

During the ninth century, Islamicized Berber and Tuareg merchants began to
carry the religion into West Africa by means of the trans-Saharan trade routes connected
to the Maghrib. From trading towns on the northern edge of the Sahara, Muslims would
carry goods as well as new ideas and practices to the cultures in the Savannah lying
nearly one thousand miles to the south, resulting in a siow but steady conversion of
many of those with whom they had personal contact. There are several reasons that
explain why these original conversions took place in West Africa, in general - some
cultural. some economic, and some political — however, according to religious historian

Peter Clark. a complex interrelation of these factors over the centuries assisted the

spread of Islam eventually to places like Mali (Clark 1982: 261).



As in the Middle East. Islam in Mali in its early centuries brought fame and
prestige offering converts a new vision of life. And while early Islam was highly
synchronised with beliefs already present in the northern part of Mali, ‘Muslims’, then,
became present across “many different social roles” eventually occupying diverse
positions such as merchants, religious clerics, healers, diviners, scholars, and rulers,
even (Brenner 2000: 3). Over time, cities such as Timbuktu, Gao and Kano became
international centers of Islamic learning and religious leadership.

For hundreds of years, scholars from as far away as Baghdad and Cordoba
travelled to West African mosques to study theology and mysticism such that, during the
time of the Mali Empire (the 13® to 16" centuries), Timbuktu became an important
centre of learning. “[A] city that had grown around its mosques,” by the 15® century
Timbuktu became “the world’s capital of Islam,” with great Islamic institutes including
schools cultivating over 25,000 young scholars from throughout the greater Muslim
world (Baxter 2002a). The educative effects of teaching Islamic ritual in these schools
was crucial in the further spread of Islam and by the late fifteenth century a mid-sized
conversion of the population outside the North had taken place (Clark 1988: 261)°.

Invading Moroccans, however, exiled or executed the Timbuktu scholars as their
influence had begun to represent a political threat to the North Africans. The Moors,
then, dispersed most of Timbuktu’s libraries of books and manuscripts. And while
Moroccan military and political influence never extended beyond a short stretch of the

Niger in the areas of Gao and Timbuktu, Northern Mali would never again regain its

‘I July 2000, the world fact book estimated Mali’s population at 11, 008,518 (July 2000 world fact
book)

* See Peter Clark for an extensive study of the chronological developments of Islam in West Africa from
the 8 to the 20" century (Clark 1982).



prominence for Muslim scholarship. Eventually, political ties between Morocco and the
descendants of the Moroccan invaders lapsed and in 1737 the Moroccans were finally
defeated by the Tuareg. who seized control of the Niger Bend.

Equally brutally, then, between 1690-1890, a series of events took place that
further transformed the West African religious landscape. Militant reformers such as the
Fulani and the followers of Hajj Omar engaged in wars that greatly extended the area
over which Islam held sway. A series of jihads led by Islamic leaders quickened the
pace of Islamization in the nineteenth century (Brenner 2000). Usumanu dan Fodio
(1809), for example, founded the Sokoto caliphate, which was eventually integrated
under British rule into Nigeria. As well, during this time new trade routes in gold and
slaves were established toward the coast where Europeans were establishing their
outposts, eventually bringing the religion to the coast, and the Europeans inland.

Education. conflict, trade, and commerce thus contributed to conversion of Islam
such that by the late nineteenth century, upon the arrival of the French in Mali, Islam
was firmly, if not completely, established. While not all ethnic groups converted to
[slam simultaneously (Callaway & Creevey 1994: 72), and while even a majority of the
population, the Bamana, had resisted Islamization, during the French colonial era a final
mass conversion occurred (Harmon 1988). Without discounting earlier conversions,
according to Brenner, “the most rapid advances of Islam occurred during the colonial
period. despite and perhaps because of the fact that French policy was explicitly and
often aggressively anti-Islamic™ (Brenner 2000:1).

For much of the twentieth century, Mali was incorporated into French West
Africa, a federation that lasted from 1895 to 1959. During the 1930s, a movement in

opposition to imperial growth called the Sunni (known as the Wahabiya by French



administrators) was brought to Mali, popularised by students returning from A/ Azhar
University in Cairo (Imperato 1996; Also see Jean-Loup Amselle 1987). According to

Brenner:

“there was certainly an anti-French element in the movement, especially

among the young scholars who became the pioneers of an educational

initiative to provide Islamic schooling in competition with the French-
language colonial indoctrination which they felt was transmitted in the

colonial schools” (Brenner 1993: 61).

Islam, then, became important to the growth of Malian nationalism in opposition to
certain traits of European culture, namely language and religion.

During the three decades after Mali’s independence from France, the material
presence of Islam became more and more evident gaining converts by new groups of
leaders to a growing number of mosques. Religious leadership, then, responsible for the
conversion of individuals into the Islamic religion, has also been on the rise, as Islam
continues to spread rapidly in Sub-Saharan West Africa.

There is the significant historical past of Islamic leadership in the continent.
Historically, in the sub-Saharan region, there have been some very important religious
characters responsible for spreading Islam. Their power was recognised at an early stage
(Clark 1999: 150).

Two major figures that demonstrate this power in West Africa: Elhadj Omar
Tall, member of the Tijaniyta brotherhood, the largest Sufi group in the region (Ibid.:
153), and Hamallah Mohammed al-Tishiti (see Clark 1999). Omar Tall was the leader of
a jihad in Guinea and Senegal in the mid-1800s, and, later, became responsible for
spreading the Tijaniya Brotherhood to Mali. Hamallism, born after the First World War
of 1914-18, became the popular movement of Cheikh Hamallah, a mystic detached from

the physical things of this earth, gathering followers denouncing colonial persecution.



Under the French Vichy regime, Hamallah was deported to Camp de Vals-les-bains.
These tarigas (brotherhoods) exist in Mali even today, bringing back traditions into
Islam. It is important to acknowledge these religious figures as they were apparent not
only in shaping the religious history of Mali, but reflects their existence, especially
charismatics, is not new in the region’.

Earlier in Mali’s history, there were significant charismatic leaders who broke
through barriers, geographical and cultural, and whose claims met with a positive
response from a wide range of people. Importantly, these included both leaders of
brotherhoods and wandering Mallams (healers).

According to Clark, “the end of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the growth of
legitimated commerce and the eruption of long standing tensions resulted in Muslim
reform movements led by charismatic religious leaders” (Clark 1999: 153). This
tradition continues in Mali today. And while there is a large diversity amongst Muslims,
groups are ultimately divided in terms of leaders and their ideologies (Rubin 1990).

In Mali, the majority of Islam practiced follows the Malikite rite, based on the
school founded by Malik Ibn Anas (710-795) from Medina. He emphasised that the
Hadith alone should guide all Muslims. This has become the predominant school of
tradition throughout the country (Matar 1999: 84). Another tradition, the Wahabites
(otherwise known as the Sunni group), also exist but are a fairly recent group to arrive in
Mali. According to Salif Toure, a medersa director, “to date, people do not have a lot of

knowledge of Wahabitism because it’s a new phenomenon here in Mali” (Salif Toure;

* See Le_Temps des Marabouts (1997) for an extensive overview of charismatic figures and Islamic
leadership in the region.




March 12; Segou, Mali; personal communication). Nonetheless, numerous studies have
been conducted about the Wahabites in Mali and West Africa’.

In Mali, while no reliable statistics on religious affiliation exist, most informed
observers, according to Brenner, suspect that “the proportion of Muslims is continually
rising and that Islamization is continuing to make significant headway in rural areas”
(Brenner 2000: 1). Latest figures suggest 85-90% of the population is Muslim. As the
proportion of Muslims rises, there is consequently an increase in the Muslim
communities. There are two main intentions for these communities: 1) To establish the
system of Islam (the Diin) for the service of God, according to the provisions in the
Shari'ah’, which includes caring for the needy in society; 2) To protect the interests of

believers.

1.2 Economic & Political Conditions in Mali

Being among the poorest countries in the world, located in the world’s poorest
continent. Mali has faced numerous challenges over the past decades including: political
upheaval, inflation, unemployment, rapid urbanization, geographical positioning,
inadequate transportation infrastructure, and severe drought. Eighty percent of the
population resides in rural areas. Most of these people are engaged in agriculture and
fishing, where the major agricultural product is cotton (Worldfact Book: 1998)’. Since,
there is a lack of technology for processing cotton for the textile industry, though, the

profit potential for refined product is minimised as natural cotton gets exported. As well,

5 See for example Kaba (1974) for an overview of the Wahhabiyya in French West Africa.

® Shar 'iah is the law of Islam, based upon the Qur ‘an, the Sunna, parallel traditions and work of Muslim
scholars in the two first centuries of Islam.

7 Even industrial activity is concentrated on processing farm commodities.



since China, arrived in the international market, Mali's contribution to the raw cotton
market has declined considerably. Import industries in Mali include smali-scale local
consumer goods production and food processing, construction, phosphate and gold
mining. Another major contributor to Mali's economy, which is in decline, is the
exportation of livestock. There has been decline overall in pastoral areas with increasing
desertification (Drisdelle 1997).

Unfortunately. Mali's soil is of poor quality with only 2% of the land being
arable (Myers, Robert. Dawn Bastian and Andrea Stamm, eds. 1998). Seasonal floods
and droughts have also plagued Mali. Tix country’s infrastructure was unable to cope
with these natural disasters. though, and as a result, when disaster occurs (as in the major
drought of 1984) devastation strikes. Both of these have contributed to increasing
urbanisation.

The creation of new industry coupled with the inefficient education system in
rural areas has further increased this phenomenon. Individuals, especially youth, seek
employment in the cities (Drisdelle 1997). As a result, the cities are overcrowded.
Bamako. the capital, for example, houses over one million people.

The infrastructures in the cities have become inadequate for supporting their
growing populations and population growth has now outpaced productive resources
(Ibid.). As a result of the high unemployment rates there is growing homelessness and
worsening conditions of health (Ibid.).

In the 1960s, Mali sought to address worsening conditions by concentrating on
economic growth, with the help of financial aid from both Western nations and the

Soviet Bloc.



In the 1980s. Structural Adjustment Policies (SAP) were implemented, reducing
state involvement in industry by selling off its holdings. The policies eventually became
economically favourable to a minority but unfavourable to a large majority of the
population (Ousmane Oumarou Sidibe and Gerard Kestar eds. 1994: 7).

Since this decentralization in the 1980s, employment in former state industry has
declined, the job market has become fiercely competitive; unemployment has risen,
particularly for youth, especially young men (Brenner in Pearl T. Robinson, Catherine
Newbury and Mamadou Diouf (eds.) forthcoming: 1).

With decentralisation there has been a wide spread fear of job loss (EIU country
report 2000). Consequently, in towns, villages, urban areas, men, women, students and
youth are and have been creating organisations and non-governmental organisations
(NGO’s) to contribute to community projects, furthering the process of decentralisation.
The principle aims of these organisations are to ensure that reforms will give more
power to locally elected groups or representatives. In recent years, the number of NGOs
has increased drastically. There are currently 600 registered NGOs in the country
(Crossroads). Many of them were produced “to create work for young urban graduates,
with no development experience, who before the cutbacks in government spending
would have found automatic employment in the civil service™ (Ibid: 29).

Today, Mali's aid donors include France, the African Development Bank,
European Union (EIU country report 2000), and USA. All of who provide for food

security, health issues, reforming financial administration, improvements to urban



infrastructure and education. Since independence, Mali has suffered from a chronic debt
syndrome, evidently, limiting economic growth®.

The development of schools is often correlated to the level of -economic
development in a country. After independence, education reform was considered high
priority for the government (See Bane 1994). Despite the high priority of education
reform in the past decades, numerous aims and projects of the government remain
unmet. This is still a point of contention for Malian student and parents. In attempting to
alleviate an economic and social crisis over the years, one of the government's domestic
priorities has been education. yet, Mali continues to have one of the lowest school
enrolment figures in the world (Myers, Robert, Dawn Bastain & Andrea Stamm eds.
1998). In 1994, 30% of children in Mali were in school at a cost of 20% of the national
budget (50% of that education budget was allocated to secondary and higher education
and scholarships) (Brenner (forthcoming): 17). In 1996, the government granted 4.3
million CFA (87678.57 US) for student scholarships and 20.Imillion CFA
(835892.86US) for school supplies (Europa Year Book 1999). In 1998, 23.9% of the
expenditure was provided for education (Ibid.). In the economic budget for 2000, the
government allocated the largest denomination to education 34 billion CFA
(360,714.286.00 US).

In 1995, UNESCO estimated a 69% illiteracy rate for Mali (Europa 1999). The
literacy rate has increased considerably in the past several years. It is now estimated at

32%. where as 7 years ago it was 19% (Time Magazine 1998: 23-24).

® Recently, the World Bank announced that it would provide debt relief of $225 million US to Mali as part
of its heavily indebted poor countries (HIPC) debx relief initiative.
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Today, more and more, Islamic states and Muslim majority countries attempting
to alleviate some of this distress are contributing to the construction of mosques, clinics,
Arabic or Islamic educational institutes and granting scholarships (Callaway & Creevey
1994).

Since decolonization in Mali, the political scene has also been riddled with
uncertainties and devastating results. In 1968, there was a coup d’etat led by the military
strongman Moussa Traore; the dictatorship remained until the early 1990s.

In 1991, mass discontent resulted another military coup this one led by Colonel
Sekon Toure and the establishment of a transitional government. In 1991, for the first
time, multi-party elections were held in Mali. Alpha Oumar Konare was elected
president, where he remains at present. Konare remains in power. However, he
announced that he would retire in 2002, with the intention not to run for a third term
(EIU country report 2000). Mali’s first round of elections were held on April 28, 2002
yet a second round of elections were conducted two weeks later because of declared
fraud. On May 12, 2002, General Amadou Toumani Toure, otherwise known as ATT
was chosen as the candidate for the presidential elections. He is well known in Mali for
having led the country through a military coup ten years ago. Today, ATT has a major
task ahead of him, considering the current economic and political conditions of Mali.

Prior to these recent elections, though, secular political democracy has stayed
weak and risks being a mere illusion for much of the population. Mali still remains one
of the poorest countries in the world being a leader in several categories: infant mortality

rates, maternal rates, fertility rates and illiteracy rates (Drisdelle 1997: 5).

1.3 Research Problem

11



It is evident, since the fall of the single party state and the ‘opening’ of
democracy, the Malian socio-political situation has become very complex (Ousmane
Oumarou Sidibe and Gerard Kestar eds. 1994: 69). The new government has shifted
Malian society by opening the economy, as well as tolerating a proliferation of
expression (including religious) and the development of an independent and private
media’. This shift, I believe, has directly resulted in the popularisation of new
charismatic religious leaders through their appropriation of the new electronic media.
The religious figures I am referring to comprise of a number of actors, such as Imams,
spiritual guides, preachers and Muslim clerics. While a leader is engaged in numerous
activities, his main public activity that I will address is the delivery of his sermons. In
this context they will be considered performances. Sermons are religious expressions,
inspired by religious knowledge, stemming from the Hadith'® and Qur'an'', the two
divine texts of Islam.

Since the proliferation of religious expression, charismatic religious leaders have
appropriated media (particularly electronic). These have been used to enhance their
popularity and increase the size of their following. The use of media has even shifted
these rituals from sacred spaces to other domains, creating new social spaces to circulate
religious knowledge, as an example, from a temple to an Islamic association. The

sermons are often today performed at mosques, during services, and medersas (Islamic

® The Malian constitution, now, states that freedom of the press is guaranteed (Europa Year Book 1999).
'° The Hadith is also commonly spelled Hadis and Hadeeth. It is the reports on the sayings and traditions
of Prophet Muhammed or what he witnessed and approved. The Hadith is considered the explanation,
interpretation and example of the Prophet for teachings of the Quran.

'' The holy book was revealed unto Muhammad (s.a.w) from Allah through angel Gabriel (Jibril) for
a period of 23 years. The Quran is composed of |14 Surah (chapters).
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schools),'? during activites and meetings of associations with members who form a
contained following of the leaders. The goals of associations are generally to spread
Islam, unify Muslims and to promote teachings of Islam. New media have enabled
leaders to spread their messages and increase and diversify their followings.
Specifically, audio and videocassettes have allowed devotees to follow the leaders from
a distance. Whereas the leaders may reside in urban areas, for example using alternative
electronic media. their messages maybe spread far and wide, to remote areas of the
country and beyond, throughout the region and across the globe.

This thesis intends to primarily address these charismatic leaders as performers.
While ieaders are engaged in numerous activities, the central activity that I will focus
my study on is the leader’s religious expression, otherwise known as his performance.
Where performance refers to the specific events of sermons, for example the public
speeches, Qur'an recitations and weekly sermons of leaders, performances contain
expressions for religious and social behaviour. They are Qur'amic recitations or
interpretations, addressing current issues, like the behaviour of women in Islam, poverty,
and health issues.

This thesis attempts to incorporate the dimensions of both Islamic leaders and
electronically mediated performance in Mali, by examining and analysing the
importance of a new political context that has facilitated this phenomenon in two Malian
cities, Segou and Bamako.

As a case study, this thesis explores this phenomenon in Mali through the
religious performances of one such Islamic leader, Cherif Ousmane Madani Haidara.

12 They are Franco-Arabic schools (LeBlanc 1999). These Islamic schools are known in Malian French as
medersas and in Arabic as madrasah.

13



Like other Islamic charismatic leaders, Haidara’s performances are disseminated
through electronic media, including radio, audio-and videocassettes, and television.
Leaders such as Haidara have effectively used the media to create an image and spread
their messages, expanding and diversifying his audience and follow-ship.

Using this new electronic media, along with the force of his message among
certain groups in Mali, Haidara has been able to wield extensive amounts of economic,
spiritual, material and educational power. In response to Haidara’s impact, the secular
government and the religious authorities in Mali have become increasingly involved in
the leader’s activities and his following, including censorship of the organization
through which he operates, Ancar Dine.

Mali is a secular state with a Muslim majority of 85-90%. Much of the effort to
restrain leaders like Haidara occurs through the state’s support and regulation of AMUP!
(association malienne pour |’unite et le progress d'Islam), the lead Islamic association
in the country, and Radio Islamique, the sole Islamic radio station in Mali. Ulimately,
control of these activities is meant to weaken the strength of Ancar Dine and Haidara’s
audience; however, these restrictions have only encouraged the proliferation of other
media forms (for example audiocassettes and videocassettes) and the leader’s
prominence.

The tools of censorship and control, developed during the Traore period, are
continuing support of AMUPI and Radio Islamique. The advantage of such an
endeavour, during the regime, was that it would ultimately control religious activities
and divisions. Today, while still controlling certain activities, the government tolerates
different and abundant religious brotherhoods and associations probably because it

weakens their political strength and alliance.
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In light of the contemporary geo-political situation with its focus on the Muslim
world, this thesis attempts to address a phenomenon that exists in Mali, regionally and
perhaps, more broadly, even globally. In this thesis, by examining charisma,
performance, and media, | have attempted to identify the research tactics for generally
understanding certain phenomena of Islamic leadership and the following. Using this
tactic, if applied to specific contexts, this project could potentially be applicable to a
wider study.

Understanding Islamic charismatic leaders and the contexts in which they
flourish potentially clarifies often misleading and inaccurate allegations about Islamic
leadership, associative structures, and Islam in general. Mohammed Traore, an Islamic
head of association and preacher stated, “people often research our association and roles,
especially those of a different religious orientation. We are, then, often misunderstood
and misrepresented” (Mohammed Traore; February 4; Bamako, Mali; personal
communication).

It is important to realise that the leaders examined in this study play a role in
both shaping the Islamic landscape in this community and networking with a more
global [slamic community. They interface with the Islamic society at large. It is essential
to understand the leaders' networks and their relationship with the local government. In
doing so, this sheds light on the funding, censoring and controlling of leadership
activities, and further, illuminates contexts under which charisma can flourish. Islamic
leaders, in essence, can ultimately wield an extensive amount of economic, spiritual,
material, and educational power.

Although the context of this research focuses primarily on Mali, it is impossible

to not make reference to other larger global influential factors. This is not an exceptional
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case of apparent social conditions and the emergence of new religious Islamic leaders, in
a specific context. This study can hardly be discussed as an isolated set of cultural,
religious, economic and political circumstances, in which the power, esteem, authority
and religious capabilities are extensive in the Islamic periphery. Therefore, this research
highlights the globalizing impact on Malian leadership.

My research intent was to determine the role of charismatic leaders and their
mediated performances. This thesis should contribute to a lack of literature that
addresses issues of how, rather than why religious activities are practised.

Furthermore, as one mass media specialist of Sub-Saharan Africa reports, few
works have been produced about the “day-to-day or lived reality of the mass media in
Sub-Saharan Africa”, especially in the field of international mass communications
(Bourgault 1995: xii). I hope to contribute to help fill this void by presenting work that
concerns the peoples’ experiences of electronic media in Mali, media that has been
appropriated by both preachers and their followers.

Overall, this research was undertaken in Mali for several reasons: 1) enduring a
political and economic crisis; 2) its Islamic heritage; 3) its status as a secular
government with a majority Islamic population; 4) Its tradition, like much of West
Africa as an oral society where 69% of the population is considered illiterate even by
official statistics. With electronic broadcast media already popular through Mali’s rich
music life, the country has a strong tradition of oral communication; S) and finally, its
relatively liberal context that permits new freedoms of speech, religious practice,

associations and new charismatic leaders.

1.4 Theoretical Framework
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In order to explore these questions regarding charismatic religious performance
and its consequences, I have used three general analytical frameworks and/or concepts
that are thread throughout this thesis. These tools will address the notions of charisma,
performance, and electronic media. These three aspects of the thesis are intrinsically
linked.

Max Weber (1968), influenced by Nietzche, the German philosopher, was
interested in the existence and distribution of charisma in society. He provides theories
regarding charisma that are invaluable for understanding charismatic leadership and the
how charismatic appeal is produced. Weber’s use of the notion of charisma accounts for
three essential elements. Firstly, not every individual is able to appropriate a
‘charismatic’ leadership role; it is only possible among exceptional individuals. As a
result, ‘charisma’ creates status stratification. Secondly, charisma is not hereditary; it is
primarily produced and sustained by the membership and followship loyalty. In effect,
charisma is dependent on a set of social relationships, both of authority and legitimacy.
The final aspect of charisma, proposed by Weber was that charismatic authority often
arises during periods of social unrest and change. He believes that charisma was a useful
tactic for social change, as charismatic individuals are the driving forces behind social
groups and collectives (See Weber 1968; and Kohut 1971).

Another essential aspect of the leaders is that of performance. There is the strong
correlation between performance and charisma. Oakes writes about the inspirational
power of the preacher, in such that they appear to be “on stage” the entire time, in their
presence. These leaders are “natural actors” (Oakes 1997). In this thesis, I have chosen
to emphasize the actual display of the leaders, that is to say, the performance of

charisma, more so than the cause (see Oakes 1997). Like Weber described about
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charismatic leaders, performances too require an audience. Ultimately, it is the audience
that is partially responsible for the identity and popularity of a leader.

The second framework, as inspired by Karin Barber (1999), recognises that both
the leader and audience play significant roles in the construction of the performance.
This has led to investigating how the two social actors (followers and leaders) construct
a notion of performance. This type of performative framework accounts for five
assumptions. They are as follows: 1) the presence of an audience and how a performer
engages or does not engage their audience 2) the reciprocal relationship of the performer
and audience (Barber 1999; Crain & Hughes-Freeland 1998) 3) the agency of the
performer and the audience (James 1997; Mc Laughlin 1997) 4) an experience of a
format and/or the verbalization of event 5) an opportunity for the emergence of social
change (See Barber 1999; Freeland-Hughes & Crain 1998; Tayob 1999).

According to William Beeman, performance is seen as an essential aspect of
human communicative capacity that cannot be completely understood without a full
appreciation of the roles of language and other semiotic behaviour in human life.
Performance is seen as pervading virtually all institutions of public expressive behavior
(Beeman 2002: 1).

Lastly, with the appropriation of electronic media, religious clerics remain the
privileged agents of knowledge and their performances serve to diffuse Islam throughout
Mali and beyond; but a transformation has occurred in the mode and scope of
communication, contributing to the wide spread reputations of certain Islamic leaders.
Mass mediatization has triggered a transformation in the realms of charisma and

performance, both diversifying the leader’s following and spreading his message.
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The media provides a unique mode of communication for the Islamic religion.
With its oral recitations, performances are notably compatible with audio and visual
electronic media, but particularly for their oral content. The phenomenon of Islamic
leaders and electronically mediated performances is logical in an environment that
permits new freedoms of speech, religious practice, associations, and new leaders.
Authors that have been valuable to this element of the thesis include Louise Bourgault
(1995) for her extensive research of electronic media in Africa; David Aberbach's
(1996) material about the relationship between charisma and the media; Eickelman and
Anderson’s collection (1999) focusing on the Isiam and the media (see also Starrett

1999).

1.5 Context & Method of Research

For this thesis. I conducted fieldwork (2001) in two large urban areas of Mali,
Bamako, the capital and Segou. Both cities are well developed in terms of Islamic
institutions and activities; they accommodate numerous religious communities and
institutions, including medersas (religious schools), religious centres, mosques, and
Islamic associations. Many of the gramds Marabouts (religious consultants and holy
persons). for example including Talle, Soso, Thiam, Toure and Haidara, come from
Segou".

A majority of the media production, at least the national production, takes place
in Bamako. The leaders often reside in Bamako. however their following may live in

other areas. such as Segou. By utilising the two field sites I was able to determine the

13 Gee Robinson, David & Jean-Louis Triaud eds. 1997. Le temps des Marabouts: Itneraires et strategies
islamigues en Afrique occidentale francaise v. 1880-1960.
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role of media between the two cities. As well. my work in Bamako required an
examination of the national elements of the study, including Islamic associations, issues

I had established Segou as one of my field sites for numerous other reasons. It is
smaller than the capital, but still an urban centre; therefore, it is easier to encounter
informants in a short duration of fieldwork and a more manageable working
environment for conducting a more in-depth study. Segou is also a large centrally
located region of Mali, one of eight regions in the country. It is the capital of agriculture.
The major city in the region is also entitled Segou. The population of Segou region is
150,000 inhabitants; the majority of the inhabitants are from rural backgrounds. Segou
city is recognized as Mali’s second city, comprised of 90,000 people (Myers, Robert,
Dawn Bastian & Andrea Stamm eds. 1998). The city is located 240 km north east of
Bamako. I have linked the two cities, Bamako and Segou through the case study that I
present in this thesis, about Ancar Dine.

For this study. I used both qualitative and quantitative methods of research:
structured interviews, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, surveys, questionnaires
and participant observation'*.

My original method for identifying popular religious figures was to locate the
market kiosks, and boutiques of cassette vendors in Segou and Bamako, and interview

the vendors about cassette circulation and popular leaders. By doing this, I gathered

' 1t is important to note that there has been a heavy weight allotted to the discursive representation as a
methodology for this study. This is partial information opposed to perhaps more repetitive observational
representations that are made possible by extended periods of fieldwork. | have represented the viewpoints
of leaders in many instances where extensive observational practices were impossible. However, the case
study should compensate slightly for this heavy reliance on unilateral information.
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