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The Saylor Foundation’s “Honor and Gender in Mali” 

How should we read the epic of Sundiata (or Sonjata)?  The story of Sundiata 
can be seen both as history and as literature.  As a product of an oral literary society, 
the epic can be seen as a source for telling us about Mande-speaking West African 
society and state, and as an important piece of literature passed down by Africans for 
consumption by Africans. 
 
Who Are The Storytellers? 

This story is told throughout Mande-speaking West Africa and beyond.  It is 
transmitted in much the same way it always has been—by the performances of griots.  
Griots are musicians, storytellers, and oral historians.  In the story of Sundiata, we see 
the central role griots once had—in the absence of written history they knew the history 
of the kafu, the laws passed and precedents set, and were advisers to kings and 
important individuals. 

Of course, even in Sundiata’s day, many griots were not great advisers, but 
performers, and keepers of the collective memory of a group.  Griot lore says that all 
griots are related, although this is difficult to prove.  Still, griots across West Africa 
largely belong to one of four highly extended families—the Kuyateh, the Jobarteh, the 
Suso, and the Kanute. 

Griots are traditionally men, and the job is passed from father to son.  The 
presence of the griot is required in all of the important Mande ceremonies.  They are the 
ones who announce a child’s name, whispered in the child’s ear, at the naming 
ceremony a week after birth.  They teach the young men how to sing and play and in 
some ways to become men before their coming-of-age ceremonies (women are taught 
by their mothers), they accompany leaders to battle and lament those who die. 

The griot is still, today, an important community resource, and Mande people 
recognize that and contribute to griots’ well-being.  As Djeliba says in the movie Keita 
(directed by Dani Kouyaté), “I belong to everyone.” 

Here is what a modern griot, Foday Musa Soso, says about his final step to 
becoming a griot: 
 

When your teacher feels that you’re ready, you must take his kora (an instrument 
like a guitar) and go, travelling alone from one village to another. 
 
After arriving in a village in the Wuli district of eastern Gambia, I asked a Kafo 
member to help a young griot who was just starting out.  I told him that I was 
looking to make my own kora.  At night, a cow horn was blown—whenever 
people hear the horn, they know that there is some news, and gather in the 
center of the village.  There, the boys’ [society] announced my arrival to the girls’ 
[society].  Everyone was asked to contribute a gift for my kora.   
 
I began to play and sing about family genealogies and kingdoms past.  I stayed 
for four days, playing for the people on my teacher’s kora. 
 
9 The people might give you a bull—the skin of this animal would be used for 
your kora.  They might also give you money to buy materials, for this and for that 
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and for other things you need.  You go to different villages—I went to five—and 
you might end up with two or three bulls.  You might get clothing or calabashes, 
or a goat—people will give you whatever they can to help you. 
 
Then I went back to my teacher.  Among the gifts I had received were money, 
clothing, a gold ring, goats and three sheep.  I returned to my teacher and gave 
him everything9 

 
The position of griot is well respected, but also very tough to achieve.  Listen to 

Soso tell of his final exam: 
 

Then my teacher invited the older men of the village to sit down and hear me 
play.  The elders are not griots, but they are 60, 70, 80 years old—they listen to 
kora music every day, and if you make mistakes, they recognize them.  The 
elders examined me while my teacher asked about the meaning and history of 
each song. 
 
At the end of the songs, the older people go home.  They shake hands with the 
teacher and say congratulations, he’s qualified.  This is how you pass.  If you 
don’t play well, then you must continue your studies. 

 
One of the principal stories/songs the griots must know, of course is the story of 

Sundiata, and the telling varies across West Africa. 
 
What is the Historical Context of the Rise of Sundiata? 

Sundiata was a great man and conqueror who arose at a time of crisis and 
confusion for the Mandinka people.  The fall of the Ghana Empire in 1076, and then the 
subsequent failure of the Almoravid conquerors to maintain control of the region, left a 
power vacuum along the middle Niger from 1150–1200.  Out of this arose a Soninke 
warlord, Sumanguru, around the beginning of the thirteenth century, who threatened to 
conquer all of the Mandinka peoples and incorporate them into his empire.   

The Mandinka peoples at this time, remember, were largely disunited into a 
series of kafus, or minor kingdoms, along and around the middle Niger. 
 
Who Is Sundiata? 

The story of Sundiata is meant to appeal to everybody within society, and 
Sundiata is expected to be a great hero to everybody, so his rise is explained as the 
convergence of three heritages that the Mande people saw as important: 
 
(1)  The successor to Alexander the Great, thus claiming ancestry from the man who 
conquered all of North Africa.  D. T. Niane, the author of one version of the story, calls 
Sundiata “greater even than Alexander.” 
(2)  A great Sudanic king, who controlled magic and weapons and other African sources 
of power.  He was advised by a griot, or storyteller, who invested him with African 
knowledge that gave him great power.  His coming is foretold by a hunter who casts 
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cowries as a Mandinke oracle, and his mother is a somewhat magical figure.  His father, 
meanwhile, represents the legitimate royal line of the Keita. 
(3)  The bringer of Islam to West Africa and a great Islamic figure.  Sundiata is 
descended from BilaliBounoma, “faithful servant of the prophet,” who made the 
pilgrimage to Mecca and is regarded as having brought back Islam. 
 

That Sundiata could represent all of these things indicates the significance of his 
founding of the Malian Empire and the many heritages upon which it drew—especially 
the influence of Islam entering the area after the tenth century, but also the reference to 
Alexander the Great, who is recognized as a great conqueror of the previous era, even 
this far from Greece.    

In West Africa, where family and lineage are important political and social units, 
the great achievements and heritage of Sundiata gave him legitimacy, giving him 
political and psychological authority to the Mandinka people.  His griot, BallaFasseke, 
for example, tells him (in the Niane version) to “9 listen to what your ancestors did, so 
that you will know what you have to do”: 
 

“Bilali, the second of the name, conquered old Mali.  LatalKalabi conquered the 
country between the Niger and the Sankarani.  By going to Mecca, 
LahibatoulKalabi, of industrious memory, brought divine blessings upon Mali.  
MamadiKani made warriors out of hunters and bestowed armed strength upon 
Mali.  His son BamariTagnokelin 9 terrorized Mali with that army, but 
MaghanKonFatta 9” 

 
It is significant that most Sundiata stories told by the griots stress the power of his 
heritage over technology and force.  For example, when Sundiata stands for the first 
time, he is brought a rod of iron: 
 

And when they had smelted the ore they made it iron; 
and they forged the iron and made it into rods 
– two rods. 
They put one into one of his hands, 
And they put the other into the other hand, 
And they said that he must get up. 
When he had grasped the rods, they both broke. 
They said “How will Sunjata get up?” 
He himself said to them, “Call my mother; 
When a child has fallen down, it is his mother who picks him up.” 
When his mother came, 
He laid his hand upon his mother’s shoulder, 
And he arose and stood up. 
It is from that incident that the griots say, 
“The Lion has arisen,” they say “The Lion of Manding has arisen9” 

 
In some stories, the iron breaks.  In others, it is bent into the shape of a bow.  In both 
cases, the importance is the same—a demonstration of Sundiata’s spiritual “African” 
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power over the strength of manufactured iron.  In both the book and the movie we see 
this issue reflected in the conflict between griots and traditional Malian values and ideas 
of modern education.  As D. T. Niane writes, “unfortunately the West has taught us to 
scorn oral sources 9 Even among African intellectuals, there are those who 9 regard 
9 griots with disdain.” 

BannaKanute, in his performance, makes this contrast between heritage and 
technology even more clear.  Whereas Sumanguru, Sundiata’s opponent, was: 
 

[T]he ancestor of the smith, He it was who was at that time the King of Manding, 
They used to quarry iron ore and smelt it and make iron from it and forge it. 
They made guns with it, 
And they made bullets with it. 

 
In contrast, in this version Sundiata’s coming was foretold not by iron but by the Baobab 
tree.  The Baobab was the very symbol of heritage and African identity in this context, 
and it gave food (sweet seeds) and condiment (from the leaves) and useful bark, as well 
as shelter from the sun.  Like the “Sword in the Stone” of Arthurian legend, it was 
predicted that whoever swallowed a single seed would become King of Manding—and 
that, of course, was Sundiata. 

However, while Sundiata’s authority comes from his ancestry, his achievements 
are brought about by his peculiar combination of traits, which are recognized by 
Africans as being traits of great regard: 
 
•  He defeats the witches sent to kill him by his father’s other wife through his 
generosity, winning them to his side. 
•  He shows proper respect both to the magical “djinns” and to Allah. 
•  His great skill in battle allows him to defeat Sumanguru and unite the Mandinke 
states. 
 
The Place of Women in the Story 

In another interesting African twist, however, many of Sundiata’s victories are 
brought about by the cunning of women: 
 
•  The king of Djebeda is also paid to kill Sundiata, but Sundiata’s sister finds out and 
develops a plan to defeat him. 
•  Sundiata’s victory is presaged by his half-sister and BallaFasseke’s flight to freedom 
from Sumanguru, brought about by the cunning of the half-sister. 
 
Cunning and wisdom in this story are commonly ascribed to four characters, the griot 
BallaFasseke, and three women—Sundiata’s mother (Sogolon), the buffalo woman, and 
Sundiata’s sister. 

To Mande people this story is often presented as the story of a great heroic pair, 
Sogolon and Sundiata.  This comes from an intrinsic Mandinka ideal that is nearly 
absent in contemporary European stories—that “men derive their power from their 
mothers and that human existence and survival depend on the strength of the women.”  
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Prior to the European introduction of “last names,” common men were often 
distinguished from each other by their mother’s names.  For example, MakulaMamadi 
means “Makula’s son Mamadi,” to distinguish him from other Mamadis in the area. 

The areas in which women can express power and authority in the story of 
Sundiata are two: 
(1)  sorcery 
(2)  innate abilities such as cunning 
 
Therefore, three types of women come out of these stories as heroines: 
 
(1)  The cunning femme fatal, a woman who betrays the enemy and helps to deliver him 
into the hero’s hands, as Sundiata’s half-sister does in the Niane version. 
(2)  The cunning politician.  Sundiata’s mother and her enemy, the first wife of 
Sundiata’s father, vie for political power through their sons. 
(3)  The sorceress who uses magic.  For example, in many stories the wife of the hero’s 
ally Fakoli, faced with the need to feed his large army, is able to produce as much food 
as several hundred of Sumanguru’s wives.  But perhaps the most striking example of 
magic use is the story, at the beginning of the Sundiata epic, of the buffalo woman, who 
sacrifices herself in order to bring together the hunters and Sogolon, thus setting in 
motion the death of Sundiata. 
 

Still, the ultimate woman in this story is Sogolon, who in many versions is not the 
compliant and tearful bride-wife of Niane’s version, but fights against the hunters who 
try to sleep with her, shooting needles from her eyes and scalding breast-milk from her 
bosom, and trying to spear them in the chest.  In one version of the story, this is said 
about her: 
 

A man should be able to control his wife. 
But here we are with a woman who has more power than men. 
The woman should submit, 
Even if she has all the power. 
A woman should humble herself to her husband. 
Anything her husband tells her to do,  
She should obey. 
That is what will make your children what you want them to be. 
If a woman controls her husband, 
The child will not flourish, 
The child will be no good. 
(version related by Mamady Condé) 

 
Of course, this chauvinist ideal is either a male wish or something of a modern 
invention.  The strength of Sogolon as sorceress and mother is in fact expressed in 
many other women in the Sundiata stories, and in other Mandinka tales, and is closer to 
the reality of this period than ideas that women should be subservient.  The strength 
and wisdom of Sogolon makes her one of the principal heroes of this tale. 
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Who Is Sumanguru? 
Sumanguru is Sundiata’s enemy.  In contrast to Sundiata, he is depicted as 

possessing only negative traits. 
 
•  He is a great dark sorcerer whose use of magic spreads fear. 
•  He is Soninke, and thus something of an outsider.  While not necessarily negative 
(the friendly king of Ghana is also an outsider), this sets him apart from the local people. 
•  Sumanguru is accused of stealing his nephew’s wife.  In the dry savanna region, 
where fertility and women were highly prized, this was a great crime indeed. 
 

Exactly how Sundiata defeated the powerful Sumanguru varies widely.  In some 
versions, his magic is stronger.  In some, they face off one-to-one in the middle of the 
town of Manding.  In most, he gathers a large army and uses his skill to defeat 
Sumanguru, who turns cowardly and runs at the end. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


