
Weaving through Islam 
in Senegal

cochrane 00 fmt cx2  11/15/12  12:20 PM  Page i



Carolina Academic Press
Ritual Studies Monograph Series

Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew Strathern
Series Editors

§

Religion, Anthropology, and Cognitive Science
Harvey Whitehouse & James Laidlaw

Resisting State Iconoclasm Among the Loma of Guinea
Christian Kordt Højbjerg

Asian Ritual Systems
Syncretisms and Ruptures

Pamela J. Stewart & Andrew Strathern

The Severed Snake
Matrilineages, Making Place, and a Melanesian Christianity in Southeast Solomon Islands

Michael W. Scott

Embodying Modernity and Post-Modernity
Ritual, Praxis, and Social Change in Melanesia

Sandra C. Bamford

Xhosa Beer Drinking Rituals
Power, Practice and Performance in the South African Rural Periphery

Patrick A. McAllister

cochrane 00 fmt cx2  11/15/12  12:20 PM  Page ii



Ritual and World Change in a Balinese Princedom
Lene Pedersen

Contesting Rituals
Islam and Practices of Identity-Making
Pamela J. Stewart & Andrew Strathern

The Third Bagre
A Myth Revisited 

Jack Goody & S.W.D.K. Gandah

Fragments from Forests and Libraries
Essays by Valerio Valeri 

Janet Hoskins & Valerio Valeri

Pictures Making Beliefs: 
A Cognitive Technological Model for Ritual Efficacy

Camille Wingo

Weaving Through Islam in Senegal
Laura L. Cochrane

Ignition Stories
Indigenous Fire Ecology in the Indo-Australian Monsoon Zone

Cynthia Fowler

cochrane 00 fmt cx2  11/15/12  12:20 PM  Page iii



cochrane 00 fmt cx2  11/15/12  12:20 PM  Page iv



Weaving through Islam 
in Senegal

Laura L. Cochrane

Carolina Academic Press

Durham, North Carolina

cochrane 00 fmt cx2  11/15/12  12:20 PM  Page v



Copyright © 2013
Laura L. Cochrane
All Rights Reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Cochrane, Laura L.
Weaving through Islam in Senegal / Laura L. Cochrane.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-61163-034-3 (alk. paper)
1.  Weavers--Religious life--Senegal--Thiès. 2.  Weavers--Religious life--Sene-
gal--Ndiom Gaye. 3.  Weaving--Religious aspects--Sufism. 4.  Weaving--Social
aspects--Senegal.  5.   Sufism--Senegal--Thiès.  6.   Sufism--Senegal--Ndiom
Gaye.  I. Title.

NK8989.6.S42T483 2012
746.1409239663--dc23 2012016499

Carolina Academic Press
700 Kent Street

Durham, NC 27701
Telephone: 919-489-7486

Fax: 919-493-5668
www.cap-press.com

Printed in the United States of America

cochrane 00 fmt cx2  11/15/12  12:20 PM  Page vi



Contents

List of Figures ix
Series Editors’ Preface
Weaving Nests of Cloth: Images and Practices
Andrew Strathern and Pamela J. Stewart xi

Acknowledgments xv
Note on Translation, Orthography and Pronunciation xvii

Introduction to the Weaving Workshops of Thiès and Ndem 1
Social Relationships and Belief in Thiès and Ndem 3
Weaving History from Archaeology, Travelogues and Oral Tradition 9
Explanation of the Study 12
Book Outline 15

Chapter One • Beliefs, Practices and Innovations 17
Discourse and Belief 17
Creating and Implementing Beliefs 19
Signification, Performativity and Improvisation 23
Discursive and Material Expression 27

Chapter Two • Historical and Contemporary Religious Pluralism 31
Sufism in North and West Africa 33
Growth of Sufism in Senegambia 35
The Muridiyya and Tijaaniyya 38
Catholicism and Indigenous Religions 45
French Perspectives on Religious Affiliations 47
Historical Continuities 51

Chapter Three • Valued Techniques from Looms to Beliefs 53
Technical Perfection and Innovation 53
Stringing the Narrow Loom 58

vii

cochrane 00 fmt cx2  11/15/12  12:20 PM  Page vii



Stringing the Wide Loom 60
The Search for Cotton 63
Discipline in Weaving 67
Quality of Cloth 71
Weaving and Finishing Touches 73
Techniques and Beliefs 75

Chapter Four • Islam, Sorcery and Imagery in Thiès’ Home Workshops 79
Spirits and Religious Pluralism in Thiès: Djeneba and Makhtar 80
Interpreting Experiences through Beliefs: Binta 84
Shared Beliefs in Specific Spirits 87
Religious Beliefs and Imagery 92
Imagery as a Public Sign of Beliefs 96

Chapter Five • Baay Fall Spirituality and an Artisanal NGO in Ndem 99
Rural Exodus 99
Community History 103
Weaving Lineages: The Diop Family 105
Artisanal and Business Sustainability 108
Commitments to the Project 114

Chapter Six • Conclusion 123
Weaving as a Focal Point of Beliefs 123
Economic Realities of Weaving 127
Continued Research 128

Glossary 133
Bibliography 135
Index 143

viii CONTENTS

cochrane 00 fmt cx2  11/15/12  12:20 PM  Page viii



List of Figures

Figure 1: The greater West African region. xvi
Figure 2: The Dakar area and the area of central Senegal that 

encompasses Thiès and Ndem. xvii
Figure 3: The narrow loom at Tall, Frères et Sœurs (Tall, Brothers 

and Sisters), the weaving workshop and gallery at the 
Thiès Artisan Village. 10

Figure 4: A neighborhood mosque in Thiès, near the city center. 32
Figure 5: A close-up of warp strings on a loom in use in Ndem. 61
Figure 6: A tapestry in progress on a wide loom in Thiès. 64
Figure 7: A spinner cards cotton to prepare it for spinning. 65
Figure 8: A spinner spins local cotton in Ndem. 66
Figure 9: Red and yellow yarn ready to be spun into spools for 

Amadou to use at the Talls’ workshop in Thiès. 68
Figure 10: Ibou Cissé holds a spool of yarn in his left hand, 

while using a peigne (comb) in his right. 69
Figure 11: Bougainvillea hangs over the door of the blue and white 

painted Maam Samba campus management office. 100
Figure 12: Products made of Ndem’s local cotton. 109
Figure 13: Cloth drying after the bogolan dying process hangs 

over the warp strings of the Ndem weaving workshop. 110
Figure 14: A guide to the twelve bogolan colors produced in Ndem. 110

ix

cochrane 00 fmt cx2  11/15/12  12:20 PM  Page ix



cochrane 00 fmt cx2  11/15/12  12:20 PM  Page x



Series Editors’ Preface

Weaving Nests of Cloth:
Images and Practices

Andrew Strathern and Pamela J. Stewart*

Laura Cochrane’s work on weaving households in specialist places within Sene-
gal adds strikingly to several different themes in the ethnography of Africa and
in the theoretical understanding of sustainable practices of development among
artisanal groups in less well-known corners of the world. Her book also illus-
trates the symbiotic and supportive relationships from the national to the fa-
milial level that are requisite if such sustainable practices are to persist.
Additionally, the book gives its readers a clear insight into the special roles
played by Sufism as a branch of Islam in underpinning weaving as a trade with
its spiritual significance in creating a meaningful cosmos of practices that unites
Islam with indigenous religion and with artistic impulses.
Particular ethnographies often teach us important lessons about the possi-

ble combinations of factors that may unexpectedly come together to produce
a unique local cosmic spectrum. Cochrane draws both on her own fieldwork
and on corroborative writings by other scholars of West African societies to
delineate a surprisingly harmonious picture of religious pluralism (in the co-
existence of Sufi and Christian weavers via shared urban contexts) and in the
relatively benign influence of nationalist themes and local perspectives in the
activities of a broad-based indigenous NGO that helps to direct and under-
gird the business enterprises of individual weavers. Overall political stability at
the national level is no doubt important here, and recent elections in Senegal
with the changing of the Presidency may have some future effect on the situ-
ation. However, what comes through in the account is the symbiosis of na-
tionally based marketing strategies with intense local inventiveness and resilience,
in the face of often trying economic conditions. All is not easy, and negative

xi
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aspects of conflict between people are evident in the incidence of accusations
of sorcery between rivals at local levels. Such accusations spring out of com-
plex varieties of both indigenous and Islamic ideas, engendered by fears of the
jealousy of competitors in weaving and by adverse experiences of failure or
loss of bodily health. Overall,  these fears also exist in an expressive cultural
environment in which spirits of various kinds are thought to influence people’s
daily affairs, and in which experiences themselves are conditioned by a continuous
subjective awareness of the presence of spirits. This intimate apprehension of
the spirit world adds a dimension to Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus:
habitus here is a part of the cosmos, and because of religious pluralism it also
implies multiple intersecting worlds of interpretations.
In her analyses Cochrane uses the concept of belief effectively, not as a mat-

ter of abstract cognition, but as embodied in practices. She stresses that weavers
operate in a perceived world in which their beliefs deeply inform their mate-
rial activities. There is a mingling of practices based on kinship and lineage
ties with the co-presence of ‘spiritual lineages’ of weavers formed around local
Sufi orders. The compatibility of Sufism with the development of ideas about
religious Saints, emotional and personal commitments of faith that give op-
portunities to women, and the inextricable blending of popular pre-Islamic
values, all impart a unique texture to the ethnographic account.
Cochrane explains her own intellectual lineage in discussing the immediate

regional ethnographies into which her account is inserted. The comparisons
can go further. In terms of the cosmic significance of weaving, Janet Hoskins’
study of the Kodi people on the island of Flores in Eastern Indonesia comes to
mind (Hoskins 1994). In terms of the blend of collective and individual cre-
ativity, Katherine Giuffre’s study of artists in the Cook Islands can be cited
(Giuffre 2009). On Sufism and its stress on both pilgrimage and love, Pnina
Werbner’s work on Pakistani Sufis gives us obvious parallels (Werbner 2004,
Werbner and Basu eds. 1998). And for the special characteristics of Sufi prac-
tices in gendered contexts in various parts of Africa and elsewhere our own
edited volume “Contesting Rituals” is very relevant, particularly in its empha-
sis on peaceful aspects of religious practice (linked in Cochrane’s study to the
principles of ‘humanity’ espoused by the national NGO) (see here Stewart and
Strathern eds. 2005). Finally, on the particularly charged status of weavers as
esoteric artisans we may compare Susan Rasmussen’s work on blacksmiths
among the Tuaregs of Niger (e.g. Rasmussen 1995).
Beliefs,  practices,  and images emerge strongly as themes from this fine,

densely woven study (writers are also weavers of word patterns). Cochrane in-
stances certain oral traditions in Central Senegal in which ancestors are said to

xii SERIES EDITORS’ PREFACE

cochrane 00 fmt cx2  11/15/12  12:20 PM  Page xii



have learned to weave by surreptitiously observing a bird weaving its nest, thus
giving a naturalized account of the origins of a human craft. Analogously, in
the Papua New Guinea Highlands, men sometimes compare their ritual dances
with the displays of the Birds of Paradise, whose plumes they wear for these dances.
In another image, one of Cochrane’s interlocutors, the manager of an arti-
sanal campus, explained patchwork as a mark of a diverse community in which
different people come together, like the different squares of material that are
joined to form a single piece of multi-colored cloth. Differences are re-com-
posed into common purposes, and the purposes of trade are subsumed in a wider
cosmos of spiritual awareness. Cochrane’s study provides its readers with a
model of alternative development, deeply set into local history and religion, but
tied also into national and international networks that the people mobilize to
sustain their life-worlds

Notes

* Prof. Pamela J. Stewart (Strathern) and Prof. Andrew Strathern are a hus-
band and wife research team in the Department of Anthropology, University
of Pittsburgh, and are the 2012 De Carle Distinguished Lecturers at the Uni-
versity of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand. They are also Research Associates
in the Research Institute of Irish and Scottish Studies, University of Aberdeen,
Scotland, and have been Visiting Research Fellows at the Institute of Ethnol-
ogy, Academia Sinica, Taipei, Taiwan, during parts of every year from 2002-
2012. Their long-term, diverse, and creative research work has been published
in over 45 books and over 200 influential articles on their research throughout
the Pacific, Asia (mainly Taiwan), and Europe (primarily Scotland and Ire-
land, also on the European Union). Their most recent co-authored books in-
clude Witchcraft, Sorcery, Rumors, and Gossip (Cambridge University Press,
2004); and Self and Group: Kinship in Action (Prentice Hall, 2011). Their re-
cent co-edited books include Contesting Rituals: Islam and Practices of Iden-
tity-Making (2005, Carolina Academic Press), Exchange and Sacrifice (Carolina
Academic Press, 2008), Religious and Ritual Change: Cosmologies and Histo-
ries (Carolina Academic Press, 2009) and Ritual (London: Ashgate Publishing,
2010). They have broad interests which embrace and engage with global is-
sues, utilizing their cross-cultural linguistic skills, a powerful comparative and
interdisciplinary approach, and a uniquely engaged scholarly gaze. Their cur-
rent research and writing is on the topics of Political Peace-making and the
new arena that they are developing on Global Disaster Anthropology Studies.
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Their webpages are: (http://www.pitt.edu/~strather/sandspublicat.htm)
(http://www.pitt.edu/~strather/) and (http://www.StewartStrathern.pitt.edu/).

Cromie Burn Research Unit
Department of Anthropology
University of Pittsburgh
2 May 2012
PJS and AJS
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xvii

Note on Translation, 
Orthography and 
Pronunciation 

I conducted most of this research in French, including formal interviews
and conversations, with some conversations in Wolof. All translations are my
own. I have used the standard Wolof orthography in use in Senegal for all
words except for names. For example, x is pronounced like the German ch; c
is pronounced like the English ch; and double vowels are simply elongated
sounds. When followed by a vowel such as in ñeeño,  ñ is pronounced like the
English ny; while when ñ ends a word such as in sëriñ, it is pronounced like the
English gn.
For names of historical and contemporary people, I have used the spelling

that they used or use. I have used the standard Wolof orthography for names
of people who lived in the precolonial era (many of the people in Chapter 2).
For example, I have used the Wolof spelling for nineteenth century military
leader El Hajj Umar Taal, while I have followed Papa Ibra Tall’s and Rama Tall’s
spelling for their names. To avoid the confusion of repetitive last names, I use
first names to refer to contemporary informants. Three exceptions are Sëriñ
Babacar Mbow and Soxna Aïssa Cissé, to whom I refer as Sëriñ Babacar and
Soxna Aïssa, reflecting the respect of those titles; and MSAD Director Papa
Ibra Tall, to whom I refer as Director Tall or Tall to reflect his status. 
Names of cities have also changed in spelling over the past 200 years. While

Ndem has one fairly consistent spelling, Thiès has several. Thiès is the French
spelling, in use on contemporary maps and city signs, and thus is the spelling
that I use. Cees is the Wolof spelling, and indicates the local pronunciation of
the city’s name (/chĕs/).
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The greater West African region. Illustration by author.

Figure 1
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Figure 2

The Dakar area and the area of central Senegal that encompasses Thiès and Ndem.
Ndem is located several kilometers north of Bambey. Illustration by author.
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