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Introduction 
The study of merchant diasporas in the modern era has enjoyed good fortune since anthropologist Abner 

Cohen
1
 elevated them to the status of an analytical category in the late 1960s. Scott Levi

2
, Daviken Studnicki-

Gizbert
3
, Sebouh Aslanian

4
, Francesca Trivellato

5
, Fahad Ahamd Bishara

6
, and many others have produced 

remarkable works on the subject, focusing almost exclusively on Asia, Europe and America. Under such 

conditions, we cannot speak of a global turning point in the discipline, as Francesca Trivellato
7
 proclaims, since 

Africa, the scene of great connected empires and intercultural trade attested to at least since the 8th century by 

Arab authors under the rule of the Wangara and later their Jula emulators, is the great forgotten in these studies 

of diasporic trading communities on a planetary scale. As Olivier Weather points out, network analysis has 

rarely been applied to sub-Saharan African societies, and even more rarely to regional trade, for at least two 

main reasons. The explanation is that, firstly, community studies focusing on social and family issues, launched 

in the 1970s by British sociologists in Africa, have not been recognized as a main area of interest among 

network scientists. Secondly, the approaches applied simultaneously by economists, historians and geographers 

have tended to eclipse formal network analysis in favor of econometrics or qualitative studies
8
. Maurice 

Godelier is right to call for a renewal of the notion of "economic rationality", by grasping people in all the 

conscious and unconscious aspects of their social relationships
9
.  In taking up the Jula question, more than half a 

century after Yves Person's seminal work, our ambition is to go beyond piecemeal studies by geographical area 

and produce a global history of the Jula, focusing on the question of trust within this network marchand.In 

short, a socio-cultural and religious history that has long been overlooked in favor of economic, diplomatic and 

military history. 
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From Niger to the Gulf of Guinea: Coalition jula and intercultural trade in West Africa 

Although, as Abdoulaye Bathily suggests, the Englishman Richard Jobson first mentioned the term jula
10

 

in writing in 1623, in his account of exploration in Gambia
11

, the term was far from unknown in Manding 
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country before that date. In his book devoted to the Manding griot, Drissa Diakité points out that as early as the 

13th century, the term jula was applied to hunters. They were called kala jula, because they were always on the 

move in pursuit of game
12

. This idea of being on the move in search of prestige goods is at the root of julaya 

(doing the jula). From an initial focus on the upper Niger basin between Kangaba and Siguiri, the Mandé spread 

and exercised their influence in increasingly distant regions and among increasingly different peoples. This 

regional migration was part of what Djibril Tamsir Niane calls the second Mandé expansion
13

 following the 

emergence of Mali in the 13th century, after the fall of the Ghana empire. A wealth of literature
14

 has described 

the historical conditions and modalities of this Mande expansion towards the West African coast. As a rough 

reminder, inter-regional trade within West Africa was already broadly in place by 1500, and this was the state of 

affairs experienced by 19th-century explorers. However, ancient mentions prove that the "dioulas" were much 

earlier: in the 8th-11th centuries, they were an active branch of Old World networks, helping to "connect" and 

integrate local societies into the transcontinental system
15

, albeit timidly.  It was really in the 14th century, at the 

height of Mali's power, that they had to extend their commercial operations to the countries of the south and set 

up their network of correspondents and relay villages
16

, which acted as commercial centers between Djenné and 

the Ashanti country, exchanging salt and manufactured goods
17

.From 1312 onwards, Dioula guilds from 

Casamance to Sierra Leone linked the coastal countries to the Niger axis.Similarly, another trade ran from the 

Niger axis to the forest, where the Dioula exchanged salt, copper, cotton and fish for kola nuts, and sometimes 

palm oil
18

. 
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This southward expansion took shape in the 15th century with the founding of Begho and Bono, the 

southernmost points of the Dyula settlements, and eventually reached the shores of the Gulf of Guinea. There, 

they crossed paths with the Portuguese, as testified by certain accounts from this period. In 1510, Governor 

Manuel de Gois pointed out that the "Mandinga cottons" were in ruinous competition with the fabrics offered by 

the Portuguese, and in 1513, the Alcaide Antonio Froes wrote to King Dom Manoël that the Dyula were able to 

divert a large proportion of the gold mined in the region to their own benefit
19

. Finally, according to Joao de 

Barros, many of the slaves imported by the Portuguese from Benin to the Mine, from at least 1479 onwards, 

soon fell into the hands of traders from the "province of Mandinga", who in turn sold them to the "Moors"
20

. By 

the 17th century, kola had become the main export commodity in the dyula trade to the north. Malinke peasants 

and warriors, as well as Dyula traders, did not enter the kola-producing area, but stopped at the edge of the 

forest. Along the new ethnic frontiers, where the representatives of Sudanese civilization met the forest peoples, 

the Jula established trading centers such as Beyla, Touba, Séguéla and Mankono. These dyula, who lived under 

the authority of non-Muslim Malinké chiefs, acted as intermediaries between itinerant traders from the north and 

local kola producers. Along the roads, other centers developed, such as Tengrela, Odienné and Kankan
21

. 

 

The anchor of this Jula expansion was the connection it established between the different ecological 

spaces of West Africa. The desert, the savannah, the forest and the coast are linked under the banner of the Jula 

trading network, whose players are scattered throughout the region as they go about their commercial 

wanderings. The exchange of salt from the desert for kola from the forest zone thus induces ecological 

specialization. Long distance thus creates what Fahad Ahmad Bishara calls a geography of obligation
22

, which 

Francesca Trivellato calls a grammar of obligation
23

. Trivellato's work is illuminating on this point. Following 

Abner Cohen, she suggests focusing on a particular aspect of business relations in long-distance trade: 

 

The creation of sustainable and voluntary commercial exchanges between trading communities 

that did not share the same cultural values or social norms, and lacked exogenous instruments, 

whether legal or military, to guarantee their contracts"
24

.  

 

Further on, 

 

Once these horizontal intercultural exchanges are interpreted as the fruit of a network of 

communities, it becomes possible to show how trust and reputation function through what we 

perceive as "natural groups", and to grasp the tension between cultural specificities and interaction 

processes"
25

. 

 

Carriers of salt and in search of gold and kola, they developed cultural, economic and social links with 

the forest zone between Côte d'Ivoire and Nigeria, producing these two economic goods, but were careful not to 

dilute their cultural and ethnic identities and spiritual traits with those of the countries they crossed. Overall, 

from medieval to modern times, the Manding domain occupied the geographical center of the Mande world, 

from which the Jula originated.This domain then expanded in all directions, as the Manding became the main 

vectors of cultural innovation throughout West Africa, both through military and political action and through the 

long-distance trade that is the raison d'être of these famous Jula. To the west, at least since the empire of Mali, it 

covers the whole of Senegal, Gambia, part of Upper Casamance and Gabu (Guinea Bissau). To the south, 

Manding islands speaking the Diakhanké dialect dot Fouta-Djalon and the Pays des Rivières, while Malinke 

settlement nuclei exist as far south as Monrovia (Kondo). Elsewhere, west of the Bandama, the frontier of 

Manding settlement extended from the 15th to the 18th century to the bangs of the forest, where it pushed back 

barbarian peoples, generally Mande, known as producers of the kola nuts needed by the Sudanese
26

. This vast 

area is designated by linguistics as one of the few large and certain genetic units in West Africa. Despite a 

certain dialectal diversity, the Manding language is strikingly homogeneous across the vast territory it occupies, 
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and this situation appears to be linked to an important historical phenomenon: the hegemony of the Mali empire 

from the 13th to the 16th century.Kangbè, a sort of lingua franca understood and spoken by the majority of 

Manding peoples
27

, will further accentuate the features of this Jula coalition in the diaspora, succeeding in 

imposing this language on its interlocutors in the countries bordering the Gulf of Guinea. 

It was no doubt because of this corporatist spirit of the Jula that Ch le Coeur, the French traveler in West 

Africa, considered them to be the Jews of Africa
28

. Ultimately, the "trading diaspora" model, originally 

developed by Cohen but popularized by Curtin
29

, provides a useful sociological framework for the following 

questions relating to the organization of long-distance trade. It explains how members of a particular family or 

ethnic group cooperate in long-distance trade to overcome basic logistical challenges such as obtaining 

financing and market information, coordinating transport and regulating transactions, while preserving cultural 

and religious identities as minorities in foreign countries
30

. It is in response to these logistical challenges that we 

better understand the crucial role of jatigui, particularly in establishing the rules of trust between actors in these 

long-distance commercial practices. 

 

The jatigui: a key element of the trust system 

The survival of this long-distance trade is necessarily linked to the trust that can exist between the 

players. This trust is based on honesty and a system of social and ethical control, as Avner Greif has shown with 

regard to Maghrebi merchants in medieval times
31

. As early as the 14th century, this question of trust seems to 

have been at the heart of commercial transactions on the African coast, if we are to believe the testimony of the 

Portuguese traveler Valentim Fernandès. Referring to the Wangara (ancestors of Jula) who traded between 

Djenné and the gold mines of the south, he observed: "Only those of this race are allowed to approach the 

mines, to the exclusion of others, because they are considered very trustworthy"
32

. This was the time of the 

silent gold trade, the mechanism of which we know thanks to Arab travellers such as Maçoudi, who described it 

as follows: 

In this land (of gold), on the other side of a great river, lives a tribe who trade without showing 

themselves or communicating with foreign merchants. The merchants drop off their goods and leave; the next 

day, they find a certain quantity of gold next to each parcel. If they accept the deal, they take the gold and leave 

their junk; if not, they take it away without touching the gold; to make it clear that they want a higher price, they 

leave both the gold and the merchandise
33

. 
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Farias, «  Silent Trade : Myth and Historical Evidence », in History in Africa, 1974, Vol.1, p. 9-24 ; Sékéné 
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e
 et 4

e
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We're a long way from the fool's bargain described by Fernand Braudel in relation to gold transactions 

between the Congolese and Portuguese on Africa's Atlantic seaboard in the 15th century
34

. Here, as we have 

said, trust is the foundation of this economic activity between Africans and Europeans.While, in the context of 

the silent gold trade, no one else, black or white, could reach the gold mines apart from the Wangara
35

, the 

emergence of long-distance trade from the 14th century onwards under the banner of the Jula merchant network 

gave rise to the figure of an intermediary known as the jatigui. A Manding term, the jatigui is the one who offers 

hospitality to the traveler, as suggested by French administrators and explorers of the 19th and 20th centuries, 

such as Captain Louis Gustave Binger, author of a remarkable travelogue on the Jula countries of the Haut-

Niger and the Ivorian savannahs
36

, Lieutenant Plat
37

, General Gouraud
38

 and Louis Tauxier
39

. Paul Guébhard, 

colonial administrator, recalls that in the villages of Fouta Jalon, professional caravanners find friends, the 

"Yatiguis", who put them up for a fee
40

. 

This would be to ignore the plasticity of the term, which, on the other hand, is well perceived by 

postcolonial researchers. For the latter, like Robert Launay, the concept of jatigui only makes sense in the 

context of a relationship between individuals or groups
41

. Long-distance trade, with its multiplicity of actors and 

ecological diversity, offered such a framework for the emergence of the jatigui figure. There was no shortage of 

attributions. He was the master of the caravanserai, the antenna of Jula trade in the country traversed
42

, the 

provider of credit to the Jula trader, the guarantor of his debts
43

, the defender of his rights in the event of a 

commercial dispute with his hosts
44

, his broker and banker
45

, the facilitator of his integration into the host 

society
46

, the disseminator of commercial information
47

, in short, the master builder of this intercultural trade 

between the desert and the forest in West Africa. He normally belonged to the same ethnic group as the itinerant 

merchants, but had generally been established in foreign territory for several years, often for several generations. 

It could take that long to acquire local knowledge, local roots and local standing, which he could then put at the 

service of the itinerant merchants - at a price.The most important things he had to offer were accommodation 

and protection. 

This included facilities for the physical safety of goods or slaves in transit, access to food supplies for his 

customers, protection from interference by local political authorities (or the means to pay them), a possible 

commercial line of credit with local moneylenders, and a guarantee of good conduct and commercial probity on 

both sides.This last point was the most important.Since the owner would remain after the caravans had left, he 

could give assurances to the local population.At the same time, the caravan leader was urged to keep the moving 

traders as orderly as possible. Some of them might never pass this way again, but he himself was likely to return 
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n°24, p. 50. 
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year
48

 after year. To further bolster confidence, a Touré peddler will have an appointed Touré jatigui in each 

village where he stops, and through whom he passes if he decides to sell part or all of his load (for a fee of 

10%). The diatigui ensures his safety in the village and is responsible for his debts. In Bamako, a major pre-

colonial West African trading center, the role of jatigui was played by the powerful Touré and Dravé families, 

hosts to Jula and Soninké traders
49

.Darbo traders, Senegalese Mandeka, operating from their base in Wuli, could 

also count on the jatigui , a permanent resident of the locality with marital ties to the ruling family of the state, 

Mali. This host could easily organize the mansa's customs payments, provide food and lodging, and negotiate 

any trade that the mansa or Darbo caravan leader (silatigi) wished to make.While customs payments varied 

considerably between the Gambian states, one influential host could save the whole enterprise a considerable 

sum
50

.This system of trust crystallized by the jatigui is far from being an exception in the Jula trading 

network.Jean-Loup Amselle's well-studied Korooko trading network is the soul of "indigenous" trade between 

southern Mali and the Ivorian coast, in both pre-colonial and colonial contexts
51

. This host with multiple 

functions took the name of Mai-gida within the Hausa trading network studied in particular by Edward William 

Bovill
52

 , Abner Cohen
53

, and Polly Hill
54

 . Also known as Baba Kere in Ilorin in the 19th century, when this 

city located between Haoussa country and the north became an important commercial warehouse, Baba Ogun in 

Ibadan and Kofa in the Haoussa emirates, these political intermediaries transferred their influence to the 

commercial field, where they served as, for examplebrokers to enable passing merchants to obtain trading 

privileges in Ilorin
55

 .   

Returning to the jula, the subject of this study, the jatigui's services were far from disinterested. They had 

a monopoly on their visitors' transactions, apart from small market sales, and charged a brokerage fee that was 

generally one-tenth
56

. In the south, and especially in the courtier zone, this whole organization had crystallized 

around the kola trade. Nowhere were the diatigui so dominant , as foreign peddlers were forbidden to go any 

further, let alone contact the barbarian producers . Apart from what he could buy on the local market́ , he had to 

rely on sou hôte to procure the kolas he came for. Very often, the diatigui would take care of disposing of the 

visitor's goods and provide him with gëzé (iron currency in Guinea ), as northern currencies were not current on 

the local market́ . For kolas, if he didn't have any in stock, and if the local supply wasn't enough, the diatigui 

would send his wives or relatives to fetch them from the southern markets to which their alliances gave them 

access. 
As the people of the forest ethnic groups never left their territory, it was indeed up to the Malinké to 

move around, but only those from the border kafu (territorial units of reduced size ) could do so in safetý , and 

only among the tribes " to which an alliance united each of them . The masters of a pre -forest market ́wanted to 

see as many peddlers as possible within their walls, so that competition would drive down the price of salt and 

raise the price of kolas .So they didn 't hesitate tò send agents to meet the caravans to carry out a real coxage nor 

tò spread false rumors about the abundance of the harvest that their forest allies controlled.Once they arrived at a 

market,́ each visitor was naturally free to choose his diatigui .He could even change it if he already had onè , but 

such a gesture was rare and dangerous, as a persistent enemy could exclude him permanently from the 

place
57

.At the end of the 19th century, at the time of Binger's visit to northern Côte d'Ivoire, certain wealthy 

jatiguis were behind the formation of veritable monopolies on the kola trade.Binger's native informants, notably 

Kéléba Diarra from northern Côte d'Ivoire, report that brokering the trade between kola and gold provided a 

source of wealthwhich the Jula intermediaries are keen to preserve, not hesitating to cut off the necks of the 
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uninitiated who might venture into their areas of operation. This is why a kind of secret society was set up
58

. 

Such monopolies presupposed a strong entanglement between the political and commercial spheres, enabling 

the diatigui to control the kola trade with the support of local chiefs who naturally profited from it. Bubu Sylla's 

career as a jatigui in Kankan at the end of the 19th century is illustrative in this respect. Belonging to an ancient 

Baté lineage, he was the first to make a fortune by specializing in trade with Sierra Leone. Much of the 

European produce distributed in the pre-forest zone, from the Kisi country to Konya, passed through his hands. 

He also acted as diatigui for Bamako salt merchants and Futa-Dyalôn beef sellers. In the opposite direction, he 

received numerous kola peddlers. It was he who pushed for the first alliance between Samori and the Muslims. 

He rallied to the conqueror as soon as the metropolis fell, and played a considerable role in organizing the 

official trade that Almami wanted to direct towards the coast. His prestige rested on his role as diatigui , which 

presupposed strong links with customary and political authorities . Through his hosts , he kept in touch , despité 

the distance, with the areas from which̀ the traded products originated .If he didn't set up real branches there, he 

at least had regular correspondents who kept him informed about the qualitý of harvests , the evolution of prices 

and the formation of caravans .Our man could then speculate , selling before a troop of peddlers brought prices 

down, or stockpiling until̀ scarcity raised them.In this way, he could buy cheaply, under the guise of helping 

hosts unable to sell their wares, or sell on credit to peddlers he wanted to favor or whom one of his 

correspondents recommended. 

Bubu Silla would often advance European goods (cloth, gunpowder, weapons) to dyula heading down to 

the forest, who would pay him a hefty commission in kolas on their return. He would send samples of nuts to 

Nana-Fali, the king of Buté, and warn him of foreseeable prices: the master of Didi would then inform him of 

his needs, and often advance him the necessary gold powder
59

. This reticular merchant state better reflects the 

interactions that characterize long-distance trade, not without requiring a system of arbitration in the event of 

conflict.Men of knowledge, jurisconsults and moralists emerged to place morality under the watchful eye of an 

omnipresent god
60

.This will be Islam, which, combined with Jula, leads me to say that we're dealing with athe 

islamo-jula model, which converges the reciprocal interests of the islamic faith and the julaya, as many studies 

have shown
61

.The Muslim faithin effect, was then used as a distinguishing mark, making ethnic and religious 

identity the basis of intercultural trade
62

, as shown by the analysis of the Diabi tarikhs
63

, with the aim of 

maintaining a monopoly on intercultural trade and remaining consistent with the Suwarian praxis
64

 of a form of 
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coexistence that enabled the Juula to operate in a land of disbelief without undermining their distinct Muslim 

identity
65

. This historical reality puts into perspective Trivellato's approach, which rejects the idea of 

homogeneous diasporas operating in a vacuum, where family, religious and cultural ties of varying degrees of 

closeness explain the confidence and cohesion inherent in diasporic groups, factors of economic efficiency
66

 

In the 19th and 20th centuries, Jula trade hindered the deployment of an economic culture of empire by 

taking advantage of the different rhythms of imperial monetarization to play a continuous game with the border, 

with the aim of continuing to use the cowrie shell as a currency, even though it had been banned by the French 

administration. Cross-border dynamics thus enabled the Jula to keep up with European and Lebanese-Syrian 

trade in a colony like Côte d'Ivoire
67

. So, in the end, long distance was not a decisive factor in the organization 

of intra-African trade involving peoples from different backgrounds and ecological areas.  

 

Conclusion 
Far from a justiciary conception of history, this article nevertheless seeks to do justice to the diversity of 

human experience in the field of commercial diaspora studies on a global scale, in order to arrive at a global 

understanding of the history of commercial diasporas in the modern era. The restitution of the missing link 

constituted by the Jula trade in West Africa will undoubtedly allow us to decentralize our reading grids, which 

for too long have been dependent on Eurasian and American dynamics. The Jula experience described in this 

article shows that the question of trust in the context of this intercultural African trade cannot be reduced to a 

single written document, the bill of exchange, which was non-existent in the Jula commercial field in the pre-

colonial era. The network of matrimonial alliances, the bonds of kinship and sociability, Islam as a moral 

standard and its impact on the Jula's host societies, and the figure of the jatigui were all guarantees of trust 

between actors from diverse ecological and ethnic backgrounds engaged in this long-distance intercultural 

trade.It's with this cultural and human abundance in mind that I've chosen Barth's interactionist perspective as 

my theoretical framework, which takes me away from what sociologist Rogers Brubaker calls "groupism", i.e. 

"the tendency to consider the existence of distinct groups, clearly differentiated, internally homogeneous and 

externally delimited, as a necessary component of social life"
68

. The question of the role of the state (and its 

militaristic aspect) in this generally peaceful jula trade, barely touched upon by certain researchers such as 

Meillassoux
69

, deserves greater attention in order to understand the regression of the julaya to the benefit of the 

colonial trading economy at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th. 
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