N GER AN LI BRAR ES | N PRE- COLON AL ERA
BY
Dr. Nassir Bello

ABSTRACT

The history of library devel opnent in N geria is causing
great concern for those wanting to know the real or gft of it
Li brarians and historians witing about N geria particularly
in the area of library scene tend to omt many inportant
facts. Several authors witing about |library history in
N geria attenpted to put the picture in the dark by witin
only about Ilibrary activity which started recently aroun
1920 or 1930. Many witers preferred to relate the history
of library in Ngerian with the comng of the Wite nan.
This paper attenmpts to shed light to this distortion of
hi story. It tries to show that libraries existed in sone
parts of the country particularly in the North before N geria
Itself becane a geo%raphlcal entity. A the turn of 18th
century and early 19th century, libraries were well scattered
t hroughout the North. At a stage Dan Fodio the founder of
19th century Sokoto enpire had to cry out one tinme for the
failure of return of his books borrowed. He considered it as
bad habit for people to borrow books fromUamai and fail to
return them By this, it is evidently clear that Dan Fodio's
statenent supported the belief that [ibraries were known in
this part of the country as early as 18th century and before.

The inportance of libraries to a nation's economc and
t echnol ogi cal advancenent cannot be  over enphasi zed.
Libraries play an enviable role in pronoting educational
advancenent and in preserving cultural heritage of a nation.
They help to give enlightenment and information to the
citi2enry. Wthout any doubt, |ibraries are intellectua
repositories of a nation.
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The Nigerian public have started 'gaalleng this

important role of libraries in recent times. Federal, State
and Local Governments areihﬁk detefmiﬁea more. than ever
before to establish and reise the - -standard of national,
publdﬁ;%“and‘academic libraries in the country. Libraries of
prlmary and post prlmary bChOOlS,‘ colleges of technolqu and:éﬁ
PGthQLhﬁlbs e not left out either. In. short t he znterp§t

of - Guvernment in the developmenr of 11brar1es in N:gerxa is

naw very h1gh Yet, the-library history in Nigeria ispstilf

very cbscure. ‘The . suggest1nn that librarians or hié?bfigpéif{
trYing to- write 11brary h:stary in h1ger1a should 3;pdy theh_#f
carefully and ‘profoundly befoxe they wrzte 50- 4§, ﬁq: aVOId

dlstortxan af gennu1ne history. was quite in order._: Becagse :;

A

many - librarians erting about llbrary history“ inl Nigarxa"f

confxned themsé}ves to = events or tq 11brary autiV1tY oi‘_
twentxeth bentury a]one and forgot anpything that went beyond

that perzod ; It xs th& 1ntent10ﬂ of the writer therefﬁrg §55§
tryﬂ_;gi . {a ) hlgh*light s0Mme . facts that l1brary artxvity.{

started in th;s country aven befczu_ ngerza became ;fé:;

£

geographical or political entity and (b) invite interest to
mure r1gOﬁ?uer?§garuh inta ‘proper 11bra:y hxstory in Nigeria
since Ilbrar1anggié ;5 fhislpart oflthe world ,$gradu§4QyL
becoming an enviable commodity.

The word Nigeria is not appropriate for this paper since
it was non-existent before twentieth century. It is used

here for convenience and to avoid misconception. The word

Western Sudan might have been appropriate because it was in



use by then. But it was avoided for fear of wnpleasant
confusion of the word, because it is no more familiar to our
people. By definition, Bilad al-Sudan is a name given to
this part of the world by the Arab travellers,. But the area
is popularly known as Western Sudan. Bilad al-Sudan or
western Sudan refers to the countries and peoples of South of
the Sahara Desert. What is now known as Northern Nigeria was
a part! Spencer? and Al-Hajj® go by this definition. Sultan
Bello in his Infakul Maisuri refers to Kano, Katsina, Kanem,
etc. as Bilad al-Tokror*, Bilad al-Sudan and Bilad al~-Tokrar
refer to the same geographical area, Dan Fodio refers to
ﬁilad al-Sudan as the "Land of pagans'S. Library is used
here to refer to any record or-racords arraaged and preserved
for public use whether in clay tablet, ‘papyrus- roll,
parchment codex, printed and non-printed materials or
microfilm reel, and in whatever language the material was
written.

The writer's observation was that librarians ar
historians writing about library development in Nigeria or
history of Nigeria in general tend to limit their scope to
twentieth century scene alone. Last® only made reference to
the manuscript libraries which he noted as an innovation.
Nnaji’ accepted the need for research into libr?ry history in
Nigeria before twentieth century, but quickly warned that
such innovation requires archaelogical searches. This claim
may not be absolutely true since literature of pre—twentieth

century libraries are still available that can shed 1lights
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collectzons the 11brar1es of this perlod had some writers
have started making calls for research 1nto librar1es of
ot opaelan sibod sl etk (s R0y sk TEoamion
pra—twentxeth century in Nigeria, Adeyemi {1975) quoting
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development beiore twentleth century and because of rich
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Kensdale in h1s Fh.D dxssertation expresged such de31re.“ He
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F;- . The history of libraries in Higeria can
FEL I fbl‘uJ.: ba traced to the Arabic collections whick.ions q
' : existed in various parts of . the North _
arw  ferihreles of the c0untry for centuyries ag ' MsI0noIE

extensiof of the Timbuktu centre of learning o
before Nigeria became a geographxcal entgtytw ¢
undar the Br1t1sh flagls.;
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I ferad iond Sinel 0F bped PBETOIHN Nt AEienw .==.'- R i

Adeleye{4 in his writing of Nigerian history confessed

solemnly his, use of Arabic matecials.  Several hlstor1ans

1nc1ud1ng lxbrarxans have cont;n?e o admire the rlch
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collections 1n Arabic in their pursuit of authentic
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1nf0rmat1on about Nigeria xn part:nular and Africa jn
: - L
generab Angered by lack of attempts by libnarians 1n makxng
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research 1nto the libraries 1n the North since:,Ken;dqle'g

artlgle in WALA in 1955 Harr1a remarks:
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Finally, what is often over looked though
not at thig conference there were libraries
in the North before Nigeria itself cdme into:
Lt .0 oo existence. The full extent of those is still
' not known a reflection, perhaps on our
e L professional maturity, but since Kensdale 8
' article in Wala news June 1955, theéere has b .

grin oy, . Deen no excuse for nol knowing of their e
“existence. The knowledge has widenad ¢ - iar:
v s, considerably since Uhen?d.

-

'.'1" .
i b

. Bello!$ in his study of pre“twentieth century libraries
in ' Western Sudan discovered that there were 11b:ar1es
scatterad all over the. North heforo the advent of the BrltiSh
and even before the establishment of Dan Fodio emplre oi
petween 18th and 19th centuries. It was said that Born or
{Ranem) was one of the centres of learning in Bi;ad al- Sudan
that . was before Nigeria became 4 geocgraphical ent1ty.
Islamic system of education was well established there by thg
fifteenth century. Muhammad quoting John Lavers on libraries
and  education in. Borna, states that: )

I .;" more advanced studias were pursued o
in centres such as that aof Shavkh Ahmed: " ¢

‘Machana Kalumbardu or in Birni Gazargana _
itself., We are further informed that in -
J& ., .. the capital, in addition to the numkerous '

... ... schools organised by Mallams, the principal

it ey oo 8chool was in main mosque which was provided

L ...~ with a library and where noit only reading,

e T welting and calculat1ng Were taught but
s ..-8180 other sc1encas,

. .;_. , I .
@

-+. . The ‘writer would not like to dwell much an 1ibfary
development in the Northern part of the couﬁtry beforp i5th
reentury ., He-would like however, ta confine himself w;th 18th
and  19th centuries 11brary gcene and attempt to h;gh lxght
~the rgole . played by the fapgdefs of the celebrated Sokoto

~ampire for their contribution to the llbrary development in
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Nigefia béréicul&fly Sheikh Uthmén'bén Fodio during his life
time. What was known as "Library" in its true senste in the
North couid bé aéSdciaféd with the influenéefdf Timbuktu as a
centre of learnihg and inclﬂding sﬁholars'ffqﬁ.Narth Africa.
At the turn of 18th century and during the early 19th century
the literary activfty' flourished in the North. The
by-product of this activity was the development of libraries
among the scholaré. The formation of '1slémic' éo?érnment
whose seat was in Sokoto gave impetus and quest far ”ﬁ;ivafé
and semi-public libraries. The leaders of the empire
encouraged the use of bdoks and they themselves wfbteluméhfl
scholarly books on various disciplines during théir' time.

The writer would like to mention here that the "Libraries"
referred to here during that period shouald not be ;equated
with our present status of libraries. The present standing
of most libraries throughout the world is of twentieth
century. phenomena., John and Harris state:thusf
Wevv..s.But on. the whole these libraries
Co .. - {Italy, France, Britain, ete¢.), have still
v been available to only a few of the pecple
P the collectors, librarians, teachers, a few
' students and scholars and the concept of
popular libraries of mass culture, has been
realized only in the twentieth century, if
at alll®,.

Before then, it is pertinent to explain that the leaders
of Sokoto empitre concentrated on writings, collection and
préSefvétibn of manuscripts, this did not mean that their’
’ S o J A . ' ) _ '\ "_'_ : _l
collections should not be regarded as libraries. During this
pefiod: and throughnaut fhe ﬁafid'Hmanuécripts'icéllectiohs'
dominated library resources. The first printing press
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appeared in Europe at the turpn of 15th century or early i6th
century. And the first Arabic printing press was brought
into African continent through Egypt by Napoleon in 179819,
The libraries of the leaders of the empire comprised of their
valuable works as well as their personal possessions of
imported books including gifts they received from Europe.
They wmade these valuable materials available to their
communities; scholars and students the same way as was done
in Europe by then. It is clear here that the use of library
during this period was not new to the scholars and students
and even to the public. The library service was widely used
by them. Sultan Bello, spoke about one of his teachers
Muhammad bin Bakri al-Wankari of Timbuktu. e said he
benefitted very much from the teacher's library. He narrated
the story far thus:
The collection of al-~Wankari was full of
precious and expensive books, representing
all branches of sciences. Most of the books
were lost to people who borrowed them and
failed to return them, He did not evep
know most of the borrowers. I (Sultan Bello)
went to him one day, wanting to borrow some
books from him. The teacher allowed me to
take away all what I could lay my hands
upon3®,

Sultan Bello was noted to have read or to be in
possession of not less than 20,000 books.

The leader and founder of Sokoto empire, Uthman Dan
Fodio was the man who was so acclaimed to have enlivened
library development in his life time. Through some of Dan
Fodio's writings one was able to understand clearly about

library situation from the end of 18th century and through

7



P
19th century. In one of his poéms written in Fulfulde, Dan
Fodio complained bitterly in 1792, about people coming +to
boreow books from Ulamai and failed to rekturn them,., . He
wrobet - e e
Defte’he mairi to ngu'yvama ngartata
hgal:bl non be ahi'en be cahnata.
Transiation: o
The books you thP, if borrawed would
“l B . not be returned to you. .
Often, it is s, vou will sae them the
borrower, bul no greeting.. : !

“This poeém shows clearly about the existence of libraries
in the part of the country before the advent of the :white
man. The use of "libracy” in the t8th century as shown in
-the -poem indicates that the people of that period actually
understood what the library was all about. it is not . known
if any where in the world understanding of use of library had
reached this dimension as to warrant this .statement. The
library culture in 18th century in this part of the world was

.

second to none, .

Dan Fodia enuouraged his people to reate interest in
read1ng and to pay constant v1s:ts to the ltblarles of Ulamai
for more enlightenment. He states:

_ Among the exalted positions of people are:
SR o to share sitting with the Ulamai, to show
love to the Jurists; to show interest in the
stidy of books of sciences and the rhetorics;
i te show great interest 3n v151t1ng the

st Jibraries of Ulamai??,
~iu During-the time of Dan Fodio, books wére freely sent out
‘all over the 'places and lending of books among the peopke and
‘Ulamai was wvery such in practice. - I&¢ wag . reported that
vpeople went as far as Agades ' (now in Niger Republic} ' to

8



European libraries of a similar type.
This view we accepl and recommend?® .

However, the writer would like to investigate later to
test the authenticity of Pearson's statement that Arabic
manuscripts and private libraries had existed 1in Western
Region before the advent of the British, He cited examples
of Ibadan, Oyo, Iwo, Abeokuta and Lagos where such libraries
were found. He added that these sources presented important

information on the social, religous and political 1life of

Yoruba Muslims?7”.
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