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THE THEME OF ODE AMONG WEST
AFRICAN POETS

ABSTRACT

This study aims to examine how West African
poets use the theme of ode (boasting), composi-
tions, and scourge in their poems. However, this
study is extremely important as it sheds light on
aspects that many researchers do not know about
Arab poetry in Africa.

lack press. Since African poets have taken the
ode theme limitedly, it was decided that it would
be more appropriate to expand the work and cover
all of West Africa. The main goal is to reveal the
ode theme of West Africa and its characteristics. In
the study, odes of West African poets were collec-
ted, and necessary classifications were made, the
obtained information were thoroughly analyzed
and subjected to document analysis. In the study,
it was determined that the poets of the region wro-
te poems boasting of their courage, good morals,
poetry skills, religion, and tribes. However, it is
clearly noticed that Islamic style prevailed in the-
ir praise of their tribes. Sometimes the entries of
odes are written freely without classical ode rest-
rictions because some poets started their odes in
the name of Allah and the Messenger and finished
with thanksgiving. It is imperative to note that in
the odes, expressions about African environment
and culture were also sometimes found.

Keywords: Arabic Language, literature, West
Africa, poetry, ode
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

West African literature was an oral literature transmitted over the
years by the young from the old until the first century of the Hijra
in which Islam was introduced to the region by the venerable com-
panion of the prophet Ugba bin Nafi who propagated the religion to
some parts of the lands bordering North Africa.

Islam later entered the middle part of west Africa through the
business trips Muslim merchants from the northern part of the con-
tinent embarked on to some areas in the west to consolidate trade
relations with the natives in that area and spread the religion of Islam
in the region.

Africans, after embracing Islam, learned the Arabic language and
its literature, and mastered it to the extent of expressing their feelin-
gs and emotions through all the poetic forms of the Arabic poetry-to
varying degrees- as the Arabs did in the pre -Islamic and Islamic era.

While they emphasized and wrote more on some poetic forms
like ode and eulogy/elegy, they were less moved by other poetic
purposes and forms, such as self-praise poetry, and the reason, per-
haps is their heed to the Islamic teachings that prevent them from
being boastful except in a limited scope, such as the permissibility
of boasting in front of enemies in warfare to raise the morale of fi-
ghters.

It is important to shed light on Afro-Arab poetic forms that are
still unknown to many researchers, therefore this study aimed to
address and analyse the self-praise poems(ode) of poets from West
Africa and the extent of their usage of the Arabic rhetorical styles
alongside the African compositions and expressions in this poetic
form.

It is important to note that the scarcity of works in this poetic
form in the region made us unable to restrict this work to a specific
time or to a specific country in West Africa. As a result, we decided
that the study covers the entire region to show a complete picture for
this poetic form. In doing so, we prefered to use the descriptive and
analytical method, to collect -as many as we could-, categorize and
analyze poems written in the form of self-praise in West Africa.

In this study, it is possible to conclude that, self-praise(ode) is one
of the few poetic forms in Afro-Arab poetry in West Africa, due to
the strong domination of the Islamic teachings and orientations in
the communities poets are from. Therefore, most of what they wrote
in this regard was always within the realms of the Islamic religi-
on. Such as boasting and praising others based on religious merits,
knowledge, Sufi positions, and righteousness. They affectionately
use analogies like stars that show them the straight path, epitome of
knowledge, epitome of hospitality and generosity.
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It became clear through this study that, some African poets imi-
tated the ancient Arab poets, so they praised themselves with their
virtuous morals and their poetic and heroic personalities, and throu-
gh this, they showed the flaws of other poets to give the impression
that they are the epitome of good morals.

They also touched on such merits in their praise poems that they
wrote about their tribes/ethnic groups and their lineage, as they prai-
se them to be generous, pious, knowledgeable, and righteous.

Some poets on the other hand, went beyond playing the tribal and
lineage cards to praise themselves with the Islamic Ummah (world)
and its achievements.

It’s also evident in this study that, the poetic form of self-praise
on religious basis in West Africa, in some instances came with the
poet stating the characteristics of the sect to which he belongs, or
heights/positions he has reached in the society. And this leads us to
say that most poets in West Africa have their own sectarian affiliati-
ons within the Islamic religion, thus, in our opinion, this multiplicity
of religious sects had a prominent role in the diversity and develop-
ment of this poetic form(self-praise) in West Africa. However, major
Islamic sects in West Africa are: Tijaniyya, Qadiriyya, Muridiyya,
Salafi and Shiite.

The poetic form of self-praise in the Afro-Arab poetry is a scarce
form of poetry that can only be found in the folds and between the
lines of some poetic forms like ode, eulogy, sonnet, and elegy.

It is key to note that, despite the scarcity of this poetic form, most
of what poets wrote to it was significant and full of rhetorical stru-
ctures similar to the classic Arabic poetry and other new styles and
analogies that are related to their community and African customs,
such as likening their praised ones in strength and courage to bitter
food that no person can swallow or likening them to the rooster in
terms of voice power, as their voices fill the horizon and travels
further.




