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Pilgrimage to Mecca and “Radical” Islam: New trends from
Sub-Saharan Africa
Marc-Antoine Pérouse de Montclos

Institut de Recherche pour le Développement

ABSTRACT
In sub-Saharan Africa, the pilgrimage to Mecca is an old tradition,
and the Holy City has a global impact on the mobility of Muslims
and the circulation of Islamic ideas. However, the proportion of
sub-Saharan Muslims making the pilgrimage to Mecca has been
decreasing, especially from Nigeria, the most populated country
on the continent. Indeed, the opportunities to visit Mecca are
limited by internal and external constraints that depend on
many political, economic, and social factors. As a result, the yearly
numbers of pilgrims do not say much about religiosity or the
propensity for jihadist violence. In this regard, it is more important
to understand from a historical point of view the role of Mecca in
the so-called radicalization of Islam in Africa south of the Sahara.
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Introduction

Mecca is a holy city that welcomes more than two million Muslim pilgrims
annually, mostly from the Arab world, Asia, and Africa. Its power of attrac-
tion should thus be considered both in terms of mobility and spiritual
influence. Mecca is in fact the center of a global Islam in terms of movement
of people and ideas. Together with the hajj, it receives some eight million
visitors per year for the “small pilgrimage” (umra), visits to shrines (ziyara),
and travels for learning (rihla). Since 2015, the deputy crown prince of Saudi
Arabia, Mohammad bin Salman Al Saud, even intends to develop religious
tourism in order to compensate for the fall of oil revenue. His plan aims at
thirty million visitors to Mecca by 2030.

Oddly enough, however, there is a scarcity of studies about the impact
of the hajj, perhaps because Saudi Arabia is quite closed to independent
academic research. Available data show that, on a global scale, the propor-
tion of Muslims travelling to Mecca plummeted during World War II
before going up again in the 1950s, but never went back to the levels of
the 1890s–1900s. After the 1973 oil crisis, the increase in the number of
pilgrims was mostly due to an explosion of arrivals from Asia and the
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Arab world, rather than from Africa.1 In the future, the city’s congestion
and the lack of space will likely force Saudi authorities further to restrict
entry into the Holy City, since authorities cannot extend and dispatch the
rituals of the hajj in a timeframe which is incompressible. The proportion
of Muslims going to Mecca is thus doomed to decline, while facing
competition from other religious gatherings that attract millions of people
each year, as with the Tabligh movement in Raiwind (Pakistan) or the
Bishwa Ijtema in Tongi (Bangladesh).

This observation raises many questions for globalization theorists and
terrorism experts who tend to overestimate the role of Mecca in the spread
of Wahhabism, the so-called radicalization of Islam, and the meeting of
jihadists without borders. First, regarding the number of pilgrims, which is
mentioned in the first part of this article, one should stress that the difficulty
in obtaining reliable figures makes it impossible to draw definitive conclu-
sions about the expansion of Islam through the pilgrimage. Theories about
Mecca’s growing influence, especially those that concern Africa, also deserve
to be discussed further and are analyzed in the second part of this study.
Indeed, despite progress in transportation, medicine, and communication, it
turns out that the number of pilgrims depends very much on political and
economic constraints that impede people’s mobility. This applies both in the
regions of departure and in Saudi Arabia. The case of Nigeria, the most
populous country in Africa, is significant and is examined in the third part of
this work. The percentage of Muslims who make the pilgrimage has signifi-
cantly decreased since the oil boom of the 1970s, and it never again reached
the record heights that occurred in the 1950s. It is therefore important to put
the impact of the pilgrimage on the “radicalization” of Islam into a historical
perspective.

Incomplete statistics, hasty conclusions

Some authors are surprised by the recent explosion of the number of African
pilgrims arriving in Saudi Arabia.2 Yet travelling to Mecca is a very old
tradition, a religious duty, and one of the faith’s Five Pillars. As early as 1324,
Arab sources reported the presence of 15,000 pilgrims from sub-Saharan
Africa.3 In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, others even alluded to an
annual transit of 200,000 people coming from the continent—a figure that
seems exaggerated, given the significant proportion of the population of the

1Robert Bianchi, Guests of God: Pilgrimage and Politics in the Islamic World (New York, NY: Oxford University Press,
2004), 50, 56.

2Baz Lecocq, “The Hajj from West Africa from a Global Historical Perspective (19th and 20th Centuries),” African
Diaspora 5 (2012): 187–214.

3Russel King, “The Pilgrimage to Mecca: Some Geographical and Historical Aspects,” Erdkunde–Archive for Scientific
Geography 26, no. 1 (1972): 65.
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time that it represented.4 In 1814, the Swiss explorer Johann Burckhardt
mentioned only a few hundred pilgrims going through Sudan annually to
cross the Red Sea from the ports of Suakin and Massawa.5 According to Arab
historians, the first pilgrimage, which was organized just before the death of
the Prophet in 632, was actually attended by 90,000 people. This figure then
plateaued at about 80,000 pilgrims until the middle of the thirteenth century,
before rising to 150,000 in the early sixteenth century. The numbers sky-
rocketed during the oil boom of the 1970s.6

Determining the proportion of African Muslims making the pilgrimage
to Mecca over time remains a difficult task. Generally speaking, statistics
on the nationality and number of people entering and leaving the Holy
City are of very poor quality. There is sometimes confusion between the
hajj and the umrah, or between Saudi and foreign pilgrims, not to mention
differences and errors of transcription of the Muslim lunar calendar. In
1926, Saudi authorities started making it mandatory for foreign visitors to
hold a passport. As it pertained to Africa, however, officials did not fully
implement the decision until the time of independence in the 1960s, when
pilgrims became full citizens of the countries where they lived. Moreover,
the number of departures for Mecca remained uncertain, especially for
those who traveled overland through countries that had no, or few, border
controls. It is only recently that African states have taken up the matter
and set up ad hoc structures to regulate the pilgrimage. These include the
Commission Nationale du Hadj (CNH) in Cameroon in January 2003, the
Commissariat à l’Organisation du Hadj et de la Oumra (COHO) in Niger
in February 2013, or the National Hajj Commission of Nigeria
(NAHCON), which, in October 2006, replaced the Nigerian Pilgrims
Commission of February 1989, the Nigerian Pilgrims Board of February
1975, and the Pilgrims Welfare Board of June 1958. Such improvements
may have helped give the impression of increased traffic, but in fact may
simply had not been recorded previously.

In any case, it turns out that the figures provided from one end to the
other of the journey to Mecca are hardly consistent. Some years, for example,
the numbers of Nigerian pilgrims have varied from one to ten or even a
hundred. Depending on the sources, estimates for 1955 thus range from 400
to 2,500 to as many as 50,000 pilgrims.7 Far from resulting from any political
manipulation, the problem comes first from the shortcomings of the statistics

4Suraiya Faroqhi, Pilgrims & Sultans—The Haj under the Ottomans (London, England: I.B. Tauris, 1994), 46.
5John Lewis Burckhardt, Travels to Nubia (London, England: Murray, 1819), 406–14.
6Ziauddin Sardar, Histoire de La Mecque: De la Naissance d’Abraham au XXIe Siècle (Paris, France: Payot, 2015), 109,
238.

7Rex Niven, Nigerian Kaleidoscope: Memoirs of a Colonial Servant (London, England: Hurst, 1982), 210; Alex Thurston,
Salafism in Nigeria: Islam, Preaching, and Politics (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 78;
Ojong Echum Tangban, “The Hajj and the Nigerian Economy, 1960–1981,” Journal of Religion in Africa vol. 21,
no. 3 (1991): 244.
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kept by a weak state.8 Indeed, travels by land or sea are harder to record than
non-stop journeys by air. Additionally, political turmoil and the vagaries of
diplomacy have sometimes forced pilgrims to go underground. This was the
case in 1957, when the Saudis threatened to deport 20,000 West Africans,
mainly Nigerians, who had taken advantage of their visit to Mecca to stay in
the country and do business. While Khartoum refused to take in these illegal
immigrants, Riyadh (in 1958) made it mandatory for African pilgrims to hold
a passport.9 As for Sudan, it closed its border with Chad, which prompted
Nigerian Muslims to cross the country clandestinely. Today, up to 6,000
Nigerian pilgrims per year still organize their trips without going through
expensive governmental channels.10 Conversely, Nigeriens sometimes cross
the border and travel to Katsina in order to obtain Nigerian papers and take
advantage of more favorable official quotas to Mecca.

Mecca, a global yet closed city

Despite these statistical issues, the total number of African pilgrims has
undeniably increased because of demographic growth, transportation devel-
opment, a safer environment, and progress in medicine, which has helped
reduce mortality rates during the journey. The era of camel caravans is long
gone. The number of Nigerian pilgrims traveling to Mecca by land thus went
from about 15,000 a year in the early twentieth century down to about 5,000
in the early 1970s, most of whom were Mbororo Fulani pastoralists.11 The
modernization of transport argument, as used to explain the increase in
human traffic toward Mecca, however, should be examined in more detail.
Globally, between 1946 and 1987, the data collected by Robert Bianchi, a
Muslim American from Chicago, show that the proportion of Muslims
making the pilgrimage diminished as air travel developed, while arrivals by
land experienced a slight revival.12

On the one hand, improvements in transportation allowed pilgrims to
reduce the duration of their absence and therefore the cost of providing for
their families back home. Yet, on the other hand, planes turned out to be
rather expensive and sometimes dangerous, with infamous crashes with
hundreds of pilgrims perishing in Kano on January 22, 1973, and Jeddah
on July 11, 1991. Moreover, the arrival of trucks and buses did not remove

8In the case of Nigeria, see, for instance, the contradicting figures of the Pilgrims Board and the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs quoted in Kabiru Hanga, The Hajj Exercise in Nigeria: Challenges, Constraints and Drawbacks (Kano, Nigeria:
Pilgrims Welfare Agency, 1999), 16–17.

9John Paden, Values and Leadership in Nigeria: Ahmadu Bello, Sardauna of Sokoto (Zaria, Nigeria: Hudahuda
Publishing Company, 1986), 288.

10Bianchi, Guests of God, 218.
11John Birks, “The Mecca Pilgrimage by West African Pastoral Nomads,” The Journal of Modern African Studies
vol. 15, no. 1 (1977): 47.

12Bianchi, Guests of God, 275.
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obstacles across the road in the Sahel, such as the closing of the Sudanese
border and the civil war in Chad from the 1960s. Actually, the pilgrimage
might not be cheaper for the poor today. The tax collected from each pilgrim
—which constituted one of the Saudi kingdom’s main resources when it was
introduced in 1927—was abolished in 1952, when revenues from oil produc-
tion began to fund the government budget. Still, the cost of accommodation
and hiring a guide on-site remained high. Thus, African countries in turn
levied fees that could be prohibitive for potential pilgrims as, for instance, in
Cameroon.13 In the 1960s, the Saudis also started requiring pilgrims to
provide proof of income and to pay safety deposits that covered their return
trip. In West Africa some Muslims discovered that these administrative
hurdles came from the authorities in Mecca and not from colonial rule.
After being denied entrance at the border, they had to settle in transit
countries so that they could avoid the humiliation of a return to their families
without having been able to make the pilgrimage.

In any case, it would be misleading to assume that the poor have
historically been excluded from visiting Mecca. When West Africa began
to be Islamized in the eleventh century, the pilgrimage was the preserve of
an elite that consisted of scholars, aristocrats, and wealthy traders.
Subsequently, the poor were nonetheless often among those with the
strongest desire to go to Mecca in order to fulfill the duty of one of the
Five Pillars of Islam. These paupers either worked or begged to pay for the
trip, while some women would sell their charms. Such practices were
widely accepted, and the Sharif of Mecca officially taxed Abyssinian pros-
titutes before the Wahhabis took control of the city in the late eighteenth
century. Since then, many pilgrims continued to beg or to sell their labor
to subsist. In the region of Lake Chad, for instance, the indigent would
trade cattle or bring pagan children (kirdi) to be sold as slaves in Sudan or
the Arabian Peninsula.14 Some eventually settled permanently in transit
countries. According to the 1956 Sudan census, for instance, most of its
1.4 million residents of West African origin were Nigerians who had found
work in the country’s wealthier regions.15

In fact, no clear correlation has been established between poverty levels
and attendance rates in Mecca. For example, one of the poorest countries in
the world, Niger, was affected by drought and famine in the 1970s. At the
time, records nonetheless indicate that some 3,000 people went to Mecca
annually—a figure that dropped to less than 1,000 over the following decade,

13Adama Hamadou, “Pèlerinage Musulman et Stratégies d’Accumulation au Cameroun,” Afrique Contemporaine, no.
231 (2009): 119–38.

14Christian Seignobos and Olivier Iyébi-Mandjek, eds., Atlas de la Province Extrême-Nord Cameroun (Yaoundé,
Cameroon: IRD, 2000), 145.

15John Birks, Across the Savanna to Mecca: The Overland Pilgrimage Route from West Africa (London, England: Hurst,
1978), 62–64.
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despite the concurrent rise in the price of uranium, Niger’s main income-
generating export.16 Since then, the number of pilgrims from Niger has gone
up, with more than 10,000 in 2012, and Saudi authorities now grant the
country an annual quota of 15,000 visas. With a rising per capita GDP, this
tripling of human traffic does not, however, reflect the hike in population
growth. The proportion of Muslims making the pilgrimage has not funda-
mentally changed: it was 0.07 percent in 2013, just like it was in 1972, after a
low 0.01 percent in 1987. Likewise, the doubling of the number of pilgrims
from Cameroon since the 1980s just followed the population growth, reach-
ing over 3,000 people per year.

In addition to improvements in transportation, the development of medicine
has also had an ambivalent impact on the increasing number of pilgrims. On the
one hand,medicinal advances helped reduce epidemics andmortality rates among
the pilgrims. Mecca was awfully dirty, unhealthy, and unsafe when the Ibn Saud
took power in 1924. Streets were full of waste, safe drinking water was scarce, and
the lack of sanitation reportedly killed one-tenth of the pilgrims, or up to 10,000 to
15,000 people, every year.17 On the other hand, the authorities used health
regulations to screen, or even control and reduce the influx of pilgrims, especially
during the colonial era.18 In sending countries, such as Nigeria, for example, the
British made it compulsory to be vaccinated before one could go toMecca, even if
that meant excluding Muslims who opposed injections as a matter of religious
principle.19 Health regulations became just as strict in the receiving country.
Introduced in 1926, they were first implemented through an international office
based in Paris, and then directly by the Saudi authorities in 1957. Yet the kingdom
did not really have the capacity to quarantine infected people. Therefore, it chose
prevention over cure by denying such individuals entrance into its territory. This
was the case for Nigerians, for example, who officials completely banned from the
pilgrimage in 1996 under the pretext of a meningitis epidemic.

Internal factors: The case of Nigeria

Upon closer examination, it turns out that variations in the number of pilgrims
also strongly depend on political and economic conditions in the country of

16The official numbers were 2,400 in 1968, 2,100 in 1969, 2,800 in 1970, 1,800 in 1971, and 3,200 in 1972,
compared to 900 in 1987. According to the annual reports of COHO (Commissariat à l’Organisation du Hadj et de
la Oumra), those numbers then went up to 4,500 people in 2010, 7,500 in 2011, and up to 12,000 in 2013. See
Fouad Al-Farsy, Modernity & Tradition: The Saudi Equation (London, England: Routledge, 1990), 31; David Long,
The Hajj Today: A Survey of the Contemporary Makkah Pilgrimage (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press,
1979), 130–1.

17Achille Sékaly, “Les Deux Congrès Islamiques Généraux,” Revue du Monde Musulman 64 (1926): 17.
18William Roof, “Sanitation and Security: The Imperial Powers and the Nineteenth Century Hajj,” in Arabian Studies,
edited by Robert Bertram Serjeant and Robin Leonard Bidwell, vol. 6 (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press, 1982), 143–60.

19Jonathan Reynolds, “Stealing the Road: Colonial Rule and the Hajj from Nigeria in the Early Twentieth Century,”
Journal of West African History vol. 1, no. 2 (2015): 27–44.
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departure. Nigeria is an interesting case study in this regard. Before colonization,
the two main Islamic theocracies of the region, the Sokoto Caliphate and the
Bornu Empire, had different policies regarding the matter. On the one hand,
the sultans of Kanem-Bornu regularly made the pilgrimage to reinforce the
legitimacy of their kingdom, which had been Islamized as early as the eleventh
century and was funded by the trans-Saharan trade around Lake Chad, to the
northeast of today’s Nigeria. Following the conversion of his father, Umme Jilmi,
Mai Dunama is said to have been the first of his dynasty to go to Mecca in the
twelfth century.20 In the middle of the following century, Mai Dunama
Dibbalemi built a madrasah in Cairo to accommodate pilgrims from his king-
dom. It was also during a halt in Cairo that one of his successors was awarded the
title of Caliph in 1484.21 At the time, the sultan of Bornu was actually in
competition with the emperor of Songhai, Askia Mohammad, who returned
from Mecca around 1496 with the title of Caliph, which the Abbasid Caliph in
Cairo granted to him.22

On the other hand, Usman dan Fodio’s Fulani jihadists, who took power
and founded Sokoto in the nineteenth century, were reluctant to leave their
country to fulfill their religious duty, probably because they feared a revolt of
Hausa in a region—northwest of today’s Nigeria—where Islam had been
imported by foreign preachers.23 Theologians justified such bending of
religious rules by arguing that taking part in jihad opened the gates of
paradise and exempted believers from their obligation to go to Mecca.
Additionally, there was a local legend that the first pilgrimage of the sultan
of Sokoto would herald the end of the world and provoke a mass exodus of
God’s chosen people, the Fulani, towards the Gulf. Moreover, some of
Usman dan Fodio’s successors banned their scholars from going to Mecca
as they feared they could lose some intellectuals who might be tempted to
stay and study in the Hejaz or in Cairo. The Fulani aristocracy of Sokoto
eventually dampened the enthusiasm of pilgrims in order to retain human
resources, prevent the formation of an opposition in exile, and avoid being in
competition with other religious authorities.24 Of Qadiri allegiance, these

20Thomas Hodgkin, Nigerian Perspectives: An Historical Anthology (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1975),
24.

21Ulrich Rebstock, “West Africa and its Early Empires,” in The New Cambridge History of Islam, Volume 2: The Western
Islamic World, Eleventh to Eighteenth Centuries, edited by Maribel Fierro (Cambridge, England: Cambridge
University Press, 2010), 155; Bawuro Barkindo, “The Royal Pilgrimage Tradition of the Saifawa of Kanem and
Borno,” in People and Empires in African History: Essays in Memory of Michael Crowder, edited by Jacob Festus, Ade
Ajayi, and John David Yeadon (London, England: Longman, 1992), 1–20.

22Muhammad Nur Alkali, Kanem-Borno under the Sayfawa: A Study of the Origin, Growth, and Collapse of a Dynasty
(891–1846) (Maiduguri, Nigeria: University of Maiduguri Press, 2013), 131.

23Humphrey Fisher, “The Eastern Maghrib and the Central Sudan,” in The Cambridge History of Africa, Vol. 3: From c.
1050 to c. 1600, edited by John Fage and Roland Oliver (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1977),
326; Olayemi Akinwumi and Raji Adesina, “The Wangarawa Factor in The History of Nigerian Islam: The Example
of Kano and Borgu,” Islamic Studies vol. 29, no. 4 (1990): 375–85.

24Humphrey Fisher, “The Central Sahara and Sudan,” in The Cambridge History of Africa, Vol. 1: From the Earliest
Times to c. 500 B.C., edited by Richard Ray (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 61.
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elites nonetheless failed to prevent the development of Tijaniyyah rivals who
attracted the Hausa masses and encouraged them to make a pilgrimage to the
tomb of the founder of the brotherhood in Fez, Morocco; i.e., westward and
in the opposite direction from Arabia.

Paradoxically, it was British colonization and the fall of the Sokoto
Caliphate in 1903 that revived the flow of pilgrims toward Mecca by causing
an exodus of some 25,000 Fulani and Hausa toward Sudan.25 At the time, the
entire journey was done by land and could take up to ten years, going
through Maiduguri, Fort Lamy, Abeche, Geneina, El Fasher, and El Obeid,
the railway terminus that linked Kordofan to the port of Suakin and a boat
ride to Arabia. In the mid-1920s, there were up to 56,000 Takarir (“those
who come from the West”) moving between Chad and Sudan, 21,000 of
whom probably never returned to Nigeria.26 To subsist, pilgrims would work
on the plantations of Gezira or on the construction of the Makwar Dam, but
they earned less than they would in their home countries. Emigration
motivated by economic reasons was thus rather small, despite the promises
of smugglers, camp leaders (the sarkin zongos), and pilgrims who had come
back and painted Mecca as an El Dorado, and who chose not to talk about
the hardships they found on their way.

After a brief pause in 1940 due to hostilities with the French colonies in
the hands of the Vichy regime, improvements in transportation changed all
that. In Nigeria, the construction of a military airport in Maiduguri during
World War II, followed by the extension of the railway system, which
reached the city in 1964, made Borno the main point of departure towards
Mecca. It was also from there that colonial authorities oversaw the journey of
pilgrims, some 50,000 Nigerians per year, according to the memoirs of a
former British governor of the region.27 In 1958, two years before indepen-
dence, the government acquired holdings in a dedicated airline,
Alharamaini.28 In the same vein, authorities created a welfare office for the
pilgrims in Mecca, as well as a diplomatic mission in Jeddah under the aegis
of two famous Nigerian politicians: a Christian from the South, Obafemi
Awolowo, and a Muslim from the North, Abubabakar Tafawa Balewa. After
independence and the end of the Biafran War in 1970, the easy money
provided by the subsequent oil boom intensified the trend, as it made it

25After 1903, some Nigerians also went to Mecca to avoid paying British taxes. See Mahmud Tukur, British
Colonisation of Northern Nigeria, 1897–1914: A Reinterpretation of Colonial Sources (Dakar, Senegal: Amalion
Publishing, 2016), 274; Mark Duffield, “Fulani Mahdism and Revisionism in Sudan: Hijra or Compromise with
Colonialism ?” in Central Bilad al-Sudan: Tradition and Adaptation, edited by Yusuf Fadl Hassan and Paul Doornbos
(Khartoum, Sudan: University of Khartoum, Sudanese Library Series 11, 1977): 283–305.

26Lethem and Tomlinson, History of Islamic Propaganda, 31–4.
27Niven, Nigerian Kaleidoscope, 210.
28A famous Kano businessman, Alhaji Alhassan Dantata, had already launched (in 1948) a West African Pilgrims
Association (WAPA), which had established a private company named Hajj Air Limited. From 1965 until 1989, a
public corporation, Nigeria Airways, then enjoyed a monopoly to fly pilgrims to Mecca. Yet, government
restrictions and quotas encouraged bribery, favoritism, and a black market to allocate seats.
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possible for the Nigerian government to sponsor more pilgrims and to pay
for the repatriation of indigents, which was as many as 30,000 people in 1975.
Depending on the sources, the annual number of pilgrims reached a peak in
1977 or 1981, with over 100,000 people involved.

Nonetheless, the number of pilgrims quickly declined due to the economic
crisis of the 1980s and Saudi restrictions. The military, which came back to
power under the leadership of Muhammadu Buhari in 1984, made efforts to
meet Riyadh’s demands as well as quotas introduced in Nigeria earlier in
1978. Indeed, the Saudis wanted to prevent the illegal immigration of
Africans and to toughen their immunization requirements. They complained
in particular about a growing involvement in prostitution and drug traffick-
ing, following the first arrests of Nigerian dealers in Mecca in 1965.29

Eventually, the Organization of the Islamic Conference reduced pilgrim
quotas to 1,000 people for every million Muslim citizens, and refused to
take into account the demographic growth of the Nigerian population. Using
the 1991 census without updates, this policy resulted in halving the quota,
which the Nigerian government did not even try to renegotiate.

Indeed, in 1984, Muhammadu Buhari wanted to limit the annual number
of pilgrims to 20,000 in order to save money and hard currencies. He sought
to remove the Muslims who had already been to Mecca from the equation,
which was more than half of registered pilgrims each year. In 1986, his
successor, Ibrahim Babangida, dissolved the pilgrim welfare boards, except
for those located in Lagos and Kano. In the same vein, he hiked prices and
tightened the selection criteria for grants awarded on the basis of people’s
ability to pay for the trip and to prove their knowledge of the Quran, which
was called a “qualifying” exam (istita’a). Marred with cronyism, such a
process strengthened the social base of the Hausa-Fulani Muslim military
in the North. It favored men and the elderly over women and the young and
it ruled out the “heretical” Yoruba followers of the Ahmadiyya brotherhood
in the South.

In the 1980s and 1990s, the military junta also tried to minimize the
number of Muslim pilgrims it sponsored so as to prevent interreligious
tensions and avoid hurting Christians, who made up about half of the
Nigerian population. Paradoxically, it was President Olusegun Obasanjo, a
Christian Yoruba from the South, who facilitated the hajj in order to get
support from his Muslim allies in the North after his election in 1999. The
annual number of pilgrims, which had dropped below 20,000 in the late
1980s, went up to 80,000 during the economic upturn that Nigeria was
experiencing thanks to an increase in oil exports and prices. Nevertheless,

29In Italy, the pilgrimage of Nigerian Christians in Rome also went together with the development of the trafficking
of luxury clothes counterfeits, then of sex workers from Benin City. See Ojong Echum Tangban, “The Hajj and the
Nigerian Economy, 1960–1981,” Journal of Religion in Africa vol. 21, no. 3 (1991): 250; Stephen Ellis, This Present
Darkness: A History of Nigerian Organized Crime (London, England: Hurst, 2016): 134.
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the proportion of Muslims who made the hajj remained small compared to
the demographic growth of Africa’s most populous country.

In fact, the British had issued travel passports to almost 6,000 pilgrims
crossing Borno every year between 1907 and 1911, and 8,000 Nigerians
reportedly had gone to Mecca in 1925.30 This represented 0.04 percent of a
population of 18.3 million, according to the 1921 census. Around 1955, the
British governor of Borno reported the pilgrimage of some 50,000 Nigerians
annually, which represented 0.16 percent of a population of 31.6 million,
according to the 1953 census.31 Finally, in the 2000s, authorities limited the
Nigerian quota to 80,000 citizens per year, which represented 0.04 percent
of a population estimated at about 180 million people in 2015, using data
from the 2006 census. In other words, the proportion of Nigerian Muslims
making the pilgrimage to Mecca has declined by 75 percent since the
golden age of the 1950s, and is almost back to its pre-colonial level, when
people traveled by camel caravans instead of airplanes. These percentages
relate to the entire population because there are no official data about
religious allegiances since the censuses of 1953 and 1963. Nonetheless,
rough estimates about the number of Nigerian Muslims confirm this down-
ward trend (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Nigeria: Pilgrims and the growth of Muslim population (1925–2015).
NB: The higher ranges of available figures are used when sources give conflicting numbers of
pilgrims (Long 1979, 130–1; Tangban 1991; Bianchi 2004; Birks 1978; Al-Farsy 1990, 31; Lethem
and Tomlinson 1927; National Hajj Commission of Nigeria). Estimates of the Muslim population
are from the censuses of 1921, 1953, 1963, 1991, and 2006.

30Vincent Hiribarren, A History of Borno: Trans-Saharan African Empire to Failing Nigerian State (London, England:
Hurst, 2016), 111; Lethem and Tomlinson, History of Islamic Propaganda, 31–4.

31Niven, Nigerian Kaleidoscope, 210.
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The impact on religious practices

This relative decline probably does not mean much in terms of spirituality,
either regarding a “radicalization” of Islam or a secularization of the Muslim
community. Given the many internal and external constraints on the orga-
nization of the pilgrimage, it would actually not be wise to draw conclusions
about religious fervor and polarization in any given African country. There
were years when the number of pilgrims from Niger, for example, reached
that of Nigeria, despite a much smaller population in Niger.32 Yet Niger is
overwhelmingly Muslim, and has experienced fewer religious tensions within
its multicultural and multi-religious society than Nigeria has felt. During the
colonial period, British intelligence had in fact noted that Nigerian Muslims
were generally more eager to go on the pilgrimage than were their coreligio-
nists in Sudan, who were closer to Arabia and therefore more inclined to
postpone their trips.33 That being said, an Islamist junta, which has in the
past welcomed the likes of Osama bin Laden or Hassan al-Turabi, the
extremist leader of the Muslim Brotherhood, now rules Sudan. Meanwhile,
the Nigerian federation continues to be governed by a “secular”
constitution.34

Because departures to Mecca are tied to so many political, economic, and
social imponderables, one cannot use the number of pilgrims as an indicator
of a country’s religiosity. The popularization and intensification of the flow
of pilgrims toward Saudi Arabia also say nothing about a radicalization of the
practices of Islam. On the contrary, the improvement of transportation has
promoted a quick and superficial consumption of the hajj involving a simple
round-trip flight.35 Going to Mecca on caravans used to represent a con-
siderable challenge. The prestige that it yielded was a status symbol, soon
equated with the good fortune of the “big traders” who boasted the title of
alhaji. At that time, the pilgrimage also left a very strong physical and
political footprint, which is almost comparable to the Crusades in Medieval
Europe.36 One can still find traces of this throughout the Sahel. In the Lake
Chad region, for example, it is clear in the etymology of place names such as
Damasek, which refers to the pilgrims’ fatigue on their way back from Mecca,
while a local legend has it that the Buduma fishermen descend from a
Kanembu who broke away from his family following the marriage of his
wife with his brother while he was on his way to Mecca.37

32Bianchi, Guests of God, 303.
33Lethem and Tomlinson, History of Islamic Propaganda, 31–4.
34Marc-Antoine Pérouse de Montclos, “Le Fédéralisme au Secours de l’Afrique? Du Nigeria au Soudan, des
Expériences Contrastées,” Afrique Contemporaine, no. 208 (2003): 101–14.

35Adama Hamadou, “Pèlerinage Musulman et Stratégies d’Accumulation au Cameroun,” Afrique Contemporaine, no.
231 (2009): 119–38.

36Bawa Yamba, Permanent Pilgrims: The Role of Pilgrimage in the Lives of West African Muslims in Sudan
(Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995).

37Fisher, “The Eastern Maghrib and the Central Sudan,” 327, 329.
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Indeed, the pilgrimage before colonization had an impact on trade, agricul-
tural modes of production, settlements, and politics. In Chad, the story of
Mallum Debaba testifies to this. A Fulani, his followers believed that he was a
Mahdi, and he gathered approximately 50,000 fanatics to walk with him
towards Mecca around 1857.38 His slow movement en route gave people
enough time to sell their goods to follow him. While he passed, some villages
allegedly lost more than half of their inhabitants, who became his followers.
The crowd soon became so big that it precipitated a famine, as peasants
stopped laboring on the land, yet they needed food to continue their journey.
Despite the Islamic duty to let pilgrims go freely, the Sultanate of Bagirmi was,
of course, worried by this throng, which included Kanuri and Fulani horsemen
armed with clubs, bows, and arrows. A clash was unavoidable. When Mallum
Debaba’s followers defeated Bagirmi in 1858, some of them wanted to stay to
hold power and loot the sultanate. They argued that the natives were not good
Muslims, and actually lost their religious motives as they sought to plunder the
country. Contested by his own troops, Mallum Debaba carried on his pilgrim-
age alone, and probably died by drowning on the way. Very few in the caravan
reached Mecca. Most of them came back home, were massacred along the way,
or settled along the Logone and Chari Rivers.

Of course, such events no longer happen. In the context of the growth of the
Muslim population south of the Sahara, the downward trend in the number of
pilgrims rather questions the assumption that some authors make about a
greater interaction with Arab cultural areas through advances in transportation,
connectivity, and new information technology.39 John Hunwick, for example,
claims that the colonial interlude isolated Africans from the Muslim world like
never before.40 Indeed, Europeans first tried to restrict contacts with Arab
countries and Mecca in order to prevent the spread of the Mahdist resistance
and, in the case of the British in Nigeria, to prevent the supporters of the sultan
of Sokoto from fleeing after the 1903 conquest of the state. Yet, after having
unsuccessfully tried to curb or even prohibit the pilgrimage, the colonizer ended
up promoting it in order to better control it. Such was the case with the Dutch,
who were the first to open an office in Mecca in 1889 so that they could monitor
the subversive activities of Malay Muslims from Indonesia.41 In 1907, the
governor of the province of Ilorin in Nigeria started organizing trips to Mecca
from the port of Lagos.42 In 1925, religious authorities in Mecca also served

38Christian Seignobos, “Du Bornou au Baguirmi, le Pèlerinage d’un Mahdi, Mallum Debaba (1856–1860),” Journal
des Africanistes vol. 86, no. 2 (2016): 52–95.

39John Hunwick, “Sub-Saharan Africa and the Wider World of Islam: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives,”
Journal of Religion in Africa 26, no. 3 (1996): 230–57; Dale Eickelman and Jon Anderson, eds., New Media in the
Muslim World: The Emerging Public Sphere (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2003).

40Hunwick, “Sub-Saharan Africa and the Wider World of Islam,” 231, 235.
41Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje, Mekka in the Latter Part of the 19th Century (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1970), 290–1.
42Andrew Barnes, “‘Evangelization Where it is Not Wanted’: Colonial Administrators and Missionaries in Northern
Nigeria During the First Third of the Twentieth Century,” Journal of Religion in Africa vol. 25, no. 4 (1995): 433.
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colonial interests by condemning the Mahdist protests and issuing a fatwa to
punish African Muslims who might be tempted to proclaim themselves
“messiahs.”43

In the north of British Nigeria, allowing participation in the pilgrimage
thus became a way to reward the most loyal emirs. Along with the develop-
ment of air transport and the fact that trips to Mecca were now safer, the
1950s were a golden age in this regard. During the two years preceding
independence in 1960, for example, the British began to subsidize and
“nationalize” the organization of the pilgrimage with the help of emirs in
the North. The contrast with today’s situation is striking, considering that
these emirs later tried to re-privatize the pilgrimage in order to escape the
restrictions of the military regime during the economic crisis of the 1980s
and 1990s. As for the Saudis, they hardened their position and strengthened
their immigration controls to ensure that foreign pilgrims would return
home. Instead of accepting globalization and openness, Mecca became
more closed. As David Long wrote, “the Hijaz is no longer the melting pot
that the Hajj once made it.”44

It is true that Mecca has never really been an open city. As the symbol of
the gateway to a paradise reserved for believers only, authorities have always
barred non-Muslims from entering it, in contrast to the community founded
by the Prophet Muhammad in Medina, where there were also Jews,
Christians, and pagans.45 When it comes to the movement of religious
ideas, however, Mecca has been an important center of learning. In
Northern Mali, for instance, a Tuareg from Gao, Muhammad Abdallah Ag
Mahmud al-Madani, introduced modern salafism in his teachings. He had
walked to Hejaz in 1906 and become the imam of the Mosque of the Prophet
in Mecca between 1924 and 1934, before returning home in 1938. Likewise,
in the western part of Muslim Ethiopia, a former pilgrim named Ibrahim
“Shash” Hasan came back to his hometown, Harar, in 1936, started to preach
salafism, and claimed independence before being jailed in 1942 and deported
to Saudi Arabia.46

With the oil boom of the 1970s, which allowed the Arab Gulf States to
finance their proselytizing efforts, the Holy City could foster the spread of
Wahhabi ideology in Africa. Until then, Wahhabism had remained confined
to a few scholarly circles. In Nigeria, in particular, its teaching influenced the
Izala “eradicators” of Ahmed Gumi, a fundamentalist sheikh trained in Saudi
Arabia, and the members of the Boko Haram sect, which was founded in

43Brandon Kendhammer, Muslims Talking Politics: Framing Islam, Democracy, and Law in Northern Nigeria (Chicago,
IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2016), 63.

44Long, 1979, 114.
45Sardar, Histoire de la Mecque, 152.
46Roman Loimeier, Islamic Reform in 20th Century Africa (Edinburgh, Scotland: Edinburgh University Press, 2016),
111, 268.
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Borno by a radical preacher named Mohammed Yusuf.47 Ahmed Gumi, for
instance, used his connections to Wahhabi clerics in Mecca to ban the
pilgrimage of “heretic” and Yoruba followers of the Ahmadiyya brotherhood
in 1973. As for the founder of the “Nigerian Taliban,” Muhammad Ali, as
well as Mohammed Yusuf’s Izala mentor, Mahamud Jafar Adam, they too
were taught in Saudi Arabia, while one of Boko Haram’s first adherents,
Bashir Mustafa, studied in Medina before being killed while fighting in 2010.

That being said, the pilgrimage has not always been the vehicle of
Wahhabi proselytism. On the contrary, it also contributed to the expansion
of Sufi brotherhoods, which are great rivals of Saudi salafism in Africa. From
Mecca, for instance, devotees disseminated the teachings of the Moroccan
Sufi Ahmad ibn Idris (1760–1837) to the Sahel. Likewise, the pilgrimage gave
rise to the Senussiyya Order in Darfur and Cyrenaica, as well as the
Mirghaniyya (or Khatmiyya) brotherhood in Northern Sudan. Muhammad
ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1703–1792) was himself a student of a Sufi sheikh,
Muhammad Hayya Al-Sindhi (d. 1750), who belonged to the Naqshbandi
order, which was based in what was then northwestern India (today’s
Pakistan). The sheikh was trained by an Egyptian Shafi’i teacher,
Muhammad bin Ala al-Din al-Babili (1592–1666), who in turn influenced
Muhammad al-Wali, a Fulani puritan scholar of Baghirmi in the Central
Sudan during the seventeenth century.48

In West Africa, the pilgrimage has also legitimized the emergence of
jihadists of the Tijaniyyah, such as El Hadj Muhammad al-Amin (a.k.a.
“The Soninke”) in Mali and El Hadj Umar Tall, the founder of the
Toucouleur Empire in Senegal, who had studied Islam in Cairo for
four years.49 As for Nigeria, the encounter in Mecca in 1937 between the
Emir of Kano, Abdullahi Bayero, and the Senegalese leader Sheikh Ibrahim
Niasse was the starting point of Tijaniyyah expansion in the most populous
country in Africa. It was a movement that had first started to spread from
Senegal, following trade routes towards Ghana, Niger, Chad, and
Cameroon. In the Kano region, in particular, the Tijaniyyah order attracted
Hausa talakwa masses because it was closer to the people and less elitist
than the Qadiriyyah brotherhood, which included the Fulani’s sarakuna
nobility. In 1945, a visit from Sheikh Ibrahim Niasse finally convinced the

47The Izala’s full name refers to the “Society for the Eradication of Evil Innovations and the Re-establishment of
Orthodoxy” (Jama’at al-Bida wa Izalat Iqamat al-Sunna), founded in 1978. Members of the movement prefer to
identify as Sunni, Ahl ul-Sunnah. As for Boko Haram (“Western education is sacrilege”), it is a pejorative nickname.
Following a first uprising of the so-called “Nigerian Taliban” in 2003, the group took the name of the “Sunni
Community for the Propagation of the Prophet’s Teachings and Jihad” (Jama’atu Ahlis-Sunnah Lidda’awati Wal Jihad)
after the extra-judicial killing of its founder in 2009. A faction swore allegiance to the Islamic State (Daesh) in 2015.

48Dorrit Van Dalen, Doubt, Scholarship and Society in 17th-Century Central Sudanic Africa (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill,
2016): 149.

49Humphrey Fisher, “The Early Life and Pilgrimage of Al-Hajj Muhammad Al-Amin the Soninke (d. 1887),” The
Journal of African History vol. 11, no. 1 (1970): 51–69.
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Emir of Kano to support a movement that allowed him to overcome the
tutelage of the sultan of Sokoto, a member of the Qadiriyyah.

In fact, Mecca is certainly not just a center of influence of the most radical
Wahhabism. Indeed, the magnitude of the pilgrimage pushed the Saudis to
compromise with and welcome Muslims, including Shiites, who did not
follow their Hanbali rituals.50 Shortly after taking control of Mecca in 1924,
the militia of the new kingdom, the Ikhwan (“brothers”), banned some
prayers, destroyed ancient tombs, and restricted the access of religious
leaders of the three other orthodox Sunni Islamic schools of jurisprudence;
i.e., the Hanafi, Maliki, and Shafi’i. Nevertheless, the Saudi dynasty did not
yet have oil money and was quite poor. It needed the financial and political
support of the Muslim world to recognize its sovereignty and independence.
As a result, Saudi authorites had to restrain the zeal of its sectarian
supporters.51 During a world congress of Muslims in Mecca in 1926, the
authorities formally allowed believers from other countries to perform their
own rituals.52 Since then, the increasing number of pilgrims has forced the
monarchy to negotiate national quotas and tone down the masculine rigor of
original Wahhabism, as women now make up half of the pilgrims who travel
to Mecca each year—or up to eighty percent of the number in the case of
Senegal.53 Under the pretext of modernizing the Holy City, the Saudis also
began to raze old buildings, including the mausoleums of the Prophet’s
family, and not just the Sufi shrines which the Wahhabis despise. Giving in
to easy oil money, they eventually disfigured the place and built an
American-style city.54

Historically, Mecca has in fact been a sanctuary, and not a hub for jihadist
training. For Africans, in particular, taking exile in the Holy City may have
been a form of silent protest, instead of resorting to violence in their
homelands.55 Indeed, Mecca has been a place of refuge, or even of illegal
immigration, because of its special and cosmopolitan status within the Saudi
territory. Thus, it is there that Mohammed Yusuf went in search of an alibi
and an asylum when Nigerian security forces started looking for him after
the 2003 uprising of the Taliban, which occurred in Kanama, a small village
on the border with Niger. It is also from there that the Deputy Governor of
Borno State, Adamu Shettima Yuguda Bilal, negotiated Mohammed Yusuf’s

50Long, The Hajj Today, 95, 108.
51Sékaly, “Les Deux Congrès Islamiques Généraux,” 22.
52In the same vein, the Islamic University of Medina, founded in 1961, had to adapt to the diversity of its teachers,
who were not all Saudis, and its foreign students, who came from all over the world. As a result, its curriculum
gradually drifted away from the Wahhabis’ Hanbali school and got closer to Malikism. See Ahmed Chanfi, West
African ʿUlamāʾ and Salafism in Mecca and Medina: Jawāb al-Ifrῑqῑ—The Response of the African (Leiden,
Netherlands: Brill, 2015).

53Bianchi, Guests of God; Ferdaous Hardy and Jeanne Semin, “Islam au Sénégal et Initiatives Féminines: Une
Économie Morale du Pèlerinage à La Mecque,” Afrique Contemporaine, no. 231 (2009): 141.

54Sardar, Histoire de La Mecque.
55Murray Last, “Aspects of Administration and Dissent in Hausaland, 1800–1968,” Africa vol. 40, no. 4 (1970): 352.
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return to Maiduguri during the latter’s own pilgrimage. In fact, the Wahhabi
influence of Mecca on Mohammed Yusuf is actually questionable. The
founder of Boko Haram had already become radicalized before making the
pilgrimage. Once back in Maiduguri, he broke away from the Saudi-trained
Izala, who considered Mohammed Yusuf a heretic.

Conclusion

The role played by Mecca in framing a global salafi ideology deserves
further attention. Historically, it was Africans and not Arab preachers
who led the Sahelian jihads in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.56

Among them, only three had made the pilgrimage, and it was their
colonizers who then stressed their alleged Wahhabi or Mahdist
connections.57 Unlike the Mai of Bornu, Usman dan Fodio, for example,
never went to Mecca. The contrast is striking with his main detractor in
Bornu, Muhammad al-Amin al-Kanemi, who used his experience of the
pilgrimage to back arguments rejecting the Sokoto jihad. Trained in
Agadez in what is today Niger, Usman dan Fodio actually did not need
the Qadiriyyah’s teachings from abroad to take up arms and legitimize his
fight. His successors also avoided going away, at a time when a journey to
Mecca took several years, as doing so would have forced them to relin-
quish power in their absence, like the Christian kings during the
Crusades. Even today, it is not clear whether the hajj has facilitated the
mobilization of Boko Haram’s members. Out of fifty-one presumed sect
members held in the prisons of Koutoukalé and Kollo in Niger, for
example, only one had made the pilgrimage.58

In fact, the yearly attendance of the hajj does not explain Islamic insur-
gencies that are determined by many political, economic, and social local
factors. With a small population and a high number of pilgrims, Libya, for
example, has experienced jihad since the collapse of Muammar Gaddafi’s
regime in 2011. In contrast, the number of Malians going to perform the hajj
in Mecca was rather small relative to the size of their population. Yet they
gave in to the fighters of al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) in 2012.
Obviously, such crises were not related to the attendance of the hajj. They
were rather connected to the Franco-British military intervention in Libya
and the Tuareg struggle against the central government in Mali. Although the

56Nehemia Levtzion, “The Eighteenth-Century: Background to the Islamic Revolutions in West Africa,” in Eighteenth-
Century Renewal and Reform in Islam, edited by Nehemia Levtzion and John Voll (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University
Press, 1987), 21–38.

57Roman Loimeier, “Africa South of the Sahara to the First World War,” in The New Cambridge History of Islam:
Volume 5: The Islamic World in the Age of Western Dominance, edited by Francis Robinson (Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 273; Roman Loimeier, “Das Nigerian Pilgrimage Scheme,” Africa Spectrum
vol. 23, no. 2 (1988): 201–14.

58Interviews conducted by the author in early 2015.
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pilgrimage has made it possible for jihadists in the making to meet in a safe
haven, Mecca certainly has not been an incubator of terrorism. In order to
understand jihadists’ recruitment process, one should instead take a closer
look at the suburbs of London, Paris, Brussels, Maiduguri, Timbuktu, or
Mogadishu.

Notes on contributor

A Senior Researcher at the Institut de Recherche pour le Développement (IRD), Marc-
Antoine Pérouse de Montclos is a doctor in political science. A specialist on armed conflicts
and humanitarian aid in Africa south of the Sahara, he graduated from the Institut d’Études
Politiques in Paris, taught as a professor at the French Institute of Geopolitics in the
University of Paris 8, and lived for several years in Nigeria, South Africa, and Kenya. An
Associate Fellow at the Africa Programme, Chatham House (London), and Peace Research
Institute in Oslo, he has published some eighty articles and books, especially on Nigeria and
Islam.

THE JOURNAL OF THE MIDDLE EAST AND AFRICA 289


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Incomplete statistics, hasty conclusions
	Mecca, a global yet closed city
	Internal factors: The case of Nigeria
	The impact on religious practices
	Conclusion
	Notes on contributor

