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“Who is the owner of this land?: Possession and affect observed in the agrarian system
in Songhay society (Western Niger)”

Yutaka SAKUMA (ILCAA, Tokyo University of Foreign Studies)

The title of this lecture is the question which I kept asking in Songhay language
during my fieldwork. This lecture sheds light on the characteristics of the land tenure

system of the Songhay society by examining the people’s responses to this question.

Firstly, I pointed out that it is difficult to prove the structure of land ownership as
found in previous studies, namely, that of landowners being those arriving earlier, such
as chiefly families, while slaves and those arriving later had only usufructuary rights.
Furthermore, since the increase in millet farming in the late 1960s, island dwellers
began to cultivate this crop on the west banks of the Niger River. As a result, the
situation had changed to the point where the chiefly families became non-owners of
land, while the traditional non-owners, such as those arriving later and slaves, became
landowners.

Secondly, I presented a theoretical consideration of the system of land ownership in
Songhay society. The Songhay word “no (giving)”, used for the giving land, is used not
only for the conferral or donation of land, but also in the sense of lending land. The
distinction between donating and lending is intentionally vague; by contrast, it is
acceptable for the lender to require the compulsory return “fa-yop (receiving)’of the
land. This claim can still be valid after several generations have passed. The
distinguishing characteristic of the land ownership system shown here is that the
cultivator of the land can become the owner of the land despite only being a
usufructuary for the time being; however, to become the owner, he must build a close

relationship with the one who “gave” the land and avoid the land being “received” back



again. This is a subservient relationship which is also considered as a “relative”
relationship. The typical people in this subservient position are those arriving later and
slaves.

To sum it up, in the land tenure system of the Songhay society in Western Niger,
there has been an underlying conflict between those who “give® land and those who are
“given® land, in other words, those who “receive” land and those whose land is “received®.
This conflict has existed over generations, and it's this very conflict that supports the
foundation of their agriculture. The typical land “givers” were, at one point, chief’s
family and freemen, and those who are “given” land were slaves and members of other
ethnic groups. But remember that the chief’s family have shifted from the land “giver”
on the island to its lender on the West side of the bank. This fact demonstrates that the
“giving/given” relationship is rather fluid and it cannot be simply explained by fixed
caste or class distinctions. Someone’s caste and class show rather a mere snapshot of a

long-lasting conflict.
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