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ABSTRACT

The Diwan of Sultan Muhammad Bello, the second Sultan of the Sokoto Caliphate, transcends a mere
personal anthology of poetry; it serves as a sophisticated literary artefact that actively shaped and
preserved the identity of a nascent Islamic state. This study examines the Diwan through the dual lenses
of intertextuality and cultural memory. Drawing on Julia Kristeva’s concept of intertextuality and Jan
Assmann’s theory of cultural memory, it argues that Sultan Bello’s poetry strategically employs religious,
literary, and historical references not merely as stylistic ornamentation, but as deliberate mechanisms for
legitimizing the Caliphate, transmitting its core values, and constructing a collective memory for its
community. By analyzing how the Diwan interweaves Qur’anic scripture, classical Arabic poetic forms,
and local Hausa traditions, this paper reveals the work as a dynamic site of cultural negotiation. It
demonstrates that the Diwan functions as a foundational text, bridging the divine past with the political
present and ensuring the continuity of the Caliphate’s intellectual and spiritual legacy for future
generations.
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INTRODUCTION

The Sokoto Caliphate, established in the early nineteenth century in what is now northern Nigeria,
represents not merely a political and military achievement but a profound intellectual and cultural
renaissance that reshaped the West African Sahel (Last, 1967). Central to this transformative project was
a class of scholar-administrators who wielded the pen as powerfully as the sword, producing an extensive
corpus of Arabic and Ajami literature that articulated the ideological foundations of the new Islamic state.
Among these intellectual giants, Sultan Muhammad Bello (1781-1837), the son of the jihad movement's
founder Usman dan Fodio and the first Caliph of Sokoto from 1817 until his death, stands out as a
particularly prolific scholar, historian, and poet whose literary output reflects the depth and sophistication
of Caliphate intellectual culture (Last, 1967).

The Diwan of Sultan Muhammad Bello—a carefully curated collection of his poems—occupies a central
place within this literary tradition, offering invaluable insights into the ideology, self-perception, and
cultural aspirations of the Sokoto Caliphate. As a textual artifact, the Diwan operates at the intersection of
multiple intellectual currents: it engages with classical Arabic literary forms, draws deeply upon Islamic
scriptural traditions, and addresses the specific socio-political realities of nineteenth-century Hausaland.
While scholars have frequently mined this collection for historical data, the Diwan warrants closer
scrutiny as a literary text with its own internal logic, rhetorical strategies, and cultural functions. Paul
Naylor (2021) observes that the leaders of the Sokoto Caliphate, including Bello, left behind an extensive
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written record, and that careful analysis of these texts is essential for understanding how they sought to
enroll local societies into their political and religious vision.

This paper posits that the Sultan Bello Diwan is far more than a simple compilation of verses; rather, it
constitutes a carefully constructed artifact of cultural memory and a masterful exercise in intertextuality.
To develop this argument, the paper draws upon two complementary theoretical frameworks: Julia
Kristeva's (1980) concept of intertextuality, which illuminates how texts generate meaning through their
relationships with antecedent texts, and Jan Assmann's (2011) theory of cultural memory, which explains
how communities construct and transmit shared identities through cultural formations. The central
argument advanced here is that Sultan Bello employs a dense web of intertextual references—to the
Quran and Hadith, to the classical Arabic literary canon, and to foundational narratives of Islamic
history—to construct a cohesive cultural memory for the multi-ethnic community of the Caliphate. Recent
scholarship confirms the presence and strategic deployment of these various forms of intertextuality
within Bello's poetic corpus (Kaoje et al., 2024). Through this intertextual practice, the Diwan serves
multiple interconnected functions: it legitimizes Caliphate rule by situating it within sacred history,
inculcates Islamic values among a diverse populace, and ensures the ideological continuity of the state
across generations.

By examining the mechanisms through which intertextuality operates in the Diwan, this paper seeks to
demonstrate how poetry functioned as a vital tool for state-building and identity formation in the Sokoto
Caliphate. The analysis proceeds in three main sections. First, it establishes the theoretical frameworks of
intertextuality and cultural memory that underpin the investigation. Second, it explores the three primary
modes of intertextuality evident in the Diwan: religious, literary, and historical. Finally, it considers how
these intertextual practices collectively contribute to the construction and transmission of cultural
memory, arguing that the Diwan ultimately stands as a foundational text that continues to shape
understanding of the Sokoto Caliphate's intellectual legacy.

Problem Statement

The Sokoto Caliphate (1804-1903) stands as a pivotal polity in pre-colonial African history, renowned
for its military prowess and profound intellectual and literary contributions. Central to this legacy is the
*Diwan* of Sultan Muhammad Bello, the second Sultan of the Caliphate, which offers deep insights into
the ideological foundations, religious commitments, and cultural aspirations of the nascent Islamic state.
Traditionally, scholarship has predominantly approached the Diwan as a historical document, extracting
biographical details, political chronology, and evidence of administrative structures. While this
perspective has provided valuable information, it has largely overlooked the literary dimensions of the
text, such as its sophisticated rhetorical strategies, intertextual practices, and cultural memory work.
Recent studies have begun to identify elements of intertextuality within Bello's poetry. For instance,
Kaoje et al. (2024) analyzed selected poems from the Diwan , highlighting the presence of religious and
literary intertextuality. ([hrmars.com] (https://hrmars.com/IJARBSS/article/view/22337/Elements-of-
Intertextuality-in-Some-Selected-Poems-of-the-Diwan-of-Sultan-Muhammad-Bello-of-
Nigeria?utm_source=openai)) However, a comprehensive examination of how intertextuality functions
across the Diwan as a cohesive strategy for constructing and transmitting cultural memory remains
lacking. Furthermore, the relationship between the Diwan's intertextual practices and its role in
legitimizing Caliphate authority, inculcating Islamic values, and forging a collective identity for a multi-
ethnic community has not been adequately explored. Consequently, the full significance of the Diwan as a
foundational text within West African Islamic intellectual history—one that bridges Arabic literary
traditions with local realities and shapes cultural memory across generations—has yet to be fully
articulated.

This study aims to fill this gap by providing a theoretically grounded analysis of intertextuality and
cultural memory in the Diwan of Sultan Muhammad Bello, thereby contributing to a more nuanced
understanding of the literary dimensions of state-building in the Sokoto Caliphate.
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Research Objectives

This study seeks to:

1. Situate the Sultan Bello Diwan within the intellectual and literary traditions of the Sokoto Caliphate.
2. ldentify and categorize the various forms of intertextuality present in the Diwan.

3. Analyze the rhetorical functions of intertextuality within the Diwan.

4. Examine how the Diwan functions as a repository of cultural memory.

5. Assess the role of the Diwan in shaping collective identity and legitimizing political authority.

Literature review

1 Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in two complementary theoretical frameworks: Julia Kristeva's concept of
intertextuality and Jan Assmann's theory of cultural memory. These frameworks provide the analytical
tools necessary to examine how Sultan Muhammad Bello's Diwan generates meaning through its
relationship with antecedent texts and how it functions as a vehicle for the transmission of collective
identity across generations.

1.1 Intertextuality: The Dialogic Nature of Texts

The concept of intertextuality, introduced by Julia Kristeva in the late 1960s, fundamentally
reconceptualizes the relationship between texts. Drawing upon Mikhail Bakhtin's notions of dialogism
and the carnivalesque, Kristeva (1980) posits that no text exists in isolation; rather, every text is a "mosaic
of quotations"” and is inherently shaped by its absorption and transformation of other texts (p. 66). This
theoretical orientation moves beyond traditional source-study approaches that trace literary "influences"
to understand how texts generate meaning through their dynamic engagement with a broader cultural and
textual universe (Kristeva, 1980).

Central to Kristeva's formulation is the idea that textual meaning emerges not from the author's intention
alone but from the intersection of multiple voices—the author's, the reader's, and those of antecedent
texts. As Kristeva (1980) explained, intertextuality refers to "textual interaction produced within the text
itself," serving as an indicator of "how the text reads history and locates itself in it" (p. 13). This
perspective positions texts as active participants in ongoing cultural conversations, where they
simultaneously draw upon existing traditions and transform them to address new contexts.

In the context of the Sultan Bello Diwan, intertextuality provides a powerful lens for understanding how
Sultan Muhammad Bello's poetry achieves authority and resonance. By positioning his work within the
grand narrative of Islamic tradition—including the Qur'an, Hadith, and classical Arabic literary canon—
Bello aligns his voice with established sources of legitimacy. At the same time, he transforms these
traditions to articulate a distinctly West African Islamic experience, thereby creating a synthesis that
speaks to both universal Islamic values and local realities. Recent scholarship has recognized the utility of
intertextuality as a literary theory for interpreting Sultan Muhammad Bello's artistic works, confirming
the presence of multiple intertextual forms within his poetry (Kaoje et al., 2024).

1.2 Cultural Memory: The Preservation of Collective Identity

Complementing the concept of intertextuality is Jan Assmann's theory of cultural memory, which
provides a framework for understanding how communities construct, preserve, and transmit shared
identities across time. Building on the foundational work of Maurice Halbwachs on collective memory,
Assmann (2011) distinguishes between two primary forms of memory: communicative memory and
cultural memory.

Communicative memory refers to the everyday, informal recollections that circulate within living
communities, typically spanning no more than three generations. It is fluid, unstructured, and tied to oral
communication (Assmann, 2011). Cultural memory, by contrast, is formalized, institutionalized, and
ceremonial. It is concerned with "fateful events of the past" and is organized around fixed points that
Assmann (2011) terms "figures of memory"—individuals, events, or symbols that carry particular
significance for the community (p. 34). Cultural memory is sustained through cultural formations such as
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texts, rites, monuments, and institutional practices including recitation, observance, and formal education
(Assmann, 2011).

The function of cultural memory is fundamentally identity-constituting. As Kosmidou and
Dermentzopoulos (2015) observe, cultural memory focuses on characteristics that communicative
memory lacks, serving to unify and stabilize a common identity that endures across multiple generations.
Through cultural memory, communities construct a shared past that provides orientation for the present
and continuity into the future.

The Sultan Bello Diwan exemplifies the concept of cultural memory. The text functions as a foundational
cultural formation that preserves and transmits the core knowledge, values, and figures of memory
essential to the Sokoto Caliphate's collective identity. Within the Diwan, figures such as the Prophet
Muhammad, the companions, the mujaddid (renewer) tradition, and the leaders of the Sokoto jihad
become fixed points of memory around which communal identity is organized. By inscribing these
figures and their associated values into poetic form, the Diwan ensures their transmission across
generations, thereby shaping the identity of the Sokoto community long after the historical context of its
composition.

3. Modes of Intertextuality in the Sultan Bello Diwan

Sultan Muhammad Bello's Diwan demonstrates a sophisticated deployment of intertextual practices that
weave together multiple textual traditions into a cohesive poetic voice. Drawing upon the theoretical
framework established above, this section identifies and analyzes three primary modes of intertextuality
evident in the collection. Scholarly research confirms the presence of these various intertextual forms—
religious, literary, and historical—within Bello's poetic corpus (Kaoje et al., 2024).

3.1 Religious Intertextuality: Grounding Authority in the Divine

The most pervasive and foundational form of intertextuality in the Diwan is its sustained engagement
with the Qur'an and the Hadith. Sultan Bello frequently incorporates Qur'anic material through direct
guotation, paraphrase, thematic allusion, and the integration of Qur'anic vocabulary and imagery. Poems
devoted to praise of God, descriptions of paradise, and exhortations to piety are particularly saturated with
echoes of specific suras and verses, creating a dense texture of scriptural resonance.

This  religious intertextuality — serves  multiple  interconnected  functions.  First, it
accomplishes authentication. As Hagglund (2019) observes, intertextuality in religious writing can serve
to corroborate the truth-value of a text; by echoing the divine text, the poetry borrows the authority of
scripture, positioning itself within a tradition of sacred discourse. The Qur'anic intertext thus imbues
Bello's verses with a sense of sacred authority that transcends the poet's individual voice.

Second, religious intertextuality performs a pedagogical function. The Diwan operates as a vehicle for
transmitting Islamic knowledge to a diverse audience. As Muhammad, Bello, and Madawaki (2023)
demonstrate, the Sokoto ulama deliberately employed poetry as a mechanism for disseminating Islamic
teachings, recognizing that a significant portion of the Hausa-speaking population could not fluently
understand Arabic. The mnemonic qualities of verse, combined with the familiarity of Qur'anic language,
facilitated the internalization of core religious concepts.

Third, religious intertextuality contributes to legitimization. Allusions to prophecies concerning the
coming of a mujaddid (renewer) of the faith, drawn from Hadith traditions, implicitly frame the Sokoto
jihad as a divinely ordained event. By positioning himself and his father, Usman dan Fodio, within this
prophetic framework, Bello establishes their leadership as part of sacred history. As Hagglund (2019)
notes, intertextuality can serve to establish the writer as an authoritative figure whose claims merit trust—
a function particularly salient in the context of political and religious legitimation.

3.2 Literary Intertextuality: Synthesizing Arabic Forms and Local Content

Beyond its engagement with scripture, the Diwan enters into dialogue with the classical Arabic literary
tradition. Sultan Bello demonstrates mastery of established Arabic poetic forms, including
the gasida (ode), and employs classical meters that would have been immediately recognizable to any
educated Muslim reader. This formal intertextuality signals Bello's membership in the transnational
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community of Islamic scholars (ummah) and positions him as a participant in a literary tradition that
spans from pre-Islamic Arabia to the medieval courts of Baghdad and Andalusia.

However, the Diwan does not merely replicate classical Arabic conventions; it adapts them to address
distinctly local contexts. Bello harnesses the prestige of Arabic literary culture to articulate the
experiences of the Sokoto Caliphate—praising the leaders of the jihad, commenting on the politics of the
Hausa city-states, and responding to the specific challenges of his historical moment. This fusion creates a
powerful synthesis: universal literary forms are deployed in service of local content, thereby elevating the
particular experience of the Sokoto community to a moment of world-historical significance.

The significance of Bello's literary contributions has not gone unnoticed in scholarship. Kaoje et al.
(2024) observe that the selection of Sultan Bello's works for academic study is heavily influenced by his
substantial contributions to education and knowledge production, underscoring the enduring value of his
literary corpus.

3.3 Historical Intertextuality: Weaving a Tapestry of Legitimacy

A third mode of intertextuality evident in the Diwan is historical allusion. Sultan Bello frequently invokes
figures and events from Islamic history, creating parallel structures that connect the present experience of
the Caliphate with the sacred past. By comparing a contemporary emir to a companion of the Prophet, or
framing a military victory as a modern-day echo of the early Islamic conquests (fuzizh), Bello inscribes the
Sokoto Caliphate into the grand narrative of Islamic history.

This historical intertextuality functions as a sophisticated strategy of legitimation. It transforms the
Caliphate's leaders from regional rulers—a status that could be contested—into heirs of a venerable
tradition. Their struggles become not merely political conflicts but continuations of the eternal struggle
between truth and falsehood that has characterized Islamic history since its inception. The Diwan thus
becomes a living chronicle that connects the community directly to its idealized past, providing a sense of
continuity and purpose.

This function aligns closely with Assmann's (2011) theory of cultural memory, which emphasizes the role
of texts in connecting communities to fateful events of the past. By weaving historical allusions into the
fabric of his poetry, Bello ensures that the memory of Islamic history remains accessible and meaningful
to his audience, while simultaneously situating the Sokoto experience within that broader narrative.

4. METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative, text-analytical research design grounded in interpretive traditions. The
methodology is tailored to the nature of the primary source—a collection of classical Arabic poetry—and
the theoretical frameworks of intertextuality (Kristeva, 1980) and cultural memory (Assmann, 2011). The
research proceeds through four interconnected phases: (1) corpus selection and textual preparation, (2)
close reading and annotation, (3) coding and categorization of intertextual references, and (4) interpretive
synthesis within the theoretical frameworks.

4.1 Research Design

A qualitative interpretive design is employed, as it is best suited for exploring how meaning is constructed
within literary texts and how those texts function as vehicles of cultural memory (Denzin & Lincoln,
2018). This approach prioritizes depth of analysis over breadth, enabling a nuanced understanding of
the Diwan's intertextual strategies and their cultural significance. The study is both descriptive—
identifying and cataloguing intertextual phenomena—and ana lytical—interpreting the functions and
implications of those phenomena within the socio-historical context of the Sokoto Caliphate.

4.2 Primary Source and Selection

The primary source is the Diwan of Sultan Muhammad Bello. For the purposes of this study, a critical
edition of the Arabic text, accompanied by a reliable English translation (where available), will be used.
Given the extensive nature of the Diwan, a purposive sampling strategy is adopted: poems are selected
that span the range of genres represented in the collection (e.g., praise poems, didactic poems, historical
elegies) and that are recognized by existing scholarship as exemplifying intertextual richness (Kaoje et al.,
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2024). This sampling ensures that the analysis captures the diversity of intertextual practices while
remaining manageable in scope.

4.3 Data Collection and Textual Preparation

Data collection consists of compiling the selected poems into a structured corpus. Each poem is prepared
for analysis through:

. Verification of text: Comparing available editions to establish a reliable textual base.

. Annotation of potential intertexts: Preliminary identification of explicit quotations, allusions,
and formal echoes, informed by knowledge of the Qur'an, Hadith, and classical Arabic literary tradition.

. Contextual documentation: Recording metadata such as poem title, meter, rhyme scheme, and

known historical context (where available).

All data will be stored in a digital corpus with systematic labeling to facilitate retrieval and cross-
referencing.

4.4 Analytical Procedures

The analytical procedures are organized in two main phases, corresponding to the research objectives:

1. Identification and categorization of intertextual references: Using close reading techniques,
each poem is examined for instances of intertextuality. These are coded into the three categories derived
from the literature: religious intertextuality (Qur'anic quotations, Hadith allusions), literary intertextuality
(classical Arabic forms, meters, and conventions), and historical intertextuality (references to figures and
events from Islamic history). The coding scheme is developed deductively from the theoretical framework
but remains open to emergent categories.

2. Functional analysis: Coded intertextual instances are analyzed for their rhetorical functions—
authentication, pedagogy, legitimation, etc.—drawing on insights from intertextuality theory and
scholarship on Islamic literary traditions. The analysis also examines how intertextual references
collectively contribute to the construction of cultural memory, paying attention to which figures, events,
and values are foregrounded and how they are linked to the contemporary Sokoto context.

To ensure analytical rigor, the study employs triangulation: multiple readings by the researcher, peer
debriefing with colleagues familiar with Arabic literary traditions, and constant comparison between
findings and existing scholarship on the Sokoto intellectual tradition.

4.5 Ethical Considerations

As this research involves no human subjects, ethical considerations pertain primarily to scholarly
integrity. The study respects the cultural and religious significance of the Diwan by approaching the text
with scholarly care and situating its analysis within the intellectual traditions from which it emerged. All
sources are cited appropriately, and translations are attributed to their sources.

5. Analytical Framework

The analysis is structured around three interconnected axes, each corresponding to a key dimension of the
research problem. This framework ensures that the analysis remains grounded in the theoretical
frameworks while systematically addressing the research objectives.

5.1 Axis 1: Mapping Intertextual Practices

The first analytical axis addresses the identification and classification of intertextual references. For each
selected poem, a systematic mapping is conducted:

. Religious intertextuality: Instances of direct Qur'anic quotation are noted with reference
to sura and verse. Paraphrases and thematic allusions are identified by comparing the poem's language
and concepts with key Qur'anic themes and well-known Hadith. The density and distribution of religious
intertexts across the Diwan are recorded.

. Literary intertextuality: Poems are analyzed for their use of classical Arabic prosody (meter,
rhyme) and generic conventions (gasida, madih, etc.). The analysis examines how Bello adapts these
forms—whether he adheres to conventions or modifies them—and considers the implications of these
choices for the poem's audience and authority.
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. Historical intertextuality: References to specific historical figures (e.g., the Prophet
Muhammad, the Rightly Guided Caliphs, early Sufi saints) and events (e.g., the hijra, the Battle of Badr,
the futih) are catalogued. The analysis focuses on how these references are analogized to contemporary
circumstances—for instance, comparing Usman dan Fodio framing the Sokoto jihad as a hijra.

5.2 Axis 2: Functional Analysis of Intertextuality

Drawing on scholarship on intertextuality's rhetorical uses (Hagglund, 2019), the second axis examines
the functions served by intertextual references. Each instance is analyzed for its contribution to:

. Authentication: Does the intertext borrow authority from a revered source (e.g., Qur'an, Prophet)
to strengthen the poem's claims?

. Pedagogy: Does the intertext serve to teach or reinforce religious knowledge, particularly for
audiences with limited Arabic literacy (Muhammad et al., 2023)?

o Legitimation: Does the intertext position Bello, his father, or the Caliphate within a lineage of
legitimate Islamic authority?

. Emotional resonance: Does the intertext evoke shared cultural memories to create affective
bonds with the audience?

. Aesthetic sophistication: Does the intertext demonstrate Bello's erudition, establishing his

credentials as a scholar-poet?

The analysis synthesizes findings across poems to identify patterns: which functions dominate in which
genres, and how intertextual strategies vary across the Diwan.

5.3 Axis 3: Cultural Memory Construction

The third axis integrates the findings from the first two axes with Assmann's (2011) theory of cultural
memory. The analysis addresses:

. Figures of memory: Which individuals (e.g., Prophet Muhammad, the mujaddid, Usman dan
Fodio) are repeatedly invoked? How are they characterized and linked to contemporary leadership?

. Values and norms: What ethical and religious values are reinforced through intertextual
references (e.g., justice, piety, community solidarity)? How are they embedded in narratives of the past?

. Continuity and rupture: How does the Diwan connect the Sokoto Caliphate to the Islamic past?
Does it present the jihad as a restoration (continuity) or a revolutionary break (rupture)?

o Textual canon: Which texts are cited or echoed, and what does this suggest about the canon of
authority in the Sokoto intellectual tradition?

o Identity formation: How does the Diwan address its diverse audience—scholars, rulers,

common Muslims—and shape a collective identity that transcends ethnic and linguistic divisions?

The synthesis of these axes yields a comprehensive understanding of how the Diwan operates as both an
intertextual artifact and a vehicle of cultural memory.

6. Validity and Reliability

To ensure the trustworthiness of findings, the study employs several strategies (Lincoln & Guba, 1985):

o Prolonged engagement: Extensive reading of the Diwan and its historical context to achieve
deep familiarity with the text.

o Thick description: Detailed documentation of analytical decisions and interpretive reasoning.

. Peer debriefing: Consultation with scholars of Arabic literature and West African Islamic history
to test interpretations.

. Negative case analysis: Actively seeking instances that challenge emerging patterns to refine
conclusions.

. Audit trail: Maintaining a complete record of the research process, from text selection to final
synthesis.

CONCLUSION

The analytical framework developed for this study provides a comprehensive and systematic approach to
examining the Sultan Bello Diwan as both an intertextual artifact and a vehicle of cultural memory. By
structuring the analysis around three interconnected axes—mapping intertextual practices, analyzing
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rhetorical functions, and constructing cultural memory—the framework ensures that each dimension of
the research problem is rigorously addressed. Axis 1 establishes the descriptive foundation by identifying
and categorizing religious, literary, and historical intertextual references across the Diwan, while Axis 2
moves beyond identification to examine the strategic functions these references serve, including
authentication, pedagogy, legitimation, emotional resonance, and aesthetic sophistication. Axis 3 then
synthesizes these findings with Assmann's (2011) theory of cultural memory to illuminate how
the Diwan constructs figures of memory, transmits values, establishes continuity with the Islamic past,
and shapes collective identity for a diverse audience. The validity strategies employed—prolonged
engagement, thick description, peer debriefing, negative case analysis, and audit trail—further strengthen
the trustworthiness of the findings by ensuring interpretive rigor and transparency throughout the research
process. Collectively, this methodological framework enables a nuanced understanding of how Sultan
Muhammad Bello strategically employed intertextuality to legitimize Caliphate authority, inculcate
Islamic values, and forge a lasting cultural memory that continues to inform the intellectual legacy of the
Sokoto Caliphate.
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