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The Mande, center of the great thirteenth-century Mali Empire,
is located geographically in that region of West Africa where the Up-
per Niger River intersects the borders of Mali and Guinea. The mod-
ern peoples who trace their ancestry to the Mande, the Mandinka,
Maninka, Malinke, Mandingo, Manya, Bambara, Dyula, Kuranko, and
Wangara, are dispersed throughout the West African savannah, from
the Gambian coast in the west, eastward to Ouagadougou in Upper
Violta, and from the Mauritanian border in the north to Abidjan in the
south. The present distribution of these groups is largely the result of
imperialistic campaigns made during the period of the Mali Empire.

Despite their widespread geographic distribution, the modern
descendants of the original people of the Mande speak dialects of
Mandekan (Bird, 1970), and all share sociocultural values defining kin-
ship, political organization, and economic activities. That which uni-
fies the Mande peoples culturally, i.e., that which gives coherence to
their social structures, is not simply recognition of common ancestry;
it is, rather, a system of commonly held beliefs—a philosophy, ideol-
ogy, or cosmology—which defines appropriate behavior for individual
actors and allows in turn the interpretation of the behavior of others.

Our concern in this paper is with a particular aspect of Mande
ideology: that which defines heroic behavior and calibrates that
against more mundane action. The hero, we will argue, is someone
with special powers used to work against the stabilizing and conserva-
tive forces of his society; he is someone who, in pursuing his own des-
tiny, affects the destinities of others. He is the agent of disequilibrium.

Because heroic action is defined in contrast to ordinary behavior,
the hero cannot be considered in isolation from the social matrix in
which he operates. His actions, standing out in relief against the ac-
tions of others, point to a system of dynamic tensions holding between
groups and individuals, between integrating and disruptive principles,
between the ordinary and the extraordinary. To understand the Mande






