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ABSTRACT
Expansionistic states like Wandala came to occupy 

the plains around the northern Mandara Mountains 
of Cameroon and Nigeria in the middle of the second 
millennium AD. This is conventionally seen as gener-
ating a set of core-periphery relations with “marginal” 
societies, especially diverse Mandara montagnard com-
munities. Archaeological and other data indicate that 
this image of sociopolitical relations is incorrect: “state” 
and “marginal” identities interpenetrated and mutually 
constituted each other in the area. Mandara societ-
ies did not exist “against” the state as much as besides, 
within, and around it. Such perspectives may also be 
useful in understanding modern frontier phenomena 
in the area.

SETTING THE STAGE
Concepts of marginality and peripherality lie at the 

very beginnings of theorizing about social dynamics, 
as for example when ibn Khaldun used the concept of 
aṣabīya (social solidarity) to create a model of variation 
through time in relations between dynastic cores and 
desert peripheries in North Africa (Gellner 1981: 88–89; 
ibn Khaldun 2005 [1377]). It hardly needs to be noted 
that such concepts also have a significant history in 
archaeology, when a discipline that to a great degree 
originated in the study of states and empires began to 
turn its attention to those peoples on and beyond state 
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(Un)becoming States 193

frontiers—Amorites perhaps (Clay 1919), or Meshwesh (Wainwright 1962) 
or Xiongnu (Lattimore 1940). These were peoples who were in state narra-
tives very frequently set aside from and in opposition to states, and to the 
hierarchy, literacy, and sociocultural elaborations that often accompanied state 
functioning. One very influential reformulation of these ideas of marginality 
and peripherality in modern times has been Immanuel Wallerstein’s (1974) 
conception of world-systems, which was subsequently extended, conten-
tiously and in different directions, by archaeologists and related researchers 
(see among many others Chase-Dunn and Hall 1991, 1997; Schortman and 
Urban 1994; Algaze 2005).

One salient reason for the archaeological turn toward analysis of popula-
tions beyond the frontiers was the silence of those peoples in state accounts 
and the recognition that frontier phenomena could be critical for populations 
both within and beyond the state (see for example Lightfoot and Martinez 
2005). However, many commentators have noted the complexities inherent 
in using these concepts, in archaeology and more generally. As Stein (2002, 
903–4) noted almost two decades ago, “As soon as we start to call some regions 
‘core areas’ and others ‘peripheries,’ we have already structured the discourse 
and our models of expected political and economic relations between these 
two areas into an inherently unequal relationship where the former controls or, 
at the very least, influences the latter.” This is especially the case given the rela-
tively recent and historically contingent origins of the spatial understandings 
that underlay these ideas of marginality and peripherality (see for example 
Biggs 1999). In cases where comparatively little information is available on the 
particular circumstances in question, the powerful metaphorical associations 
of “centre” and “periphery,” “margins” are less constrained by actual data on 
regional relations (see also Jennings 2006). This latter situation is, of course, 
relatively common in archaeology, and particularly in areas of the world—like 
sub-Saharan Africa—where regional reconstructions are less developed than 
they are in Mesopotamia or Mesoamerica. This at least suggests the possibility 
that some of the cases of “marginal” or “peripheral” sociopolitical status that 
we identify in such regions may actually be misleading glosses for much more 
complex and multidimensional relationships.

In this paper, I discuss regional interactions in the southern Lake Chad 
Basin of Central Africa, part of the Sudanic environmental zone that stretches 
south of the Sahara, from west to east between the Atlantic and the Nile. 
The temporal focus of the paper will be the period between approximately 
AD 1500 and 1900, the period of development of the Wandala state, which 
occupied the lands around the northern Mandara Mountains of northern 
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Cameroon and Nigeria. The Sudanic zone is central to Western imaginings of 
the African past, a region of states and empires—Ghana, Mali, Songhai, and 
so on—that has helped make that African past legible in terms of traditional 
models of political evolution (but see McIntosh 1999; Stahl 2005; Gallay 2011). 
In the southern Lake Chad Basin, smaller polities like Wandala engaged in 
complex cultural and political maneuvers in their relations with their larger, 
more powerful neighbors, especially states like Kanem-Borno, Baghirmi, and 
the Sokoto Caliphate. As we shall see, in those maneuvers, the imagery of 
princely display, Islamic orthodoxy, and conspicuous wealth often outweighed 
actual control over territory and peoples; we might say, then, that flaunted 

“stateliness” was frequently more important to the Wandala than was the exer-
cise of actual statehood.

The boundaries of those Sudanic states and empires are exceedingly hard to 
fix in geographical and political terms, even in the historical period, and there 
often appear to be groups that function with considerable autonomy within 
those boundaries that are delineated. Igor Kopytoff (1987, 7) thus described 
Africa as a “frontier continent,” and made such frontier regions crucibles of 
African social and political innovation—an “internal African frontier” model 
that has been extremely influential in historical understandings of the con-
tinent. The concept in some ways resembles the world-systems concept of 
the “semiperiphery” (Chase-Dunn and Hall 1997, 78–98), but with signifi-
cantly more attention paid to the innovativeness of frontier zones. Murray 
Last (2016) describes the “deep rural” areas on the margins of Sudanic polities, 
which conveys the same idea but on smaller spatial scales.

In a different register, Jane Guyer (2004, 37) identifies economic activity in 
Africa during the Atlantic Age, between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries 
AD, as an intensely transcultural activity, taking place within an “intricate mul-
tiplicity of currencies, microregions, ecological niches, and ‘ethnic’ groups .  .  .” 
poised between the European powers of the Atlantic world and African states 
like Kongo. This situation in fact describes much of the continent beyond the 
areas of Central Africa that she is primarily concerned with, and suggests that 
much of the cultural and economic dynamism in these interchanges may take 
place in such “marginal” or “peripheral” regions. González-Ruibal (2014) dis-
cusses the variety of strategies that populations living in such regions may take 
when dealing with politically and militarily powerful “cores.” He also provides a 
trenchant critique of analyses that privilege frontier change and dynamism (and 
so “progress” according to modern understandings) over the forms of material 
and temporal resistance that may allow “archaic,” “marginal” communities to 
persist and survive in the face of pressures from more powerful groups.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 3/6/2023 12:28 AM via DUKE UNIVERSITY. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



(Un)becoming States 195

Given such a wide variety of historical and ethnographic circumstances, 
ideas of “cores” and “margins” can seem rather reductionist—useful in specific 
instances of imperial and/or cosmopolitan power of the sort that González-
Ruibal examines, but certainly ideas to be questioned rather than assumed. 
Metaphorically powerful terms like “marginal” create the hazard of imposing 
simplicity and asymmetry on relations between communities that may in fact 
have been complex and variable. As we will see, for the Wandala, “marginal” 
areas of the state were complexly imbricated with “core” areas, with activities 
like slave-raiding that are in West African historiography usually associated 
with “marginal” wealth creation happening only a few kilometers from the 
state capital. Even today in the same area, we will see that “marginal” frontier 
areas of modern states and the illicit activities that occur there may become 
central to the activities of state officers. As is probably obvious, the example 
that I provide below thus contributes to an argument against “marginality,” or 
rather against the assumption that we can always easily and accurately delin-
eate cores and peripheries, and that the former will necessarily exist in a status 
of dominance over the latter—even though the history of the region I will 
describe is conventionally written in terms of state dynamics, state cores, and 
marginalized peripheries.

WANDALA AND ITS NEIGHBORS IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
The southern Lake Chad Basin encompasses modern northeastern Nigeria, 

northern Cameroon, and southwestern Chad. In 2019, the region is certainly 
best known in the West for the terrorism associated with the jihadist group 
Boko Haram, originating in Nigeria but now active in different ways through 
the region. The prehistory of the region is complex, in part because of dramatic 
environmental changes since the beginning of the Holocene: recovery from a 
Terminal Pleistocene hyperarid period that saw the Lake Chad Basin depopu-
lated; the early Holocene Lake Mega-Chad phase, when human settlement 
seems to have been focused in the Green Sahara to the north; and substantial 
settlement from the mid-Holocene onward, with Saharan desertification and a 
retreat of Mega-Chad that exposed fertile land for agriculture and pastoralism 
(see for example Kropelin et al. 2008; MacEachern 2012b). Early agropastoral 
communities appear after approximately 2000 BC, and substantial permanent 
communities, at least some with defensive features, by 500 BC (Magnavita 
et al. 2006; Wendt 2007). This latter period is also approximately when iron 
is introduced to the southern Lake Chad Basin, more or less contemporary 
with Nok sites in central Nigeria (Magnavita et al. 2010; Breunig 2014), such 
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that the Iron Age extends from approximately 500 BC to the historic period 
(roughly the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries AD).

The early Iron Age in this region seems to have been extremely complex, 
with linguistic and archaeological evidence for a diversity of populations and 
relatively high population densities on the plains south of Lake Chad through 
the late first millennium BC and first millennium AD. It was probably toward 
the end of the first millennium AD that significant occupation of the Mandara 
Mountains took place; the geographical and cultural dichotomy between 
mountains and plains that resulted from mountain settlement has dominated 
much of the history of the Lake Chad Basin through the last thousand years 
(MacEachern 2012a). This dichotomy has been expressed in a whole variety 
of realms by the late precolonial period (the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies): mountain populations were non-Islamic terrace farmers living in dis-
persed households at high population densities, while plains populations were 
primarily Muslim (especially at elite levels) and lived in nucleated farming 
settlements and pastoralist camps. In the mountains, ethnolinguistic diversity 
was very high indeed, with different ethnic groups often occupying territories 
of some tens to hundreds of square kilometers; plains populations occupied 
significantly larger territories and ethnolinguistic diversity was correspond-
ingly lower (MacEachern 2001a).

Mountain communities were for the most part relatively egalitarian, with 
unstable and often undeveloped political hierarchies, while plains communities 
were progressively (and often violently) incorporated into centralized, literate 
Islamic states—like the Wandala state that is the focus of this paper. Crucially, 
plains states raided mountain communities for slaves, which were founda-
tional for elite competition and display among Sudanic polities on the plains 
(MacEachern 2001b). Unlike zones along the Middle Niger farther to the 
west, Lake Chad Basin states did not have access to gold sources with which 
to pay for the legitimating accoutrements of Islamic statehood—imported silk 
robes, jewelry, chain mail, firearms, Muslim clerics, and so on—and for centu-
ries slaves played a role as high-value goods funneled into the trans-Saharan 
slave trade in exchange for such imports. By the nineteenth century at least, 
they also provided an important labor force for local plantation agriculture. 
Slave-raiding was thus an intrinsic economic and military activity for state 
elites on the plains south of Lake Chad, as well as a vivid marker of elite status.

Expansionist states existed as significant political formations in the southern 
Lake Chad Basin by the early-/mid-second millennium AD, although the roots 
of political complexity in the region are probably at least a thousand years older 
(Gronenborn 2001; Magnavita et al. 2010; MacEachern 2012a). What set these 
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more recent states—including more famously Kanem-Borno and Baghirmi, as 
well as smaller polities like Wandala—apart from preceding political formations 
appears to involve their increasing articulation into continental and interconti-
nental exchange networks, especially those involving the trans-Saharan slave 
trade and the reciprocal import of exotic goods from beyond the desert. The 
economic potentials of predatory slave-raiding, eventually combined with the 
cultural and political opportunities that conversion to Islam afforded to regional 
elites, thus generated the human landscape that Europeans observed when they 
began to enter the region four centuries later, with “Sudanic” states juxtaposed 
against non-Muslim communities that were the targets of repeated slave raids 
(Reyna 1990; van Beek 1992; MacEachern 2001b; van Beek 2012). The last cen-
tury of research in the region has been dominated by this narrative of state 
centers and targeted peripheries, to a significant degree provided to European 
explorers and colonizers by their Muslim interlocutors. The question is: How 
does this model fit the facts on the ground?

The Wandala state occupied parts of the southern Lake Chad Basin, on 
the southern borders of the much larger Borno1 (or Bornu) state (figure 9.1), 
in some form from at least the fifteenth century, when it was first men-
tioned in European and Islamic sources (Falchetta 2006). Wandala’s history 
after the fifteenth century AD followed a common narrative for predatory 
states in the Central Sudanic zone: territorial expansion against neighboring 
groups going hand in hand with slave-raiding; the progressive Islamization 
of first elites and then commoners; and elite literacy, the elaboration of 
state administration, and long-distance foreign diplomacy (Morrissey 1984; 
MacEachern 2001b, 2012a). In the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, its political power was usurped, first by the Mahdist adventurer Rabih 
az-Zubayr and then by incoming European regimes, its territory divided 
between the colonies and mandates of German Kamerun/French Cameroun 
and British Nigeria.

The core of the precolonial Wandala state lay in the plains regions around 
the northern edges of the Mandara Mountains, the northernmost extension of 
the Cameroon Volcanic Line; Wandala’s successive capitals of Keroua, Doulo, 
and Maroua hug the edges of the massif and neighboring inselbergs. These 
capitals were closely associated with the activities of the Wandala elite and, for 
Doulo and Keroua at least, Islamic literacy and orthodoxy, but as we shall see, 
Wandala communities away from the capitals might have rather ambiguous 

1	 Borno itself, with its capital at Birni Ngazargamo southwest of Lake Chad, was politically and 
cultural descended from the Kanuri-speaking Kanem state, which dominated the lands northeast 
of Lake Chad by the end of the first millennium AD.
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relations with the state center and its elite. The Wandala language is part of 
the Chadic language group within the great Afroasiatic language family, and is 
closely related to some of the Chadic languages spoken by neighboring com-
munities in the Mandara Mountains. The great diversity of Chadic-speaking 
Mandara farmers, on the other hand, are often still designated by the old 
French colonial term montagnard—which has become one local self-identifier 
for these groups (Sterner 2003; Houli 2006). Montagnard farming communi-
ties in close proximity to the Wandala lived at higher population densities 
than in the surrounding plains, before forced resettlement schemes from the 
1950s onward. They embraced a variety of sociopolitical forms during the his-
toric period; these were generally egalitarian, but montagnard societies shared 
systems of ritual authority that in some circumstances could support a degree 
of political centralisation (David 1996; MacEachern 2012c; Vincent 1991).

For a relatively small polity (see below), the Wandala have attracted a dis-
proportionate amount of historiographical attention during the last decades, 
with six monographs and dissertations (Barkindo 1985, 1989; Forkl 1983, 1985, 
1995; Mohammadou 1982; Morrissey 1984) as well as numerous shorter con-
tributions written about it. Historians have usually understood the Wandala 
relationship with neighboring populations in conventional political terms for 
the region (Barkindo 1985; Forkl 1983, 1995; Mohammadou 1982; Vossart 1953). 
On the one hand, according to these sources, Wandala is universally described 
as a small but important state. It existed on the boundaries of and resisted 
domination by larger Islamic states, especially Borno, at some times with quite 
marked success. The question of whether Wandala was a vassal state to Borno, 
and what was actually implied by the tribute that the Wandala ruler certainly 
sent to his Borno counterpart, was an important political issue in the region 
through the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (Mohammadou 1982, 
194–231).

At the same time, Wandala elites raided the diverse non-Muslim montag-
nard groups living in and around the Mandara Mountains for slaves, an activity 
central to the economic and social functioning of the state and the support of 
its elite (MacEachern 1993, 2001b). The highly derogatory term kirdi, used by 
Wandala toward montagnard people, indicated their non-Muslim status, and 
also carried strong overtones of inferiority and enslaveability. The Wandala are 
always held to be far more central to the political life of the region over the last 
millennium than are the “marginal” non-Muslim populations that bordered so 
much of their territory, who are almost never mentioned in Western or Islamic 
historical sources (Lange 1984, 1987; Barkindo 1992; Forkl 1995). In this con-
ventional view, montagnards really are marginal populations.
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“MARGINALIT Y ” AND IMBRICATION
This conventional historical perspective, however, does not accord with 

what is known archaeologically and ethnohistorically about the relation-
ships between the Wandala state and neighboring communities. In the first 
place, in practice it is historically very difficult to tell where the boundar-
ies of the Wandala state actually were, even very approximately. In a “maxi-
malist” interpretation—that is, the one promulgated by Wandala elites—the 
Wandala controlled a substantial area of 7,500 to 8,500 km2 south of Lake 
Chad, although the core area of the state, under its direct control, probably 
never exceeded 2,500 km2 (figure 9.2) (Forkl 1983). In practice, the situation 
was far more complicated than even that. The Wandala state ascribed control 
over particular areas or particular groups of people to designated members of 
the court, such that the official known as the tli-gréa was responsible for the 
community at the inselberg of Gréa and its environs, while the tli-kambourwa 

Figure 9.1. Wandala and other precolonial polities in the Lake Chad Basin during the 
nineteenth century. (Map adapted by Carlos Baez from map created by Vincent Hiribarren 
with Creative Commons License).
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was responsible for the area around Kamburwa (Disa) in modern Nigeria, 
and so on (Mohammadou 1982). The areas supposedly under the control of 
these chiefs are somewhat imprecisely referred to as “provinces” but in fact 

“provinces” like Keroua and Kamburwa in Nigeria appear to have had only 
relatively weak linkages to the state centers at Doulo and Mora even during 
the eighteenth century AD, the period during which the state seems to have 
been most powerful and thus presumably most capable of controlling territory 
(MacEachern 2001a, 2012c).

Thus, oral histories are actually quite vague on whether Kamburwa was 
ever really a part of the Wandala state, as opposed to an area vulnerable to 
Wandala raiding, so that the tli-kambourwa seems to have been more of a war 
chief than an administrator. Those same histories are emphatic, however, that 
the significant Wandala settlement at Gréa, only 18 km from the capital at 
Doulo, was sufficiently independent to prevent the entrance of its Wandala 
administrators, the successive tli-gréa, through the entire precolonial period 
(figure 9.3) (Mohammadou 1982). This independence was achieved in part 
through the physical defenses of the inselberg itself, but more importantly 
because of the supernatural beings associated with the inselberg, which killed 
those Wandala administrators foolhardy enough to try to visit. The tli-gréa 
thus had to live about 6 km away, in the village of Kolofata, and govern 
remotely. Local accounts given by blacksmiths in the town of Mémé indi-
cate that their predecessors moved to that town in the nineteenth century 
to escape the domination of the ruler in Doulo—13 km away to the north-
west (Mouchet 1947). Across Wandala territory, at Gréa and at similar sites 
away from the capital, commoners identifying themselves as Wandala lived 
in multiethnic communities alongside non-Muslim non-Wandala, followed 
cultural practices variably incompatible with the Islamic orthodoxy claimed 
by central elites, and often had a rather tenuous identification with the state 
(MacEachern 2012a). The control that Wandala was supposed to have exer-
cised over its territory and its people seems to have been quite partial and 
limited in many instances.

Non-Muslim montagnard groups also occupied territories wholly or par-
tially located on the foothills and peripheries of the Mandara massif, living in 
a complex and tenuous relationship with Wandala people and the Wandala 
state. The positioning of the successive Wandala capitals and other population 
centers at the foot of the Mandara massif or nearby inselbergs thus meant 
that the seat of Wandala power always existed close to (usually a few hundred 
metres to a few kilometres) settlements of non-Muslim non-Wandala who 
were only loosely integrated into the functioning of the state. Thus, Muraha 
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communities at Mora, the Kwovré/Wadela community at Doulo, Urza peo-
ple around Memé, the Glavda and Valé around Keroua2 on the Nigerian-
Cameroon border, and the Pulke, Warrabe, Bokko, and Kiva communities in 
the mountains south of Pulke existed in close proximity to Wandala cen-
ters and even speak, as either first or second languages, the various dialects 
of Wandala found throughout the area. Other non-Muslim groups, like the 
Marghi and Melgwa, existed in similar ambiguous circumstances, but entirely 
on the plains. In precolonial times, these communities were definitely non-
Muslim and non-Wandala (MacEachern 2001a; Müller-Kosack 2003, 30–31, 
352–57), and existed in a variety of different political relations with the Wandala 
state. This could at various times involve being attacked by the Wandala, 
attacking the Wandala or operating Cooperatively with the Wandala against 
either other montagnard or plains groups (MacEachern 1993).

This situation, with communities variably integrated into the state exist-
ing in close proximity to communities entirely outside of the ambit of the 
state in daily political terms, is characteristic of different parts of the Wandala 
polity through the entire period of its existence. The concept seems strange 
to Westerners brought up with the idea of unitary nation-states, with con-
trol that extends more or less unchanged from the central capital to well-
defined borders, but of course such states are to a significant degree a recent 
Western innovation (Hobsbawm 1990). Perhaps more striking is the question 
of enslavement, which might appear to be an activity that must a priori take 
place in liminal environments that match the transformation of the enslaved 
human him- or herself to a similarly liminal state. Accounts of slave-raiding 
in the Lake Chad Basin, and elsewhere in Sudanic Africa, often emphasise 
that enslavement takes place in predation zones well away from state capitals 
(e.g., Reyna 1990, 67–68), but in the Wandala case, conflict and cooperation 
took place at much smaller spatial scales. There are abundant ethnohistori-
cal accounts of slave raids occurring against montagnard communities along 
the eastern edge of the Mandara Mountains, only 10 to 12 km away from 
the capital at Mora, and montagnard informants made a distinction in terms 
of social distance and outcomes between slave-raiding from “close” Wandala 
communities (2.5–7 km away) and “distant” communities like Mora at 10 km 
away (MacEachern 2011). The latter were associated with commercial slave-
raiding and slave export, and are described as “wars” carried out by the ruler of 
Wandala—albeit in territory only two hours walk from his palace.

2	 The town is usually labelled Kirawa in academic sources working from the Nigerian side of the 
border.
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Archaeological data provide a similar picture of complex relations for ear-
lier periods. The establishment of the earliest well-identified Wandala capital 
by the fourteenth century AD at Keroua is paralleled by the appearance of 
the architecturally far more impressive DGB sites (figure 9.4) in the Mandara 
Mountains 30 km to the south—in an area with no evidence of occupation by 
states in the past (MacEachern 2012c; MacEachern and David 2013), but ide-
ally positioned to control interchange between the massif and the new political 
formations on the plains below. DGB is an acronym for the term diy-ged-bay, 

“place of chiefly residence” in the local Mafa montagnard language, and the 
sixteen DGB sites are complexes of platforms, terraces, courtyards, and other 
features built using dry-stone architecture and situated in the northwestern 
Mandara Mountains. The largest of these sites are certainly spectacular, and 
that term “spectacular,” rather than any simple political or ritual function, 
seems to encompass a significant part of their raison d’être: if anything, they 
seem rather theatrical structures, stages for ceremony and display by some sec-
tors of the mountain community from the thirteenth century AD onward. The 

Figure 9.2. Wandala extents. The larger, lighter-colored polygon provides a rough 
indication of the “maximalist” extent of Wandala territory claimed by Wandala elites, while 
the smaller polygon indicates the Wandala core area where Wandala-speaking people exist 
in proximity to non-Wandala montagnards. Numbers indicate successive Wandala capitals: 
1=Keroua/Kirawa, 2=Doulo, 3=Mora. DGB=DGB archaeological sites. Source: Google Maps
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DGB sites were built using a montagnard dry-stone architecture quite irrel-
evant to the plains milieu around Keroua, where clay and mud-brick architec-
tural systems had been producing anthropic mound sites (tell sites in all but 
name) for nearly two millennia before the appearance of the Wandala state. 

Figure 9.3. The Wandala core. Wandala population centers are in red, while the light 
green areas denote regions occupied by non-Wandala and outside day-to-day control of the 
Wandala State. Source: Google Maps

Figure 9.4. The DGB-1 site at Kuva, in the Mandara Mountains.
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The rouletted ceramics recovered from the DGB sites show general similari-
ties to those recovered from Iron Age sites of the first and early second mil-
lennium AD in the plains around the Mandara Mountains, including those 
sites around Keroua that appear to be associated with the earliest Wandala 
occupations. By the fifteenth century, small numbers of artifacts exotic to the 
Lake Chad Basin are found on the largest DGB site, and it seems extremely 
likely that these would have originated with the developing long-range con-
tacts of the Wandala at Keroua. By the mid-second millennium AD, an Iron 
Age regional culture was already differentiating in the mountains and plains 
south of Lake Chad—but with evidence for continuing interchange between 
these two regions.

It is thus difficult to escape the conclusion that the early history of the 
eventually Muslim Wandala state is intimately tied to the development of 
those non-Muslim montagnard communities in and around the Mandara 
Mountains that would be eventually identified as “peripheral” and “marginal” 
by European researchers. The two elements in this cultural dichotomy existed 
over the long term—for the last millennium at least—in a mutually constitu-
tive and perhaps even creative tension with one another, such that the identi-
ties of plains and mountain populations came to be defined to a significant 
degree in relationship to one another.

Furthermore, it is evident from the ethnohistorical data that that relation-
ship did not simply vanish into slave-raiding as the Wandala progressively 
adopted Islam and its trappings of “stateliness” in the eighteenth century. The 
immense profits derived from the slave trade were funneled into a Wandala 
court relatively little concerned with the control of terrain, and possessing 
long-standing connections to the non-Muslim communities seeded through 
and around Wandala territory (Mohammadou 1982; MacEachern 1993). In 
such a situation and as mentioned earlier, “stateliness,” the adoption of the 
outward manifestations of statehood in relation to more powerful Islamic 
states like Bornu and Baghirmi, may have been of more utility to Wandala 
elites eager to maintain their position in regional networks than was state-
hood itself. This certainly involved violent conflict between Wandala and 
their montagnard neighbors in some areas and at some times, but in other 
cases involved significant degrees of cooperation, given the opportunities that 
the trade afforded. The “marginal,” “peripheral” non-Muslim societies in and 
around the Mandara Mountains did not exist against the Wandala state as 
much as beside it, within it, and around it: they were as much a central ele-
ment of the political and economic life of the region as a whole as was the 
Wandala elite and its trappings of stateliness.
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MODERN CIRCUMSTANCES
“Marginality” thus seems a wholly inadequate lens for observing prehis-

toric and historic relations between populations in and around the Mandara 
Mountains, in large part because the concept of the state itself seems inad-
equate for understanding how the Wandala polity—universally described 
as a state in historical sources—actually functioned. However, the analysis 
can be extended still further. A number of researchers have noted the com-
plex relationships between modern states in the southern Lake Chad Basin 
and the structures of political power, resistance, and (especially) wealth cre-
ation that exist between those states and in their interstices. Janet Roitman 
(1998, 2004) has provocatively upended present-day assumptions about state 
power to focus on the economic potentials of modern frontier areas between 
Cameroon, Nigeria, and Chad for both poor Cameroonians and local elites. 
She reminds us that frontier zones are not always just spatial areas around the 
margins of states. They can also be zones of danger and wealth creation, with 
such wealth creation often associated with semilicit or entirely illicit activi-
ties carried out by people who are denied the possibilities of economic and 
social success in more mainstream contexts. She notes that ideas of legality 
are themselves frequently subject to elite (re)definition and tolerance, so that 
illicit activity at state margins may exist in very complex relations to state 
structures. Marielle Debos (2016) provides a fine-grained analysis of the con-
sequences of such fluidity of definitions, as Chadian combatants navigate the 
statuses of soldier, rebel, bandit, and customs official, in the course of lives 
spent pursuing the métier des armes, the “ordinary occupation of weapons.” 
Banditry and smuggling today, and slave-raiding in the (recent) past, are in 
such cases “marginal” activities that have been nonetheless central to elite sup-
port and state functioning.

Saïbou Issa (2005, 2010) has similarly contextualised both banditry (which 
has been ubiquitous in the southern Lake Chad Basin for generations, with 
particular ethnic groups described as thieves and bandits in the sixteenth 
century and still today [MacEachern 2013]) and relations between the 
Cameroonian state and the rump “traditional” Islamic polities that still exist 
within it, as practices that complicate both the idea of state “margins” and the 
relations between such “margins” and the powers of the state and its officers. 
Precolonial Wandala nobles and the builders of the DGB sites might well feel 
some affinity to Roitman’s (2005, 18, 204) modern douaniers-combattants, the 

“fighting customs officials” who are widely recognized in northern Cameroon. 
These soldiers and state bureaucrats also lead bandit gangs in their off hours, 
making use of their expertise in economic extraction and military control for 
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both themselves and their state patrons, in border areas where tolls, duties and 
state regulation often shade into the banditisme described by Issa.

In these modern cases, the marginal zones on the frontiers of Lake Chad 
Basin nation-states are profoundly ambivalent places, zones of danger but 
also spaces where excluded people may gain access to opportunities other-
wise denied them in largely ossified sociopolitical structures—places where 
the marginalized can become wealthy, and where the wealthy and powerful 
can become even more so. As in the precolonial period, reductionist models 
of core-periphery relations, especially those developed on a global and fairly 
abstract level to account for the relations between an exploitative core and 
exploited margins, seem wholly inadequate to encompass the complexities of 
these connections on the ground.

In 2019, this complex imbrication of state center and periphery is equally 
evident in the conundrums surrounding Boko Haram, the terrorist group that 
recently claimed control over much of the Nigerian part of the area claimed 
by the precolonial Wandala state (MacEachern 2018). Much of the debate 
about Boko Haram focuses on origins and objectives: Are they a homegrown 
Nigerian terrorist organization, an African subsidiary of al-Qaeda or ISIS, 
a Kanuri revivalist movement, a vehicle for struggle between the governors 
and elites of federal states in north Nigeria—or all of the above? There is 
little doubt, however, that among other things, the leaders of Boko Haram 
have conceptualized their struggle as one with deep historical resonances. 
These involve, on the one hand, the historical model of virtuous Sudanic 
Muslims retreating from cooperation with evil and apostate rulers, to frontier 
zones where they gather their strength in jihad and then retake the capital 
(Harnischfeger 2014; Mohammed 2014) and, on the other hand, the kidnap-
ping of young Chibok girls “to be sold in the marketplace” (Zenn 2014), lan-
guage that directly reframes the terror associated with the slave-raiding that 
existed in this area until the 1930s. Again, in both of these cases, “marginal” 
zones at the borders of states are intimately associated with the political and 
social processes that go on in state capitals, and with the violence, terror, and 
opportunities that may exist on the frontiers.

CONCLUSION
The Wandala case presents some interesting similarities and contrasts with 

other papers in this collection. One difference involves the idea of geographic 
marginality and its cultural correlations. Many Mandara montagnard com-
munities are in geographical terms quite accessible from the territory of the 
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Wandala state, in contrast to the much more inaccessible landscapes in south-
ern Jordan described by Knabb. Nor are they relatively distant from major 
political centers, as in the cases described by Novotny and Walker; at places 
like Mora, one could walk from a Wandala state capital, across the “frontiers” 
and into non-state territory in an hour or two. The “landscapes of marginality” 
in the Mandara Mountains are also rather different; thus, for example, the 
intensive terrace farming practiced by montagnards—with its elaborate infra-
structure in stone and high labor demands—is more or less a polar opposite 
to the “escape agriculture” described by Walker (quoting James Scott) or the 
Nubian pastoral nomadism examined by Garcea.

This has parallels in the sociopolitical sphere as well. The relationship 
between Wandala and montagnards is neither one of “state avoidance” (Knabb, 
Walker) nor of integration into an overarching state-centric culture like that 
of the Classic Maya (Novotny). Novotny artfully describes the “[s]paces and 
regions in-between” in the Maya Mountains of Belize, an important contri-
bution to Maya studies—but in that case, there is a distinct sense of agree-
ment on how hierarchy and commitment to Classic Maya values function and 
are signaled. Wandala and montagnards, on the other hand, participated in 
a paradoxical relationship, one with highly contrasting political frameworks 
and frequent violence, but united by shared historical trajectories and cultural 
backgrounds (especially for non-elite Wandala living outside state capitals). 
This mutually constitutive relationship has existed through the “pulling apart” 
of Wandala and montagnards identities through the last millennium. Neither 
group would be who they are today without the other.

These connections between past and present in the southern Lake Chad 
Basin are in no way an observation of a “timeless Africa,” as has far too often 
been assumed by Western commentators. Similar historical continuities exist 
in other parts of the world as well, vivid examples of the sophistication with 
which local communities work within complex sociopolitical settings and 
make use of their own historical models. Indeed, a similar set of comparisons 
might be made in the borderland areas between the United States and Mexico, 
a zone often also recognised as “marginal” or “peripheral” in world-systems 
readings of cultural change (Weaver 2001; Frey 2003). This area is, at the same 
time, central to the functioning of American society in terms of industrial 
and illegal drug production, and a zone of great violence, opportunity, and 
the cultural productions accompanying these latter circumstances (Edberg 
2009; Limon 1994; Muehlmann 2013). The archaeology of the region, and its 
political implications, remain similarly complex (Gokee and de León 2014; 
de León 2015).
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It was striking that, during the Society for American Archaeology sympo-
sium in Austin where this paper was originally presented, there was a certain 
degree of surprise that questions of core-periphery relations would turn out to 
be so relevant to this part of Central Africa. It appeared that, even in a confer-
ence session on marginality, the southern Lake Chad Basin was particularly 
marginal to modern academic imaginings of the world. I have tried to argue 
in this paper that the rather unbecoming Wandala state provides, through its 
complex relations with close neighboring communities, a significant challenge 
to simple models of “marginality” and “peripherality” and the assumptions 
about importance and influence that accompany them. Perhaps even more 
important is the likelihood that such border regions, around the Mandara 
Mountains, in Chihuahua, in the Wa territories of Burma, and elsewhere, will 
continue to be zones of turmoil, horrific violence, and wealth creation in the 
decades to come.
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