
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE poetry OF NANA 

Asma’u 



nANA ASMA’U 

Nana Asma'u was an important scholar, poet, teacher and intellectual of the Sokoto 

Caliphate in West Africa. She was born in approximately 1793 in Gobir, in the region of 

modern-day northern Nigeria, and was the daughter of Sheikh Usman dan Fodio, the 

founder of the Sokoto Caliphate. Her brother, Muhammad Bello, later became one of the 

principal leaders of the caliphate. Nana Asma'u became highly respected for her 

knowledge of Islam, her literary abilities and her commitment to education. 

Nana Asma'u wrote extensively throughout her life and produced works in Arabic, Hausa 

and Fulfulde. Her poetry covered a wide range of subjects, including Islamic teachings, 

morality, history, education and the responsibilities of individuals within society. She also 

wrote about important religious scholars and leaders, helping to preserve the intellectual 

and religious traditions of the Sokoto Caliphate. Her poetry was not simply created for 

entertainment; it was an important method of communicating knowledge to a wider 

audience. 

 

Much of Nana Asma'u's work was influenced by Islamic scholarship and the writings of 

earlier Muslim scholars. She used poetry as a way of presenting religious teachings in a 

form that could be remembered, recited and shared. 



This was particularly important in societies where knowledge was transmitted through 

both written works and oral traditions. Through her poetry, Nana Asma'u demonstrated 

that literary expression could be combined with education and religious instruction. 

Her writings also provide an important historical record of the intellectual life of 

nineteenth-century West Africa. They demonstrate the importance of scholarship and 

literary culture within the Sokoto Caliphate and reveal the significant role that women 

could play in the development and transmission of knowledge. 

POETRY AND EDUCATION 

One of the most important themes within Nana Asma'u's poetry was education. She 

believed that the acquisition and transmission of knowledge were essential 

responsibilities within the Muslim community. Her writings encouraged people to learn 

about Islam, develop good character and apply religious principles to their daily lives. 

Nana Asma'u was particularly influential in the education of women. She helped establish 

a system through which women could receive religious instruction and subsequently 

teach other women within their communities. This network of female educators became 

associated with the yan-taru, meaning "those who congregate together" or "those who 

come together." The women involved in this educational network travelled between 

communities and taught Islamic knowledge to other women. 

Poetry was particularly useful within this educational system because verses could be 

memorized and recited. Nana Asma'u's poems could communicate religious and moral 

teachings without requiring every student to have access to extensive written materials. 

Her poetry therefore became part of a broader educational tradition in which knowledge 

was transmitted through reading, memorization, recitation and teaching. 

Many of her poems emphasized virtues such as patience, humility, devotion, discipline 

and the pursuit of knowledge. She also used historical examples and references to 

respected Muslim figures to encourage her audience to develop strong moral character. 

Her writing therefore combined religious instruction with practical guidance. 

Nana Asma'u's poetry also reflected the intellectual environment of the Sokoto Caliphate. 

Scholarship was highly valued, and written works were produced on subjects including 

religion, law, history and poetry.  



Nana Asma'u participated directly in this intellectual culture and demonstrated that 

women could make important contributions to scholarship and education. 

 

THE LEGACY OF nANA ASMA’U’S POETRY 

The poetry of Nana Asma'u has continued to attract attention because of its literary, 

religious, educational and historical importance. Her writings provide insight into the 

development of Islamic scholarship in nineteenth-century West Africa while also 

demonstrating the role of women in the intellectual life of the Sokoto Caliphate. 



Her poems were composed in different languages and addressed different audiences. 

Arabic allowed her to participate in the wider intellectual and religious traditions of the 

Muslim world, while Hausa and Fulfulde enabled her teachings to reach local 

communities. This multilingual approach helped connect formal Islamic scholarship with 

the languages spoken by people throughout the region. 

Nana Asma'u also used poetry to preserve the memory of important individuals and 

events. By writing about scholars, religious leaders and the development of the Sokoto 

community, she contributed to a written record of West African Islamic history. Her work 

therefore has value beyond poetry itself and provides historians with evidence 

concerning the ideas, educational practices and religious culture of the period. 

 

Her influence extended beyond her own lifetime. The educational traditions associated 

with the yan-taru continued to support the teaching of women, while Nana Asma'u's 

writings remained an important part of the literary heritage associated with the Sokoto 

scholarly tradition. Her example has also attracted modern interest because she 

represents an important African woman scholar whose intellectual contributions were 

made during a period when written scholarship was often strongly associated with male 

scholars. 

 



Today, Nana Asma'u is remembered as one of the most significant female intellectuals in 

the history of West Africa. Her poetry demonstrates how literature could be used to 

educate, preserve history, communicate religious ideas and strengthen communities. 

Through her writings and educational activities, she helped create a lasting tradition of 

female scholarship within the Sokoto Caliphate. Her legacy demonstrates the important 

contribution that African women have made to the development of education, literature 

and Islamic intellectual history. 
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