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CASE STUDY 34
Intangible cultural heritage, a model for peace and security: The Manden Charter in Mali
In the early thirteenth century, following a major military victory, the founder of the Mandingo Empire and the assembly of his wise men proclaimed in Kurukan Fuga the new Manden Charter, named after the territory situated above the upper Niger River basin, between present-day Guinea and Mali. As he said: ‘Now, that we are the masters of our own destiny, we are going to build the fatherland on solid and just foundations. To achieve this, we need to establish laws that the people will have to respect and apply’.
Although it exists only in oral form, this Charter is one of the oldest constitutions in the world. It consists of a preamble and seven chapters where it is proclaimed: 

· mutual understanding and social peace among diverse ethnic and cultural groups;

· the sanctity of human life and the prohibition of physical and mental torture (ch.1 and 2);

· education within the family on the moral duty of respect for parents, the upkeep of family members and the upbringing of children (ch. 3);

· the integrity of the fatherland and the protection of the human person (ch. 4);

· food security (ch. 5);

· the abolition of slave raiding (ch. 5 and 6);

· freedom of expression and enterprise (ch. 7). 

Its effectiveness in the Manden and throughout the area conquered by Sundiata Keita is due, first of all, to the fact that it is an oath and founding text, as well as to the determination of the ngwana, Sundiata’s warlords and companions, to pacify the country. The depositaries of the Manden Charter are thus the Malinke, the ancestral clan of the Empire of Sundiata, in the persons of their “people of the word”, namely the castes of blacksmiths and, most of all, griots.
The Manden Charter laid the foundations for politics, administration and its functioning, and the rules governing the behaviour of the men and women of the grand Mande community.

Since its independence in 1960, Mali has defined the three main lines of emphasis of its cultural policy as follows:

· the preservation of the national cultural identity;

· the promotion of cultural dialogue, Mali being a country of great cultural diversity;

· the promotion of the cultural heritage at the national level.

That is why Mali’s highest authorities attach particular emphasis to the preservation and promotion of the Manden Charter that still remains a model source of inspiration for the elaboration of the legal and administrative provisions that govern our societies.
Even though the Mandingo Empire is gone, the words of the Charter and a series of associated rites continue to be passed from father to son, in codified and oral form, within clans of the Malinke tribe. To maintain this tradition, commemorative ceremonies of the historic assembly are held annually in the village of Kangaba beside the large clearing Kouroukan Fouga which today is in Malian territory, near the border with Guinea. The celebration of these ceremonies has the support of the local and the national authorities of Mali and, in particular, customary authorities for whom the Manden Charter is not only a source of legal inspiration, but also a message of love, peace and brotherhood that has lasted throughout the centuries.
The Manden Charter advocates the sacredness of human life, universal brotherhood, the love of others, moral and spiritual rectitude, the protection and defence of the poor and the weak against arbitrariness and tyranny, in short, the fundamental principles of human rights.

It is a great example of the way in which some ICH elements are a cultural expression that allows inclusive participation, peaceful coexistence and the prevention and resolution of conflicts. It has been the bedrock of the peace process because it combines the intrinsic values of peace and dialogue and understanding between communities.
The current international context imposes on everyone the task of remembering and of solidarity. The Manden Charter provides a message of intercultural dialogue, peace and brotherhood that comes from the depths of time – it has been around for eight (8) centuries – a message of which mankind is in great need. The Manden Charter has created a sense of belonging to a community; the empire is gone, but the laws and regulations continue to govern the everyday life of the community.
The inscription of this element on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2009 has facilitated sustainable development especially because it contributes to the prevention of differences and could serve to symbolically communicate a message of non-violence in peacebuilding processes.

For more information :

· The website for the Convention of the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage: https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/manden-charter-proclaimed-in-kurukan-fuga-00290
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