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The Civilizations Most Readers Were Never Taught

In the summer of 1324 a Malian king named Mansa Musa stopped in Cairo on his way to Mecca and spent so much gold that he wrecked the city's currency. The Syrian official al-Umari, who reached Cairo about a decade later and interviewed people who had dealt with the Malians, recorded that the price of gold in Egypt remained depressed for years afterward because Musa and his retinue had flooded the market giving it away. The detail matters because of who reported it. This was not African self-promotion. It was an Egyptian bureaucrat, writing in the administrative heart of the Islamic world, treating the king of a West African empire as a figure of staggering wealth. Later accounts inflated Musa's caravan into tens of thousands of people and hundreds of slaves carrying golden staffs, and those precise figures are unreliable embellishments from writers working long after the event. The gold crash itself, attested close to the time, is not.

Mali was one state in a long sequence. Three centuries earlier the Andalusian geographer al-Bakri, compiling reports from merchants in Córdoba around 1068, described the empire of Ghana in the western Sahel, its king able to put a large army into the field, its capital divided between a Muslim merchants' town and the royal seat some miles apart, its wealth resting on the trade in gold from the Bambuk and Bure fields and salt carried down from the desert. Al-Bakri never saw Ghana himself, and that distance is part of the story this book has to tell. The capital he described is generally identified by archaeologists with the ruins at Koumbi Saleh in southern Mauritania. The gold came from fields whose location the traders guarded as a secret, and Arab geographers, followed in 1455 by the Venetian Alvise Cadamosto sailing for Portugal, repeated accounts of a silent trade in which miners and salt merchants exchanged goods left on the ground without ever meeting face to face. Whether that silent barter happened as described or was a stylized traveler's tale, the gold was real, and it underwrote the coinage of much of the medieval Mediterranean.

Mali absorbed Ghana's trade and surpassed it. At its height in the fourteenth century it stretched from the Atlantic to the bend of the Niger, and its towns were centers of learning as much as commerce. Timbuktu and Djenné held communities of scholars whose private libraries ran to thousands of Arabic manuscripts, many of which survive today. Excavations at Djenné-Djeno by Roderick and Susan McIntosh, beginning in 1977, found a city continuously occupied from around 250 BCE and urban in scale centuries before any Arab merchant arrived, which dismantled the old assumption that West African towns grew only under the stimulus of outside trade. When the Granada-born diplomat al-Hasan al-Wazzan, baptized in Rome as Leo Africanus and writing his description of Africa in 1526, reached Timbuktu under Songhai rule, he reported that the king maintained doctors, judges, and scholars at his own expense and that manuscripts carried across the desert sold for higher prices than any other merchandise in the city.

Songhai, the last of the great Sahelian empires, rose from Gao on the eastern Niger. Under Askia Muhammad, who seized power in 1493 and made his own pilgrimage to Mecca in 1496, it acquired provincial governors, a standing army, and a class of royal officials. It held Timbuktu and the Saharan trade until 1591, when the Moroccan sultan Ahmad al-Mansur sent a few thousand men equipped with arquebuses and cannon across the desert under a Spanish-born commander, Judar Pasha. At the battle of Tondibi the far larger Songhai force, fighting without firearms, was broken, and the empire never recovered.

The achievement was not confined to the Sahel. On the East African coast a chain of Swahili city-states traded across the Indian Ocean in gold, ivory, mangrove timber, and enslaved people. Ibn Battuta, the Moroccan jurist who passed through in 1331, described Kilwa as among the most beautiful and well-built towns he had seen, and the ruins of its cliff-top palace and trading depot at Husuni Kubwa still stand. Kilwa's sultans struck their own copper coinage, and the porcelain of Song and Ming China turns up in the refuse of the coastal towns, a measure of how far these merchants reached. Inland, the Shona built the dry-stone enclosures of Great Zimbabwe between roughly 1100 and 1450, where walls rose as high as eleven meters without mortar, a conical tower stood inside the Great Enclosure, and carved soapstone birds crowned the hill. At its peak the site may have held something on the order of ten to eighteen thousand people, and it grew rich by controlling the gold that flowed east toward the coast.

Farther north, the kingdom of Aksum in the highlands of present-day Ethiopia and Eritrea adopted Christianity under King Ezana in the fourth century, recorded his campaigns in inscriptions cut in Ge'ez, Sabaic, and Greek, and struck coins in gold, silver, and bronze, a thing only a handful of ancient powers attempted. Its kings raised carved granite stelae over their tombs, the largest of which would have stood more than thirty meters had it not fallen, probably during erection, which would have made it among the largest single stones any ancient society tried to set upright. In the Nigerian forest, the bronze castings excavated at Igbo-Ukwu by Thurstan Shaw between 1959 and 1964, radiocarbon-dated to around the ninth or tenth century, reveal a lost-wax tradition of extraordinary refinement that owed nothing to Europe. The brass plaques and heads of the Kingdom of Benin, cast by Edo artists for a palace that seventeenth-century Dutch visitors compared favorably to the cities of Holland, were looted by a British military expedition in 1897 and scattered through Western museums, where most of them remain.

All of it was recorded at the time, in Arabic chronicles, in carved stone, and in cast brass that now sits in foreign museums. Yet the educated Western reader has often been taught that none of it existed, sometimes by open denial and more often by simply leaving it out.

The Myth of a Continent Without History

The denial has a pedigree, and it runs through some of the most respected names in European thought. Hegel, lecturing on the philosophy of history in the 1820s in work published in 1837, declared that Africa south of the Sahara was "no historical part of the World," a place with "no movement or development to exhibit," and pushed it to what he called the threshold of world history rather than its stage. The claim was not a stray remark. It sat at the foundation of a worldview that placed Africa outside the story of human progress altogether. More than a century later the position survived almost intact in the British academy. In a lecture broadcast in 1963 and published as part of The Rise of Christian Europe in 1965, the Oxford historian Hugh Trevor-Roper dismissed the African past as "the unrewarding gyrations of barbarous tribes in picturesque but irrelevant corners of the globe," and suggested there was nothing there but darkness, which was not a subject for history.

The myth did concrete work in the world. When Europeans encountered the stone ruins of Great Zimbabwe in the nineteenth century, they refused to believe Africans had built them. The German explorer Karl Mauch, who reached the site in 1871, attributed it to the Queen of Sheba and the Phoenicians, and that fantasy hardened into colonial orthodoxy. When the British archaeologist Gertrude Caton-Thompson excavated the site in 1929 and concluded that it was beyond question the work of a medieval Bantu-speaking African society, her finding was politically unwelcome in white-ruled Rhodesia. Decades later the Rhodesian government still pressured the archaeologists in its own museums to keep the African origin out of guidebooks and displays, and the archaeologist Peter Garlake left his government post in the 1970s rather than soften his conclusions. The Hamitic hypothesis, the recurring idea that any sign of civilization in Africa must have been introduced by some lighter-skinned outside race, performed the same service across the continent. It let Europeans admire African achievement while denying it to Africans.

This is why the myth was dangerous and not merely mistaken. A continent without history was a continent that could be conquered without guilt, since there was supposedly nothing there to destroy. The denial of the African past was a precondition for the colonial present, and it outlived formal colonialism by decades.

The correction came largely from African historians and their allies after the Second World War. Kenneth Dike's study of trade and politics in the Niger Delta, published in 1956, showed that African oral testimony and European archives could be read together to recover a documented African history, and the school he founded at Ibadan trained a generation to do it. The Belgian historian Jan Vansina set out a rigorous method for treating oral tradition as evidence in work published in 1961 and refined over the following decades. From 1981 UNESCO issued its eight-volume General History of Africa, written and edited mainly by African scholars. Some of the rehabilitation overreached, as in Cheikh Anta Diop's insistence on claiming ancient Egypt wholesale for Black Africa, a thesis still disputed, but the central finding held. The civilizations were real, they were African, and they were old. The point is settled, and these pages do not relitigate it.

Honesty, though, cuts in more than one direction. The same kingdoms that the myth erased were built, like every other civilization in this series, on the backs of people who were not free.

The Labour Beneath the Gold

The gold that Mansa Musa scattered in Cairo was mined, carried, and fed by unfree hands, and so was the salt that paid for it. Ibn Battuta, crossing the Sahara in 1352 on his way to Mali, stopped at the salt-mining settlement of Taghaza, a place so desolate that its houses and its mosque were built from slabs of rock salt, where the cutting was done by enslaved laborers of the Masufa Berbers who survived on dates, camel meat, and fish hauled in across the sand. The slabs they cut were carried hundreds of miles south, and near the gold fields a load of salt could be exchanged for something close to its own weight in gold. The people who did the digging stood at the bottom of a trade that made everyone above them rich. How many of them died at it, or died on the desert crossings that drove captives in the other direction, the medieval sources do not say. Nineteenth-century European travelers such as Gustav Nachtigal described Saharan caravan routes marked by the bones of those who had failed to keep up, but projecting that picture back four or five centuries is inference, not record, and the honest answer is that the death toll of the early desert trade is unknown.

The agricultural slavery of the Niger valley is documented a little better. The seventeenth-century Timbuktu chronicle known as the Tarikh al-Sudan, written by the scholar al-Sadi, describes estates of enslaved cultivators settled in villages under an overseer, each estate bound to deliver a fixed quantity of grain to the ruler every year. The chronicle attaches such holdings to named kings, among them the Songhai ruler Askia Dawud, who reigned from 1549 to 1582, and records annual deliveries running into hundreds of sacks of rice from a single estate. The exact figures preserved in the chronicle should be checked rather than trusted, but the structure is clear enough: a settled, hereditary, food-producing servile population whose surplus fed the court and the army.

The forms of bondage varied enormously, and that variety is the central argument of this book. A captive woman taken into a Sahelian household as a junior wife, her children born free and her grandchildren indistinguishable from the lineage, occupied a different world from a man cutting salt at Taghaza until he dropped. Both were unfree. Neither experience can stand for the whole. Across the continent bondage ran from something close to adoption at one end to something close to the chattel slavery of the later Americas at the other, and a single society often held several kinds at once. Rulers kept enslaved soldiers because troops without local kin had no rival family to rebel for. Courts kept enslaved officials, and in the Islamic states eunuchs, on the same logic, that a man with no descendants and no clan owed everything to the master who had made him. Households kept enslaved women for labor, for childbearing, and for the standing that a large dependent following conferred.

Alongside the captive taken in war stood a quieter route into bondage. Across much of West Africa a person could be pledged against a debt and handed to a creditor to work until the loan was repaid, a practice usually called pawnship. The pawn was not quite a slave, since the arrangement was in principle temporary and the person kept a claim on kin, but in hard years the line blurred, debts went unpaid, and pawns slid into permanent servitude. The institution matters because it shows that African bondage was not only the residue of violence. It grew as readily out of ordinary economic life, out of bad harvests and unpayable loans, as out of war.

Because these systems turned on belonging rather than race, an enslaved person could sometimes climb astonishingly far. Ibn Khaldun, the Tunisian historian writing late in the fourteenth century from informants who knew the western Sudan, recorded that a freed slave of the Malian royal household named Sakura seized the throne around the 1280s, drove the empire's conquests outward to their widest extent, and was killed on his way home from the pilgrimage to Mecca. A man who began as property ended as ruler of the richest state in West Africa. He survives in the record precisely because he reigned. The far larger number of enslaved people who lived and died without rising left no individual trace at all, which is itself a fact about the sources this book has to work from.

The totals are contested and always will be. The most cited estimates come from Paul Lovejoy and Ralph Austen. Lovejoy held that the trans-Saharan, Red Sea, and Indian Ocean routes together carried several million people out of sub-Saharan Africa across the centuries before the Atlantic trade reached its peak. Austen's working figures for the trans-Saharan traffic alone reach something on the order of nine million over the whole span into the nineteenth century. Both rest on fragments, on scattered customs records, traveler's guesses, and demographic models, and both are disputed by other historians. They belong here as orders of magnitude rather than counts. Any single precise figure in this field should be treated with suspicion, including these.

The kingdoms described at the start of this chapter, then, were not incidentally slaveholding. The same wealth that drew al-Umari's astonished notice in Cairo was produced, guarded, and serviced by people who did not own themselves.

Five Myths This Book Must Address

Five specific claims recur whenever African slavery is discussed, and each one fails on the evidence.

The first is that slavery was imposed on Africa by Europeans. It was not. The ninth-century Baghdad geographer al-Ya'qubi already described a trans-Saharan traffic in enslaved Africans moving north toward the Maghrib, and al-Bakri described slaves in the Ghana empire in 1068, nearly four centuries before a Portuguese caravel reached the Senegal coast in the 1440s. The Zanj rebellion of enslaved East Africans in the salt marshes of southern Iraq broke out in 869 and held off the armies of the Abbasid Caliphate for fourteen years, six centuries before Columbus sailed. The trans-Saharan caravans were carrying captives north while Charlemagne ruled in Europe. Indigenous African bondage is among the oldest documented institutions on the continent, and the claim that Europeans introduced it is a falsehood no serious historian defends.

The second myth is that African slavery was mild. This is misleading rather than flatly false. Some forms were comparatively integrative, and later chapters give them their due, because a system that absorbed a captive's grandchildren into the free population was genuinely different from one that did not. But the salt mines of Taghaza were not mild, the forced marches across the Sahara on which a large share of captives died of thirst and exhaustion were not mild, and the Songhai estates that delivered grain on quota were not mild. To call the whole range gentle is to mistake one end of a wide spectrum for the entire thing, and it is usually done by people who want the comparison with the Americas to come out a particular way.

The third myth holds that Africans sold their own people, a phrase that misunderstands what African identity actually was. There was no pan-African nation in the precolonial period, any more than there was a pan-European one. A Yoruba kingdom selling Igbo captives, or an Asante army marching prisoners taken on the northern savanna down to the coast, was no more selling "its own people" than a Genoese merchant shipping Slavic or Circassian captives across the Black Sea was selling fellow Europeans. People then identified with a lineage, a town, a kingdom, or a faith, not with a continent or a skin color. The category of the shared Black race was a later invention, produced in part by the Atlantic trade itself, which sorted human beings by color at the point of sale. People enslaved their neighbors, their rivals, and strangers taken in war, exactly as people did everywhere else on earth.

The fourth myth is that African slavery was the same as American slavery. It was not. The plantation slavery of the Americas was racial, hereditary in perpetuity, and built on the legal fiction that a human being was a piece of movable property with no social existence and no path out. A Virginia statute of 1662 made a child's free or enslaved status follow that of the mother, which turned slavery into an inherited racial condition passed down indefinitely through the female line, a closure most African systems never imposed. Many African systems, by contrast, allowed for manumission, for the gradual integration of a slave's children or grandchildren into the free population, and for individual slaves to rise to real power as generals, governors, and royal advisers. The anthropologists Suzanne Miers and Igor Kopytoff argued in 1977 that in many African societies the true opposite of slavery was not freedom but belonging, a recognized place in a web of kinship, and that bondage formed one end of a continuum of rights held in persons. Their thesis has been criticized sharply, by Paul Lovejoy and Claude Meillassoux among others, for letting the integrative cases soften the brutal ones, and this book treats it as an accurate description of part of the picture rather than the whole of it.

The fifth myth is the mirror image of the rest, the claim that acknowledging African slavery somehow minimizes the Atlantic trade. It does not, and it cannot, because the two facts are independent of each other. Indigenous African slavery was real and old. The Atlantic trade was a racial catastrophe without equal in its scale and its ideology, which carried an estimated 12.5 million people from Africa toward the Americas according to the figures compiled in the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, of whom roughly 10.7 million survived the crossing. Both statements are true at once, and a history that can hold them together without flinching from either is the only kind worth writing.

Between Denial and Weaponization

The subject is dangerous from two directions at once, and most popular accounts fail by leaning too far one way. The first failure is denial, the impulse to protect African dignity by erasing African slavery, treating it as a colonial slander invented to justify conquest rather than as a documented reality with deep indigenous roots. The impulse is understandable, given how the history has been abused, and it is still false. The evidence for indigenous bondage is older and firmer than the evidence for almost anything else about the early African past, and a defense of African dignity that depends on suppressing it is built on sand.

The second failure is weaponization, the use of African slavery by people whose real aim is to excuse or relativize the Atlantic trade, as though bondage inside Africa turned the Middle Passage into a shared commercial venture rather than a crime carried out largely by Europeans for European profit. The argument circulates today wherever slavery is debated, usually compressed into the line that they sold each other, deployed to end a conversation rather than open one. Its danger lies in starting from a true premise. African elites did sell captives to European traders, in large numbers and for profit, and no honest history can drop that fact. The dishonesty is in the conclusion smuggled in after it, that this shared involvement somehow dilutes the specific European achievement of building a racial slave society across an ocean.

How easily the true premise turns into the false conclusion can be seen in the reaction to a single newspaper column. In 2010 the scholar Henry Louis Gates Jr. published a piece in the New York Times arguing that African complicity in the Atlantic trade was extensive and that any honest reckoning had to include it. Gates was making a careful historical point, and he was promptly accused of handing ammunition to people who wanted to spread the blame for slavery away from those who profited most from it. He was right about the history, and his critics were right that the history would be misused, and that is exactly the bind this book works inside. The facts are not neutral, and they will be picked up by people who do not care about them. The answer is not to hide the facts but to refuse the bad inference out loud, every time it is drawn.

Both failures depend on the same underlying mistake, the belief that the history exists to deliver a verdict. It does not. Orlando Patterson, whose comparative study of 1982 defined slavery across every culture that practiced it as a condition of "social death," the natal alienation and dishonoring of a person stripped of recognized kin and ancestry, gave historians a vocabulary precise enough to describe what bondage did to its victims without flattening the differences between systems. The Guyanese historian Walter Rodney, writing on the Upper Guinea coast in 1970, pushed the argument further and more controversially, holding that Atlantic demand reshaped and in places created the very forms of servitude later cited as proof of African guilt, a claim other historians have qualified but which makes the essential point that these systems had a history and were never fixed. Sakura the slave who became emperor and the unnamed thousands who died cutting salt or crossing the desert were equally real, and they are owed an account that neither hides them to flatter a story nor exploits them to wreck one. These pages refuse both uses.

The Source Problem

This is the hardest book in the series to write, and the reason is the evidence. The histories of Greece, China, India, and Korea rest on large bodies of internal written record produced by the slaveholding societies themselves, their law codes, tax registers, letters, and literature. Most of precolonial sub-Saharan Africa did not develop writing, with important exceptions: Ge'ez in Christian Ethiopia, Arabic among the scholars of Timbuktu and the Swahili coast, and indigenous scripts such as Nsibidi in the Nigerian forest. For most of the continent and most of the period, the surviving written record was made by outsiders looking in.

Those outsiders had agendas. Al-Bakri, the fullest early source on Ghana, never left al-Andalus and worked entirely from the reports of merchants and earlier writers. Al-Masudi, who did sail down the East African coast in the tenth century and described the land of the Zanj in his Meadows of Gold, and al-Idrisi, who compiled his geography in Palermo around 1154 for the Norman king Roger II, wrote at varying removes from what they reported. Ibn Battuta reached Mali in person in 1352, which makes him priceless, but he arrived as a cosmopolitan Muslim jurist and set down his disgust at the Malian women who appeared at court unclothed and at local customs he judged impious, so his eyewitness authority comes wrapped in his prejudices. Leo Africanus described Timbuktu after a captive's conversion under the eye of a Roman pope. European observers from the fifteenth century on are more numerous and even less disinterested, because many of them were buying slaves as they wrote.

The internal voices are rare and valuable for that reason. The Timbuktu scholar Ahmad Baba, deported to Marrakesh after the Moroccan conquest of 1591, wrote a legal treatise in 1615 answering questions about who could lawfully be enslaved, and argued that the only valid ground was unbelief rather than blackness or origin, which meant that free Muslims from Kano, Bornu, or his own Songhai could not lawfully be taken. His text is one of the few places where an African scholar inside a slaveholding society reasons about the institution on its own terms.

The other sources each carry their own limits. Oral tradition, above all the Sundiata epic preserved by the griots of Mali, holds genuine historical memory, but it was first written down only centuries after the events it recounts and was reshaped by generations of performers, and the historian Jan Vansina spent a career working out how to draw usable history from it without taking it at face value. Archaeology is the fastest-growing source, from Koumbi Saleh to Djenné-Djeno to Igbo-Ukwu to Great Zimbabwe, but it speaks far more readily about buildings, trade goods, and diet than about the legal status of the people who made and used them. Historical linguistics, tracing the long Bantu expansion across the southern half of the continent, can sometimes reconstruct ancient words for dependents and captives, though what those words meant in daily life is often beyond recovery. Even the documents are contested. The chronicle long known as the Tarikh al-Fattash, treated for a century as a sixteenth-century Songhai source, has been argued by the historians Mauro Nobili and Mohamed Shahid Mathee to be in significant part a nineteenth-century compilation, which unsettled a body of evidence the field had relied on for decades.

The honest position is to mark the boundary between what the sources attest, what can be reasonably inferred, and what is simply unknown, and to keep marking it on every page rather than smoothing the gaps over with confident prose. Where the record falls silent, this book says so. That discipline costs the narrative some of its momentum, and it is the price of telling the truth about a past that was, to a damaging degree, written down by other people.
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Why "Slavery" Is a Problematic Word for African Systems

Every African society that held people in bondage had a word for what it was doing. Speakers of Bambara and the related Mande languages of the western savanna said jon. The Akan of the Gold Coast said odonko, a term that doubled as the word for a northerner, because the people marched south from the savanna were the slaves an Akan was most likely to meet. The Yoruba said eru, the Hausa bawa, the Swahili of the eastern coast mtumwa. These words existed before any European arrived to translate them, and they are the first answer to a claim that recurs whenever the subject is raised, that slavery in Africa was a foreign category imposed from outside, a colonial libel pinned onto societies that had no such thing. They had the thing. They had names for it, laws about it, and prices for it.

What most of them did not have was the precise institution the English word now summons, which is the chattel slavery of the Atlantic plantations. That system descended from Roman law, where a slave was res, a thing, an item of property owned as one owns an animal or a tool, with no legal personality of his own. The Americas hardened it further with race and heredity, so that the condition passed down the generations and could never, in principle, be escaped. When a modern English speaker hears the word slave, that is very often the picture in mind, and carrying it unexamined into the African past distorts almost everything it touches.

The difficulty is real, and it has divided historians for half a century. In 1977 the anthropologists Suzanne Miers and Igor Kopytoff, introducing a landmark collection simply titled Slavery in Africa, argued that the Western opposition between slave and free fit African societies badly. In much of the continent, they wrote, the meaningful opposition was not between the free person and the slave but between the person who belonged, who held a recognized place in a web of kinship, and the person who did not. Rights over people were held, transferred, and accumulated much as rights over property were elsewhere, and a slave was one kind of dependent at the far end of a continuum that also included wives, children, clients, and pawns. To be without kin was the fundamental disability, and acquiring a slave was a way of acquiring a person who could, over time, be drawn into the group.

This idea connected to a deeper feature of many African economies, one that the historians Jane Guyer and others later summarized in the phrase wealth in people. In societies with abundant land and thin populations, where a man could not buy power by buying acres because acres were not scarce, wealth and authority were measured in dependents. A big man was a man with many people attached to him, and the more dependents he commanded, the more he could farm, fight, trade, and give away. In that setting the demand for slaves was, at bottom, a demand for people to attach, and bondage shaded into the ordinary business of building a following.

The Miers and Kopytoff model was illuminating and it was also, many of their colleagues came to feel, too soft. The French anthropologist Claude Meillassoux, in a study published in French in 1986 and in English as The Anthropology of Slavery, attacked the integrationist picture head on. Slaves, he insisted, were precisely not kin and were never meant to become kin. They were aliens kept as aliens, a class set apart to produce a surplus that the kin group consumed, and the talk of absorption obscured the violence and the exploitation that defined their lives. Paul Lovejoy, in Transformations in Slavery in 1983, and the historian Frederick Cooper, working on the plantations of the East African coast, pressed the same objection from the evidence. The integrationist account, they argued, took the gentlest cases, the household slave who married in and the captive whose grandchildren were forgotten to be slaves at all, and let them stand for systems that also included men worked to death on estates and women sold away from their children at a trader's whim.

Underneath the anthropologists' quarrel lay a harder layer of actual law, and it differed by region in ways that decided real lives. Across the Muslim Sahel and the Swahili coast, bondage answered to Islamic jurisprudence, which held that a free Muslim could not lawfully be enslaved and that only unbelievers taken in or descended from a state of unbelief could be. That rule, examined in chapter one through the Timbuktu jurist Ahmad Baba, sounds like a limit and functioned in practice as a license, because it pointed the slave raids outward at the non-Muslim peoples of the savanna frontier and supplied a religious sanction for taking them. Christian Ethiopia ran a third system again, distinguishing the gabbar, a tied peasant who owed labor and dues to a lord but kept his person and his family, from the barya, the chattel slave, many of them seized from the non-Christian peoples of the southwest and sold north and east through the Red Sea ports. The point is not that one tradition was gentler than another. It is that there was no single African law of slavery to describe, only a patchwork of customary, Islamic, and Christian rules that drew the crucial lines, who could be taken and who could be freed, in different places.

The word itself has a political history that still shapes how the subject is argued. In the nineteenth century European abolitionists and then colonial governments seized on African slavery as a justification for intervention, casting conquest as a humanitarian rescue, and the Brussels Conference of 1890 dressed a scramble for territory in the language of suppressing the slave trade. The same officials, once installed, frequently went soft on the domestic slavery of their new subjects, reluctant to disrupt the labor systems their colonies ran on, and reached for the gentler word domestic to excuse leaving it alone. Slavery was thus invoked to license conquest and minimized to permit its profitable continuation, sometimes by the same administration within a decade. A reader should know that the term arrives freighted with these uses, and that both the lurid and the soft versions of African slavery were manufactured to serve European purposes before they were ever questions for historians.

The argument has no tidy resolution, and a history that pretended otherwise would be lying. The honest position is that the word slavery remains the least bad term available, that it must be used with the warning that it covers an enormous range, and that the African systems shared with the Roman and American ones a hard core, the holding of a human being as property who could be bought, sold, used, and in many places killed, while differing sharply in what surrounded that core.

Two further complications deserve stating at the outset. First, the continent held more than one legal tradition at once. Across the Sahel and the coasts where Islam had taken root, bondage was governed by the categories of Islamic law, with its own rules on who could be enslaved, how slaves should be treated, and how they might be freed. In the lineage societies of the forest and the south, custom rather than written law set the terms. Christian Ethiopia followed a third path. These traditions overlapped and borrowed from one another, and no single description fits them all.

Second, the systems changed over time, often violently, and the nineteenth century in particular saw bondage inside Africa grow harsher and more commercial in ways that the older anthropological models, built largely on twentieth-century fieldwork, can badly mislead a reader about. With those cautions in place, the institution can be examined as what it was.

Warfare and Capture: How Most African Slaves Were Made

Most African slaves were not born slaves. They were made, and the commonest way of making them was war. A person entered bondage by being captured in a raid or a battle, and the scale of enslavement across the continent rose and fell with the scale of organized violence. This single fact shaped everything downstream. It meant that slaving and statecraft were bound together, that the armies of the larger kingdoms were also harvesting machines, and that the demand for captives, once a market existed to absorb them, gave rulers a standing reason to go to war.

The other routes into slavery were real but secondary. People were enslaved as punishment for crimes, a murderer or a persistent thief handed over in place of execution or to compensate a victim's family. People fell into bondage through debt, pledged against a loan and never redeemed. People were sold by their own kin in famine, a parent trading a child for grain in the calculation that a living dependent elsewhere was better than a dead one at home. People were born to slave mothers and inherited the condition. And people were taken in the smaller predation that shaded off from war into kidnapping, the seizing of a traveler on a lonely road or a child sent alone to a field.

But the great engine was warfare, and the records of the slaving states make this plain. The campaigns of Asante on the Gold Coast, the annual war seasons of Dahomey, the cavalry raids that the savanna empires and later the Sokoto Caliphate launched against the stateless peoples to their south, all produced captives by the thousand, and the captives were the point as much as the territory.

Dahomey, on the coast of what is now Benin, shows the war machine in its most concentrated form. The kingdom mounted campaigns almost every dry season against its neighbors, and the historian Robin Law, in his 1991 study of the Slave Coast, traced how thoroughly its economy and its monarchy came to rest on the capture and sale of human beings. Its army included a corps of women soldiers, the agojie, whom European visitors called Amazons and whom the kings used as a disciplined standing force, and the captives the army brought home were sorted between those sold to the European forts on the shore and those kept for labor or for the annual ceremonies at the capital.

War, trade, and religion fed a single apparatus, and a king's reputation was made in part by the number of captives he could parade. How many of Dahomey's wars were fought for slaves and how many for the ordinary reasons of border and dynasty is a question historians still weigh, but the kingdom is the clearest case of a state organized, to a striking degree, around the manufacture of slaves.

The violence had a geography. Slaving states did not, as a rule, enslave their own core population, since enslaving insiders unravelled the loyalties a kingdom ran on, so the raids pushed outward to a frontier where the victims were strangers in religion or speech. In the central Sudan this frontier lay in the band of hill and valley peoples south of the great Muslim states, the region later colonial officials would call the Middle Belt of Nigeria, whose stateless and non-Muslim communities were raided for centuries by the cavalry of Bornu and, after 1804, of the Sokoto Caliphate, the seizure of unbelievers sanctioned as a by-product of holy war. A captured highlander was an outsider twice over, foreign and infidel, and therefore fair game under a law that protected free Muslims. The pattern repeated across the continent wherever a centralized, often Islamized state bordered decentralized peoples without one, and it left a long demographic shadow, whole districts thinned and terrorized to stock the markets of their stronger neighbors.

The judicial routes into slavery deserve more than a mention, because they show how a society could generate slaves without any war at all. A person convicted of a serious offense, or unable to pay the compensation a court imposed, might be enslaved along with members of his household, the penalty falling on kin as well as culprit. In much of West and Central Africa the most productive of these mechanisms was the poison ordeal, in which a person accused of witchcraft or another hidden crime was made to swallow a toxic preparation, the bark called sasswood in the western forests or the Calabar bean further east, survival counting as innocence and collapse as proof of guilt. An accusation could thus end in death or in the enslavement of the accused and sometimes their dependents, and where a market for slaves raised the value of a condemned person, the temptation to multiply accusations is not hard to see.

Famine supplied a quieter stream, parents pledging or selling children to keep them and themselves alive, so that bondage swelled in bad years from the ordinary arithmetic of survival.

The experience of being taken is harder to recover, because the people it happened to rarely wrote, and the records that survive were mostly made by the takers and the buyers. A handful of first-person accounts exist and have to be handled with care. The most famous is the narrative published in London in 1789 by Olaudah Equiano, who described being kidnapped as a child of about eleven from an Igbo village, carried through a succession of African masters, and finally sold to European traders on the coast. The account is vivid and has shaped how generations imagine capture.

It also has to be read with a caution that has grown sharper since the literary scholar Vincent Carretta found a baptismal record and a naval muster that give Equiano's birthplace as South Carolina rather than Africa. The matter is unresolved, and Equiano may have written the African scenes from the testimony of others rather than his own memory, which means his narrative is evidence of how capture was understood and recounted, and only possibly evidence of a particular capture. The honest reader holds both possibilities open.

For the march that followed capture there is better testimony, because a European witness traveled inside it. The Scottish explorer Mungo Park, returning from the Niger in 1797, attached himself for safety to a slave coffle led by a Mande trader named Karfa Taura, and walked with it for months from the interior down to the Gambia. His account, published in 1799, describes the coffle as a column of captives and traders moving together, the slaves secured at night and driven by day, fed thinly, and watched for any sign of the despair that led some to refuse to go on.

Park recorded that the traders feared above all that a slave would lose the will to live, and that those who broke down on the road were sometimes abandoned or killed when the caravan could not afford to wait. His numbers and details should be read as one man's observation of one caravan rather than a measure of the whole traffic, but the picture of the coffle, the chained or roped column walking for weeks, is consistent across many later sources and is one of the few things about the inland trade that can be described from an eyewitness who was actually there.

The march is also where the connection between demand and violence becomes visible. On the Atlantic coast, European traders sold firearms and bought slaves, and a long-running argument among historians concerns what that exchange did to African warfare. The hypothesis of a gun-slave cycle holds that guns bought with slaves made it easier to take more slaves, which bought more guns, in a spiral that turned coastal and near-coastal states into war machines feeding the Atlantic market. Trade figures assembled by economic historians, among them Joseph Inikori in his work on firearms imports into West Africa, have been used both to support the model and to qualify it, and critics point out that many slaves were taken without guns and that the causation ran in several directions at once. The cycle should be treated as a contested model rather than an established law.

What is not contested is the underlying relationship that Walter Rodney had pressed in 1970 and that later scholarship broadly sustained, that an external market for captives raised the value of capture and gave rulers and raiders a powerful new incentive to make war on their neighbors.

The same logic operated, more slowly and with less documentation, along the trans-Saharan and Red Sea routes that had been carrying captives north for centuries before the first caravel reached the Senegal.

The Forms of Bondage: Household, Field, Temple, and Court

Once inside a society, a slave might end up in any of several conditions, and the distance between them was vast. The single English word covers a woman cooking in a compound, a man hoeing a lord's grain field under a driver, a boy pledged against his father's debt, a captive waiting to be killed at a king's graveside, and a soldier or treasurer who commanded other men in his master's name. These were not stages of one institution so much as different institutions that happened to share a label.

The most common form, and the one the older anthropology described best, was domestic or household slavery, the absorption of a captive into the working and reproducing life of a family. Its central and frequently overlooked fact is that most of the people held this way were women. The historians Claire Robertson and Martin Klein, editing a 1983 collection on women and slavery in Africa, argued that women made up the majority of slaves kept within the continent and consistently fetched higher prices than men in African markets, the reverse of the Atlantic pattern, where planters wanted male field hands. The reason was that a woman did field and household labor, bore children who added to the master's following, and could be incorporated into the lineage as a junior wife in a way that a man, who would always be a potential rival or rebel, could not.

Domestic slavery at its mildest came close to a hard marriage or a permanent low-status adoption. At its harshest it was concubinage without consent and labor without limit. Both lived under the same roof and the same word.

The demand for women was strongest in the Muslim societies of the Sahel and the coast, where a man might keep concubines alongside his wives and the law gave the arrangement a clear shape. A concubine, the surriyya of Islamic law, was an enslaved woman with whom her master could lawfully have children, and those children, as later sections describe, were born free and legitimate. Wealthy and powerful men assembled large households of such women, guarded in the greatest establishments by eunuchs, and the resulting hunger for female captives helps explain a fact that distinguishes the northbound trades from the Atlantic one.

Where the Atlantic plantations wanted men for the field and took roughly two males for every female, the trans-Saharan and Red Sea routes ran the other way, carrying on most estimates around two women for every man, a ratio that historians such as Ralph Austen attribute to exactly this domestic and reproductive demand. The women bound north went not to gangs in the open but into compounds, kitchens, and bedchambers, which made their bondage more intimate and not therefore less complete.

Agricultural slavery was the form that came nearest to the plantation regimes of the Americas, and it grew most where states were strong and markets deep. The Songhai estates along the Niger, described in chapter one, were an early example. The fullest developed late. In the nineteenth century the Sokoto Caliphate, spread across what is now northern Nigeria, became one of the largest slave societies in human history, with enslaved populations that the historians Paul Lovejoy and Jan Hogendorn estimated in the millions, though such figures rest on colonial-era guesses and should be treated as orders of magnitude rather than counts. Caliphate slaves worked plantations, called gandu in Hausa, in gangs under overseers, living in slave villages and surrendering the bulk of their crop to a master who might be an official, a merchant, or the state itself.

On the East African coast and islands, as Frederick Cooper showed in his 1977 study, Omani and Swahili landowners built clove and grain plantations on Zanzibar and Pemba in the same century and worked them with enslaved labor drawn from the mainland, a system whose brutality owed much to a booming world market for cloves.

It is no accident that the harshest, most plantation-like African slavery flourished in the eighteen-hundreds. The abolition of the Atlantic trade, by closing the seaward outlet, helped redirect captives into production inside Africa itself, a grim transformation that Lovejoy placed at the center of his account and that should warn anyone against imagining African slavery as a static, gentle, timeless thing.

The texture of agricultural slavery is worth seeing up close, because the word plantation can flatten very different regimes into one image. In the Sahara itself, enslaved and servile cultivators worked the date gardens of the oases, the laborers of southern Morocco and the desert known as haratin tending palms and plots under a sharecropping arrangement, the khammes contract, that left them about a fifth of what they grew and their masters the rest, though how far the haratin were slaves and how far a hereditary caste of dependents is a question scholars still argue.

In the Sokoto Caliphate the estates called rinji were whole villages of enslaved people settled on a great man's land, working his fields in gangs through the growing season and allowed garden plots and time of their own once the master's grain was secured. Lovejoy and Hogendorn, reconstructing the system from colonial records, described slaves who delivered a fixed obligation and could then labor for themselves, some of them buying through the murgu payment a measure of autonomy and, rarely, eventual freedom. The regime was harsh and hereditary, and it was also more textured than the chattel plantation of the Americas, which is precisely the kind of distinction worth holding open without using it to soften the underlying coercion.

Debt bondage stood somewhat apart from slavery proper and shaded into it under pressure. Across West Africa a person could be pledged as security for a loan and made to work for the creditor, the labor standing in for interest while the principal remained owed. The Yoruba called such a person an iwofa, the Akan an awowa, and the historians Toyin Falola and Paul Lovejoy gathered the evidence for the institution across the region in a 1994 volume on pawnship. In principle the pawn was not a slave. The arrangement was temporary, the pawn kept his name and his kin and his claim to be redeemed, and he could not normally be sold away.

In practice the wall between pawnship and slavery was thin and often broke. A debt that could not be repaid, a creditor who moved the pawn far from the kin who might redeem him, a famine that turned a short pledge into a permanent loss, and the pawn slid into bondage with no clear moment of crossing. Pawnship matters to the larger argument because it shows that African bondage grew not only from the violence of capture but from the ordinary machinery of credit and misfortune, the same forces that pulled people into debt servitude in much of the premodern world.

Pawnship also bled directly into the Atlantic and Saharan trades through the practice of seizing persons for debt. On the Gold Coast the seizure was common enough to acquire a name in the trading pidgin, panyarring, from the Portuguese for taking a pledge, and it meant grabbing a person, sometimes a kinsman or pawn of an actual debtor, and holding or selling him to settle an unpaid account. A pawn handed over in good faith for a modest loan could in this way be swept up by a third party's quarrel and sold across the sea, the temporary pledge converted into permanent loss by force. The institution that in a stable village looked like a humane alternative to default became, on a coast saturated with European demand and credit, one more channel feeding the ships, a reminder that the same practice could be mild or monstrous depending on the market pressing on it.

Ritual and sacrificial slavery is the form most luridly reported and most in need of careful handling. In several West African kingdoms, above all Asante and Dahomey, slaves were killed at the funerals of kings and great men and at recurring state festivals, dispatched to serve the dead in the next world or to honor the ancestors of the dynasty. The Asante killed slaves at royal funerals on a scale that horrified European visitors, and the kings of Dahomey conducted annual ceremonies, recorded by outsiders as the Customs, at which captives were put to death before assembled crowds.

The European sources for this are abundant and they are also among the most compromised in the whole literature. Archibald Dalzel, whose History of Dahomy appeared in 1793, was a slave trader who used lurid descriptions of mass sacrifice as an argument for the slave trade itself, on the reasoning that buying captives for export rescued them from being killed at home. His interest in maximizing the body count is obvious and disqualifying as to scale. Later observers such as Thomas Bowdich at Kumasi in 1819 and Richard Burton at the Dahomean court in 1864 added their own accounts, no two of which agree on numbers. The historian Robin Law, who examined the question in a 1985 article, concluded that human sacrifice was a real institution and not a colonial invention, but that its scale was systematically exaggerated by Europeans who had every motive, commercial and later imperial, to portray African states as charnel houses.

The defensible position is that the practice existed, that its victims were overwhelmingly slaves and war captives precisely because they were outsiders whose deaths set off no feud, and that any specific figure handed down from a European pen should be regarded as propaganda until corroborated.

Behind the spectacle lay a logic that the European reports rarely tried to understand. The victims were sent, in the thinking of the societies that killed them, as messengers and servants to the ancestors, a king's funeral requiring an escort into the next world proportional to his greatness, and the recurring festivals renewing the bond between the living dynasty and its dead. That this was a genuine religious institution makes it neither less lethal nor more, but it does mean that reading it simply as bloodthirst misses what it was for.

The kingdom of Benin supplied the most consequential example of how such reports could be used. When a British party was killed approaching the city in 1897, a punitive expedition stormed Benin, looted the brass and ivory described in chapter one, and justified the conquest to the world through accounts of altars heaped with the bodies of the sacrificed, one British officer titling his memoir of the campaign with the phrase city of blood. Sacrifice at Benin was real, and it had also intensified in the crisis as the kingdom faced invasion, and it was then enlarged in the telling into a moral warrant for the violence and the theft. Robin Law's caution applies with full force, that the practice must be neither denied nor swallowed whole in the form its enemies recorded it.

The last form inverts every expectation the word slave carries. Across the Islamic states of the Sahel and the savanna, and in kingdoms such as Asante, rulers staffed their armies and administrations with slaves, and some of those slaves became powerful men. The logic was the logic set out in chapter one. A soldier or an official with no local kin had no faction to plot for and no lineage to inherit into, and so depended entirely on the master who had raised him, which made him, paradoxically, the most trustworthy servant a ruler could own.

Sahelian and Saharan courts kept enslaved cavalry and enslaved bureaucrats, and the Islamic states, like the Ottoman and earlier Abbasid empires they learned from, used eunuchs, men whose inability to found a line of their own made them safe custodians of the treasury and the harem. The kingdom of Bornu around Lake Chad was known to supply eunuchs across the Sahara. A royal slave of this kind might command armies, govern provinces, and grow rich, while remaining in law the property of his king, subject to sale or execution at a word. The condition captures the central strangeness of the whole subject, that power and bondage were not opposites in these systems but could inhabit the same person at once.

Concrete institutions gave this paradox a shape. In Asante the royal household, the gyaase, included offices of real authority filled by people of slave origin, men bound to the king alone and therefore trusted with his treasury and his messages, and the descendants of such servants could form a hereditary service class close to the throne. In the Sokoto Caliphate enslaved officials administered estates, commanded fortresses, and collected revenue, some rising to be among the most powerful figures in a province while remaining, in law, owned.

The pattern was not unique to Africa, and naming its cousins helps place it. The Mamluks who ruled Egypt for centuries had begun as purchased slave soldiers, and the Ottomans levied Christian boys through the devshirme to staff their army and government, the ablest rising to be viziers. Africa's royal slavery belonged to this wider Old World practice of building loyal state servants out of the kinless.

One darker corner of it should not be passed over. The eunuchs who guarded treasuries and harems were made by castration, an operation with a high death rate that was often performed on boys at or near the points of capture and sale, so that each surviving eunuch in a Sahelian or Saharan court stood for several who had died under the knife, a hidden mortality the sources almost never count.

The Spectrum: From Near-Family Member to Brutally Exploited Laborer

These forms are best understood not as a list but as points on a spectrum, and the thing that arranges them along it is kinship. In the societies of much of sub-Saharan Africa, a person's identity, security, and rights came from membership in a lineage, a descent group that owned land, settled disputes, married its members out and in, and connected the living to the ancestors who watched over them. To belong to a lineage was to be a full person. To stand outside all lineages was to be exposed, rightless, and at the mercy of others. Slavery, in this world, was fundamentally the condition of the kinless outsider, and a slave's position on the spectrum was set by how far he or she had moved, or might move, from that bare exposure toward belonging.

The movement was often generational, and the languages of bondage marked its stages. In the Mande world a newly captured slave was a jon, but a slave born in the master's household was a woloso, literally one born in the house, and the woloso held a markedly better position. Such a person had grown up inside the family's life, spoke its language, knew its dead, and by long custom could not normally be sold away, the sale of a house-born slave being regarded as shameful and in some places forbidden. The Hausa drew the same distinction, setting the cucanawa, the slaves born in the house, above the newly taken captive.

Over two or three generations the descendants of a slave could shade into the lower ranks of free dependents until the origin was remembered only as a faint disability, or forgotten altogether. In Asante the absorption went so far that it became a serious offense, protected by oath, to taunt a person with slave ancestry or even to inquire into it, a social rule that historians of the kingdom have read as the mechanism by which the descendants of slaves were quietly folded into the free population.

Absorption of this kind served the master at least as much as the slave, and seeing that keeps it from being read as simple kindness. A lineage that took in captives and their children grew larger and stronger, gaining farmers, soldiers, and childbearers it could not have produced from its own loins alone, so the slow folding-in of slave descendants was also the mechanism by which a successful family expanded into a power. The long-distance trading networks of the savanna, the Juula merchants of the Mande world among them, ran on slaves who staffed caravans and farmed the provisioning villages along the routes, and a trusted slave agent could handle goods and money far from his master, his very kinlessness making him a dependable instrument.

Mobility upward was therefore real but always tethered. The slave who rose did so inside another man's house and for that house's benefit, and the higher he climbed the more useful he became to keep, which could as easily prolong his bondage as end it.

The absorption was real, and it was also limited, conditional, and unevenly available. It favored women over men, because women were taken into households and bore children to free men, while men were more often kept at arm's length as labor or soldiers. It favored the house-born over the freshly captured. It favored the slave of a modest family, who worked alongside the master, over the slave of a great estate or a king, who was one of hundreds and known to none.

And it could be revoked. A slave who had risen toward belonging could still be sold in a crisis, given away in a marriage alliance, or killed at a funeral, because the underlying status had not changed even when the daily treatment had softened. The spectrum, in other words, was not a ladder that everyone climbed. It was a range of possibilities, structured by gender, generation, and the master's will, along which a given person might rise, stall, or fall.

Seen from the slave's side, the spectrum was something to be worked. A captive who could not change the fact of bondage could still labor to improve its terms, and the evidence, thin as it is, shows people doing exactly that. A woman bore children to her master and so claimed, in the Muslim systems, the protections that came with motherhood. A man converted to his masters'
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