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Notes on transliteration and orthography

The people central to this thesis are nomadic pastoralists by origin and their ethnic
group has different names in different languages. They are widely spread over Sub-
Saharan Africa, from Senegal in the west to Sudan in the east (see Map 1). In French,
Fulbe are better known as ‘peul’ and in English, they are known as ‘Fulani’. In this
thesis, I chose to stick to the name they use for themselves: Fulbe.

The written form of the language of the Fulbe is not standardised as there is no
standard Fulfulde dialect, accordingly there is no standard Fulfulde orthography. Many
differences in dialects and writing exist between Fulbe in Senegal, Mali, Cameroon and
beyond. But also within Mali, the Fulfulde of Fulbe living in Kayes or Nioro du Sahel
differs significantly from that of Fulbe living in Maacina or the Douentza region. Since
there is still no recognized single Roman orthography, I decided to use linguist Anneke
Breedveld's orthography as used in her (1995) thesis, thus Jawaambe instead of Dia-
waambe and Riimaybe instead of Riimaaybe. Often used words, such as Riimaybe,
Maccube and Weheebe are only in italics in the beginning where the reader gets to
know these words first. After ten or more times being used, they are supposed to be
‘common sensical knowledge’.

Both French and Arabic have influenced the Fulfulde language: bitiki is the word for
shop and is derived from the French word boutique; assalaam aleikum is an Arabic-
based formula mainly used by men in greetings. Arabic words are spelled out in the
Roman language (Hajj, figh etc.). For each foreign word, I have indicated whether it is
French (FR), Fulfulde (FF) or Arabic (AR). The reader will find an overview and
translation of any foreign word in the glossary in the appendix of this thesis.

For personal names in Fulfulde I used the most basic spelling: Amadu instead of
Ahmadou and Musa instead of Mousa. However, for names of official persons, which
have become more or less iconic in their French spelling, I have stuck to the French OU
instead of U: President Amadou Toumani Toure, dictator Moussa Traore and Ministers
Oumar and Hamadoun Dicko. This principle extends to the spelling of place names: |
used Segou / Douentza / Timbouctou / Maasina instead of Segu / Duwanza / Timbuktu /
Maacina. The spelling of place names as used on my maps is as follows:

Douentza, Timbouctou (not Timbuktu), Maasina (not Maacina), Hamdallaye, Bandi-
agara, Djibo (not Jibo), Koro, Kanyume (not Kanyoume, Kaniume), Joona (not Djona),
Dalla (not Dallah), Booni, Mondoro (not Monndoro), Haayre, Hombori (not Hom-
mbori), Djenne (not Jenne), Segou, Mopti. For small hamlets around Dalla (Map 5, see
Chapter 2), I adopted the Fulfulde spelling of U instead of the French OU, which makes
Bussuma (not Boussouma), Bumbam (not Boumbam), Diankabu, Bumbani-Kani and so
on.

Names of ethnic groups are spelled according to Standard English orthography:
Dogon, Songhay (not Sonrai), Tuareg (not Tamasheq), Bambara.
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I also added an * to names to conceal the identity of informants who I felt or who
had said themselves had an interest in remaining anonymous (see section on method-

ology).

Pronunciation

Consonants:

C - is pronounced as in chapter

G - is pronounced as in garden

J - is pronounced as in jar

K - is pronounced like the ¢ in courageous

N - is pronounced like the gn in the French espagnol

n - is pronounced like ng in song

6, O & @- are pronounced as b, d and y and with laryngealized voicing (= with creaky

voice).
Vowels:

U - as in flute
y - as in yard
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Map 1: Fulfulde speakers in West-Africa.
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Introduction

Setting the scene

Central to this thesis are the various roads taken by slave descendants who used to
belong to one specific noble family.1 By investigating the social careers of slave
descendants I wish to make a contribution to an understanding of a slave past that over
time has generated new cultural and social forms in ‘modernity’ as described by
Geschiere et al. (2008: 4). The unique aspect of this study resides in its approach to
social change in Sahelian hierarchies through the lens of mobility. The way in which the
heritage of slavery through social hierarchy “directs” the various itineraries and roads
travelled by slave descendants is in a nutshell what this thesis is all about. However, as
in theatre play, the nutshell needs to be staged and to do so, I propose to tune in to an
average encounter of an anthropologist in Mali.

Tuning in

November 2007. It is a typically dry and hot day in Bamako. When I get in the taxi I am
welcomed by kora music and greetings from two female co-passengers smelling of
incense. An animated conversation starts about why I am in Bamako. When I explain
that I am doing research on slave descendants in Mali, the discussion stereotypically
moves to the transatlantic slave trade. When insisting that this is not what my research is
about, I can see questions in their eyes. Slave descendants in Mali? ‘Ah, so you are a
historian researching a past long gone?’ remarks one of them. I try to explain that [ am
an anthropologist studying contemporary issues by talking with people about their
present situation. Silence follows, so I add that the week before in Central Mali, I talked
to someone who proudly showed me his ’manumission document’, a kind of contract
written in Arabic to confirm his liberation from his master. The taxi driver reacts with
disbelief and indignation: ‘People buying freedom in Mali? Never heard of it! That can
only be the broussards.”” 1 reply that I have talked to people in Bamako who also have
such a contract or are eager to get one. The conversation stops abruptly and there is a
certain unease in the air. Indigenous slavery is something that many Malians feel it is
ridiculous to consider today as it belongs to the past. In other words, the country’s slave
past is not allowed in the present for my fellow passengers.

' T will describe the choice for this network of mobile people later in the methodological considerations

in this introduction and also in Chapter 2).

? French notion to point to those people living in ‘the bush’, i.e. in rural areas that are difficult to reach.



Photo I Dogon staircase, here as a symbol for upward social mobility.



I have engaged in many similar conversations with passengers on buses, trucks and
taxi buses and their reactions vary. One person insists on slavery being a thing of the
past in Mali, the next denies the existence of indigenous slavery in the first place and
the third may actually take pride in ’her slaves’ who are at disposition day and night.
The history of indigenous slavery is thus clearly a paradoxical topic in Mali. This
ambiguity is a recurring issue that is central to this thesis.

Obviously, this ambiguity also travels with Malians who have moved abroad. Not
only in Mali but also among Malians in Paris, the issue of slavery crops up now and
then. Fanta for example is a woman from a royal family in Central Mali who had been
living in Paris for almost twenty years when I first meet her for coffee at the Gare de
[’Est. When describing a conflict she had with a French colleague, she reminded him of
the fact that she was a royal princess, who had slaves at her disposition in Mali and she
therefore expected him to display more respect towards her. When some days later he
inquired whether what she had said was actually true, she proudly replied that it was.
Thinking back on it, I know she is right, she can ask for almost everything to be done
for her by people of slave descent belonging to her royal family back in Mali.

From Bamako I take a bus to Douentza Province (Map 2), the area in Central Mali
where [ was conducting fieldwork among the former slaves of an elite royal family. On
the road, I think both situations over. The random taxi conversation points out how the
(indigenous) slave past is a ‘silenced’ (Trouillot 1995) reality in the Malian public
sphere. The example of Fanta living in Paris points in an opposite direction, showing
how pervasive the idiom of slavery is as a mindset that people apply in completely
different cultural contexts. It is precisely this paradoxical contrast that makes the need
for a profound analysis of legacies of slavery in the context of mobility even more
salient.

Questions and eyebrows raised

The migrant and the slave share two common aspects: They both
transcend locality. Both are at the same time insider and outsider to
their host community. Paradoxically they are both in- and
excluded, integrated but at the same time alienated.

(Argenti & Roschenthaler 2006: 38-39)

The majority of younger slave descendants had moved out of the village where 1 was
living in 2001-2002. These youngsters left to spend shorter or longer periods of time in
cities like Mopti, Bamako and Segou in Mali, Abidjan and Bouake in Ivory Coast,
Kumasi in Ghana, Dakar in Senegal, Malabo in Equatorial Guinea and so on. Do they
have more reasons to move out compared to non-slave-descending (freeborn) families?
Freeborn families in the village under study clearly migrated less. Migrants were
omnipresent in their absence: My neighbour in her fifties was taking care of her son’s
young children while he was working in the capital city of Bamako, and the peanut
seller at the market had just bought new flip-flops with the money her husband had sent
her.



Map 2 Mali: Douentza as an administrative zone
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One of my key informants was Maman Abidjan, a slave descendant from a village
in Central Mali (Map 2). Her name was the result of having spent most of her life in
Abidjan. When her husband died, her family moved her back to her home village where,
paralyzed and with diabetes, she had to use a stick to keep the children away from her
collection of letters, pictures and souvenirs from Mecca. In Abidjan she had been
treated with respect, while in her home village even little children ridiculed her.

Maman’s story made me wonder about the extent to which migrants are able to
change their identity in their new place of residence. Although she was of slave descent
in Dalla, she was known as a casted praise singer in Abidjan. How would she have
presented herself in Paris? Maman appeared to have moved out of her slave status
outside her village but once she returned home, this status was reascribed to her. She
tried to uphold her new respectability, but was forced to take her place among slave
descendants on ritual occasions and had not been able to uphold her social promotion



once she returned home. These kinds of moral and social obstacles to belonging and
social promotion are central to this thesis.

What is original in this study is that it addresses social change related to the slave
past in Fulbe society through the lens of mobility. As the quote that opens this section
indicates, the migrant and the slave share the same predicament, that of being an out-
sider in the places they moved to. This book shows how, for many slave descendants,
being a migrant and slave descendant is a double predicament: It is a double articulation
of non-belonging and of strangerhood. The central question is therefore in what ways
movement allows slave descendants to reconfigure (Rossi 2009a) their status and
relations with their former masters? To what extent does movement in space give
people room for manoeuvre to adapt to new ideas and social settings? Does mobility
contribute to social promotion by slave descendants like Maman Abidjan in Fulbe so-
ciety?

The sub-questions related to this are: (i) Is the cultural field of hierarchy in rural
areas challenged by the agency of migrants? (ii) In what ways does mobility contribute
to the turnover of hegemony to ideology? And, more specifically, when do the dis-
tinctive features of race, gender and discrimination based on slave status become col-
lective ideology and thus the subject of debate? Finally (iii) In what conditions does
hegemony become unstable and change from anti-hegemonic ideas into an ideological
struggle at the cultural frontier of the field of hierarchy?

Before explaining the three notions central to this thesis, I point out what kind of
slavery I will be discussing here. Rossi (2009a: 5) outlined four ways in which slavery
in West Africa manifests itself: (i) the resilience of historical forms of enslavement
(slavery); (ii) stigmatization on the grounds of inherited or putative slave status (cate-
gorical slavery); (iii) forms of exploitation akin to slavery (metaphorical slavery); and
(iv) exogenous discourses opening up new fields of thought and action around the
notion of slavery (extraverted slavery). In this model, only the first category can be
considered as a type of ‘slavery’, as all the others are different phenomena variously
related to slavery but they cannot be considered as slavery itself. The forms of slavery I
refer to mostly in this thesis are categorical and metaphorical slavery.

The Fulbe communities | studied changed from being slave economies to a hierar-
chically organized society. Fulbe are spread across vast areas of West and East Africa
(Map 1) and since the seventeenth century have created several empires.” Though each
emerged under different conditions, they share a similar social hierarchical organization
throughout the Sahel. The Sahel is a so-called frontier zone (Kopytoff 1987) in which
kingdoms or empires existed alongside each other. The ‘uncontrolled’ zones between
these areas served as slave reservoirs (Goody 1980: 25). Mobile Fulbe warlords ruled
over vast territories and were interested in accumulating wealth in people and labourers
to cultivate the extensive areas of land they acquired (Klein 1993a: 4). Most of their
slaves were either captives of war, traded slaves from other ethnic groups or pagans
who did not want to embrace Islam (Clark 1999: 93). Slavery was thus an important

3 The first empires were in Futa Djallon (present-day Guinea) and Futa Toro (present-day Senegal) in

the western Sahel. Later the Sokoto Empire in northern parts of today’s Nigeria inspired the rise of
neighbouring empires in Adamaoua, today’s Cameroon and Chad. See also Map 1 on p. xviii.



institution that reinforced the war economy and the economic development of these pre-
colonial Sahelian kingdoms (Meillassoux 1975: 15-16).

Slaves were exploited in various ways and were specialized in forms of physical
labour. The traders in slaves and cattle formed a separate social group (FF A Jawaam be)
and the exploitation of slaves by the elites was the basic characteristic of this economy
and society. The monopoly of violence rested with the political elites who raided vast
areas as warlords. Islam was a justification for their enslavement of others.

This social stratification of society was based on a legal system in which inter-
dependence and the exchange of protection, products, trade and religious services were
regulated. Slaves and the freeborn had different rights: Freeborn Fulbe controlled their
slaves’ movement, activities and labour, while slaves were excluded from the rights
reserved for the freeborn. Under Islamic legislation, freeborn were granted exclusive
rights to kinship, which were denied to slaves. And on the basis of these legal differ-
ences in rights, freeborn set the terms for slave behaviour. Slaves were a necessary
contrast that ‘proved’ the nobility of others.

Slavery in Fulbe society consisted of multiple relations on a broad spectrum, differ-
ing in terms of (social) distance to their masters and of juridical statutes. Slave groups
were diverse both among themselves and individually. Depending on the position of
their masters, slaves became weavers, peasants, beggars, butchers, traders, soldiers,
musicians, squatters, day labourers, concubines or persons of trust, which explains why
there was a lot of variety among slaves, some of which had little in common with each
other. Upon enslavement, slaves had different cultural backgrounds: They came from
different regions with different linguistic background and religion. Also their family
relations and professions were varied.

Slavery gained shape in different kinds of relations. In practice, it consisted of very
different relations within one single legal institutional framework, which made it almost
impossible for French colonial officers to abolish slavery in all its forms. The first steps
in the fight against the trade in slaves in the French colonies were taken in 1889 but it
was only in 1905 that slavery as a legal system was declared illegal (Klein 1998; Klein
& Miers 1999; Kopytoff & Miers 1977).6 It was difficult to abolish slavery as 30% to
50% of the economy was based on it (Meillassoux 1975) and it was deeply engrained in
socio-cultural practices. Its legal abolition did not result in the disappearance of slavery
as an important idiom for expressing and reproducing inequalities. Although raids and
the trade in slaves were abolished by the French colonial administration at the beginning
of the twentieth century in Mali, the references to the Rope demonstrate how inequality
continues to be expressed in a vocabulary of slavery. This stigmatization on the grounds
of inherited or putative slave status is what has been called ‘categorical slavery’ (Rossi
2009a: 35).

In the first part of this introduction, I explain how the central line of argument in this
thesis is guided by three emic concepts used by Fulbe themselves: The Rope (FF:

The abbreviation FF is used in the rest of this text to refer to words in the Fulfulde language.

See Chapter 2 for more details on this network.

The first official treaty dates from 1889 (the Treaty of Brussels) but its rigorous implementation in the
colonies only dates from 1905 in West Sudan (contemporary Mali).



boggol), the Head (FF: Hoore) and the Road (FF: laawol). In the second part, I link
these emic concepts to theories of mobility, legacies of slavery and styles. In so doing, I
contextualize this study in a broader framework and describe the various (anthropo-
logical) debates on slavery, mobility and memory.

Emic notions guiding the research problematic

The rope: Past slaveries connected to present cultural fields of hierarchy

The changes in Fulbe society moving from a slave economy to a hierarchically or-
ganized society will be explained in this section. I describe informants’ use of the
(metaphor of the) Rope, which they use to discuss present relations to the slave past.
The rope is what connects the past to the present and the present to the past. It is a
connecting link, a tie that binds.

The first time I remember an informant using the notion of the Rope is when he
described how his slave ancestors were sold at the market ‘with a Rope tied around their
neck’. This informant thus refers to master-slave relations in the past: A master tied his
slaves to keep them with him. In fact, references to the Rope contrast strongly with the
more generic association between slavery and chains. The transatlantic slave trade is
often symbolized by chains binding slaves together, the internal (indigenous) African
slave trade has sometimes been portrayed as being more benign, which corresponds to
the image of the more benign Rope.

A more symbolic use of the notion of the rope was voiced by the mayor of a village
in Central Mali who indicates how between his royal family and the family of their
former slave descendants: ‘The Rope is always there.”’ In his use of the metaphor, the
Rope points to a connection, a line between the past and the present. The present in this
view is directly ‘tied’ to the past and vice versa. This metaphorical use of the Rope in a
historical sense points to a social relation that is at present no longer strictly definable as
slavery. The mayor implies here that the legacy of slavery is present in various ways.

The third relation is illustrated in the way in which people of slave descendant are
called ‘children of the Rope’ and therefore lack certain assets. One frequently hears
people saying: ‘I refuse to discuss with a child of the Rope’.8 Such a remark reinforces
the moral boundaries whereby the speaker implies that s/he is of higher status then the
slave descendant and considers it a waste of time to spend energy on people of slave
descent, whom he considers unworthy persons. This arrogant use of the ‘Rope’ demar-
cates the social and moral boundaries between the freeborn and persons of slave des-
cent.

In conclusion, there are three main relationships that are implicitly embedded in the
(metaphorical) use of the concept of ‘the Rope’ by informants. They are: Master-slave /
past-present and status-stigma. Below I address the Rope in each of these relations in
more detail and illustrate in greater detail how the Rope connects a past ideology of

7 In French this informant literally says: “Il y a toujours la corde”. See also de Bruijn & Pelckmans

(2005).
¥  In Fulfulde: ‘Mi habbataa e 6i boggol’ (i = child /6oggol = rope)



slavery to what I call a present ‘cultural field’ (Comaroff & Comaroff 1991) of hierar-
chy.

The rope as a cultural field of hierarchy

So far the notion of the Rope has explained how hierarchical relations from the past are
reflected in the way honour is today distributed among various groups in Fulbe society.
To explain how hierarchies can be understood in the society under study here, I now
turn to some theoretical concepts. To understand present inequalities between different
social status groups among Fulbe, I propose using the notion of the ‘cultural field of
hierarchy’. Comaroff & Comaroff (1991: 27-28) introduced this term instead of ‘cul-
ture’ because it is less all encompassing. The notion of field makes it easier to open it up
to interact with other cultural fields such as capitalism, colonialism and Islam. Several
fields coexist in one semantic dimension.

Existing hierarchies in Fulbe society today are not unilinearly traceable as legacies,
residues or remnants of slavery. Physical violence by an older person vis-a-vis a
younger one can be due to a range of statuses that are in no way related to master-slave
relations. Beatings can take place in the context of the legal authority of the father over
his son or the authority of an Islamic teacher over his student. Legacies of slavery in
contemporary Fulbe society are thus part of a broader cultural field of hierarchy. Within
this cultural field, not all practices of inequality necessarily echo accepted practices
from when slavery was still a legal institution before its abolition.

Since this study is about changes in relations of power, a framework to address the
notion of power is needed. Comaroff & Comaroff (1991: 22) draw a triangular relation
between cultural field and the two sides of power: Hegemony and ideology. Power has a
Janus face: An active, agentive and questionable aspect (ideology) versus a naturalized,
passive and uncontested aspect (hegemony). While ideology is the active, questionable
part of culture, hegemony in contrast is the part of culture where power lies ‘in what it
silences, what it prevents people from thinking and saying, what it puts beyond the
limits of the rational and the credible’ (/bid.: 23). In other words, while hegemony
silences, ideology can be articulated in the public sphere (/bid.: 24). There is an inter-
relationship and difference between the world as represented (ideology) and the world
as experienced (hegemony). In other words, hegemony relates to ideology like ‘form to
content’ (/bid.: 29) or a recipe to taste.

For now let us zoom in more closely on hegemony in relation to the concept of
‘habitus’, which Bourdieu (1991: 56) defined as follows:

Embodied history — internalized as a second nature and so forgotten as history — is the active presence

of the whole past of which it is the product. As such, it is what gives practices their relative autonomy

with respect to external determinations of the immediate present ... It ensures the permanence in
change that makes the individual agent a world within the world.

Habitus is explicitly not about unchangeable practices but about how structure and
agency mutually reinforce each other. Put differently, hegemony can be seen as the
process of power in habitus formation. The question is how the incorporation of habitus
and hegemony is organized. Comaroff & Comaroff (1991) and Foucault (1979) des-
cribed how government attempts at disciplining the social transformation of people’s



habits necessarily ask for ‘bodily reform’. Their theories start from the way macro-level
processes impact on micro-level practices and actors. The advantage of the habitus
approach is that it also allows for an inverse direction: From micro to macro. It allows
for a bottom-up analysis of the ways in which slave status has been internalized. Habi-
tus explains both the mental (Baldus 1977) and bodily (Shaw 2002; Hardung 2002)
internalization of the cultural field of hierarchy by slave descendants themselves. Miers
(2003: 659) called such features the ‘immaterial weapons of submission’ of slave
descendants by freeborn elites.” To summarize, habitus is hegemony in that it consists
of practices that are internalized but have not yet been experienced as power. Habitus
and hegemony can be experienced negatively (constraint), positively (values) or more
neutrally as conventions (Comaroft & Comaroft 1991: 22).

In Fulbe society, habitus is for a large part defined by a mixture of customary and
Islamic notions of honour (FF: Ndimu). There is unequal access to honour for different
groups, which, in Islamic societies, is mainly defined by ancestry and lineage descent. '
Those who identify with freeborn ancestry (FF: Riim 6e) in Central Malian Fulbe society
are the ruling Weheebe, the religious Moodibaabe and the pastoralist Jalluube, with each
having their own realm of honour. Ideally, ruling Weheebe derive honour from their
political power (FF: laamu), pastoralist Jalluube achieve it through their cattle (FF:
Jawdi) and the Moodibaabe gain it from knowledge in the Muslim community (FF:
Alsilaamaaku). Currently the lineages of trading Jawaambe and arts- and crafts-pro-
ducing Deense are also considered part of the community of freeborn (FF: Riimge).
More generally, honour in Fulbe society can be obtained by specializing in noble be-
haviour (FF: Ndimaaku) and/or piety (FF: Juulde). Slaves are usually excluded from
these realms.'!

Slaves have limited access to what is defined as ‘honourable’ in Fulbe society.12
Through their capture, they were disconnected from their ancestry in their society of
origin. Their lineage starts from their arrival in the new host society and thus necessarily
lacks seniority. Slave lineages continue to be stigmatized because the absence of a
lengthy genealogy implies lesser moral qualities, and thus stigma for slave descendants.
In the cultural field of hierarchy, non-freeborn members of society can be legally
marginalized according to Islamic legal prescriptions. Mainstream interpretations of
Malikite Islamic legislation, which is dominant in the study area, have it that slave
status in this body of legislation is perpetual. One is either of freeborn status or of slave
status (i.e. a slave or a descendant of a slave). In customary interpretations of the
Islamic body of legislation, those with freeborn status have more rights than those of
non-freeborn status (Brunschwig 1960: 30). Belonging to a freeborn lineage ideally

It is impossible to isolate certain acts of exclusion from cross-cutting realms that define people’s posi-
tions in social relations such as gender, religious status, age, generation and economic status.

Tiffe (2005: 1) in his comparative study on honour in Sub-Saharan Africa describes honour as the
‘chief ideological motivation of African behaviour’. As I demonstrate in the second part of this intro-
duction, similar notions of honour are shared by several groups in the Sahel. See Villesante-De Beau-
vais (2000) for an example of a comparison of ethnic groups in Mauritania.

For a discussion of the Fulfulde notions of ndimaaku and Ndimu, see Breedveld & de Bruijn (1996).
The same goes for neighbouring societies in Central Mali (see Breedveld & de Bruijn 1996) and for
the Sahel region more generally, see Klein (2009).
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gives one access to honour. Belonging to a slave lineage does not, and this main dif-
ference is underlined by practices of stigmatization (Goffman 1963). The stigma
attached to slave descent makes honour less accessible for descendants of slaves. Once
acquired, the stigma of slave descent was often transferred over the generations (Klein
1993a: 26). In socio-cultural practice, slave descendants continue to be excluded be-
cause of their slave descent.

Slaves and their descendants are stigmatized through insults, the use of discrimi-
natory phrases and stereotypes that constantly remind them that slave ancestry equals
lesser moral worth. I mentioned earlier the example of a freeborn person saying that he
refused to discuss with a child of the Rope, implying it is not worthwhile having serious
consideration for someone of slave descent. Such derogatory expressions reinforce the
differences in status between freeborn persons and slave descendants.

The relative absence of contestation of their lesser status by slave 