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introduction
Ehud R. Toledano, Tel Aviv University, Israel

The massive earthquake that devastated Haiti on 12 January 2010 
resulted not only in a huge loss of human lives and the leveling 

of the capital, Port-au-Prince. It also brought a cultural disaster with 
far-reaching and long-term consequences, as it has damaged the vital 
connection of Haitians to their dead ancestry, a very personal and tan-
gible component of daily life. The voodoo belief in the need to keep 
contact with the dead, who are believed to continue living in another 
form of existence, is widespread and a constant feature of life in Haitian 
culture. The New York Times quoted Ira Lowenthal, an anthropologist 
who has lived in Haiti for 38 years, as saying that “convening with the 
dead is what allows Haitians to link themselves, directly by bloodline, 
to a pre-slave past,” and that the denial of interring so many bodies in 
family burial plots, where many rituals take place, would severe count-
less spiritual connections.1 Lowenthal added that “it is a violation of 
everything these people hold dear… on the other hand, people know 
they have no choice.”

The undeniable presence of the past and its cultural vestiges in 
the daily lives of displaced populations has been a noticeable feature 
of diasporas across the globe. The world of spirits and the need to keep 
in constant touch with them have been part and parcel of almost all 
pre-modern cultural systems, African ones being a prominent case in 
point. The dynamic and frequently updated reservoir of spirits, as I. M. 

1 Damien Cave, “As Haitians Flee, the Dead Go Uncounted,” The New York 
Times, January 18, 2010.
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Lewis has noted, “can be drawn upon to respond to the experience of 
affliction and stress in ways which make this meaningful to the victims 
and their families.”2 There can hardly be any doubt that coerced dis-
placement and forced migration of enslaved populations from Africa 
into many parts of the world was such a traumatic experience. It is, 
therefore, no wonder that Africans in the diasporic communities of 
the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean Worlds had frequent and intense 
recourse to significant components of their origin-cultural repositories 
as they entered the new societies that absorbed and integrated them.

on theory And methodology

The study of migration and diasporas is not new,3 but it has become 
increasingly fashionable in recent years, partly because it has clear 
political implications to contemporary concerns in many societies that 
had been the target of forced, semi-voluntary, or voluntary migration. 
Of particular relevance to the current volume is the heritage of coerced 
migration of enslaved persons who found themselves living in foreign, 
often inhospitable and exploitative societies. Not only the enslaved 
migrants themselves, but their children and grandchildren, well past 
manumission, had to cope with social, economic, and political disabili-
ties sanctioned by law and practice. Generations after emancipation, 
descendants of enslaved Africans were – and still are – compelled to 
negotiating their own identities, confront discrimination by the state 
and from other social groups, and fight for basic rights. Colonialism 
and enslavement, for the most part, affected views and social practices 
that had a detrimental impact not only upon Africans in non-African 
societies, but have also profoundly transformed majority cultures and 
dominant value-systems. 

Whereas the classic cases representing the impact of enslavement 
on post-emancipation society are the United States and Brazil, descen-
dants of enslaved Africans in Mediterranean societies and the Indian 

2 I. M. Lewis, “Zar in Context: The Past, the Present and the Future of an African 
Healing Cult,” in Women’s Medicine: The Zar-Bori Cult in Africa and Beyond, 
eds., I. M. Lewis, Ahmed Al-Safi, and Sayyid Hurreiz (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1991), 16.

3 See, for example, a survey of the main literature in Ehud R. Toledano, As If Silent 
and Absent: Bonds of Enslavement in Islamic Middle East (New Haven, CT and 
London: Yale University Press, 2007), 38-47.
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Ocean world were faced with similar challenges. Although the types 
of enslavement practiced in those societies differed in some ways from 
slavery in either the US or Brazil, issues of identity formation, discrimi-
nation, and color bias were all too common here too. Correctly, the 
founders of a scholarly project on development at McGill University 
have recently observed:4

Across the globe, people draw on identities that currently 
may involve revised configurations of ethnicity, race, class, 
gender, religion… to demand social justice from oppo-
sitional entities, which may include nation-states, legal 
and political institutions or even other members of civil 
society. Such collective identities may exacerbate struggles 
between groups, but they may also create linkages, both 
within and across nation states, to form social movements 
that challenge current inequalities.

One of the main differences between the Atlantic world and the 
regions discussed in this book – the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean 
worlds – is the significant presence of Islamic societies in the latter, 
and the relatively small impact of Islamic traditions in the former. The 
Ottoman and the Iranian (Kajar) empires dominated vast territories in 
Eastern Europe, the Middle East, North Africa, and the eastern shores 
of the Indian Ocean, while the Mughals rules significant parts of India, 
and the largest concentration of Muslim populations in the world are 
still located today on lands stretching from the Indian sub-continent to 
Indonesia. Following the demise of the three last Muslim empires – the 
Ottoman, Iranian, and Mughal – all successor states, with the excep-
tion of those on European soil, Israel, and India, are Muslim-majority 
states. The culture-specific types of enslavement and, ultimately, aboli-
tion, in those societies account for the differences between them and 
the societies bordering on the Atlantic Ocean.

Far from adopting an essentialist or exclusivist view regarding 
the role of Islamic tenets in shaping the experience of enslavement 
in Mediterranean and Indian Ocean societies, all the studies in the 
present volume delve instead into specificities and offer historicized 
interpretations and socio-cultural insights into the realities of enslaved 

4 “Proposal to create an Institute for the Study of Development” (McGill Univer-
sity, March 2006).
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persons’ lives. Nonetheless, we agree with the observation recently 
made by Mirzai, Montana and Lovejoy that “despite the diversity of 
the Islamic world and different interpretations of Islamic law, it is clear 
that slavery was widespread and that we need to know more about 
how individuals responded to enslavement” in Islamic societies.5 This 
concern is also shared by Günther Schlee, who is keen to identify and 
recover what he terms an “actor-oriented perspective.”6 Accordingly, 
all the studies presented here display special interest in precisely such 
voices of enslaved individuals and such a perspective, which have both 
received insufficient attention in the literature thus far.7 

The main concepts employed by participating authors include 
processes of individual and collective identity formation (or “identi-
fications”), the construction of difference under categories of nation-
ality, ethnicity, race, descent-based kinship, social class, and status 
group, and dynamic, actor-driven notions of agency and choice. 
Therefore, we need to clarify a few analytic and theoretical definitions, 
mostly grounded in social anthropology, that inform our interpreta-
tive framework. Since the workshop from which eight of the thirteen 
papers are drawn was held at the Max Planck Institute (MPI) for Social 
Anthropology in Halle, Germany, we build on the work done at the 
Institute over the past few years and published in its publications 
series. Although the language and conceptual approach developed by 
MPI scholars was not imposed either on the workshop participants or 
the invited contributor, their historical contributions accord, mutatis 
mutandis, with the notions and views the MPI anthropologists. In the 
following paragraphs, these basic ideas will be outlined.

Günther Schlee and his MPI team describe collective identi-
ties as “representations containing normative appeals to potential 
respondents and providing them with the means of understanding 
themselves, or being understood, as members of a larger category 

5 Behnaz A. Mirzai, Ismael Musah Montana and Paul E. Lovejoy, eds., Slavery, 
Islam and Diaspora (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2009), 1.

6 Günther Schlee, “Choice and Identity,” Max Planck Institute for Social Anthro-
pology, Report 2008-2009, vol. I: pp. 9 – 28.

7 For noted exceptions, see Toledano, As If Silent and Absent, and the Mirzai, 
Montana, and Lovejoy volume referenced in note 4 above.
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or assemblage of persons.”8 They define responses by actors to such 
appeals as processes of identification, further asserting that an appro-
priate interpretative framework should weave together – structure and 
function, culture and meaning, practice and power, agency and choice. 
In looking for the circumstances in which processes occur and are most 
conspicuously present, both Schlee’s and Lovejoy’s teams point to the 
impact of rapid change caused by coerced migration and the ensuing 
integration of unfree migrants in the context of diaspora. Paul Lovejoy 
sees such movement into various parts of the Muslim world from the 
early modern period onward as enabling the enslaved “to establish a 
sense of identity in diaspora that was based on social status and the 
common experience of enforced migration.” Günther Schlee stresses 
the importance of integration of migrants into “larger and adminis-
trative systems,” adding that choices made by actors come to play an 
important role also in situations of enslavement and manumission.

To Schlee’s team identification is grounded in processes of social-
ization and acculturation (or enculturation), which “endow individuals 
with means that enable them to relate to each other, to orient themselves 
to the world, and to define their own self.” Social interaction itself, they 
argue, makes identifications by nature multiple and variable, impacted 
by circumstances specific to time and space, including “opportunities 
and constraints of social networking.” What makes Schlee’s concept so 
appealing to historians is his insistence on the need to historicize any 
discussion of identity formation, rather than remain at the theoreti-
cal level. His team then addresses also two additional elements in the 
processes of identity construction, namely shared experience and com-
mitment of actors to their shared identity. But before we address those 
aspects, we need clarify the use of two common concepts – diaspora 
and Créolité. Both constituted evolving communal reactions developed 
within a new social environment by enslaved and freed Africans, and 

8 Brian Donahoe et al., The Formation and Mobilization of Collective Identities in 
Situations of Conflict and Integration, Max Planck Institute for Social Anthro-
pology, Working Paper No. 116, 2009. The following references to the theoreti-
cal perspective of Schlee and his team are from this and the presentation cited 
in note 5 above. Much of the material is also accessible in Günther Schlee, How 
Enemies Are Made: Towards a Theory of Ethnic and Religious Conflicts, vol. 3 
(New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2008), 103 (Part I: Introduction, and 
Part II: Theoretical Frame).
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their descendents, to the consequences of coerced migration, either as 
personally experienced or as historically and culturally remembered.

Créolité is often related to resistance and agency, forged in rela-
tion to a sense of shared victimization, but Paul Lovejoy sees creoliza-
tion as not necessarily associated with resistance to incorporation. He 
points out that degrees of resistance should be distinguished within 
these processes: strong resistance creates what he calls “separate subcul-
tures” that are “impervious to creolization,” whereas the emergence of 
“creole cultures” implies a certain measure of assimilation, integration, 
and acceptance of the dominant culture.9 Robin Cohen, keenly aware 
of the “competition” between the concepts of diaspora and Créolité, 
reflects on his evolving understanding that perhaps the two concepts 
are not contradictory and might even be reconciled. 10 He writes that 
“despite an initial incredulity at this possibility, Creoles seemingly can 
themselves form diasporas… Expanded uses of diaspora, and certainly 
creolization, demonstrate that people thrive not by getting stuck in 
fixed quasi-racial identities, but at the nodes and connection points, 
where new ideas and original inventiveness are developed.” Owing to 
the importance of this ongoing debate, the following chapter, by Dani-
ella Police-Michel, “‘African diaspora’ and ‘creolity’: confronting the 
two concepts and their references,” is devoted to it.

With that conceptual controversy in mind, we may – nonethe-
less – proceed to locate processes of identification within the broader 
context of coerced migration and the variety of responses generated 
by it. A strong sense of victimization, such as that resulting from a 
shared historical experience of oppression and enslavement, often can 

9 For a succinct treatment of on the terms “creole” and “creolization,” see Paul 
E. Lovejoy, “Identifying Enslaved Africans in the African Diaspora,” in Identity 
in the Shadow of Slavery, Paul E. Lovejoy, ed. (London: Continuum, 2000), 
especially 13-19. For the basic concept of creolization used here (with which 
Lovejoy disagrees), see Sidney W. Mintz and Richard Price, An Anthropologi-
cal Approach to the Afro-American Past: A Caribbean Perspective (Philadelphia: 
Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 1976). The quotation from Lovejoy is 
in Paul E. Lovejoy, ed., Slavery on the Frontiers of Islam (Princeton, NJ: Markus 
Wiener, 2004), 8.

10 Robin Cohen, “Creolization and Diaspora − the Cultural Politics of Divergence 
and Some Convergence,” in Opportunity Structures in Diaspora Relations: Com-
parisons in Contemporary Multi-Level Politics of Diaspora and Transnational 
Identity, ed., Gloria Totoricaguena (Reno, NV: Center for Basque Studies, 
University of Nevada, 2007).
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constitute a strong basis for collective identities, both the Schlee and 
the Lovejoy teams agree. Victimization-driven identifications often 
included a shared sense of having limited or no access to social, eco-
nomic, and political resources. But here, we should also note Patrick 
Manning’s valid suggestion not view the forced relocation of Africans 
to many parts of the world solely as a destructive process of victim-
ization. Rather, he argues, that the creation of African Diasporas in 
regions including those discussed in the present volume should also be 
seen in terms of the profound influence that such migrant communi-
ties had on world history.11 One should not lose sight of the strong link 
between these out-migrations from Africa and the rise of modernity, 
especially with respect to the processes of industrialization and urban-
ization. 

In addition to “shared experience,” the other important element 
in Schlee’s typology is the “commitment to markers of identity.” That 
is, the degree of attachment felt by community members to “emblems, 
rituals, ceremonies, and other expressions of devotion or loyalty,” which 
reflect their sense of identification, or identity. Such markers may also 
include common experience (personal or collective history), speech, 
religion, class, life style, age, gender, “race,” geographical origin, and 
kinship.12 The salience and commitment to such markers measures, in 
this view, the stability and endurance of any historicized and contextu-
alized collective identity.13

As we move to examine the processes of identity formation, nego-
tiation, and re-orientation in the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean 
worlds over the past two centuries, the relevance of the Schlee-Lovejoy 
interpretative framework becomes evident. African identities in the 
Ottoman, Iranian, Mughal, and other Islamic states, and the succes-
sor nation-states that replaced them, were forged as a result of coerced 
migration movements, emerging within diaspora communities which 
were formed following enslavement and displacement. By retaining 
components of African origin-cultures, such communities coped with 

11 Patrick Manning, The African Diaspora: A History Through Culture (NYC: 
Columbia University Press, 2010).

12 Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology, Report 2004-2005 (Halle/S, 
Department I: Integration and Conflict, Director: Günther Schlee), 78.

13 This is also referred to as measuring the “thickness” or “thinness” of such identi-
ties (Cornell and Hartmann, 1998: 73-85, cited by Donahoe et al., see note 8 
above for full citation).
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the trauma of forced migration, selected and re-formulated markers 
of identity, negotiated types of fused, hybridized, and creolized cul-
tural identities that sustained them as diasporas in unfamiliar and 
often oppressive environments. Following generations of formerly 
enslaved Africans in the regions under discussion here have retained 
a common sense of victimhood, and a shared heritage of exploitation 
and discrimination. However, research shows that cultural retentions 
were instrumental and integration-oriented, rather than secessionist-
separatist, and that the relation between cultural preservation and 
ethnic isolation is more complex than it seemed.14

The dual experience of both colonialism and the rise of nation-
alist movements challenged the stability of such formerly enslaved 
and African collective identities. With the establishment of modern 
nation-states in the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean worlds during 
the second half of the twentieth century, such identities were tested 
by converging processes of nation building, state consolidation, labor 
migration, armed conflict, the evolving struggle between democracy 
and authoritarianism, the rise and suppression of civil society and local 
communal organizations, and the challenges of an emerging global 
and regional economic and trade systems (to name the main but not 
only impacting factors). Such intense situations of conflict and change 
caused African-based collective identities to be re-formulated and re-
oriented, as the carrier groups split internally into sub-groups, broke 
up entirely, or regrouped again.

Structure and culture, as well as agency and choice, played a major 
part in forming and re-forming those collective identities, whether 
intentionally, inadvertently, or even unconsciously. However, we need 
to recognize that, as Schlee’s team carefully does, identities are perpetu-
ated by inertia and are renegotiated only when circumstances force 
such a change. The capacity of identities for change, and the pace of 
such transformation, differ according to time, place, and circumstance. 
Some structures are more stable and durable, while others are more 
prone to change. Some people are better equipped to bring about 

14 See, for example, Herbert J. Gans, “Toward a Reconciliation of ‘Assimilation’ 
and ‘Pluralism’: The Interplay of Acculturation and Ethnic Retention,” Inter-
national Migration Review 31, no. 4 (Winter, 1997): 875-892; and Rakefet 
Sela-Sheffy, “Integration through Distinction: German-Jewish Immigrants, 
the Legal Profession and Patterns of Bourgeois Culture in British-ruled Jewish 
Palestine,” Journal of Historical Sociology 19, no. 1 (March 2006): 34-59.
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social identity changes than others.15 The stability of African diaspora 
identities throughout the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean worlds has 
endured in varying degrees, but it has not disappeared owing to the 
conspicuous capacity of color to demarcate group boundaries. That 
capacity has been diminished in the Middle East and North Africa due 
to intermarriage in urban and rural environments, though less so in 
pastoralist societies. In the Islamic societies of the Indian Ocean world, 
the same erosion can be seen, but elsewhere in that region, skin and 
bodily distinctions continue to affect identity construction and inhibit 
fuller integration.

The question of agency16 and choice is central to Schlee’s analysis 
of the processes of identification, as he asks “to what extent are col-
lective identities a matter of choice?” Obviously, the answer is that 
some are more than others, and that choice and other cognitive and 
discursive processes affect some collective identities and not others. 
Schlee further opines that “choice creates an opportunity for agency,”17 
and he would probably agree with our view that only the history of 
specific cases can help us fully comprehend the actual role played by 
agency in the formation and dynamic evolution of collective identi-
ties. For agency and choice to be present, identification processes must 
be conscious, as for example in electing if and what to retain out of 
the baggage of African origin cultural components. The decision by 
diaspora communities would then depend on how they perceive the 
costs and benefits, and how they view the incentives and disincentives 
offered by each and every situation. In that, region-specific features 
play a central role in shaping perceptions that impact collective iden-
tity construction.

Ethno-cultural homogeneity or heterogeneity determine to a large 
extent the nature and intensity of inter-group exchange. The Middle 
East and North Africa, and large parts of the Indian Ocean world, 
would conform to the MPI team type of regions that are “made up 
entirely of multiple (linguistic, cultural) groups and (partly) corre-
sponding political and military organizations of a relatively small size.” 

15 MPI, Report 2004-2005, 79-80.
16 For a critical discussion of the concept, see Walter Johnson, “On Agency,” 

Journal of Social History (Fall 2003): 113-123.
17 See also, MPI Report 2004-2005: 79.
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A recent contribution by an historian of the Ottoman Empire18 might 
be useful in illustrating the complexity of the categories involved in 
these processes. Kent F. Schull prefers to use “identity construction and 
conceptualization,” which is more the historian’s language, as he looks 
at the identifications assigned by the Ottoman government, under 
the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), in 1912-1914, to the 
various groups within the empire. The author goes back to the basic 
idea of how difference was constructed, and what that reveals about 
attitudes and biases in a given society.

Thus, Schull found that, contrary to its image as stressing the Turk-
ishness of the empire, the categories used by the CUP did not reflect 
ethnic divisions between Turk, Arab, Kurd, Armenian, etc., but rather 
the traditional, religious group (millet)-based categories of Muslims, 
Christians, and Jews. Their concept also addressed the larger distinc-
tion between Ottoman nationality or citizenship (tabiiyet), on one 
hand, and non-Ottoman, foreign nationality, on the other. In a telling 
example, Schull shows that Ottoman subjects of Greek extraction 
appeared as Greek Orthodox (Rum), or Greek Catholic, whereas non-
Ottoman Greeks were listed simply as Greek (Yunanli). Hence, catego-
ries of identification were in flux, such as the term millet itself, “ranging 
in meaning, depending on context, from its traditional Qur’anic sense 
as ‘a religious community’ to a linguistic group, a people, or even a 
nationality.”19 Here, too, we can see that both the terminology and 
contents were dynamic.

As Africans were uprooted and transplanted into the Ottoman, 
Iranian, and Mughal empires, they were obliged to redefine themselves 
as Muslim – whether they had been pagan or already Muslim – by 
fusing origin culture ingredients into popular Islamic culture. With 
manumission and the decline of slavery, they had to reconstruct their 
identities as freed subjects, who were bound to the state or their former 
holders in patron-client relationships. Following the demise of those 
empires and the rise of the successor nation-states, Africans embraced 
new identities as citizens within the new nation states, often without 
full rights. A hyphenated identity in an “and/or” situation became 

18 Kent F. Schull, “Identity in the Ottoman Prison Surveys of 1912 and 1914,” 
IJMES 41 (2009): 365-367.

19 Ibid., 367.
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their modern identity,20 and as posited by the MPI model, in interac-
tion with the majority societies, many such combined identities were 
challenged due to internal conflict over social and economic resources 
and nation-building stresses.

As Schlee points out, competition over such resources as oil, water, 
land tends to unite and enlarge groups to maximize chances of success. 
Such coalescing temporarily blurs lines drawn by categories of descent, 
language, religion, exchange networks, or shared history, but once the 
contended resource is secured, such coalitions – and their accompany-
ing identifications – tend to break up, partly at least to avoid having to 
share the resource among sub-groups of the larger coalition. Because 
in the Middle East and North Africa and the Indian Ocean world, 
national boundaries were drawn around heterogeneous societies, 
grouping vis-à-vis the outside and re-grouping internally undergirded 
the dynamics of integration and conflict. It seems that the “nation” 
was propagated as binding together different ethnic groups, including 
Africans. But internally, the nation state came under much pressure 
due to that lack of homogeneity, and simmering ethnic and religious 
differences threatened national unity.

Typically, states sought in most – though not all – cases to sup-
press attempts at multi-culturalism in favor of dominant nationalist 
identities. They used all their resources, including the law and their 
monopoly on the means of coercion in order to achieve their goal of 
“national unity.” Canon cultural contents became more exclusivist, 
stressing a nationalist, historical ethos. African materials were pushed 
to the margin and downgraded, becoming subversive when interest 
in renewed identification emerged as access to resources and public 
goods was being denied. Yet, in cases where marginalization was not 
excessive, and no legal impediments were placed on citizenship and 
property rights – e.g., in Turkey and Iran – Africans were integrated 
into the national fold. Interest in their cultural heritage and history, 
often generated by outsiders, mainly scholars of various disciplines, 
rekindled a reorientation of identification towards increased African-
ness.21 In many of these cases, an ambivalent attitude to the shared past 

20 For example, the Afro-Turks discussed in this volume by Esma Durugönül.
21 In addition to Afro-Turks and Afro-Iranians, the most striking case is that of the 

Siddis in India. The MPI team observes that such identities “evolve under the 
impact of the discourses about them, as use of historical material enables their 
gradual transformation” (Report 2004-2005, 82).
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of enslavement is evident, ranging from total denial of such past to 
embracing it in full. In that sense, this bears out the MPI team observa-
tion that “…there are identifications for which people die or kill, and 
yet others which may never be admitted without shame and can never 
be mentioned without mortal offence.”

on contributions to this volume

The chapters in this volume do not deal with the Atlantic world, 
where the study of forced migration, enslavement, and diasporas has 
attracted much scholarly interest that has produced a large body of lit-
erature. Instead, we concentrate our efforts on the less studied regions 
of the globe – the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean worlds. Fully 
aware of the recent debate among enslavement studies specialists about 
two competing models of slavery, the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean, 
we have, perhaps conveniently, refrained from taking a decisive posi-
tion. Rather, it is hoped that the studies presented here will, in and of 
themselves, help establish a clearer understanding of the differences, 
and also the existing similarities, between the practices associated with 
enslavement in the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean world.

Among contributors to this volume, there are a number of schol-
ars who feel very strongly that there are two distinct models, with two 
distinct natures and components of enslavement, who advocate this 
view in the chapters they published here. On the other hand, those 
who oppose the dichotomous view, argue that neither model is purely 
what it said to be, i.e., a homogenous structure in total apposition 
to the other. These scholars advocate a more nuanced and differenti-
ated approach, which would inevitably bring out the similarities and 
reduced the perceived differences. We believe that the sheer quality of 
the specific studies presented here, their sound, historically-grounded 
methodology, and commitment to a socio-cultural approach that 
brings out and respects the voices of the enslaved, all these would assist 
the reader to form his/her opinion also on the two-model controversy.

The chapters have been grouped into three sections: the first con-
sists of general, theoretical-methodological, and reflective contribu-
tions, namely the Introduction and Daniella Police-Michel’s observa-
tions on the use of “diaspora” versus “Créolité.” Her work looks at the 
Mascarene islands in the western Indian Ocean World, comparing the 
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earlier and more traditional African Diaspora movement and the more 
recent and radical Créolité one. She points out, however, that both ide-
ologies are counter discourses to European and Eurocentric discourses. 
The other two sections in the book are divided evenly between the 
worlds of the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean, with six chap-
ters in each of these sections. Internally, chapters in a section appear 
in chronological order, as much as was possible. We could, of course, 
choose a thematic grouping of chapters, but wanted to avoid confusion 
and, instead, preferred to assist the readers whose interest is mainly 
regional, rather than issue-oriented, to find their way with greater ease.

Still, because chapters in this collection follow, for the most part, the 
theoretical road charted above, the following passages will attempt to 
point out the thematic commonalities in the contributions. Among the 
concerns of the contributors, one can find studies of complex identity 
formation and re-orientation (Van Kessel, Durugönül, Baron), markers 
of identity (Alpers), agency and choice among the enslaved (Campbell, 
Bhattacharjee, Yimene, Ghosh and Goodall), the use of cultural reten-
tions in shared-history identities to cope with the trauma of passage and 
the ensuing resource allocation struggles (Montana, Toledano, Sabar), 
and anti-enslavement ideologies (Cacchioli, Police-Michel). Not a few 
of the contributions address more than one of the theoretical aspects, 
and in that sense, the separation is somewhat artificial though analyti-
cally feasible.

Ineke van Kessel explores issues of identity construction among 
the West African men recruited into the Dutch East Indies army to 
serve in Indonesia. Soon after arrival at the colony, their differentiated 
ethnicities merged into an African identity, as distinct from the identi-
ties of Indonesians and Whites. With local women as their partners, 
their sense of self, i.e., their identification, fluctuated from African to 
Indo-African to Dutch: after long service, some returned to their native 
Gold Coast, some remained in Indonesia, and some were “repatriated” 
to the Netherlands. Their status in the colony was that of Black White 
Men, populating the lower rungs of the Dutch colonial establishment, 
hovering between their enslaved origins and their command positions 
vis-à-vis the colonized population. Another “hyphenated identity,” 
that of Afro-Turks, is discussed by Esma Durugönül, who points out 
the stress put on that identity construction by the nation-building 
project of the Turkish Republic.
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Beth Baron’s work on accounts by Presbyterian missionaries from 
the Ezbekiya School in Cairo reveals a new and promising source for 
recovering the experience of young enslaved girls in Egypt. As she tries 
to access the enslaved girls' memories of childhood in their countries of 
origin, Ethiopia and Sudan, Baron, too, struggles with the intricacies 
of identity construction in a doubly new environment – Egypt and a 
European mission milieu. While she observes that “the lives that emerge 
from missionary and abolitionist sources are fragile and fragmented,” 
we also see that the identities formed were equally feeble. Hence, iden-
tity reorientation, as in the case of Halima, is perhaps not so surprising. 
This story allows us a rare insight into the communal network of freed 
slaves, as Halima managed to retain contacts with the Ethiopian com-
munity in Cairo, traced back her family, found out what happened to 
her parents, and in a way “returned” to her community of origin when 
she married an Ethiopian man.

Edward A. Alpers stresses religion, language, music and dance 
as bonding, or separating, enslaved Africans in the Indian Ocean 
world, and as enabling or impeding their cultural and socio-economic 
incorporation into local societies. However, due to the association of 
Africans with a former enslaved status and low social ranking, culture 
may be a bridge that facilitates social contact, but it does not improve 
social status or absorption on an equal base. Thus, cultural markers of 
identity – and especially music – become a tool for political expression 
in modern western Indian Ocean societies. Alpers writes that “…these 
articulations of exotic otherness are meant to contain séga and Creoles 
at the margins of society… Creoles still bear all the burdens associ-
ated with the legacy of slavery, a phenomenon that in 1993 acquired 
the label of ‘la malaise créole’ – ‘the Creole ailment.’” In this sense, he 
points to the similarities, rather than the differences, that exist with the 
Atlantic world.

One of the leading proponents of an alternative Indian Ocean 
World (IOW) model, Gwyn Campbell, looks in his chapter at the IOW 
as a platform for studying socio-economic phenomena, major among 
them enslaved women's agency. Campbell believes that contrary to the 
Atlantic World, the IOW displays a much more empowered female slave, 
mainly through her ability to be integrated into host societies through 
concubinage, motherhood, and marriage. Enslaved females used their 
essential role in Islamic societies, but not only in them, to achieve agency 
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and affect their lives and the lives of those dependent upon them, mainly, 
of course, their children. The author believes that Africans were not the 
dominant elements among enslaved populations in the IOW, which is 
yet another difference from the Atlantic model; another is that females 
predominated within the group of the enslaved. While Campbell talks 
about ordinary, domestic and other, enslaved people, Yimene and Bhat-
tacharjee turn our attention to another phenomenon not found in the 
Atlantic world – elite slavery.

In his “African Cavalry (AC) Guards: A Place for the Construc-
tion of Memory, Identity and Ethnicity,” Ababu Minda Yimene notes 
the ascent to power of the enslaved soldiers and cavalrymen brought 
into the State of Hyderabad, their integration into the local popula-
tion, and the changing identities that they are adopting, revising, 
abandoning in contemporary India. He writes that “the identity of the 
Siddis of Hyderabad has been changing since their arrival in India and 
their subsequent settlement in AC Guards as soldiers of the Nizam 
government. This process is continuing unabated till today.” He adds 
that “many Siddis, who now consider themselves as African-Indians, 
may not do so” in the coming years. Optional identities are several: 
“Some identify themselves with India, some with Europe, others with 
Middle Eastern countries and still others with Africa. The only spot 
where these divergent communities converge is when they come to 
their residence quarter – AC Guards – which ties them to their ances-
tral tradition and Africa.” The threat to that quarter from business 
development is indeed, Yimene argues, a threat to their base-identity.

Annuradha Bhattacharjee’s chapter also deals with African 
enslaved elite soldiers, but adds a new, comparative dimension. She 
examines the agency of Africans in India as rulers and enslaved military 
personnel, and chooses to look also the Jews that served under their 
government in high officeholders. These two minorities in a Hindu 
environment, cooperated and coexisted in Janjira and Sachin. Both 
groups migrated into the Indian Ocean World from outside: the Janjira 
Siddi/Habshis from the eastern regions of Africa, the Jews from the 
eastern parts of the Middle East, probably Iraq and Iran. The African 
group was forcefully enslaved and imported, the Jewish one moved 
in for unclear reasons, most probably for economic and commercial 
opportunities in India. Both groups maximized, and optimized choice 
and agency in a Hindu-majority environment.
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Devleena Ghosh and Heather Goodall take us to the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries and westward from the Indian Ocean towards 
Australia, but the prevailing theme in their chapter is still choice and 
agency. Notions of power and control – imperial versus vernacular – pit 
settler societies of Europeans against those of non-Europeans, i.e., Afri-
cans, Indians, and Aborigines. The authors look at the seas as highway 
networks, rather than empty spaces, populated by migrants and sea-
farers of various types, populations that the imperial order obscured 
and blocked from view thus far.22 They show choice and agency in the 
strong motivation of those ocean crossers for jumping ship and staying, 
contrary to the forced migrations described in most contributions thus 
far (but see Galia Sabar’s chapter for the same phenomenon in a differ-
ent setting). In the coastal communities bordering the high seas, the 
desire of laborers to join the new societies was strong in the face of 
mounting opposition and legal impediments thrown by the imperial 
power, Britain, and settler societies in Australia and New Zealand. 
Ghosh and Goodall are attentive to African and other silenced voices, 
attempting to recover and represent them. 

My own chapter shares the same desire to recover voices of 
enslaved Africans in the Ottoman Empire of the nineteenth century, 
but it has to be read in conjunction with Ismail Musa Montana’s con-
tribution. Both place at the center retentions of African origin-culture 
components by enslaved and freed communities in Ottoman societies. 
Montana studied the Stambali, a Sufi order founded in Tunis under the 
Husaynids by enslaved Africans, and how the order was transformed 
from a possession-healing cult to what he calls “Ethno-Religious and 
National Culture.” The two chapters are interested in the fascinating 
process of cultural fusion between the African cultural practices and 
the local popular religious, or Sufi, rituals and belief system. With 
varying degrees of emphasis, we both see the use of such retentions in 
order to better cope with the trauma of enslavement, forced disloca-
tion, and readjustment to new societies.

In more than one way, Galia Sabar’s chapter addresses that type of 
goal-oriented retention of African practices and rituals that Montana 
and I explore, and the non-coerced, highly motivated migration with 

22 For a similar approach, see Janet J. Ewald, “Crossers of the Sea: Slaves, Freed-
men, and other Migrants in the Northwestern Indian Ocean, c. 1750-1914,” 
American Historical Review 105, no. 1 (February 2000): 69-91.
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its ethnic impediments that Ghosh and Goodall probe. Sabar focuses 
on African migrant workers in Israel, looking at their “entrapment” 
between the haunting and daunting pressures of the extended family 
they left back in Africa, the financial demands put on them, and how 
witchcraft is being used and abused through all this. Finally, some room 
is left for the role of ideologies in affecting the formation of identities, as 
the chapters by Niambi Cacchioli and Daniella Police-Michel address 
the position taken by Baha’ism and Christianity towards enslavement. 
Both religious traditions, one in the Islamic world of the Middle East, 
the other in the western parts of the Indian Ocean world, regard them-
selves as having evolved from a tradition of enslavement to anti-slavery 
and abolition. Here, the notion of equality is central to the religious 
world view of Baha’ism, and is enshrined in teachings of its founder.

Thus, we have come full circle, with all contributions falling into 
place and matching the relevant theorems as outlined in our first sub-
section above. The whole, it is hoped, offers the reader more than the 
sum of its constituent parts. It bring to the fore a clear statement, which 
is both empiric and grounded in theory, about processes of identity 
construction, or identification, among uprooted Africans and their 
descendants in the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean worlds.
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AfricAn diAsporA And 
créolité: 

confronting two 
concepts And 

discourses
Daniella Police-Michel, University of Mauritius, 

Mauritius

This chapter will combine my two main academic interests – first, 
the study of the integration of Mauritians of African origin, still 

one of the main political issues in that multiethnic and multicultural 
society, and second, and an investigation of the notion of Créolité, i.e., 
the relation between concepts and discourses pertaining to Créolité 
and African Diaspora. It seems to me that it would be difficult to make 
real progress in the field of African Diaspora without formulating first 
some concepts about Créolité, and then trying to find some coherence 
between the two areas of study.

A review of the literature on African Diaspora and Créolité 
confirms a distinct development of academic discourses under those 
two items. The concept of African Diaspora has been developed first 
by African-Americans in search of people of African origins who 
struggled for the promotion of African identities and worldviews. The 
discourse on Créolité has emerged from studies devoted to Creole lan-
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guages, which only later expanded to cover activists and movements 
dedicated to the advancement of different cultural aspects of Creole 
cultures inherited from slavery.

Recent projects devoted to the IOW1 point out to great similarities 
between the academic discourses on the African Diaspora and those 
on Créolité, such as the following: the predominant place attributed to 
slavery and its consequences; the issues of discrimination and exclusion 
of people of African descent in countries to where their ancestors had 
been deported as slaves; the quest for identity and recovery of their 
historical memory; and the struggle for rights and justice. In fact, the 
concepts of African Diaspora and Créolité are two concepts that have 
emerged in different contexts but actually refer to discourses of descen-
dants of African slaves attempting a re-construction of their identity 
independently of the values system and worldview of the European 
colonizers.

This chapter offers a comparative account of the contexts in which 
the discourses on African Diaspora and Créolité had emerged, the course 
of their development, and their specific characteristics. My main purpose 
here is to raise academic interest in a coherent problematic that derives 
from studies conducted in both domains. Surely, Creolists have shown 
interest in studies on African Diaspora, and specialists on African Dias-
pora have looked into work done on Créolité, so the point I wish to stress 
here is the necessity of explicit dynamics between those two schools of 
thoughts and the need to develop a common problematic.

An analysis of the historical and socio-political contexts of the 
birth and evolution of these two discourses in the first part of this 
chapter brings to light the historical-epistemological gap that exists 
between them, despite the fact that they are both framed as counter-
discourses of descendants of enslaved Africans against the European 
discourse. In the second and third parts, I shall deal respectively with 
the elements that characterize the African Diaspora discourse and that 
on Créolité. The third part consists of tentative conclusions offered as 
guidelines for further comparative studies.

1 For example, the TADIA International Conference in Goa, India, January 
2006.
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the emergence of discourses on AfricAn 
diAsporA And créolité

The historical and global perspective put forth by J. Harris under-
lines the fact that the African Diaspora discourse had existed already 
from the start, with what he terms the “historical diaspora.”2

Africans arrived abroad with their languages and cultures, which 
they continued to speak and practice, especially during early years, in 
the privacy of their homes, quarters, and social groups. They continued 
to sing and dance as their cultures had taught them, give their children 
African names and so forth.

Africans abroad have thus maintained since enslavement and 
forced migration the presence of African culture through their prac-
tices. We must add, however, that this was being sustained also due to 
the racist attitudes that governed the European colonial system.

Nonetheless, one can say that it is with the abolition of slavery and 
the return movement that the African Diasporan3 discourse became an 
explicit and international discourse. Embedded in the consciousness 
of common origin and common condition of oppression and exclu-
sion, African Diasporan discourse was expressed from the nineteenth 
century onward as socio-political movements for freedom and justice, 
which characterize the second historical period, named by Harris the 
“Modern diaspora.” These movements were particularly strong in the 
United States, where the African-American churches played an impor-
tant role. Concerning the return movement, Harris writes:

By 1867, some twenty thousand African-Americans 
had settled in Liberia. Many of them had been free in 
the United States and returned voluntarily with mate-
rial resources. Liberia thus became a symbol of hope for 
the regeneration of Africans in the continent and in the 
Diaspora. Its Declaration of Independence took note of 
the plight of African peoples abroad, and committed the 
country to providing “a home for the dispersed children 

2 J. Harris, “The African Diaspora in the World History and Politics,” in S. Walker 
(ed.), African Roots and American Cultures, Lanham, MD: Rowman and Little-
field, 2001, 108.

3 The adjective is used by S. Walker, in idem. (ed.), African Roots and American 
Cultures.
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of Africa.” Although those returnees carried with them 
ideas of superiority taught in the United States, they did 
identify with Africa, which they hoped to redeem and lead 
into the modern world.4

Whereas the African Diasporan discourse in the Anglophone 
world is above all socio-political, affecting different aspects of life 
(religion, music, politics, literature, etc.), it will develop essentially 
as a literary movement in Francophone countries with authors such 
as Leopold Sedar Senghor, Aimé Césaire, and Léon Damas. Termed 
Négritude, the movement will receive wide attention after World War 
II. It is presented as a movement that “embraces the revolt against colo-
nialist values, glorification of African past, and nostalgia for the beauty 
and harmony of traditional African society.”5

If the African Diasporan discourse has emerged as a grass roots 
movement with the abolition of slavery and the colonization of 
African countries, the discourse on Créolité has first been a discourse 
for the promotion of Creole languages as a result of independence 
movements. In Creole societies, the Creole language represented a very 
significant emblem of local culture against the predominant colonial 
culture. However, the Creole discourse will progressively integrate the 
other aspect of Creole culture.6 While the main site of the African Dia-
sporan discourse has been the United States, the one of Créolité is the 
Caribbean. The first group of Creole Studies, the ACRA (Académie 
Créole des Antilles), was founded on 7 July 1957 with its main objective 
being to codify the Creole language and free it from the abusive influ-
ence of French.

Up to the 1970s, the interest in Creole languages was purely 
academic, attracting linguists from diverse countries. The C.I.E.C. 
(Comité International des Etudes Créoles) founded in 1976 at Nice 
(France), included among members of its first committee Creolists 
from the West Indies University in Kingston (Mervyn Alleyne), from 
the University of Montreal ( Jean Benoist), from the University of Paris 
V (Alain Bentolila), from Cologne in Germany (Annegret Bollée), and 
others. The main result of the C.I.E.C.'s first international conference 

4 Harris, “The African Diaspora,” 109.
5 “Aimé Césaire,”Http://Kijasto.sci.fi/césaire.htm: 
6 “Quelques groupes qui ont marqués l’histoire des études creoles” (2003) Http://

Creoles.free.fr/Cours/groupes.htm: 



AfricAn diAsporA And cRéolité

25

on Creole languages, held in 1959 in Mona ( Jamaica), was the recogni-
tion of those linguistic practices as full-fledged “languages” worthy of 
consideration as an academic discipline, not mere “dialects” or patois. 
Ten years later, in 1969, in the second conference held at the same 
place, the scientific community acknowledged the different aspects of 
the Creole phenomenon. 

In fact, it is the native researchers of the Creole societies who have 
contributed to the enlargement of the Creole discourse beyond the 
sole academic issue. The difference between the native and non-native 
perspective on the Creole phenomenon became particularly explicit at 
the third conference of the C.I.E.C., held in 1979 in Seychelles. The 
debate that pitted non-natives versus natives resulted in the founda-
tion in 1981 of a new international organization by the latter, named 
Bannzil Kreol, with the objective to mobilize people for the promotion 
of Creole cultures. However, the central focus of activity as initially 
defined by the Bannzil organisation will remain the Creole languages, 
even though other aspects of Creole cultures will be also taken into 
account7 (Hookoomsing, 1999: 22): 

Acknowledgement, status: to promote Creole as a stan-
dard language as a national official language
Communication and culture: to create a Creole infor-
mation agency; to set up prize and literary contests; to 
produce films and documentaries to be viewed everywhere 
in the Creole world
Education: to use Creole at schools, train teachers, set up 
Creole exams and certificate.8

It is again with intellectuals of the Caribbean that the Creole dis-
course became in the 1980s a holistic discourse on the Creole phenom-
enon called since then Créolité. It appears in the Caribbean context as 

7 V. Hookoomsing, “Prezantasion pou louvertir,” Actes du Colloque “Kreolite 
Dan Lemond, Lemond Dan Kreolite,” 14è Festival Kreol Sesel, Textes Etudes et 
Documents (Martinique: Ibis rouge, Oktob 1999).

8 The author’s translation from the Creole original version: rékonesans, “status” : 
dévlop kréol kouma enn lang standard, fer li vin lang nasional/ofisiel kominikasion 
ek kiltir : kré enn lazans linformasion an kréol; lans bann pri, bann konkour litérer 
ek artistic; fer bann fim, bann dokimanter, e montré zot partou dan lémond kréol 
lédikasion: met kréol dan lékol, form bann profeser, entrodir bann legzamen ek 
sertifika an kreol



AfricAn communities in AsiA And the mediterrAneAn

26

a philosophical and anthropological response to cultural issues raised 
by hybrid communities born out of slavery. Thus, when looking at 
the historical context of the emergence of the two discourses, one can 
speak of a generation gap between them. While the African Diaspora 
discourse has become explicit in the nineteenth century and expanded 
with the Black movements of the first half of the twentieth century, the 
discourse on Créolité emerged only in the 1980s and is being expanded 
at the beginning of this twenty-first century.

the chArActeristics of the  
AfricAn diAsporAn discourse

As its name clearly implies, the African Diaspora discourse is 
characterized by its constant reference to the continent of origin and 
advocates continuities between Africa and its diaspora. In its implicit 
musical form as practiced right from the period of slavery, this discourse 
has been used and is still being used by people of African origin to 
affirm their identity and culture vis-à-vis the Eurocentric value system. 
In an article published in the UTS review, I have already underlined 
the case of the Sega music in Mauritius as a counter-discourse to the 
dominant Euro-centric one:9

The presence of Sega on Mauritian soil from the begin-
nings of colonialism, and its persistence right up until our 
times, provides an example of a social counter-discourse 
nourished and developed because of the rejection and even 
repression carried by the dominant ideological discourse. 
It is hard to find another explanation for the persistence of 
Sega, given the prohibitions which weighed on this activ-
ity, except that it functioned against the oppressive force 
of a colonial system as a site and a method of resistance for 
the dominated groups. From the beginnings of coloniza-
tion, festive meetings of slaves broke down social barriers 
and confounded the established order of the slave system 
based on racism and strict social hierarchies. In 1723 the 
patent letters of King Louis are in fact an extension of the 

9 Daniella Police, “Mauritian Sega: the Trace of the Slave’s Emancipatory Voice,” 
UTS Review 6, no 2 (2000), 61. In addition, see also Edward Alpers' chapter in 
this collection.
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Code Noir to Bourbon and the Isle de France from the 
first experiences of colonial life. Articles 12 and 13 of the 
Code make mention of festive assemblies which were seen 
as threatening by the administrators of the established 
order.

Because of their insights as community members, academics of 
the African Diaspora are able now to explicate through their studies 
the fundamental social role of music in community building, reac-
tualization of memory, and transmission of knowledge. In her paper 
published in 2001, Daniel says:

The dances express the collective memory and under-
standing of the cosmos, but they also relate to the whole-
ness of the present. The dance performances teach balance, 
discipline, and humanity in a silent lecture within a loud, 
multicolored, and multisensory experience. The social 
body experiences the remembered patterns that constitute 
the balance of each interfacing realm of knowledge and 
integrate those experiences into daily routine.10

In the slaves’ communities of African descent, music has been 
used because of its inoffensive appearances to create spaces where 
the slaves could recover without any risk their proper identities and 
cultures, where they could recover their authenticity and develop 
internal means of communication. We can thus understand the inter-
national dimension of African music as developed in each country 
where African people have been dispersed. Wherever we go around 
the world, African Diasporan communities have elaborated musical 
practices bearing fundamental characteristics of the continent. Those 
practices have rapidly expanded beyond the Black communities’ 
boundaries to become national and international music. Hence, we can 
also understand the global appreciation and success of African music at 
a time when globalization of information, economy, and culture causes 
the destabilization of identities and frontiers, making people search 
for fundamental milestones and modes of expression to reconstruct 
personal and community cohesion. African music seems to act as a 

10 Yvonne Daniel, "Embodied Knowledge in African American Dance Perfor-
mance," in S. Walker (ed.), African Roots and American Cultures, 371.
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universal language conveying the fundamental meanings that people 
are looking for.

Besides the musical form of the African Diasporan discourse more 
explicit forms have been developed as strong political movements since 
the abolition of slavery. Among the significant affirmative actions of 
the African Diasporan discourse is the valorization of the term “Black,” 
as used in the colonial perspective to designate Africans through the 
perceived color of their skin, and thus the negative values associated in 
European cultures with blackness.

On the academic level, the African Diasporan discourse rejects 
the discontinuity implied by the theory of the Middle Passage, and in 
argues with Harris11 that

[N]either the Middle Passage nor the slavery system broke 
the slaves' awareness of their history. This is revealed in the 
religious practices (such as Candomblé in Brazil and San-
téria in Cuba) and oral traditions generally. In fact, some 
of the new arrivals sought their kin and friends after they 
had been sold into slavery. This confirms both the conti-
nuity and the consciousness of heritage, community and 
common social condition.

In their quest to recover the history and identity of their home-
land, academics of the African Diasporan discourse have gone very far 
in their studies of African social and cultural heritage and in setting 
up programs and institutions to develop those studies. The perspective 
of African Diasporan scholars presents the advantage of being both 
internal and external, thus allowing a more comprehensive approach 
to African cultures and societies that goes beyond the mere description 
of what can be externally observed. Hence, meanings and purposes 
that sustain observable practices are being revealed by bringing to 
light internationally African worldviews and knowledge systems, as for 
example, in Yai's work on the concept of nation.12 In fact, the dynam-
ics of African Diaspora studies forms part of the general movement of 
people of African descent to emancipate themselves from a dominant 

11 Harris, “The African Diaspora,” 108.
12 O. B. Yai, “African Diasporan Concepts and Practice of the Nation and Their 

Implications in the Modern World,” in S. Walker (ed.), African Roots and Ameri-
can Cultures.
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Eurocentric worldview and the practices associated with it, and to 
recover their own identities and survive.

As these studies have developed in those recent years, new meth-
odological frameworks have been set up, and new concepts to analyse 
African cultures, social systems, and knowledge domains have emerged. 
Walker (2001: 08) writes about the necessity for scholars to develop 
an "Afrogenic" perspective and explains this concept in the following 
passage:

Afrogenic simply means growing out of the histories, ways 
of being and knowing, and interpretations and interpreta-
tive styles of Africans and African Diasporan peoples. It 
refers to these communities’ experiences, priorities and 
styles, and their articulations of them while acknowledging 
that most human behavior is not intellectually articulated 
by the actors who perform it and that plural interpretations 
of similar behaviors are obviously possible. Afrogenic also 
refers to the interpretations and interpretative methods of 
African and African Diasporan scholars as a result of our 
roles as community members whose academic positionality 
is necessarily mediated by this belonging.13

chArActeristics of the discourse on 
créolité

Formerly, the word “Creole” was used in a European perspec-
tive to designate people, language, and culture born in the colonies.14 
However, Carpooran stresses that the word “Creole” was used, as 
explained by Bernard Lavallé15 also

to designate enslaved Black people and differentiate them 
from the “Bozales” born in Africa […] The word “criollo” 

13 Walker, African Roots and American Cultures.
14 A. Carpooran, “Créole, créolité, créolisation: les contours d’une terminologie 

floue,” Revi Kiltir Kreol, no. 1 (2002).
15 Bernard Lavallé, L'amerique Espagnole - De Colomb À Bolivar, Paris: Éditions 

Belin, 1993 (cited in Carlo A. Célius, “La créolisation, portée et limite d’un 
concept,” in Universalisation et différenciation des modèles culturels, Beyrouth: 
Université Saint-Joseph, Éditions Agence universitaire de la Francophonie, 
1999, 64).
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was considered by the slaves themselves rather as an insult, 
as in their view, it was more honorable to have lost liberty 
after having experienced it, than to be born enslaved.16

My own work on the semantic evolution of the ethnic term 
“Creole” as used in Mauritius showed that the word possessed both 
negative and positive meaning. In its negative meaning, it designated 
a group of an inferior status in the Eurocentric perspective; in the 
positive meaning, when appropriated by the same group, it was used 
to affirm the group’s local identity in relation to the colonial land or 
island. In fact, in the Mauritian context during the French colonial 
period, Europeans of the mainland used the word “Creole” to designate 
negatively the white people born in the colonies. But after the island 
was conquered by the British in 1810, the French settlers appropriated 
positively their Creole identity to affirm their local identity against the 
new invaders. They rejected Creole identity when the colored people17 
appropriated it during the political independence movements to praise 
their mixed – however pro-European – race. In their turn, and on 
the eve of independence, members of this group rejected the use of 
that ethnic term for the Black community of descendants of slaves, as 
it was deemed to reflect a negative identity, akin to other, common 
stereotypes employed to depict people of African descent. Nowadays, 
the term is being used in its positive sense, stemming from the appro-
priation by the descendants of enslaved Africans of Creole identity and 
culture as being fundamentally hybrid and global.

On the international level, the interest of linguists in Creole 
languages is to be situated within the context of the development 
of Marxist-driven nationalist discourses intended to promote local 
and national cultures. However, the first motivation of international 
linguists was to analyze the issues of language genesis through these 
newborn languages. At the initiative of local intellectuals, that purely 
academic interest among European scholars would later be expanded 

16 The Author’s translation from the French original version: 
 … pour désigner les Noirs nés en esclavage et les différencier des bozales nés en 

Afrique […] le mot criollo était considéré par les esclaves eux-mêmes presque 
comme une insulte, dans la mesure où selon eux, il était plus honorable d’avoir 
connu la liberté et de l’avoir perdue ensuite que d’être né dans la servitude.

17 “Colored” refers to people of mixed origins who were already liberated at the 
period of slavery.
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to include political actions in Creole speaking societies. It is from such 
political perspective that many works on Creole grammar, syntax, 
vocabulary, and literature have been developing up to now, and that 
Creole – formerly considered as a slang or a dialect – can now be 
encountered on local audio-visual medias, in the press (to some extent), 
in educational programs, and even in the Parliament of the Seychelles. 
If one can say that the Creole international movement has begun with 
the linguists, it is, nonetheless, Creole writers who have contributed 
fundamentally to a broad definition of Creole identity and culture.

The fact that this contribution emanated first from the Franco-
phone Caribbean island of Martinique is not surprising. The question 
of identity among descendants of slaves on this island has long been 
discussed academically, since the Négritude literary movement origi-
nated and flourished there, mainly by Aimé Césaire. Contesting the 
African Diasporan perspective of his spiritual father, Edouard Glissant, 
embraced in his definition of Caribbean identity the cultural diversity 
of the population’s origins. This attempt to develop a coherent dis-
course on the Caribbean situation will lead him to publish in his book 
Le Discours Antillais, an anthropological philosophy rooted in the 
orality and variance that characterize his Creole society.18 The writers 
Bernabé, Chamoiseau, and Confiant19 then developed the concept of 
Créolité in their work Eloge à la créolité.20 These authors would define 
Créolité as an identity that brings together, or rather merges, the differ-
ent cultures of the Caribbean. Thus, African cultures are conceived in 
the discourse of Créolité as one element among others within Creole 
identity. The discourse on Créolité, then, privileges cultures which have 
ensued from contact reflecting the history of slavery; it rejects the defi-
nition of identity as directly and purely derived from the land of origin 
in Africa.

18 E. Glissant, Le discours Antillais (Paris: Gallimard, 1981).
19 The original French version: 
 Nous nous déclarons Créoles. Nous déclarons que la Créolité est le ciment de notre 

culture et qu’elle doit régir les foundations de notre antillanité. La Créolité est 
l’agrégat interactionnel ou transactionnel, des elements culturels caraibes, européens, 
africains, asiatiques, et lévantins, que le joug de l’histoire a réunis sur le même sol 
(p. 26).

20 J. Bernabé, P. Chamoiseau and R. Confiant, Eloge à la créolité (Paris: Gallimard, 
1989, 1993).
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some guidelines for further studies

We have thus far provided a preliminary comparative approach of 
two distinct discourses – the one on African Diaspora, the other on 
Créolité. In what follows, some conclusions are offered about the dif-
ferences and similarities between them, which still await further and 
more thorough analysis.

points of difference

1. The reference site for the African Diasporan discourse is the 
continent of origin; for Créolité, it is the colonized lands.

2. The discourse of African Diaspora has emerged at the initiative 
of communities of enslaved Africans; Créolité originated in 
the European colonial perspective before being appropriated 
by the people born in the colonies, mainly the colonial island. 
Its ethnical references differ from one society to another: the 
term Creole can designate Whites or Blacks only, or people of 
mixed race, or the whole population of a former colony.

3. The African Diaspora discourse was internationalized at the 
beginning of the twentieth century, whereas Créolité only at 
the end of that century.

4. The main strength of the African Diaspora discourse is its 
political international drive against European supremacy 
and for the development of Africa and its diaspora. This has 
resulted in solid national and international institutions, and 
lobbies that can influence local and international policies. 
The main strength of the discourse on Créolité is its forward 
looking view of cultures and identities born out of slavery. 
Defined independently from the land of origins, with the 
history of slave trade and enslavement as the starting period, 
Creole cultures and identity are presented as the anticipa-
tion of a new world. The international welcome given to this 
contemporary version of the discourse on Créolité denotes its 
pertinence for the existentialist questions raised out of the 
process of globalization of cultures.

5. The reparation movements constitute a fundamental criticism 
of Occidental economic supremacy, since it underlines the 
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fundamental contribution of Africans to the development of 
the Occidental World. Up to now, the discourse on Créolité 
has not developed an economic component.

points of convergence

1. The history of enslavement and the slave trade constitutes the 
main site of convergence between the African Diaspora and 
Créolité discourses. In both of them, it appears as the focal 
point that has motivated their development. Although the 
discourse on Créolité does not prioritize African origin, the 
word Creole is related in most of its meanings to the descen-
dants of enslaved Africans, mostly of mixed race. Moreover, its 
recent academic development definitely relates Créolité to the 
experience of enslavement and the slave trade.

2. Both discourses adopt a critical stance towards Eurocentric 
discourses, although the African Diaspora discourse can be 
considered as essentially contestaire, while Créolité is rather 
integrative-assimilative with regard to the various ethnic 
groups in cultural contact. Both discourses are currently 
developing new theories and methodologies for understand-
ing human realities.
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introduction

Slavery studies have conventionally focused on male slaves. This 
reflects in part the emphasis of scholars on the Atlantic system of 

slavery in which some 12 million slaves, predominantly male, were 
shipped to the mines and plantations of the Americas. Over the last 
decade, the literature on women slaves in the Atlantic system has 
grown rapidly. By contrast, the study of non-western systems of slavery 
is relatively undeveloped.1 This is even more marked in the case of 

1 Studies of non-western systems include: Anthony Reid, ed., Slavery, Bondage 
and Dependency in Southeast Asia (St Lucia, London & New York: University of 
Queensland Press, 1983); Paul E. Lovejoy, Transformations in Slavery. A history of 
Slavery in Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); Igor Kopytoff 
and Suzanne Miers, eds., Slavery in Africa. Historical and Anthropological Perspectives 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1977); Claude Meillassoux, The Anthro-
pology of Slavery. The Womb of Iron and Gold (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press & London: Athlone Press, 1991); see James L. Watson, ed., Asian and African 
Systems of Slavery (Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1980); 
Martin A. Klein, ed., Breaking the Chains. Slavery, Bondage and Emancipation 
in Modern Africa and Asia (Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 
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females in non-western systems of slavery. Nevertheless, it is becom-
ing increasingly evident that females were the major victims of non-
Western systems of bondage. This chapter examines the significance, 
role and agency of female slaves in the Indian Ocean World.

the indiAn oceAn world

The Indian Ocean World (IOW), like the Atlantic World, is a 
concept based on a maritime economy. It refers to the regions drawn 
into a system of long-distance exchange of commodities, bullion, 
people, technology and ideas across the Indian Ocean, and the Indo-
nesian and South China seas. This exchange, itself based on the mon-
soons, a regular bi-annual alternation of winds and currents unique to 
the IOW, started to emerge from around the third century BCE, and 
had by around 1000 CE developed into a sophisticated and durable 
network that linked East and Northeast Africa, the Middle East, South 
and Southeast Asia, and the Far East. This formed the IOW “global 
economy.” While the protectionist policies practiced in European 
colonies later obstructed exchange flows across the IOW, globalization 
has since the 1990s revitalized that exchange.

Slavery was a feature of the regions bordering the Indian Ocean and 
South China Sea well before the IOW maritime system developed. Thus 
rules governing slavery were encoded in the Assyrian Code of Hammu-
rabi (eighteenth century BCE).2 It is argued by some that female slavery 
grew considerably with the Neolithic Revolution, notably in China, 
South Asia, Mesopotamia and Egypt where new techniques of storing 

1993); Ehud R. Toledano, The Ottoman Slave Trade and Its Suppression, 1840-1890 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982); Toledano, Slavery and Abolition in 
the Ottoman Middle East, Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1998; Toledano, 
As If Silent and Absent: Bonds of Enslavement in Islamic Middle East (New Haven, 
CT and London: Yale University Press, 2007); William Gervase Clarence-Smith, 
ed., The Economics of the Indian Ocean Slave Trade (London: Frank Cass, 1989); 
Gwyn Campbell, ed., Abolition and its Aftermath in Indian Ocean Africa and Asia 
(New York: Routledge, 2005); Gwyn Campbell, ed., The Structure of Slavery in 
Indian Ocean Africa and Asia, Studies in Slave and Post-Slave Societies and Cultures 
Series (London: Frank Cass, 2004) – also published as a special edition of Slavery & 
Abolition 24, no. 2 (2003).

2 Alain Testart, “The Extent and Significance of Debt Slavery,” in Supplement: An 
Annual English Selection of Revue Française de Sociologie 43 (2002): 186.
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and channeling water permitted a huge expansion in agricultural pro-
duction, and thus the demand for servile agricultural workers.3 

IOW slavery was boosted by the emergence of IOW trans-oceanic 
exchange in which a lucrative maritime trade in slaves developed. It 
witnessed three main growth periods, corresponding to general periods 
of prosperity in the IOW global economy, in the centuries around the 
BCE/CE changeover, from the ninth to thirteenth centuries CE, and 
in the nineteenth century, when IOW bondage, and the trade in slaves 
peaked. This trade continued through the colonial era to the present 
day. While, over the centuries, the roles assigned to servile labor has 
inevitably changed, the evidence is that females have continued to con-
stitute the majority of those traded and enslaved. 

 The exception, as to be expected, was plantation economies which 
established the only sustained large-scale demand for adult male slaves. 
Thus the majority of slave exports to the Mascarene Islands of Réunion 
and Mauritius, estimated variously at 160,000,4 210,000,5 and well over 
212,550,6 were boys and adult males.7 According to the official census, 
in 1826, there were 11,671 male and 8,762 female slaves on Mauritius, 
while on Réunion in 1838 there were about 49,000 male and 24,000 
female slaves. Only 1 in 6 slaves destined for the Mascarenes (Réunion 
and Mauritius) and captured by British naval authorities was female.8

 However, in non-plantation sectors of the IOW, the demand 
was chiefly for women and children. This applied even to European 

3 See, for example, Sophie M. Tharakan and Michael Tharakan, “Status of Women in 
India: A Historical Perspective,” Social Scientist 4, no. 4/5 (1975): 116, 118-119.

4 David Eltis, “The Volume, Age/Sex Ratios, and African Impact of the Slave 
Trade: Some Refinements of Paul Lovejoy's Review of the Literature,” Journal of 
African History 31, no. 3 (1990): 486.

5 Lovejoy, Transformations in Slavery, 62, 156.
6 Richard B. Allen, “Licentious and Unbridled Proceedings: The Illegal Slave 

Trade to Mauritius and the Seychelles during the Early Nineteenth Century” 
Journal of African History 42 (2001): 94, 100. Allen does not count slave imports 
into Réunion from 1810 which were greater than the number of slaves imported 
into Mauritius from that time. 

7 For example, nineteenth century slave exports from Mozambique, a major sup-
plier of slaves to Madagascar and the French islands, were boys and young adult 
males. Lovejoy, Transformations in Slavery, 143.

8 Shirley Chenny, Pascal St-Amour and Désiré Vencatachellum, “Slave Prices 
from Succession and Bankruptcy Sales in Mauritius, 1825–1827,” Explorations 
in Economic History 40 (2003): 427.
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dominated societies. Thus at the Cape, women were highly valued 
in general farm work, and especially for domestic labor.9 Outside 
European-dominated spheres, the demand for women was consider-
ably higher. For example, the gender profile of slaves entering Muslim 
countries was generally in the order of two females to every male.10 
Again, when slavery was abolished in China in 1910, the great major-
ity of slaves were women and girls.11 Even in the nineteenth-century 
Omani east African empire that was built on cash crop plantations 
and which might be expected to reflect the slave gender profile of the 
trans-Atlantic trade, there was almost an equal proportion of female 
and male slaves imported, reflecting both a demand for female field 
laborers and for female domestic workers.12

This is not to deny a major role played in most IOW regions by 
adult male slaves. Thus the armies and, in part, administrative staff 
of many Islamic regimes, were composed of bondsmen. Some slave 
armies, such as amongst the Sidis at Janjira, on the west coast of India in 
the seventeenth century, the Mamluks of Egypt (1249-1517), and the 
Ottomans from the 15th to the 19th centuries, transformed themselves 
into the ruling elite.13 Again, the porterage system of the nineteenth-
century Merina Empire comprised African male slaves. However, large 
concentrations of males could be vulnerable. For example, in Korea so 
many males were killed during the Japanese invasion of 1592 that the 
state banned the enslavement of men with the result that thereafter 

9 Prabha Rama, “Breeders or Workers? Slave Women in the Cape Colony, 1823-
1830” (paper presented at the international conference on “Women in Slavery,” 
Avignon, October 2002).

10 Patrick Manning, Slavery and African Life. Occidental, Oriental, and African 
Slave Trades (Cambridge: Cambridge Univesity Press, 1993), 45-6.

11 E. T. Williams, “The Abolition of Slavery in the Chinese Empire,” The American 
Journal of International Law 4, no. 4 (Oct., 1910): 802.

12 Abdul Sheriff, Slaves, Spices and Ivory in Zanzibar. Integration of an East African 
Commercial Empire into the World Economy, 1770-1873 (London: James 
Currey, 1987), 37; Frederick Cooper, Plantation Slavery on the East Coast of 
Africa (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1997), 221-223. 

13 See, for example, R. R. S. Chauhan, Africans in India. From Slavery to Royalty 
(New Delhi: Asian Publication Service, 1995); Carl F. Petry, “Medieval Egypt,” 
in Macmillan Encyclopaedia of World Slavery, eds., Paul Finkelman and Joseph 
C. Miller (New York: Macmillan Reference USA Simon & Schuster Macmillan, 
1998), 283-4; Halil Inalcik, The Ottoman Empire :the Classical Age, 1300-1600, 
trans. Norman Itzkowitz and Colin Imber (New Rochelle, N.Y: A. D. Caratzas, 
1989); Toledano, Slavery and Abolition, 20, 55-73.



femAle BondAge And Agency in the indiAn oceAn World

41

until the end of the nineteenth century most slaves were female (and 
most of those were domestic slaves).14 

slAve origins

The conventional image of the slave, frequently the only one 
presented to a Western audience, is of a Black African. However, in 
the Americas in the pre-1600 era considerable numbers of indigenous 
peoples were also enslaved, while in the IOW, Black Africans formed 
overall a minority of slaves, constituting a majority only in certain areas 
in the Western IOW, and even there only during specific time periods. 
Moreover, there existed a marked sexual division of slave labor, so that 
high demand in a given market for black African female slaves did not 
necessarily correlate with high demand for African male slaves. 

In the Islamic Middle East, external slave sources predominated, 
and whenever possible, prisoners of war were being enslaved, mostly 
from Eastern Europe and regions north and north-east of the Black 
Sea. When conquest was halted, recruitment shifted to importation by 
trade, mainly from Africa and the Caucasus. In Ottoman times, the shift 
in sources and recruitment patterns occurred early in the eighteenth 
century and the slave trade – mainly from Africa and to a lesser degree 
also from Caucasus – continued throughout the nineteenth century.15 
The most valued female slaves were “Circassian,” or more accurately, 
according to Robert Sears (1855), “Trans-Causian” from Imeritia (in 
the upper Rion River basin), Mingrelia (the Black Sea region of western 
Georgia that borders Abkhazia), Abassia (in the northwest foothills of 
the Caucasus, bordering the Black Sea) and Georgia proper (the central 
region of the isthmus).16 Ethiopian women were also in demand as slaves, 
but Black Africans probably only formed a majority of female slaves in 

14 Herbert Passin, “The Paekchong of Korea. A Brief Social History,” Monumenta 
Nipponica 12, 3-4 (October, 1956–January, 1957): 38, 57.

15 Ehud R. Toledano, “The Shifting Patterns of Ottoman Enslavement in the Early 
Modern Period: From European to African-Caucasian,” in Europe's Economic 
Relations with the Islamic Word, 13th-18th Centuries, ed. Simonetta Cavaciocchi 
(Florence: Le Monnier, 2007), 699-718.

16 Robert Sears, An Illustrated Description of the Russian Empire (New York: 
Robert Sears, 1855), 308. For Ottoman attitudes and preferences, see Toledano, 
The Ottoman Slave Trade, 184-191.
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Middle Eastern markets during the nineteenth century as supplies from 
other sources, such as Central Asia and the Caucasus, dried up.17 

Again, in seventeenth and eighteenth century Madras female 
slaves, imported chiefly from Madagascar, and secondarily from the 
east African coast, were used as domestic servants in some European 
households, and gangs of them were occasionally employed on the 
fortification works of Fort St George.18 Madagascar was also the 
major initial source of both male and female slaves for the Mascarenes, 
although in the late eighteenth century slaves from Mozambique pre-
dominated alongside smaller but significant numbers of Indians (from 
widely dispersed sources: notably Pondicherry, the Malabar Coast and 
Bengal), and some from Indonesia, Malaysia, and West Africa (chiefly 
Benin and Senegambia).19 In Southeast Asia, European companies 
imported female as well as male slaves from the western IOW (Cof-
freys – notably Madagascar, and some from Africa)20 and India, but as 
in India, most slaves were obtained from the region.

bondAge in the iow

The conventional picture of the slave is that of a field hand on 
a plantation. Certainly female slaves worked alongside male slaves 
on the plantations of the IOW. However, the plantation sector was 
relatively restricted in the IOW, both geographically, and in terms 
of time periods; and outside the plantation sector female and male 
slaves performed a huge range of functions. Female slaves were chiefly 
employed in productive, reproductive, and service capacities. These 
categories were often formalized. Thus in India, from at least the third 

17 Toledano, Slavery and Abolition, 20-53.
18 Ravi Ahuja, “Labour Relations in an Early Colonial Context: Madras, c.1750–

1800,” Modern Asian Studies 36, no. 4 (2002): 804.
19 Nigel Worden, “Indian Ocean Slavery and its Demise in the Cape Colony” in 

Abolition and its Aftermath in Indian Ocean Africa and Asia, ed., Gwyn Campbell 
(New York: Routledge, 2005); Richard B. Allen, “The Mascarene Slave Trade and 
Labour Migration in the Indian Ocean during the Eighteenth and Nineteenth 
Centuries,” in The Structure of Slavery in Indian Ocean Africa and Asia, ed., Gwyn 
Campbell (London: Frank Cass, 2004); Chenny, St-Amour and Vencatachellum, 
“Slave prices,” 420; Barbara Valentine, “The Dark Soul of the People, Slaves in 
Mauritius,” Rhodes University, Grahamstown South Africa, Barbara Valentine , 
producer (South African Data Archive, distributor, 2000), 5.

20 Ahuja, “Labour Relations,” 803.
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century BCE, there existed six categories of enslaved females: agricul-
tural (sudra); domestic (dasi); nurses (dhatri); a mortgaged woman 
(ahitikamba); “one lives on her beauty” (rupajiva); and a prostitute 
(ganika).21 

Production here signifies processes with direct and tangible eco-
nomic results, such as agricultural labor, portage, mining, as well as 
those of less evident but still vital tasks such as fetching water, washing 
clothes, and housework – in all of which female slaves were engaged. 
Everywhere, large numbers of female slaves were employed in agri-
culture. Thus, under the Toba rulers of Inner China (387-534 CE), 
T'an-yao, the leader of Buddhism from 460, persuaded the govern-
ment to assign state slaves (enslaved family members of criminals) to 
Buddhist temples, initially to work temple land and produce for the 
upkeep of the temples and monasteries. By 842, when Buddhism as a 
state religion was dissolved, there were an estimated 150,000 temple 
slaves, including female slaves, who worked for various religious – both 
Buddhist and Hind – institutions.22

Again, in India in 1841 there were an estimated eight to nine 
million slaves. Many of these were agrestic slaves who comprised 
between 10 percent and 20 percent of the total population of Tamil 
country.23 Many of these were women. Thus Ravi Ahuja argues that 
by the late eighteenth century in the Madras hinterland (Tondaiman-
dalam), agricultural laborers entered predial relationships mainly in 
periods of war and famine, and that they comprised chiefly women 
and their children sold as a kottadumai (“bunch of slaves”) by their 
impoverished male relatives.24

21 Tharakan and Tharakan, “Women in India,” 118; Rekha Rani Sharma, “Slavery 
in the Mauryan Period (C. 300 B.C. - C. 200 B.C.),” Journal of the Economic and 
Social History of the Orient 21, no. 2 (1978): 190.

22 Wolfram Eberhard, A History of China, 3rd ed. rev. and enl. (Project Gutenberg 
EBook #17695).

23 K. Saradamoni, “Agrestic Slavery in Kerala in the Nineteenth Century” Indian 
Economic Social History Review 10 (1973): 371; Nancy Luke and Kaivan 
Munshi, “Women as Agents of Change: Female Incomes and Household Deci-
sions in South India” BREAD Policy Paper 7 (2004): 2; “Slavery,” Encyclopaedia 
Britannica’s Guide to Black History. http://www.britannica.com/blackhistory/
article-24156 (accessed November 12, 2007).

24 Ahuja, “Labour Relations,” 799.



AfricAn communities in AsiA And the mediterrAneAn

44

However, in Ceylon under the VOC (Verenigde Oost-Indische 
Compagnie - the Dutch “United East India Company”), imported 
female African slaves were excluded from field work. Rather, they 
were employed as housemaids, wet nurses, seamstresses, and domestic 
servants.25 Reproduction and wet-nursing were intrinsically closed to 
male slaves; females alone could bear children and suckle infants – 
placing a premium on fertile and healthy young female slaves, although 
older mature females were as valued as nannies. 

The IOW servile “service” sector comprised an array of services. 
It included those slaves, such as that of the domestic attendant, whose 
function was to reflect the status of their master or mistress. They were 
thus generally good looking, and kept well fed and dressed. As slaves 
were a symbol of conspicuous consumption, free people procured as 
large a number of “status” slaves as they could.26 In China on the eve of 
emancipation in 1910 it was noted that 

The custom of buying male slaves has long since ceased, 
but, as for female slaves, not only are they maintained by 
official and wealthy families, both Manchu and Chinese, 
but among the well-to-do families of the middle class, 
there are none who do not possess them, the service of 
female slaves being generally regarded as more satisfactory 
than that of hired women.27

However, the dictates of conspicuous consumption affected all 
ranks of society, to the degree that the first object of investment for 
the majority of people, however poor, was a slave. For instance, Cole-
brooke noted of early nineteenth-century Bengal that “everyone raised 

25 Shihan de Silva Jayasuriya, “Trading on a Thalassic Network: African Migra-
tions across the Indian Ocean,” International Journal of Social Science 188 
(2006): 218.

26 See, for example, Meer Hassan Ali, Observations on the Mussulmauns of India: 
Descriptive of Their Manners, Customs, Habits and Religious Opinions Made 
during a Twelve Years' Residence in Their Immediate Society, 2nd ed. (London: 
Parbury, Allen & Co., 1832; Project Gutenberg eBook #13127, 2004), letter 17.

27 “Report to the Throne of the Imperial Chinese Commission on Constitutional 
Government Recommending the Abolition of Slavery, together with the Impe-
rial Rescript Approving the Report and Ten Regulations for its Enforcement,” 
The American Journal of International Law 4, no. 4, Supplement: Official Docu-
ments (October, 1910): 364.
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above the condition of the simple mediocrity, is provided with house-
hold slaves.”28 Thus slaves able to accumulate sufficient resources often 
purchased another slave rather than buy their own freedom. Moreover, 
part-ownership of a slave, most frequently a female slave, was common; 
in Imperial Madagascar it occasioned a number of judicial cases when 
the inheritance of such a slave was contested. Some owners, just like 
some members of the English aristocracy, found the cost of maintain-
ing symbols of conspicuous consumption to be ruinously expensive, 
but veered into bankruptcy rather than relinquish them.

In addition, the female slave service sector comprised entertain-
ers, notably dancers and singers. They in many instances underwent 
years of disciplined training following which their accomplishments 
were highly valued, and they were keenly sought after. In Korea, many 
attractive girls were purchased and trained as entertainers (called 
kisaeng in the Chosŏn era).29 In Han China (206 BCE-220 CE), many 
slave women from Southern China were absorbed into the imperial 
court as singers and dancers and introduced their southern Chinese 
forms of song and poem.30 The girls attracted the attention of the court 
elite,31 while their songs and poems were soon adopted and elaborated 
by poets.32 Also, many Chinese concubines attained a higher level of 
education and accomplishment than the principal wife.33 

Slave dancers and singers sometimes, though not necessarily, offered 
sexual services. It is evident that they were both a status symbol and an 
economic asset, as their services could be offered privately to their mas-
ter’s colleagues or clients, earning him either money or business con-
tracts. Slaves were also valued directly for personal sexual services and 
emotional attachment. Indeed, for many men in Muslim societies, the 
bond with such slave paramours represented the ideal of love.34 

28 Colebrooke, quoted in William Adam, The law and custom of slavery in British 
India: in a Series of Letters to Thomas Fowell Buxton, Esq. (Boston: Weeks, 
Jordan, 1840), 185.

29 Michael J. Seth, a Concise History of Korea: From the Neolithic Period through the 
Nineteenth Century (Lanham, Md: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006), 157.

30 Eberhard, a History of China.
31 C. Martin Wilbur, Slavery in China during the Former Han Dynasty 206B.C.-

A.D.25 (New York: Russell & Ruseell, 1967), 43-44.
32 Eberhard, a History of China.
33 Williams, “The Abolition of Slavery,” 803.
34 See, for example, Geert Jan van Gelder, “Slave-Girl Lost and Regained: Transforma-

tions of a Story” Marvels & Tales: Journal of Fairy-Tale Studies 18, no. 2 (2004): 201.
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The slave service sector also included prostitutes. In Ancient India, 
according to the Kautilya (third century), slave prostitutes (ganika) were 
considered to be the movable property of the state and were regulated 
by a special state officer, the Ganikadhaksha. Generally, they lived in the 
king’s harems, and would accompany him on royal visits, but worked 
in state-run brothels. However, their role was important for they were 
also employed as female spies in foreign states.35 The Rupajiva (“who 
earns her living by means of her beauty”), probably dancers and singers, 
were also under state control, as were the bandhakiposak, or slave bar-
maids, who used to serve wine in state and private wine shops, and in 
the brothels, which they ran. The revenue from the brothels was paid 
into the state treasury.36 In other cases, private slave-owners rented out 
slave girls as prostitutes for pecuniary gain - although some slave girls 
were forced into prostitution in order to earn sufficient income to live.37

However, the function of female slaves changed according to their 
physical state and age. In a rare insight into the fate of slave women 
who could no longer perform the active role to which they had been 
assigned, the Kautilya (3rd century BCE) notes that female slaves of the 
imperial court incapable of rendering further bhagnabhogah (“service 
in the form of enjoyment”) should work in the store-house or the 
kitchen of the king.38 In Ceylon under the VOC, sick or pregnant 
slaves were excused from labor or given light tasks.39

the nineteenth century And the rise of 
the internAtionAl economy

Slavery and the slave trade in the IOW changed considerably in the 
course of the nineteenth century as even the peripheral regions of the 
IOW became absorbed into the expanding international economy, the 
core of which was industrializing Western Europe, North America, and 
Japan. Greatly enhanced commercial opportunities and the growing 
wealth of successful parties resulted in a large growth in demand for 

35 Sharma, “Slavery in Mauryan Period,” 191.
36 Ibid., 191, n.23.
37 Frank A. Swettenham, “Slavery in the Malay States,” in The Golden Chersonese 

and the Way Thither, Isabella L. Bird, app. b (1883; repr., Langat, June 30, 1875; 
Project Gutenberg, Etext #3412).

38 Sharma, “Slavery in Mauryan Period,” 191, n.19.
39 Jayasuriya, “Trading on a Thalassic Network,” 217.
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servile labor of all kinds. Thus, despite the nominal ban on the emigra-
tion of Chinese women, Chinese merchants in Southeast Asia secured 
a steady supply of female domestic slaves from their homeland.40

One of the consequences of this was an unprecedented increase 
in mass migration of unskilled labor to areas of high demand, notably 
the blossoming plantation sector, and ports. At the same time, western 
imperial expansion, especially that of the British, resulted in a huge 
influxes of troops and sailors.41 The result was the formation of large 
gender-imbalanced communities; concentrations of males whose 
demand for sexual services led in turn to a sex slave trade. 

femAle slAve rights And Agency

There existed elsewhere in the IOW major institutional hindrances 
to female slave agency. One of the major ones was caste. Although there 
is considerable debate as to the relationship between caste, a widespread 
institution in the IOW, from China to South Asia to Madagascar, and 
slavery, there appears, at least nominally, to have been a close correlation 
between the two. In traditional China from c. 100 BCE, there were six 
social classes: the first two, officials (shih) and farmers (nung) were “respect-
able” (liang-min), whereas members of the artisan (kung) and merchant 
(shang) classes were under numerous restrictions. Below them were the 
“lowly people” (ch'ien-min) and below these the slaves who “though they 
dwell among men, they are reckoned as outside the pale of humanity.”42 
However, it could be argued that in China, not only slaves, but all females, 
were “outsiders” because they were excluded from the patriarchal structure 
of ownership, power and religion. Some authors consider the Chinese 
form of marriage as institutionalized servitude for wives, while daughters, 
concubines and secondary wives were considered and treated as expend-
able “outsiders” who could be sold when times were bad.43

40 Isabella L. Bird, The Golden Chersonese and the Way Thither (1883; Project 
Gutenberg, Etext #3412), letter IX.

41 About this, see also the chapter by Ghosh and Goodall in this volume.
42 “Report to the Throne,” 361; see also, Eberhard, A history of China.
43 Watson, “Transactions in People,” 227-228; Maria Jaschok and Suzanne Miers, 

“Women in the Chinese Patriarchal System: Submission, Servitude, Escape and 
Collusion,” in Maria Jaschok and Suzanne Miers (eds.), Women and Chinese 
Patriarchy: Submission, Servitude and Escape, (London & New Jersey: Zed 
Books, 1994), 10.
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In pre-modern Korea, there existed a servile stratum called the 
chŏnmin (“despised people”) comprising slaves and an outcaste group 
called the paekchdng. The difference between them was that slaves were 
not necessarily exempt from corvée, military service or other forms of 
state taxation, but could regain their freedom, through payment or man-
umission, and thus recover yangmin, or status of free respectable people, 
whereas the paekchdng formed a cohesive outcaste group, exempt from 
state exactions and unable to rise in status. However, individual members 
of an outcaste could be enslaved, usually for committing a crime.44 

Again, some scholars argue that in India from around 1000 BCE, 
the Aryan conquest led to the incorporation of conquered peoples into 
the lower rungs of a caste system that condemned subject women to 
servitude as agrestic agricultural laborers.45 While slave owners in India 
possessed the right of manumission, it was not, in the early nineteenth 
century, exercised in the case of agrestic slaves.46 Moreover, in Kerala 
at least, agrestic slaves were divided into castes and sub-castes (jatis), 
and did not even intermarry or socialize with one another.47 However, 
while many agrestic slaves appeared to have had no rights, Ravi Ahuja 
argues that those in the hinterland of Madras enjoyed some of the cus-
tomary rights of the other categories of agricultural laborers.48 

Indeed, any discussion of slave agency needs to be placed in the 
context of the provision by slave-owning societies of “rights” to slaves 
– a dimension that is often completely missing from any discussion of 
slavery premised upon the Atlantic model. Of huge importance here 
is Islam, which affected vast regions of the IOW. Under Islamic law, 
slaves had rights as persons. According to the Sharia, slave women who 
bore their master a child could not be sold. Moreover, the child auto-
matically gained free status, as would the mother should she outlive 
the master – which as the man normally took as concubines women 
considerably younger than himself, was often the case.49 Also, both 

44 Passin, “The Paekchong of Korea,” 31-32.
45 Tharakan and Tharakan, “Women in India,” 118.
46 Adam, Law and Custom, 182.
47 Saradamoni, “Agrestic Slavery in Kerala,” 382.
48 Ahuja, “Labour Relations,” 799.
49 For a succinct and solid account of the legal status of enslaved persons in Islamic 

law, see R. Brunschvig, "'Abd," Encyclopaedia of Islam, vol. I, 2nd ed. (Leiden, 
1960); for a more recent account of practices in Egypt, see Mervat Hatem, “The 
Politics of Sexuality and Gender in Segregated Patriarchal Systems: The Case of 
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female and male slaves could get married (a male slave could marry 
up to two female Slaves). Female slaves alone could marry non-slaves, 
and once married, the enslaved woman was sexually available only to 
her husband. However, her children, irrespective of the status of her 
husband, belonged to her master.50

Slaves were also accorded rights in other systems. In ancient India, 
according to Kautilya, female domestic slaves were protected by law 
and excused from engaging in any dirty work.51 Slave nurses were 
obliged to bathe and change the master and his family, but could not 
be raped.52 Manumission was common for female slaves who bore 
their masters sons. Thus Kautilya notes that should female domestic 
slaves bear her master a male child, she and her child, mother, sisters 
and brothers were manumitted. Moreover, the son would enjoy his full 
share, along with any other sons, of his father’s inheritance.53 

Even in Korea and China, conventionally portrayed as possessing 
the most extreme systems of hereditary slavery indigenous to the IOW, 
slaves possessed a legal status and rights. Some scholars argue that 
hereditary slavery did not initially exist in China.54 During the Han 
Dynasty female and male slaves of officials were emancipated, while 
under the T'ang Dynasty slaves of official families were set free when 
they reached the age of seventy55 – although this raises the question 
of who then cared for them. Under traditional Chinese law, a master 
had a legal obligation to provide his female slave with a husband, and 
was threatened with punishment if he neglected this duty until she 
reached middle age.56 In both China and Korea, slaves were immune 
from state corvées, could be punished but not killed by their owners, 
and their marriages were in general respected. Such rights, it could be 
argued, meant that they were not true outsiders as they had entered 

Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century Egypt” Feminist Studies 12, no. 2 (1986): 
257.

50 Ibid., 258.
51 Sharma, “Slavery in Mauryan Period,” 190.
52 Ibid., 191.
53 Ibid., 190.
54 “Report to the Throne,” 363.
55 Ibid.
56 Williams, “The Abolition of Slavery,” 803.
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into the dominant society’s system of reciprocity.57 Again, in China, 
the children of concubines were considered to enjoy almost the same 
benefits as the children of the principal wife, except that they were 
ranked inferior to them.58 

In conventional literature, slaves are often considered to have 
had three reactions to their enslavement: submission, flight or revolt. 
However, these options are premised upon the Atlantic model of 
slavery rather than on the many IOW varieties of slavery, many of 
which contrasted sharply in structure and operation to the Atlantic 
model based on large concentrations of Black Africans employed as 
chattel slaves on New World plantations. The range of reactions to 
bondage in the IOW were thus much more varied. 

There exist in the IOW a number of examples of individual female 
slave violence. In Korea during the sixteenth-century Japanaese inva-
sion, Tŏkchi, a public slave girl, used a p’aedo (suicide knife) to kill a 
number of Japanese who attempted to rape her.59 However, that might 
be interpreted less as an act of rebellion than of national resistance.

In seventeenth-century Mauritius, there were a number of upris-
ings involving slaves, mostly aimed at firing the buildings of the VOC. 
This occurred in 1677, 1695 and 1706. A female slave, “Anna of Bengal,” 
was one of four convicted of firing the Dutch Fort, Frederik Hendrik, 
on Mauritius on 18th June, 1695. Unlike her male companions who 
were crucified, she was “strangled and scorched with palmetto leaves.”60 
However, such uprisings occurred well before the island developed 
cash crop plantations and the number of slaves involved was small. 

By 1807, nearly 85% of Mauritius’ 78,000 inhabitants were slaves,61 
as the island had transformed into a full-scale plantation economy. 

57 Chapters by Schottenhammer and Kim in Gwyn Campbell, Suzanne Miers, 
and Joseph C. Miller (eds.), Women and Slavery: Africa, North America and 
the medieval North Atlantic (Volume 1), and Women and Slavery: the modern 
Atlantic (Volume 2), Athens OH: Ohio University Press, 2007; see also chapter 
by Michael Salman, ibid. 

58 Williams, “The Abolition of Slavery,” 803.
59 Seth, Concise History of Korea, 157.
60 Megan Vaughan, Creating the Creole Island: Slavery in Eighteenth-century Mau-

ritius (Durham, N.C: Duke University Press, 2005), 17; see also, Valentine, “the 
Dark Soul,” 4; P. J. Moree, A Concise History of Dutch Mauritius 1598-1710 
(London: Kegan Paul, 1998), 37, 84.

61 Chenny, St-Amour and Vencatachellum, “Slave Prices,” 420.
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Even so, rebellion was rare and small scale. Slave revolts occurred on 
Réunion in 1676, in 1799 at Sainte Rose, from 5-11 November 1811 
at St. Leu, and in April 1832 at Saint Benoît. However, the rebels were 
all male, while the only female slaves touched by the event stayed loyal 
to their owners.62 

Indeed, most “revolts” on the Mascarenes was manifested by mar-
ronage or flight, much of which was of a short-term nature. On Mau-
ritius, over 80 per cent of the fugitives were males: Between 1772 and 
1833, female maroons were estimated by Richard Allen to have consti-
tuted 17.59 per cent of the total.63 This is less than their percentage of 
the slave imports (roughly 1/3)64 or of slaves on Mauritius (in 1776, 
adult male slaves numbered 12,346 and adult female slaves 7,772).65

There are cases of women voluntarily joining such “rebels” but these 
are relatively scarce since female slaves characteristically refrained from 
revolt or flight. The men in maroon communities therefore sometimes 
resorted to stealing the women they desired, for sexual services and for 
companionship. However, the harsh realities of maroon life also acted as 
a disincentive to female flight from slavery. 

Overwhelmingly composed of young adult males, maroon bands 
sought sanctuary in remote and generally inhospitable areas. They were 
obliged to raid settled communities in order to survive, and were con-
stantly on alert to fend off harassment by the authorities. Few estab-
lished a viable independent existence. Women tended to move more 
slowly than men and were thus more easily recaptured. Also, slave 
owners possibly exercised greater degrees of surveillance over female 
slaves, notably in situations, such as Cape Town, where there was a 

62 Yves Bénot and Marcel Dorigny, eds., Rétablissement de l’esclavage dans les 
colonies françaises. Aux origines de Haïti (Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 2003); 
Daniel Vaxelaire, "Avril 1832: la révolte de St-Benoît” - http://reunion.rfo.
fr/article77.html (accessed November 14, 2007); “Esclavage à La Réunion” - 
http://histoire-geo-documents.blogspot.com/2007/10/esclavage-la-runion.
html (accessed November 14, 2007).

63 Richard Allen, “A Serious and Alarming Daily Evil: Marronage and Its Legacy 
in Mauritius and the Colonial Plantation World,” in Slavery and Resistance in 
Africa and Asia, eds., Edward Alpers, Gwyn Campbell and Michael Salmon 
(London: Routledge, 2005), 25.

64 Richard Blair Allen, Slaves, Freedmen and Indentured Laborers in Colonial Mau-
ritius (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 41.

65 Vaughan, Creating the Creole Island, 135.
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pronounced gendered division of slave labor.66 It was, for example, 
particularly difficult for women employed within the household to 
flee or revolt. Thirdly, those with commitments to children and other 
enslaved kin or friends seldom considered flight or revolt an option.

Nevertheless, with the growth of the anti-slavery movement and 
legislation in the course of the nineteenth century, increasing numbers 
of female slaves did flee from polities where slavery was legal to polities 
where it was illegal, notably to those under British jurisdiction. Thus 
Isabella Bird (1883) noted the flight to Malacca of slaves from the debt 
bondage prevalent in surrounding states.67 In Ottoman lands during 
the nineteenth century, flight and criminalized behavior were among 
the options open to enslaved women and men, as was resort to govern-
ment intercession to mitigate their lot.68

Female slave agency in the IOW rarely derived from any sense of 
slave consciousness. Thus a major form of agency for a female slave was 
to improve living and working conditions, and status, for herself and her 
children, through accessing the slave-owning society. In Islamic societ-
ies, a major means of achieving this was for a female slave to produce 
children for her master, for under the Sharia, a husband was formally 
bound to support a wife and her children, and leave her and her chil-
dren a share of his property after his death.69 In the case of eighteenth 
and nineteenth-century Egypt, imported Ottoman-Circassian female 
slaves were sometimes freed if the Ottoman-Egyptian masters (variously 
referred to as "Mamluk beys"), into whose harems they were usually 
incorporated, married them. Should they bear their master a child, they 
were often taken by him as a wife and freed.70 In addition, it was consid-
ered a charitable act among Ottoman elite members to free household 
members, provide them with proper trousseaux, and marry them to 
members of the Ottoman and Ottoman-Local elites.71 

Such agency was employed, exceptionally, even in China. And 
a minority of slave women even witnessed their sons become rulers, 

66 Jordan, “Unrelenting Toil.”
67 Bird, The Golden Chersonese, letter X.
68 Toledano, As If Silent and Absent, chaps. 2, 3, and 4.
69 See Brunschvig, "'Abd,"; and Hatem, “Politics of Sexuality,” 258.
70 Hatem, “Politics of Sexuality,” 257.
71 For enslavement of Circassian women in the Ottoman Empire, including Egypt, 

see Toledano, Slavery and Abolition, 20-80; for Egypt, see also Hatem, “Politics 
of sexuality,” 259.
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just as many Ottoman sultans were the sons of enslaved Circassian, 
Georgian, Greek, and Slave women. Thus Wei Tzu-fu, daughter of a 
slave woman in the household of the older sister of Han emperor Wu 
(156-87 BCE), was noticed by him when performing with a dancing 
and singing group. She bore him three daughters and then a son who 
was chosen Heir-apparent, as a result of which she was made Empress.72

Hence, while low slave reproduction rates were characteristic 
of the Americas, and some scholars have argued that such low rates 
reflect female slave agency – a refusal to supply their masters with more 
slaves73 – this does not appear to have been the case in many IOW 
slave societies outside the Mascarenes, and possibly Cape Town. For 
example, in Han China, slaves (nu), both state and private slaves, while 
not regarded as members of human society, were forced to marry. 
According to Wolfram Eberhard, this meant that their reproduction 
rate was similar to that of the normal population.74 In the Ottoman 
Empire, similar rates could be expected, since the imperial and pro-
vincial elites regularly imported white women for concubinage and 
reproduction. These came, as already mentioned, from Eastern Europe 
and the Balkans until the eighteenth century, and mostly from the 
Caucasus in the nineteenth. In elite households, sometimes enslaved 
Ethiopian women were also used for similar purposes.75

The lot of female slaves was generally much easier than that of male 
slaves. Rulers and the wealthy, most of whom were men, surrounded 
themselves with female slaves who, as secondary wives, concubines, 
entertainers and domestic servants, enjoyed a lifestyle and, Anthony 
Reid argues for Southeast Asia, a respect, superior to that of female 
peasants.76 There are instances of concubines in the Middle East 
sending for family members to join them – albeit as non-slaves.77 
Female slaves were also less likely to be sold.78 

72 Wilbur, Slavery in China, 43.
73 Kenneth Morgan, “Slave Women and Reproduction in Jamaica, c. 1776-1834” 

(paper given at the international conference on “Women in Slavery,” Avignon, 
October 2002). See also Rama, “Breeders or Workers?”.

74 Eberhard, A history of China.
75 See, for example, Toledano, The Slave Trade, 55, 59, 65, 67, 170-171, 184-191.
76 Reid, “Introduction,” 25-26.
77 Chapter by Miers and by Gwyn Campbell, in Women and Slavery.
78 Reid, “Introduction,” 25-26.
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 In societies governed by western legal systems, the children of a 
slave woman and slave owner were not automatically freed if legally 
acknowledged by their father. On Ceylon under the VOC, slaves con-
verting to the Dutch Reformed Church were liberated after the death 
of their master and his wife, while their children were automatically 
free.79 On Mauritius, manumission was low, in part due to the high 
slave mortality rate and in part to the bureaucratic obstacles to manu-
mission, notably under the British who wished to prevent slave owners 
from “liberating” the elderly and infirm to save themselves the expense 
of caring for them. From 1815 to 1826, 1,005 slaves were manumit-
ted but of these most were women: in 1821 more than 100 of the 172 
manumitted were females.80 Again, slaves employed by British families 
in Bombay in the late eighteenth century were usually freed by testa-
ment will following the death of their owner.81 On Mauritius, many 
slave women became concubines of their owners, and the most fortu-
nate were freed, sometimes with their children, and also given prop-
erty. Many founded their own matrifocal families and some became 
rich and even owned slaves whom they regarded as inferior.82 However, 
Barbara Valentine claims that most manumissions on Mauritius were 
granted through the marriage of a slave woman to a free black man.83

Similarly, African children captured and brought up by the Dutch 
farmers in the South African Republic, usually lost all ties with their 
own kinsmen and regarded Dutch civilization as superior.84 However, 
public revelation of co-habitation of a white owner and his female 
slave could create a scandal and ruin a white man’s career. Thus, young 
African female captives who were labeled “apprentices,” and as such 
were theoretically “freed” on reaching maturity, were often offered as 
wives to African chiefs in return for a brideswealth comprising cattle or 
to Christian missions as “students” and converts.85

79 Jayasuriya, “Trading on a Thalassic Network,” 217.
80 Valentine, ‘The Dark Soul,” 27.
81 Sudesha Chakravarti, “The Dutch East India Company and Slave Trade in Sev-

enteenth Century India: An outline by Pieter van Dam, An Advocate of the 
Company,” Journal of the Asiatic Society 39, no. 2 (1997): 83.

82 Allen, “Femmes de Couleur Libre.”
83 Valentine, “The Dark Soul,” 27.
84 Fred Morton, “Female Inboekelinge in the South African Republic, 1850-1880.”
85 Morton, “Female Inboekelinge.”
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In addition, the social barrier between slave owner and slave, gen-
erally broken only in clandestine fashion on the American plantations, 
was often openly ignored in the IOW. While not necessarily effacing 
the “outsider” status of slaves, it certainly facilitated the erosion of that 
status. Slave owners generally developed close working relations with 
their slaves. Non-elite farmers and craftsmen often labored alongside 
their slaves. Most slaves, however, were employed in non-agricultural 
pursuits, many in elite households where some, notably child and young 
female slaves, had intimate relations with their owners forbidden to 
non-kinsmen. Terms for slaves were frequently cognates of those used for 
“children,” “foster children” or “nephews” and “nieces.”86 Many young and 
almost all second-generation slaves largely shed their cultural origins, and 
became monoglot speakers of the host community’s language. Second-
generation slaves possessed local kinship ties, sometimes with non-slave 
lineage groups. In most African societies, it was considered “unseemly” 
to sell a second-generation slave, although in times of crisis they were sold 
before non-slave members of the lineage.87 Again, rules governing slave 
castes were sometimes openly ignored. Thus some female slave owners 
in Imperial Madagascar broke caste rules with impunity and took male 
slaves as their sexual partners,88 while in Korea it was not exceptional for 
daughters or wives of slave owners to sleep with male slaves.89 

Not only could slave status not be universally and unambiguously 
equated with “outsider” status, in many regions of the IOW there 
existed structures for their assimilation into the dominant society. 

There is considerable debate as to the nature of slavery in Africa. 
With the exception of Imperial Madagascar, which conformed to 
the Asian “closed” model, many authors consider Africa to have been 
characterized by “open” systems of slavery in which slaves were largely 
assimilated into the dominant society.90 In some patrilineal societies, 

86 Chapters by Kim and Schottenhammer; Klein, “Introduction,” 8; Reid, “Intro-
duction,” .9. For the Ottoman Empire, see Toledano's notion of “attachment” 
and reciprocity between unequals in Toledano, As If Silent and Absent, 23-38.

87 Kopytoff and Miers, eds., Slavery in Africa, 35.
88 Ch. Poirier, “Un ‘Menabe’ au cœur de la forêt de l’Est,” Bulletin de l’Académie 

Malgache 25 (1942-3):100, n.1.
89 Chapter by Kim, in Women and Slavery.
90 For the debate, which centers on the concepts of “kin” and “slave,” see Meillas-

soux, Anthropology of Slavery, and Kopytoff and Miers, eds., Slavery in Africa; 
see also chapter by Miller; Watson, “Introduction.”
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children of non-slave men and slave wives were given non-slave status, 
as sometimes were slave widows of owners who had married them. 
In matrilineal societies, the children of a non-slave mother and slave 
father inherited the mother’s status.91 Certainly a steady trickle of slaves 
was assimilated into many African communities, depleting local slave 
stocks and encouraging further slave imports. A similar process was 
evident in many Islamic societies,92 where the sharia extolled manu-
mission as meritorious, stipulated that children borne to her owner by 
a slave women would be free, and that a concubine who bore a child 
to a free Muslim would, upon his death, be manumitted.93 The rate 
of manumission could theoretically be high; whereas a rich Muslim 
was legally restricted to four wives, the number of concubines he might 
possess was unlimited.94 

Assimilation of ex-slaves might have been assisted in theory by 
the purported absence in Islamic doctrine and law of racial prejudice. 
However, racial preferences were expressed by the male elite who, 
for example, valued as concubines Caucasian and lighter skinned 
Ethiopian women more than darker skinned Africans.95 Also, the 
relative absence of color prejudice characteristic of the early Islamic era 
changed radically with Arab expansion, notably from the late seventh 
and early eighth centuries.96 Finally, assimilation was also characteristic 
of Southeast Asia. There, female slaves were more likely than males to 
be assimilated, many as adopted daughters.97 

Even so-called “closed” slavery systems possessed mechanisms for 
“adoption” that promoted limited assimilation. In China, there was a 
steady trade in poor children to elite households in exchange for cash.98 
Girl slaves were mostly absorbed into the owner’s household where 
upon puberty some became concubines while others, raised alongside 

91 Kopytoff and Miers, eds., Slavery in Africa, 32-33; Goody, “Slavery in Time and 
Space,” 19.

92 Chapter by Sheriff and by Gwyn Campbell, in Women and Slavery. 
93 See chapters by Sheriff and Clarence-Smith and by Gwyn Campbell in Women 

and Slavery.
94 Chapter by Miers and by Campbell, in Women and Slavery.
95 Goody, “Slavery in Time and Space,” 29. On preference for Circassian women 

among members of the Ottoman elite, see Toledano, The Slave Trade, 184-191.
96 Bernard Lewis, Race and Slavery in the Middle East (New York & Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1990), 19, 26-27, 37-41.
97 Chapter by Boomgaard in Women and Slavery; Reid, “Introduction,” 13, 25-6.
98 Watson, “Transactions in People,” 227, 230.
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their owner’s sons as their future brides, inevitably gained some status 
within the dominant group.99 

Another major form of female slave agency was to assume religious 
and sacerdotal roles. Slaves also often accepted the religious ideology of 
slaveholders, which in turn justified slavery. Vestiges of cultural origin, 
such as the Zar healing ceremony practiced by ex-slaves in the Gulf, 
were insufficient basis for a separate consciousness to be maintained.100 
In Ottoman and other Islamic societies during the nineteenth century, 
Zar-Bori components were fused into local Islamic practices and 
rituals, which assisted in the absorption of enslaved persons into the 
host societies.101 In nineteenth-century Madagascar, many slaves 
sought religious roles as “traditional” mediums.102 In China and Korea, 
Confucian concepts of hierarchical social, familial and sexual relations, 
impregnated into the minds of daughters sold into slavery, were vital 
to the maintenance of the system.103 As crucial was the conversion of 
imported child brides and concubines to local belief and value systems 
so that these might in turn be transmitted to their children.104 Accep-
tance of the dominant society’s ideology was a pre-requisite for slaves 
employed in sensitive posts in the royal household, army and admin-
istration. 

Nevertheless, ideological structures offered considerable agency 
to female slaves who sought to improve their lot through acquiring 
and exploiting key ideological and religious symbols. For example, 
in Madagascar slaves formed possibly the majority of those who took 
advantage of Ranavalona I’s decision in 1829 to permit her subjects to 
attend LMS (London Missionary Society) missionary chapels and by 
extension to establish reading classes. The slaves were attracted by the 
chapels because the latter accepted the principle of equality amongst 

99 Ibid, 240-244.
100 Chapter by Sheriff and by Campbell, in Women and Slavery.
101 Toledano, As If Absent and Silent, chap. 5.
102 Chapter by Campbell in Women and Slavery; Gwyn Campbell, “Crisis of Faith 

and Colonial Conquest. The Impact of Famine and Disease in late nineteenth-
century Madagascar,” Cahiers d’Études Africaines 32 (3) 127 (1992): 409-53.

103 Chapter by Kim; James Francis Warren, “Chinese Prostitution in Singapore: 
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System, Jaschok and Miers, 79-80.

104 Chapters by Kim and Schottenhammer; chapter by Sheriff in Slave Systems, ed., 
Campbell, vol.2.
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believers, whilst the taratasy (reading and writing) was traditionally 
regarded as imbued with supernatural magic power. Conversion to a 
foreign religion that taught equality threatened the hierarchical caste 
structure of Malagasy society, while by mastering the taratasy, which 
had traditionally been restricted to a small group often with quasi-
sacerdotal office, slaves were acceding to a magic formula that would 
give them power over most free people. This had revolutionary poten-
tial as it envisaged slaves as a group redefining the status of that group 
through domination of the taratasy and participation as equals in a 
new religion.105

A few years later, after realizing the threat to the traditional order 
posed by Christian education and ideology, the crown banned first slave 
access to Christian chapels and education, and in 1835 closed down 
the LMS chapels and schools and expelled the missionaries. Although 
it would appear that slaves and free women maintained a strong pres-
ence in the clandestine church from 1835-61, when the Christian 
missions recommenced their activity in the island in 1862, they took 
pains that the traditional Merina and Victorian English social hierar-
chy was reflected within the schools and chapels by investing power 
in the church to free males. This structure was again threatened by a 
movement spearheaded by young female slaves from Betsileo, in the 
southern highlands, who marched north and, claiming to be mediums 
for Ranavalona I and the royal ancestors, decried the new regime sup-
ported by Radama II, Ranavalona’s son and heir. He was immediately 
toppled, but the old elite seized control and in 1869 made Christianity 
the state religion: the court favoured Protestant missions, headed by 
the LMS, catered for the Merina male elite, forcing the Roman Catho-
lic missionaries to concentrate upon the slave population.106

In many cases, it is a means by which the local Afro-Asian com-
munity attracts local non-African clients and thereby gains for itself 
a status in local society. It is thus a process of empowerment.107 For 

105 Gwyn Campbell, “Crisis of Faith, 415-417.
106 Joseph Sewell, Remarks on Slavery in Madagascar (London: Elliot Stock, 1876); 
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example, the Bava Gor cult serves to give the Sidi, the mediums of the 
saint, ritual power over their former owners and an honorific place in 
local history and society.108 It thus cements their identity as Gujaratis 
and they deny any implication that they are African.109 The same can 
be said of other Sidi cults, centered around male and female saints (Mai 
Goma, Sidi Mubarak Nobi, Bava Habash, Mai Mishra), all of whom are 
used to stress a Sidi identity as part of local Indian, rather than African 
history,110 the Nobān and Gwāti/Damal healing ceremonies of south-
ern Iran and Baluchistan respectively, and the essentially female-dom-
inated Zār spirit possession/healing cult of probably Ethiopian origin 
practiced in the Middle-East-Persian Gulf-Baluchistan regions.111 

Another and often associated African influence throughout the 
same regions is song, music and dance (e.g., the Sidi Gujarat dhamal 
dance performed in the November Urs festival112). The lyre and big 
drums are central “African” components of such activity. The dancers 
and singers are widely employed by the local populations of non-
African descent on both private familial and public occasions, notably 
amongst mariners, and at weddings and parties.113 In the music and 
dance associated with Bava Gor, there appear clear associations with 
Tanzania,114 while those of the Afro-Sinhalese bear strong Mozam-
bique and Tanzanian influences.115

108 Helene Basu, “Indian Sidi – African Diaspora: A Query” (paper presented at 
the Conference on Cultural Exchange and Transformation in the Indian Ocean 
World, UCLA, April 5-6, 2002); Beheroze Shroff, “Sidis and Parsis – a film 
maker’s notes” (paper presented at the Conference on Cultural Exchange and 
Transformation in the Indian Ocean World, UCLA, April 5-6, 2002).

109 Shroff, “Sidis and Parsis.”
110 Basu, “Indian Sidi.”
111 Hunwick, “Black Africans,” 37, and Toledano, As If Absent and Silent, Chap. 5.
112 D. K. Bhattacharya, “Indians of African Origin,” Cahiers d’Etudes Africaines 10, 
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formation in the Indian Ocean World, UCLA, April 5-6, 2002). On music and 
dance, see also Edward A. Alpers' chapter in this collection.
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Although some of the literature tends to emphasize the role of 
males,116 the role of women in song, dance and possession cults was major 
– and may be interpreted within the Arabic context whereby such virtues 
were traditional ways by which, in a male-dominated political society, 
women could gain a major influence over men.117 This can be linked in 
history to the tradition of the kayna slave singer of African or mixed 
Afro-Asian descent 118 Since Abolition, the tradition has continued with 
“free” female singers who sing at family feats and solemn ceremonies. 
This tradition, noticeable in the Makran, also exits in Morocco.119

Slave women also formed independent associations in which they 
elaborated ritual and belief systems, adapting and integrating elements 
from both their cultures of origin and the slave-owning culture in which 
they found themselves, expressed notably in food rituals, dress and 
adornment, religion and magic. Elizabeth Jordan has interpreted items 
found in pools used by slave washerwomen in late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth-century Cape Town in order to reconstruct how they forged 
strong bonds with their fellow washerwomen and with other lower status 
groups (free and slave). They gained otherwise undetected access to some 
of their owner’s crockery, food and alcohol (wine and beer bottles) suf-
ficient to cement such bonds through commensality.120 Moreover, they 
appear to have brought up their infants in this alternative culture.121

conclusion 

In the Atlantic slave system, dominated by male bondsmen 
working on plantations, almost all slaves were of Black African origin 
and all were legally chattels with no control over their work or living 
conditions or even their sexual and domestic partners and their chil-

116 For example, the Gujarati Muslim saint Baba Gov, of reputedly Ethiopian origin. 
See, Edward A. Alpers, “The African Diaspora in the Northwestern Indian 
Ocean. Reconiseration of an Old Problem, New Directions for Research,” Com-
parative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 17, no. 2 (1997): 74.

117  See, for example, Cynthia Nelson, “Public and Private Politics: Women in the 
Middle Eastern World” American Anthropologist 1, no. 3 (1974): 555-556.

118 Bernard Lewis, Race and Slavery in the Middle East. A Historical Enquiry (New 
York & Oxford: Oxford university Press, 1990), 13.

119 Ch. Pellat, “Kayna,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, CD-ROM Edition, v.1.0 (1999).
120 Jordan, “Unrelenting Toil.”
121 Ibid.
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dren. Both sexes, but particularly women, lived in constant fear of 
having their partners and their children sold away from them. Female 
slave agency in the New World lay largely in the creation of fictive 
matriarchal kinship networks. By contrast, in the IOW there were a 
large varieties of systems of bondage, only a minority of which cor-
responded to the New World model of chattel slavery. Rather, women 
formed a majority of slaves, and came from many different ethnic, and 
cultural backgrounds. The chief form of agency for slave women in the 
IOW lay in accessing the slave-owning society through marriage and/
or bearing the slave-owner children. 
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introduction

Obviously, people form meaningful relationships with the locales 
they occupy, attach meaning to space, and transform ‘space’ into 

‘sacred place’. Men and women are influenced by the environment that 
surrounds them, and take qualities of that environment into them-
selves, create metaphors in constituting their identity. Experience is 
embedded in place and space holds memories that implicate people 
and events. Identity is negotiated through interactions with the envi-
ronment and especially in the ritual enactment of metaphor.1 

Dislocation of people results in significant disorientation with 
respect to space, time, culture and communication. The dislocated lose 
their homeland, power and symbols, which together provide indices of 

1 S. M Low, and Denise Lawrence-Zuniga, “Locating Culture,” in The Anthropol-
ogy of Space and Place (Manchester: Blackwell, 2003), 16.
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identity. They leave ‘everything’ behind, including many components 
of their former identity, especially their special and environmental 
heritage. In essence, they lose their ‘home’ where home refers to com-
munity in the widest sense, as well as to the surrounding landscape, 
especially where it is incorporated into origin myths, historical 
accounts, and religious symbolism. As a result they lose the feeling of 
belonging – identity.2

Hyderabad, like many other cities of India, is seeing tremendous 
infrastructural development and growth. This entails the dismantling 
of old and congested neighborhoods such as AC Guards and replac-
ing them by modern business hubs. AC Guards, which the Siddis of 
Hyderabad see as the hallmark of their identity, is gradually changing 
into one of the metropolis’ important business centers. The city’s abrupt 
economic growth and the continuous demand for business areas has 
compelled the authorities to demolish some of the residential quarters 
in order to replace them by modern multiple storey buildings; a process 
that eventually resulted in the forceful dislocation of the Siddis.

In addition, some Siddis have relocated to other areas due to the 
unabated living cost hike in India’s mega cities such as Hyderabad. 
Some Siddis leave AC Guards in search of better paying jobs elsewhere 
which eventually leads to intermarriage and permanent resettlement. If 
a Siddi wants to venture into other casts’ occupations the fear of ridi-
cule and ostracize makes it difficult to do so while living in AC Guards. 
Thus, one is forced to relocate where he/she is not known and eventu-
ally may marry from the locals leading to a gradual change in identity. 

history of indiAns of AfricAn origin

Although Africans have been crossing the Indian Ocean for mil-
lennia, most of those who make up the Indo-African population in 
India came in the past five hundred years. Most were free adventur-

2 T. Downing, “Mitigating Social Improvement when People are Involuntarily 
Displaced,” in Understanding Impoverishment: The Consequences of Devel-
opment-Induced displacement, ed. C. McDowell (Oxford and Providence: 
Berghahn Books, 1996). For a discussion of the impact of coerced dislocation 
on enslaved Africans in the Ottoman Empire, see Toledano's chapter in this 
volume, and Ehud R. Toledano, As If Silent and Absent: Bonds of Enslavement 
in Islamic Middle East (New Haven, CT and London: Yale University Press, 
2007), Chap. 5.
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ers, midwives, herbalists, musicians, sailors, job seekers, merchants and 
even conquerors. Only few of them were brought as slaves, as India’s 
caste society provided ample cheap labour for the ruling elite. These 
Africans originated mainly from today’s Tanzania, Somalia, Kenya, 
Sudan, Ethiopia, Malawi, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe. But some 
might have come from as far as South Africa and Nigeria.

It is estimated that about forty thousand descendants of Africans 
still live amongst the Indian people, mainly in Ahmadabad, Hyder-
abad, Surat, Diu, Jambur, Rajkot, Salala, Jamnagar, Gir Forest, Cutch, 
Bombay and around Habshi Kot. They are a vast and diverse popula-
tion spread throughout India with separate histories and unique roles 
within the Indian strata. Known as Siddis and Habshi (to mean Abys-
sinian even though the individual may not be so), Africans served as 
administrators, military generals, soldiers, sailors and clerks. It is hard 
to speak of Siddis as a singular group as they came from vastly different 
parts of Africa and through many periods of history.3 

Culturally, most Siddis are integrated into the vast spectrum of the 
Indian societies. Most of them were employed as soldiers and body-
guards by India’s ruling elite of Persian, Turkish and Afghan origin which 
enabled them to play a decisive role in Indian political history. Since the 
Africans had very little contact with their country of origin, they natu-
ralized themselves to Indian soil and culture, and took active interest in 
the country’s affairs. Not few of them were raised to higher positions of 
authority and became generals, administrators and ministers. In fact, 
some rose to the highest authority and set up their own dynasties. 

The first historically recorded Habshi is probably Jamal al-Din 
Yaqut, a royal courtier in the kingdom of Delhi, in the north of the 
sub-continent. Early in thirteenth century, as Muthanna4 and Ahmed5 
pointed out, Ilutmish, one of the kings of a Turkish slave dynasty who 
ruled Delhi for a considerable time was succeeded by his daughter, 
Queen Radiya who, in turn ruled Delhi from 1236 to 1240. Queen 
Radiya, to the displeasure of her father’s Turkish nobles, showed 
exceeding favour for the Habshi courtier Jamal (some say Jalal) al-Din 

3 R. Segal, Islam’s Black Slaves (New York: Ferrar, Straus and Giroux, 2001), 71.
4 I. M. Muthanna, Indo-Ethiopian Relations for Centuries (Addis Ababa: Artistic 

Printing Press, 1956), 56.
5 Hussein Ahmed, “From Slaves to Elites: the Ethiopian Muslim Diaspora in 

Arabia and Muslim India,” in Journal for Islamic Studies 20 (2000): 27.
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Yaqut by raising him to a position of governing the Delhi Sultanate. 
The Persian historian Ferishita (1570-1623) says that ‘a very great 
degree of familiarity was observed to exist between the Abyssinian and 
the queen; so much so that when she rode he always lifted her on her 
horse by raising her up under the arms’.6 The result of her favours to 
Jamal al-Din Yaqut was a growing discontent among the Turks which 
soon flared into open rebellion and caused the death of the Abyssinian 
Jamal al-Din Yaqut and the Queen’s deposition. 

Africans were also found in South India, particularly in the 
Deccan. Ibn Batuta writes of a ship owner’s agent at Calicut who, when 
going ashore, was preceded by archers and Abyssinians with javelins, 
swords, drums, trumpets and bungles. He also makes reference of some 
fifty Abyssinian men-at-arms he saw on a ship in the Gulf of Cambay 
during his travels in 1333-42. He comments with some admiration that 
they were ‘guarantors of safety on the Indian Ocean; let there be but 
one of them on a ship and it will be avoided by the Indian pirates and 
idolaters’.7 According to Ibn Batuta,8 the governor of Alapur, southeast 
of Gwalior in North India, was an Ethiopian by the name of Badr who

was continually making raids on the infidels alone and 
single-handed, killing and taking them captive, so that his 
fame would spread wide and the infidels went in fear of 
him. He was tall and corpulent, and used to eat a whole 
sheep at a meal, and I was told that after eating he would 
drink about a pound and half ghee (clarified butter), fol-
lowing the custom of the Abyssinians in their own country.

Africans were involved in many conflicts of the Deccan. The 
Bahmani ruler Sultan Firuz (1397-1422) had many Siddi soldiers, per-
sonal attendants, and bodyguards. His brother Ahmed was jealous of his 
throne and instigated the Siddi bodyguard to assassinate the king. Ahmed 
was brought to power by Siddis. However, afraid of their continuously 
growing strength, he replaced prominent Siddis by Persians. Neverthe-

6 J. Briggs, History of the Mohamedan Power in India Till the Year AD 1612 
(London, 1829), 220.

7 R. Pankhurst, The History of Ethiopia’s Relations with India Prior to the Nine-
teenth Century (paper presented at the Fourth International Conference of 
Ethiopian Studies, Rome, 1972), 54.

8 Muthanna, Indo-Ethiopian Relations, 58.
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less, he could not totally banish the Siddis from his court. Therefore, 
their power and prominence continued to grow in his era. During the 
subsequent reign of Ala-ud-Din Ahmed (1436-1458), they used to flank 
the throne of the king while playing important political roles at the same 
time. Like during the mamluks’ reign of Egypt, some kings were actually 
prisoners or puppets of the Siddi soldiers who were supposed to do what 
the latter wanted. If the kings failed to do what was in the interest of the 
Siddis, they could be easily assassinated and replaced by another person 
from the royal line. For example, in 1461, a Bengali king by the name 
of Humayan, or better known as ‘the tyrant’ was assassinated by a Siddi 
maidservant and was replaced by another ruler.

Several other notable Siddi figures played important role in the 
politics of the Deccan. According to Pankhurst9, one named Khu-
davand Khan, served as governor of Mahur, while another, a eunuch 
called Dastur Dinar, ruled Gulbarga. Thus, Siddis governed two out of 
four of the Bahamni provinces. A third Siddi, Mahmud, was keeper of 
seals, while a fourth, Jauhur, is on record as executing one of the prin-
cipal nobles, who had been accused of disloyalty to the ruler. The most 
famous of these influential Siddi figures in the political history of the 
Deccan was Malik Ambar, who was regent and virtual ruler of Ahmed-
nagar from 1600 to 1626. Siddis had exerted a continuous influence 
in the politics of Gujarat, particularly between the fourteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. Shaykh Said al-Habashi was a ‘cultured and rich 
warrior who performed the hajj, maintained a fine library and a public 
kitchen, and built in 1572/3 a splendid mosque at Ahmednagar named 
after him10’ A Siddi called Malik Sarwar was appointed governor of 
Jaunpur; he was succeeded by his son Mubarek Shah, who struck coins 
in his name, and was succeeded in turn by his brother Ibrahim Shah. 
The latter reigned for almost forty years, and is remembered as a patron 
of literature and the arts.

Numerous Africans were politically very prominent in fifteenth 
century Bengal. The then Bengali ruler, Sultan Rukn al-Din (1450-
1474), reportedly had no less than eight thousand African soldiers, some 
of whom rose to positions of considerable importance. These soldiers 
were particularly influential during the reign of Jalal al-Din Fath Shah 
(1481-1487). This caused the modern Indian historian Sir Jadu-Nath 

9 Pankhurst, History of Ethiopia’s Relations, 1.
10 Ahmed, “From Slaves to Elites,” 29.
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Sarkar, a stern critic of the Africans, to remark: ‘the Abyssinians … pre-
sented a serious problem … They had captured most of the high posi-
tions and now swarmed in the palace and in the city. Power made them 
arrogant and like the Turks in the employ of the latter Abbaside Caliphs, 
they behaved with the citizens with increasing violence’. Siddis were also 
so powerful in Bengal that a group of them conspired to overthrow the 
then ruler Jalal al-Din Fath Shah. Taking advantage of the absence on 
campaign of the loyal Siddi commander-in-chief, Amir al-Umra Malik 
Andil, the Siddi commander of the palace guards, Sultan Shahzada, 
assassinated Jalal al-Din. ‘From protectors of the dynasty’, Pankhurst 
wrote, ‘the Abyssinians became masters of the kingdom’.11

A Siddi known as Shahzada assumed power in 1486 under the 
name of Burbak Shah. He was, however, later on killed by the Siddi 
Amir al-Umara who also enthroned himself as Sayf al-Din Firuz (1487-
1490). He was known for his philanthropic reign, particularly for his 
generosity to the poor. However, his reign was short as he was replaced 
after only three years by an infant king. Real power, however, fell into 
the hands of another Siddi, Habash Khan, who was later on killed by 
another African whose name was Siddi Badr, better known as ‘the mad 
man’. Badr assassinated the young king, seized the throne under the 
name of Shams al-Din Muzaffar Shah, and instituted a reign of terror. 
His cruelty, however, provoked strong opposition against him and 
the African domination. His well-armed five thousand Africans were 
besieged for three months, at the end of which he died.

During the reign of Malik Ambar in the seventeenth century, 
Habash Khan and Siddi Ambar served as admirals of Nizam Shahi’s 
fleet of Ahmadnagar, while Siddi Bulbul was in command of the Rairi 
district. According to C.F. Bekingham Siddis of Khandesh, north of 
Ahmednagar, have introduced what he describes as ‘one of the most 
characteristic features of the contemporary Ethiopian policy,’ namely, 
‘the imprisonment on a closely guarded mountain of all male members 
of the reigning dynasty’.12 It was presumed that members of the ruling 
house in Khandesh were imprisoned in the mountain fortress of Asir-
garh in much the same way as the Ethiopian royalty were detained on 
Amba Gishen during the Gondarine period of Ethiopian history. A 
British traveller, William Fitch, observed that one of the ablest gen-

11 Pankhurst, History of Ethiopia’s Relations, 3.
12 Muthanna, Indo-Ethiopian Relations, 68.
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erals of Emperor Jahangir (1605-1627) was a Siddi who commanded 
some ten thousand brave African soldiers. William Crooke13 spoke of 
‘so terrible’ and ‘bloody’ Siddis who were able to ‘cut down man and 
horse’. Crooke also saw some Siddis in Goa who were brought from 
Mozambique and Mombassa. The Portuguese ran a school for the 
Siddi in which the latter were taught to sound trumpets and play other 
instruments.

The Siddis’ influence continued during the Mogul period. There 
were provincial governors like Atish Habshi (around 1651) of Bihar 
and later of the Deccan; Habash Khan Siddi Miftah and his son Ahmad 
Khan attained high ranks under Aurengazab (1658-1707). Another 
Siddi, Dilwar Khan, was also governor of the Deccan around 1703. 
Emperor Aurengazab, yielding to the Siddis’ influence, appointed Siddi 
Sambal to be the Mogul admiral and gave him a big allowance from 
the revenues of the town of Surat. He was also given the dignified title 
of commander of the nine hundred. Siddi Sambal, before his death, 
appointed Siddi Yaqut as his successor and mobilized all the Siddi to give 
his successor their support and loyal service. Yaqut was said to be distin-
guished for his courage, benignity and dignity. He strove more than ever 
to collect ships of war, to strengthen his fortress and to ward off naval 
offence. Armed and ready night and day, he frequently captured ships 
of his Maratha opponents, and beheaded the captives. Later on, he and 
Siddi Khariyat launched a surprise attack, with scaling ladders, on Danda 
Rajpuri, in the course of which its powder magazine caught fire, and the 
Siddis made themselves masters of the area. Siddis became rich at this 
time from their own business and their allowance from Aurengzab, the 
Mogul Emperor14. As cited by Pankhurst15, Orme writes, 

Reverence to the higher family, and to the Mogul’s 
choice, had given the pre-eminence of command to Siddi 
Sambole; but the other captains preserved the distinct 
command over their own crews and dependents, and an 
aristocratic council determined the general welfare of this 
singular republic; in which the lowest orders from their 
skill and utility, maintained some influence, and proud of 

13 W. Crooke, A New Account of East Indies and Persia Being Nine Years Travels 
1672-1681 (London: Hakluyt Society, 1915), 5.

14  “History of Ethiopian Diaspora in India,” Addis Tribune, April 07 and 28, 2000.
15 Pankhurst, History of Ethiopia’s Relations, 4.
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their importance, merited by the alacrity of their service, 
in so much that they excelled all the navigators of India, 
and even rated themselves equal to Europeans; and indeed 
the onset of their sword was formidable in boarding, and 
on shore.

the ArrivAl of AfricAns in hyderAbAd And 
estAblishment of AfricAn cAvAlry guArds

The coming of Africans to Hyderabad has to do with the State’s 
political and economic relations with countries of the Middle East. 
Maculla, which is situated on the seaboard midway between Aden and 
Muscat, had strong trade relations with Hyderabad State. This is mainly 
because of the significant presence of mercantile Gujaraties working in 
Maculla and many wealthy Arabs of Maculla in Hyderabad. Maculla 
had a ‘considerable’ African population working at its docks. Many 
Africans who were working in Maculla’s docks immigrated in Bombay, 
mainly using Arab dhows. As Ali16 mentions an eyewitness’ report, ‘We 
see a large number of Negroes…There was a considerable importation 
of slaves’. In 1869, a British official reported that many African women 
and men disguised as women posed as wives and daughters of the 
dealers in order to pass by the Bombay customs.17 Similarly, residents 
of Hyderabad confirmed that a number of Africans were imported into 
the city as domestics and that many Arabs returned from pilgrimage to 
Mecca with one or two Africans who posed as members of the family. 
However, these eyewitnesses do not agree that the Siddi were slaves in 
Hyderabad or that they were brought from Arabia against their will. 
After their arrival in Hyderabad the Africans would leave their masters 
and work for other people whom they chose. They were satisfied family 
members of their masters.18 The Siddi were already Arabized in their 
culture and considered themselves as Arabs. That is why, nowadays, 
many Siddi of AC Guards still trace their origin to Maculla and other 
Arab port towns. In addition, there were some Siddi who immigrated 

16 Shanti Sadiq Ali, The African Dispersal in the Deccan (New Delhi: Orient 
Longman, 1995), 193

17 E. J. Harris, “The Dynamics of the Global African Diaspora,” in The African 
Diaspora, eds. Alusine Jalloh and Stephen E. Maizlish (Arlington: Texas A & M 
University Press, 1996), 101-102.

18 Ali, The African Dispersal, 194.
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or were brought to Hyderabad directly from East African countries 
and presumably some from South Africa.

Ali19 describes how daff used to be in Hyderabad in the 60s and 
70s: ‘The Siddis were frequently called upon to sing and dance for wed-
dings and other unofficial activities. The dance called zubu was their 
principal show’. Most likely, what Ali mentioned as ‘zubu’ is Zulu. 
This is shown in a newspaper article Siddis Get no More Than a Sport-
ing Glance. ‘They call some of their dances Zulu dances’.20 This may 
indicate that at least some of the Siddi of Hyderabad might have come 
from as far as South Africa.

The Siddis were gradually employed in the armed forces of the 
Hyderabad State. It was the Raja of Wanaparthy who first collected and 
resettled a community of Africans in his domain. Wanaparthy, located 
in Mahboobnagar, which is about 100 kilometers from Hyderabad city, 
was a district of Hyderabad State and was ruled by a dynasty of Rajas 
who were subjects of the Nizam of Hyderabad. Raja Rameshwar Rao I 
of Wanaparthy had a desire to build a disciplined army of African per-
sonnel. He collected the Africans available in the region and imported 
some from East African ports and organized them into two regiments. 
One was known as the African Bodyguard, and the other, a cavalry one, 
the Wanaparthy Lancers, which later on was renamed as the Goloconda 
Lancers. A cantonment at Makhtal in Mahboobnagar district was estab-
lished for them. The Raja, seeing that his defense force is strong enough 
to challenge that of the Nizam, refused to pay the annual tribute levied 
on him by the latter which resulted in a series of skirmishes between the 
two armies. During the conflict between the Raja’s and the forces of the 
Nizam, the British, who were already stationed in Sekundarabad, inter-
vened and helped them sign a peace treaty in which the Raja presented 
his army to the Nizam while being assigned to the office of the Inspec-
tor General of the Nizam’s armed forces. The Nizam also acknowledged 
the Raja’s autonomy. After the death of the Raja the African Cavalry 
and the African Bodyguards were merged and came to be known as the 
African Cavalry Guards. The Makhtal cantonment was abolished and 
the establishment was transferred to Lakdi Ka Pul or Kharitabad area 
where it is found presently.

19 Ibid., 199n.
20 “Siddis Get no More Than a Sporting Glance,” Express Newsline, December 12, 

1996.
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The African Cavalry Guard has been serving in the army of 
the Nizam until 1948 when all Indian Princely states consented to 
abandon their statehood and join the newly unified India. The Indian 
Union Army assumed the task of being the new defense force of inde-
pendent India. The African Cavalry Guards, like all other armies of the 
princely states, was relieved of its military duty while the soldiers were 
promised a life-time pension. The military barrack of Kharitabad was 
freely given to the Siddi and Yemeni soldiers of African Cavalry Guard 
as their residence quarter and ceased to give any military service. The 
Siddi are living in this residential quarter until now. That is why the 
area is more known as AC Guards than as Kharitabad. 

Although the precise date is not certainly known, the barrack is 
said to be constructed more than hundred years ago. AC Guards con-
stitutes of ten rows of houses each row having twenty quarters, ten of 
which face one direction and the other ten facing the opposite. The 
total number of the quarters is two hundred. However, the total size 
of the households exceeds this number because some houses are shared 
by two or three households of closer relations. Some Siddi households 
reside in the surrounding neighborhoods known as Chintal Basti, Veer 
Nagar, Dhobi Ghat, Mr Shyam Rao Nagar, and Lakdi ka Pul. 

According to one estimate, the present Siddis of Hyderabad resid-
ing in AC Guards are more than three thousand.21 Except about twenty 
Christian households, others are Sunni Muslims. Besides, a Christian 
Siddi household is smaller than a Muslim one, further enlarging the 
population difference of the two Siddi communities.

The immigrant Siddis came from various African countries and 
at different intervals of time. Some interrupted their journey in other 
countries and even stayed many years there before arriving in India. 
Many came to India from Africa via the Middle East countries such 
as Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Bahrain, Oman and Iraq. They lived in those 
countries for a considerable time working mainly in port cities. They 
and their children spoke Arabic and naturalized themselves to the 
culture and the country of their transit to the extent that they are con-
sidered as landsmen by the Arab communities of Hyderabad.

21 Ali, The African Dispersal, 199.
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the christiAn siddis of Ac guArds

Christian Siddis are less than one hundred and fifty in number. 
There is intermarriage between Christian Siddis and Muslim Siddis. 
It seems that more Christian Siddi women have married Muslim Siddi 
men and joined their husband’s religion than the other way round. 
There are also some Christian Siddi men who married Muslim Siddi 
wives and live together maintaining their respective religions. In the 
past, Christian Siddis married more from their Muslim constituencies 
than from Christians of Indian origin. However, the trend seems chang-
ing now because young Christian Siddis identify themselves more with 
Indian Christians than with Muslim Siddis and are highly influenced 
by Western cultural values. English is spoken as a mother tongue among 
the Christians. 

Christian Siddis live in AC Guards dispersed among the Muslim 
Siddis. They invite each other during their respective holidays. Chris-
tians invite the daff party (a traditional music band of Muslim Siddis) 
when they have occasions of festivity though they do not participate 
in the dance. Religious syncretism in both communities shows their 
constant intermingling. A Christian Siddi called David told me that he 
has Muslim Siddi friends with whom he goes in pilgrimage to Muslim 
durgha shrines. 

During the British occupation of India, a number of British soldiers 
were intermarried with local people. Descendants of these intermarriages, 
which are still found across all over India, are known as Anglo-Indians. 
Some of the British soldiers also married wives from the Siddi commu-
nity living there. Their descendants are also known as ‘Anglo-Indians’. A 
few of these ‘Anglo-Indians’, who actually are born of British and African 
parents, still reside in AC Guards’ neighborhoods. These people keep 
their distance from Siddis because they do not want to be considered as 
one of them. Neither do they consider themselves as local Indians. They 
feel and behave and are considered by their neighbors as Europeans. 

This ambivalence of identity on the part of Christians of African 
origin leaves them on the borderline of Siddi identity. In the case of 
‘Anglo-Indians’ no one of them identifies himself/herself as a Siddi. 
Besides, Siddis do not consider them as their people. On the other 
hand, I did not want to exclude them from the discussion because they 
have African roots and are considered by other researchers as Siddis. 
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(The following diagram shows the ‘degree of Siddiness’ of the three 
communities of African origin. Those African-Indians that fall in the 
darker region are more Siddis than those who fall in the lighter-shaded 
region.) 

A B C
FiguRe 1: degRee oF SiddineSS
A = Muslims of African Origin (Siddi) 
B= Christians of African Origin (Partially Siddi) 
C= ‘Anglo-Indians’ (Rarely Siddi) 

identity mAintenAnce And dynAmics

One of the main factors responsible for the survival of Siddi iden-
tity through time is the members’ intensive interaction which, in turn, is 
partly a result of compact communal life in a congested neighborhood. 
Muslim Siddis, who are the majority in AC Guards’, are an intricately 
interrelated and intensively interacting section of the community. 
Their intensive intermarriage has formed a web of kinship relations. 
One is related to the other through double or triple kin ties. To give an 
example, a certain Ahmed is Hussein’s maternal uncle, a husband of his 
paternal aunt, and his father in-law at the same time (See figure 2). Such 
multilevel kinship ties have formed an intensively bonded unique com-
munity which functions as a huge extended family. Muslim Siddi men 
meet every day in mosques during prayer hours. Representatives of Siddi 
households relate in the mosques as members of a single family bound 
to each other by higher order creed. Important communal issues are dis-
cussed and resolved in mosques. One does his best to uphold agreements 
conducted inside the mosques’ premises. The mosques are communal 
grounds where one renews his allegiance to his fellow Siddi and the com-
munity at large. Ritual observations conducted during annual holidays, 
initiation ceremonies and other public occasions bring Muslim Siddis 
together, renew their communal spirit and sense of identity. 

Similarly, there is an intensive interaction between Siddi residents 
of AC Guards and those who reside in Chintal Basti, Veer Neger and 
Irrum Manzil. These neighborhoods are extensions of AC Guards 
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resulting from a natural growth in size. Siddi residents of these neigh-
borhoods visit AC Guards at least a couple of times a week since 
part of their family reside there. Polygamous men who have wives in 
AC Guards and the other Siddi neighborhoods live alternating their 
residence frequently. When Siddi residents of these neighborhoods are 
asked their addresses they always say AC Guards. 

FiguRe 2. multiple conSanguinitieS oF two individualS
Key
 = Ahmed (black)
 = Hussein (gray)

There is also considerable interaction between Muslim and Chris-
tian Siddis. It is not infrequently that the bond of ethnicity crosscuts 
religious differences. There is Christian vs. Muslim intermarriage in 
which the partners maintain their respective religions. Thus, the two 
religions have coexisted within a single family. Ethnicity, neighborhood 
and intermarriage have done their best to enable Siddis of both religions 
coexist in relative tolerance. Of course, their relationship was not always 
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harmonious. There were times in which Muslim Siddis rampaged and 
desecrated Christian religious icons in their zeal to safeguard their 
Islamic ‘purity’. Generally speaking however, there is more tolerance 
than animosity. That is why they managed to live together for several 
decades. Nowadays however, Muslim and Christian Siddi children are 
developing different attitudes to life as a result of their differences in 
living standards and level of literacy. Christian Siddis appear to be more 
liberal and Western while the experiences of Muslim Siddis are con-
fined to local matters. The difference of experience and attitude in life 
is leading young Siddis of the two religions to keep distance from each 
other. In fact, some young Christian Siddis feel awkward and unbecom-
ing of their reputation to associate themselves with Muslim Siddis.

Ac guArds: A sAcred ethnic lAndscApe

Individuals attach values and symbolic meanings to space through 
personal and social experiences. The meaning and power of spaces that 
express the identity of its habitants are articulated through a complex 
system of social and ideational associations. Some spaces have more 
power and significance than others. 

In this regard the Siddis’ emotional attachment to this highly eth-
nicized sacred space cannot be overemphasized. AC Guards has been 
Siddis’ ‘homeland’ for more than three generations. Siddis have an 
emotional attachment to AC Guards because it is not merely their resi-
dential area but also a mark of their identity. It is a constant reminder 
that they and their forefathers were soldiers who fought in the many 
wars of India. Residence in an ex-military barrack reminds the youth 
the ‘heroic’ deeds of their forefathers. In spite of the hardships of life 
many Siddis still prefer to remain in their ancestral ‘homeland’ than 
venturing out elsewhere in search of better life. 

Compact neighborhood facilitates intensive interaction, sense of 
belongingness and an easier flow of material and moral culture across 
generations. A community in which members are closely watched 
and monitored by their fellows has an effective policing mechanism. 
The younger generation learns the values of its society without much 
effort as alternative cultural norms are not in a position to dictate their 
terms. The cultural package comes readymade to succeeding genera-
tions as they normally interact among themselves. AC Guards plays a 
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significant role in this regard. Communal residence in such compact 
neighborhood has helped Siddis to transfer their cultural lore, norms 
and dogmas to posterity relatively easily. If Siddis were to permanently 
live in theses compact residential quarters their group sentiment would 
have always been enhanced by their intensive interactions.

However, this sacred and ethnic space is undergoing dramatic 
change in recent years with a domino effect on Siddis’ identity. As a 
result of the continuous infringement of global and local forces upon 
their hallmark of identity Siddis are gradually marginalized and forced 
out of AC Guards. Any intervention in AC Guards is only possible at 
the expense of their tradition and identity.

the Ac guArds And chAnge

1. inFRaStRuctuRal change in ac guaRdS

The city administration considers some of AC Guards’ houses not 
fitting to the city’s present appearance. The administration has already 
dismantled some of the quarters infusing a row between the Siddis and 
the city administration. If the city administration continues replacing 
AC Guards with modern houses and non-Siddi residents, the Siddis 
will be forced to abandon their ancestral location. And if they are to 
resettle dispersed in various locations future Siddi generations will 
find it difficult to intensively interact with each other as is the case 
at present. This situation indicates a change in residence which has a 
knocking effect on Siddis’ identity.

2. living coSt hike

Nowadays, some Siddis are unable to cope up with the continuously 
growing living standard of Hyderabad and are forced to sell their AC 
Guards’ quarters and move elsewhere in search of better living condi-
tions. The residential quarters of AC Guards are gradually owned by 
businesspersons coming from other cities who use them as shops. The 
presence of these newcomers changes the demographic picture of the 
area and the quarters’ historical significance. Any modification to the 
existing feature of AC Guards is a change in the identity of the Siddis. 
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3. deSiRe FoR occupational change

Some Siddis change their residence because they want to change 
their traditional occupation of playing the daff music and take up 
other jobs. In cast stratified India occupations are allocated based on 
cast membership. It is hardly possible for members of one cast group 
to venture into other casts’ occupations. Few Siddis have realized that 
some caterings in which low class Hindus are engaged in are financially 
more rewarding than their own traditional occupation. Thus, if a Siddi 
aspires to take up an occupation which is traditionally held by low 
class Hindus, he/she would find it difficult to continue residing in AC 
Guards for fear of ridicule. The only alternative is to sell one’s quarter 
and move elsewhere where he/she is not known. 

4. inteRmaRRiage

In most studies of ethnic communities, intermarriage is consid-
ered as the main source of identity change. Intermarriage is assumed 
to cause switching or oscillation between identities leading to what 
Samuel P. Huntington calls ampersand identity. The incidence of inter-
ethnic marriage among Siddis and local Indians had increased several 
times over since 1990s. This is mainly because many Siddis would like 
to assimilate to the host society to avoid being treated as strangers. My 
Siddi friends told me that they are offended when Indians treat them as 
foreigners because of their darker complexion. Therefore, young Siddis 
aspire to change the physical looks of their posterity through intermar-
riage. Some young Siddi men are not willing at all to marry Siddi girls 
of darker complexion because of the prevalent color prejudice. As long 
as racial discrimination persists it will be a driving force for many Siddis 
to further intermarry with the Yemeni Arabs and Indians. Presently, 
many Siddis are physically indistinguishable from the general Indian 
population as a result of years of continuous intermarriage.

While Muslim Siddis do their best to intermarry with India’s Arab, 
Patan and Khan people groups, Christian Siddis are assimilating to the 
general Christian population of India. Since Christian and Muslim 
Siddis are assimilating into different societies they are moving in dif-
ferent directions of assimilation. This has a direct effect on their future 
demography and the relationship between Christian and Muslim Siddis. 
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The relationship between the Siddi who assimilate to Patan and Khan 
people and the Christian Siddi who assimilate to Christians of Indian 
origin will no more be like people of the same ethnic group. These 
Siddis, who once considered themselves as the same people group, are 
now moving in divergent directions of assimilation. This situation brings 
political polarization between the Muslims and the Christians because 
they are entangled in the current politico-religious rift between Muslims 
on the one hand, and Hindus or pro-Hindustan adherents on the other.

Intermarriage with non-Siddis reduces their demography tremen-
dously. Because, when a Patan or a Khan man marries a Siddi woman their 
children belong to the father’s ethnic group irrespective of their gender. 
They will be either Patan or Khan depending on the identity of their 
father. Therefore, a Siddi woman who marries a non- Siddi will never have 
a Siddi child. A Siddi man who marries either a Patan or a Khan woman 
could have Siddi sons but not Siddi daughters since the latter take their 
mother’s identity. In intermarriages with non-Siddis only a Siddi man has 
the ability to have a Siddi child. As a result, Siddis’ intermarriage with 
others makes them lose their population. Had it not been for the presence 
of intra-communal marriages Siddis would have become a community 
of men only after one generation. The feeling of belongingness within a 
family of a Siddi husband and a non-Siddi wife is not as strong as in a 
Siddi family of intra-marriage. Because, such a family constitutes people 
of two ethnic groups whose sense of belongingness is loose and malleable.

FiguRe 3: inteRmaRRiage and itS eFFect upon the Siddi 
  = A Siddi man
 = A Siddi woman
 = A non-Siddi man 
 = A non-Siddi woman
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The above figure shows the numerical decline of AC Guards’ Siddi 
community in succeeding generations caused by their intermarriage 
with non-Siddis. And if intermarriage continues in the second genera-
tion and the Siddi husband fails to have a son, there will be no Siddi in 
the third generation. Siddis will gradually reduce in number as a result 
of strict patrilineality and the preferential rule of endogamy. However, 
despite the tendency towards intermarriage, intra-Siddi marriage will 
not be avoided altogether. Siddi parents who are unable to pay the 
dowry to marry off their daughters to Indians or Arabs find it relatively 
easier to get them husbands among Siddis because the latter do not 
demand high amount of dowry. If a Siddi woman fails to get married in 
due time, she will be taken as a second or third wife by one of the Siddi.

* Need formatted figure

 
Figure 4a: thiS FiguRe ShowS the SociocultuRal 
tRanSFoRmationS that aFRican immigRantS undeRwent 
in india aS they weRe made SoldieRS oF the State oF 
hydeRabad. vaRiouS ethnic communitieS meRged to FoRm 
a Single ethnic community – known aS Siddi. they weRe 
able to FoRm a Single ethnic identity baSed on theiR 
‘pRimoRdial’ tieS.
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* Need formatted figure

Figure 4b: the Social tRanSFoRmation that the Siddi 
undeRwent Since india’S independence haS a beaRing 
on theiR identity. the Siddi joined otheR communitieS 
thRough inteRmaRRiage which ShowS the malleability 
and inStRumentality oF identity.

conclusion

The identity of the Siddis of Hyderabad has been changing since 
their arrival in India and their subsequent settlement in AC Guards as 
soldiers of the Nizam government. This process is continuing unabated 
till today. In fact, due to national and global events that militate against 
their traditions and manners, they are forced to change even faster than 
they could catch up with. As a result, today’s Siddis have little resem-
blance to their predecessors. There are also trends that indicate their 
future is likely to be quite different from what their present position 
is. Many Siddis, who now consider themselves as African-Indians, may 
not do so some years later as a result of their adoption of either Indian 
or Arab identities. There are many reasons to believe that many Siddis 
will identify with totally different ethnic communities after assimilat-
ing to such people through intermarriage and cultural integration. 

Siddis are moving in divergent directions of assimilation. Some 
identify themselves with India, some with Europe, others with Middle 
Eastern countries and still others with Africa. The only spot where 
these divergent communities converge is when they come to their 
residence quarter- AC Guards- which ties them to their ancestral 
tradition and Africa. A sense of commonality and solidarity is always 
renewed and strengthened in AC Guards. However, the demolition of 
AC Guards and the subsequent dislocation of the Siddi residents will 
tremendously and permanently affect their identity.
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sidi elites in indiA

As interest grows about the Africans in the Orient, scholars increas-
ingly find that several men of African origin rose to positions of 

eminence, even though they may have been born or reached the Orient 
in chains. This phenomenon is especially true in India, and it has been 
studied in great depth by Kenneth Robbins and John Mcleod in their 
seminal book on the subject, Habshi Amarat.1 People of African origin 
were known as Habshis, or Sidis, derived from the term sayyidi or 
“my lord” in Arabic. While Malik Ambar, born of obscure Abyssinian 
origin, rose from slavery to become the chief strategist of the Deccan 
rulers against the Mughals in the seventeenth century, dynastic rule of 
the Sidis was established in the kingdoms of Janjira and Sachin till they 
merged with the Indian Union in 1948. Both these places are the sole 

1 K. X. Robbins and J. Mcleod, eds., African Elites in India: Habshi Amarat 
(Ahmedabad, Mapin, 2006). 
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examples where a small number of Sub-Saharan Africans have ruled 
over a composite non-African population. 

The composition of the population in both these places included, 
besides the resident Hindus and Muslims, even a number of Jews. 
Though both communities were of foreign origin in India, they enjoyed 
good relations and it is to the credit of the Sidi rulers of Janjira and 
Sachin that no persecution of Jews was carried out under their regimes 
in India, in keeping with the Indian traditions. This however cannot be 
said for the Portuguese and other Europeans who came to India and 
brought the Inquisitions with them and persecuted the Jews. 

The history of the Sidi kingdom of Janjira has been chronicled by 
Fayeeza Jasdanwala in the aforesaid book.2 Janjira, derived from jazira 
or “island,” lies near Danda Rajapuri in coastal Maharashtra, south 
of Mumbai. The region is also known as Konkan. It is believed that 
long before the beginnings of African rule in Janjira in the seventeenth 
century, Abyssinian merchants had identified this place as a suitable 
base for their trading operations on the west coast of India. In the 15th 
century the region was ruled by the sultan of Gujarat. Towards the end 
of the century (1489, by one account) it passed on under the Bahamani 
kingdom. The Bahamani kings employed Sidis in the army and admin-
istration and thus appointed a Sidi, Yakut Khan as the “thanedar” or 
officer of Danda-Rajapuri. After a long and chequered struggle against 
the Mughals, Marathas and Bijapur rulers in addition to the parent 
Bahamani kingdom, Sidi Yakut Khan laid the foundations of an inde-
pendent kingdom in 1675. By 1707 substantial consolidation of power 
and territory had taken place. The impregnable fortress of Janjira was 
built in 1728 on the island and thereafter it was one stronghold that 
even the British East India Company could not breach in spite of its 
superior navy. After 1857 it became one of the 634 Princely states of 
India with its own coat of arms and a nine gun salute. 

The Sidi kingdom of Sachin was created when Balu Miyan, a rebel 
from the Sidi kingdom of Janjira joined hands with the Maratha Peshwa 
(ruler) against his brother-in-law Sidi Jauhar for a bid on the throne in 
1790. The Peshwa had promised Balu Miyan that he would be granted 
territory that yielded the same revenue as the Habshi Kingdom of Janjira, 
once it became a Maratha possession. Since the Peshwa could not gain 

2 F. Jasdanwalla, “Janjira: The African Legacy,” in African Elites in India: Habshi 
Amarat, eds., Robbins and Mcleod.
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control of Janjira, he safeguarded himself by giving Balu Miyan immedi-
ate possession of a small portion of the promised lands in the form of 
twenty scattered villages in Gujarat, partly surrounded by the Peshwa’s 
dominion and the rest by the Kingdom of Baroda in 1791. Located in 
the present-day Greater Surat area, it was 49 square miles at the time of 
the 1942 census. Sachin had a population of 26,231 of which 85 percent 
were Hindus and 13 percent Muslims. The presence of Jews is established 
by the existence of a Jewish cemetery there. No numbers of the popula-
tion have been found. There were apparently no other Sidi families there, 
besides the royal family. In 1862 the Nawab of Sachin received a guaran-
tee of succession, identical in wording to the guarantee to the Nawab of 
Janjira, 28 years later.3 The administration of the state passed on to the 
British since the state was attached over a debt. Three fourth of the state 
revenue was applied to the debt and the nawab was awarded a pension.

There are two Jewish cemeteries in the Katargam area of present 
day Surat. This area is a part of the erstwhile kingdom of Sachin that 
has now been absorbed into the bustling city. According to an unpub-
lished paper by Dr Sara Manasseh, a member of the Jewish community 
of Gujarat, India, the cemetery at Katargam Road was exclusive to the 
BI community, while the one on Aswani Kumar Road was the final 
resting place of the Arabian Jewish Merchants who thronged the city 
during the eighteenth century. According to Fischel (1965), there was 
once even a synagogue in the region, whose traces can no longer be 
found.4 Prior to the eighteenth century a fairly large number of Jewish 
merchants came to Surat from places as Basra, Syria, Aden, Persia and 
even Afghanistan. With time they made Surat their home and brought 
their families with them. Usually the enjoyed excellent relations with 
the administration- Mughal, Sidi or British. From about the end of 
the eighteenth century the merchants began moving out of Surat to 
Mumbai ( formerly Bombay) and Kolkata ( formerly Calcutta).5 A 
large grave is that of Mosheh Tobi, a ha-Nasi ha-Zaken (The Elder 
Prince or Leader) who was buried in 1769. He is mentioned in Solo-
mon’s book as a Yemenite by birth.6 

3 Ibid., 220.
4 Fischel, W.J., Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research, Vol. 

33, (1965), pp. 1-20. 
5 Sassoon,D.S., A history of the Jews in Baghdad. 1949 (5709),   Letchworth, p. 

205. The work was completed 1932.
6 Ibid.
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There are a few graves in the Katargam Road cemetery, that have 
a distinctly different design from the Arabic Jewish cemetery. In the 
identified grave of Abraham Samuel Bhonkar, d 1896, the lettering 
is in Hebrew and English. This name is distinctively Bene Israeli and 
indicates the presence of the Bene Israeli Jewish community in Surat.7 
Both the cemeteries are in an extremely run down condition. 

Janjira was administered by the British Political Agent from 
Bombay. In 1877, W.G. Pedder found severe administrative problems 
after a riot between Hindus and Muslims in the State. In 1878 the 
Nawab of Janjira handed over his civil and magisterial authority to a 
karbhari or prime minister, in an attempt to defuse the complaints 
and discontent generated and to make the state administration more 
egalitarian. 

The last census carried out for the state of Janjira, in 1941 shows an 
area of 326 square miles and a population of 103, 557; with about 82 
percent of the population Hindu, 17 percent Muslim of which about 
200-300 people belonged to the royal family’s aristocratic African Sidi 
community and several hundred Bene Israel Jews. Old synagogues, 
prayer houses and Jewish cemeteries dot the former Sidi kingdom 
in the similar pattern and frequency as the rest of the neighboring 
Konkan coast.

Jews in indiA

It is believed by historian H. S. Kehimkar8 that the first Jews came 
to India around 175 BC and have stayed on ever since. It has been sug-
gested that the Jewish and Muslim communities in India have had the 
closest ties anywhere in the world. Often sharing cemeteries, both use 
the same nomenclature for many religious terms – namaz for prayers, 
roza for fasts, masjid/masheed for place of worship and kabristan for 
cemetery, amongst others. 

A painting in the over 400-year-old Pardesi Synagogue at 
Matancherry, Cochin says that the Jewish people had trade relations 
with India from King Solomon’s times. According to Kehimkar, the 
Bene Israel people arrived in India about 175 BC, when he assumes 

7 Manasseh S. & Manasseh R., Report on two Jewish cemeteries in Srat, Gujerat, 
India, 2003, unpublished. 

8 H. S. Kehimkar, The History of Bene Israel in India (Tel Aviv, 1937 [1897]). 
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they fled Galilee to escape the oppression of the Greek overlord Antio-
chus Epiphanes. A more contemporary historian, Benjamin J. Israel, 
opines that they came to India in the fifth or sixth century AD from 
either South Arabia or Persia. It is believed that the ship in which 
they were traveling got blown off course and was wrecked at Navgaon, 
about 20 miles south of Mumbai. A monument marks the spot. It is 
notable that these people in spite of long centuries of isolation, kept 
faith with whatever they remembered of Judaism, essentially the strict 
observance of the Sabbath, circumcision of the male child on the eighth 
day, a rudimentary observance of some of the festivals at approximately 
the correct time, and following of certain dietary laws especially about 
fish, till their “discovery” by David Rahabani, a Cochini Jew, and the 
ensuing religious renaissance. 

More recently (2002-03), a rather controversial study of the 
genetic material of the Indian Bene Israel people by British scientist Dr 
Tudor Parfitt,9 professor of Jewish Studies at London’s School of Ori-
ental and African Studies, has linked them as the direct descendants 
of the Cohanim, a small group of hereditary Israelite priests of the 
Second Temple of Jerusalem. If so, as high priests, one might assume 
that they had the knowledge of refining oil used for the “eternal flame” 
in the synagogue. It is likely that they drew upon that knowledge on 
reaching India to make a livelihood. Combined with their strict obser-
vation of the Sabbath, they began to be identified as “Shanwar Telis” 
or “Saturday oil pressers.” Nonetheless, Parfitt's work has come under 
strong criticism and is cited here only to cover the full range of the 
discourse on the subject. 

Agriculture has traditionally been the main occupation of the 
people and typically, land in India was owned by the Brahmins, while 
lower castes served as serfs. The stratified nature of Indian polity and 
society allowed the Bene Israel to make a niche for themselves amongst 
the numerous castes and subcastes. Each group had its distinct areas in 
the village. Since various shades of religious practices have abounded, 
the Bene Israel people could stay together and continue their religious 
practices unhindered. It is not known what language they spoke on 
arrival, but they adopted Marathi, the local language and adapted to 
the local dressing styles; they soon became one of the many castes that 

9 R. Z. Ahmed, “Marathi Jews are Moses’ Kin, Says Study” (Sunday Times of 
India Dated July 21, 2002), p1.
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abounded there. Old photographs, however, reveal that the men wore 
side locks, which linked them in later studies to Yemenite Jews.

As their population grew, they moved on to other nearby villages 
and adopted the local system of the village name as surname, just like 
all else in the region, appending kar at the end of the village name. 
Thus names like Penkar, Ashtamkar, Dandekar and Rajpurkar are com-
monly found, drawn from the names of the villages of Pen, Ashtam, 
Danda and Rajapuri respectively. At one time there were as many as 
142 such surnames.10 A marking of the villages whose names have been 
identified accordingly in the erstwhile Kolaba district, now Raigad dis-
trict of Maharashtra, supports the arrival at Navgaon theory, and their 
fanning out with the growth of population. Most of these villages lie in 
a compact area of Konkan. The area of Jewish inhabitation is marked 
by the presence of synagogues, prayer halls and Jewish cemeteries. The 
structures are unadorned and many of them are closed down now due 
to disuse following the migration of the Jewish people to Israel after 
1948. The land on which several synagogues once stood have been 
returned to the local authorities due to the absence of a supporting 
local population. 

The practice of enlisting peasants into the army service of the 
prevailing ruler was typical to most parts of the world, and India, was 
been no exception. Prevalent even today in the Indian Army, a few 
male members opt for army service to augment the family income 
from agriculture. The Bene Israel were no exception, being fully inte-
grated with the local society. It is not known who was the first Bene 
Israel to enlist, and in whose service, but research has shown that they 
formed a part of Shivaji’s army, and were also present in the navy of the 
Sidis and Angrias who ruled the Konkan coast. On conquering a fort 
or height, called gad in Marathi, Shivaji usually made a family from 
the nearby village loyal to him responsible for its security from other 
invading forces. They were then known as gadkar or “keepers of the 
fort.” This surname abounds in the Bene Israel community, as amongst 
other Marathas. The presence of unadorned synagogues in the Konkan 
region strongly suggests that the synagogues merely supported the reli-
gious needs of a not so wealthy community. 

The biggest and the most adorned Bene Israeli synagogue in the 
region is the Keneseth Eliyahoo or the “Gate of Mercy” Synagogue 

10 Benjamin .J. Israel, The Jews of India (Bombay, Mosaic Books, 1998), 24. 
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at Samuel Street, Thane, near Mumbai. It was constructed by Samuel 
Divekar as thanksgiving for having narrowly missed being executed on 
orders of Tipu Sultan, the King of Mysore. Divekar was in the service 
of the British East India Company and had been taken captive during 
the Mysore War of 1792-99. According to the legend, Tipu Sultan’s 
mother intervened and had the death sentence revoked on learning 
that Samuel Divekar was a “Banu Israel,” i.e. belonged to a community 
quoted reverentially in the Holy Koran and not easily come across in 
distant India. 

the nAwAb And the KArbhAri of JAnJirA

There was a distinct but inestimable population of Jews in the 
kingdom of Janjira, just as in the rest of Raigad- Kolaba district of 
Maharashtra. All the three and a half Talukas of the former Janjira State 
have synagogues, prayer halls, and Jewish cemeteries. These would not 
exist if there was not a sufficient Jewish population needing religious 
services in the State. The presence and density of the Jewish religious 
structures within the boundaries of the erstwhile Janjira State is the 
same as the rest of the Konkan region and strongly suggests that there 
was no persecution of Jews under the Sidi rulers. It can be inferred that 
the Jews lived and practiced their faith in Sidi Janjira with the same 
vigor as they did in the rest of the Konkan region. Several of these 
structures survive to this day in spite of a dwindling Jewish population 
in the region and country.

The tiny Sidi state of Janjira in the Konkan coast of India, saw 
Shalom Bapuji Israel (Wargharkar), a Jew become the Karbhari 
(prime minister) from 1891 to 1896, under Nawab Sidi Ahmedkhan, 
a Muslim ruler of Abyssinian origin. Records reveal that the state saw 
a renaissance and period of great progress during Israel’s karbhariship 
and was long remembered and revered after he reverted back to British 
service after the completion of his tenure. 

The Danda-Rajapuri region changed hands many times. The 
region was ruled by the Peshwa of Maharashtra, the Sultan of Gujarat, 
the Bahamani and Bijapur kingdoms, Europeans and finally the Sidis. 
The Bene Israeli community continued to live and work in the region, 
joining the service of the ruling kingdom. So they were present in the 
ranks of the Maratha rulers, the Bahamani Kingdom and the Sidis at 
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different times. Subsequently the Europeans gained ascendancy in the 
region after the formation of the various East India Companies, culmi-
nating with the English East India Company. The Bene Israel contin-
ued to join the ranks of the army, and many distinguished themselves, 
including Bapuji Abrahamji Wargharkar, the patriarch of the family 
to be discussed. A member of this family, Shalom Bapuji Israel, has 
made history in retrospect by being the first Jewish “Karbhari” under 
a Muslim Nawab in Janjira, thus creating an equation of a Jew and a 
Muslim sharing power, attesting to the high level of integration that 
Jews in India achieved. Some of them even decried political Zionism 
when it began to gain momentum in the early twentieth century. 
Shalom B. Israel’s younger brother, Jacob B. Israel, who had also been 
the Karbhari of Aundh State, wrote in “The Israelite,” a magazine pub-
lished from Mumbai, strongly against political Zionism and its likely 
after effects.

fAmily history

Good work has traditionally been rewarded with a grant of land, 
and that may have been the case with the patriarch of the Wargharkar, 
a family that gave three karbharis to three different States of Deccan-
Janjira, Akalkot, and Aundh. According to Benjamin J Israel, a scion of 
this family, who later adopted the surname Israel, the patriarch had a 
different surname till he was settled in Warghari village of Janjira state11. 
He however suggests that it was possibly from service to the Angrias, 
the powerful Maratha naval commanders of that period. According to 
Israel, Wargharkars were very small in number and all of them traced 
their roots to this single family. Following are biographical accounts of 
some of the better known figures in that family.

At one time to keep crimes against women in check, the Nawab 
of Janjira had issued orders that no young woman could remain a 
widow indefinitely in those communities, which allowed remarriage. 
She would have to get married to any man who came forward to 
marry her and paid a fee of fifty rupees to the State treasury. Shalom 
Bapuji Israel’s grandmother (Bapuji Israel’s mother-in-law) had come 
under the purview of this law years earlier. A Churrikar by birth, 

11 Benjamin .J. Israel, Khan Bahadur Jacob Bapuji Israel, a personal sketch (1982), 2, 
a privately circulated book. 
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she had been married to a middle-aged wealthy widower Mhaselkar 
of Mhasala village, who owned a fair amount of land and had a few 
grown-up children. He died early, leaving behind the young widow 
with a baby daughter and other grown-up children. In accordance with 
the prevailing laws a man whose details are not known came forward 
to marry her and paid the requisite fees to the State treasury. Since the 
woman was quite unwilling to enter into such an alliance, she called for 
her brother, a havaldar in the Third Regiment of Bombay Army, who 
came armed with a letter from his commanding officer addressed to the 
Political Agent at Janjira. Upon the Political Agent’s intervention, the 
Nawab relented and gave them twenty-four hours to leave the borders 
of the State. The woman never returned to Janjira, forfeiting all claims 
to her deceased husband’s property and remaining deeply distrustful 
of Janjira.12 Benjamin Israel notes in his book, that years later she even 
rebuked Shalom B. Israel for taking up his appointment at Janjira.

Sometimes in the nineteenth century, the Wargharkars had 
relocated to Ahmednagar, the erstwhile headquarters of the Baha-
mani Kingdom, the reasons of which are neither known, nor can be 
established. Abrahamji Wargharkar was enlisted in the Fourth Rifles 
Regiment of the English Bombay Presidency Army, and soon rose to 
become a Havaldar Major, a very high rank for a native officer. He went 
on a military expedition to China preceding the First Opium War of 
1839, and never returned.13 Abrahamji’s brother Solomon, alias Sille-
man, alias Satkelji, was a Havaldar in the 25th Regiment of Bombay 
Native Light Infantry. Ezekiel, alias Bapuji, Abrahamji’s son was 
enlisted as a boy recruit into his father’s regiment by the commanding 
officer, as the boy became an orphan after the death of his father. His 
mother had died in his early childhood. Enlisted as a sepoy, Bapuji soon 
began to rise and attained the rank of Subedar in 22 years of service, 
after which he sought retirement. He wore two medals, Mooltan and 
Persia. He could not stay on to attain the highest rank permissible to a 
native officer of the period, Subedar Major, as he had lost all his teeth 
and was not able to give the drill commands effectively, as was required 
at his rank.

He then came back to Ahmednagar and was reemployed in the 
Police Department in 1863 as a native commandant in Ahmednagar 

12 Ibid., 48.
13 Ibid., 39.
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District. He rose to become Police Inspector and was posted to Pune. 
He had the opportunity to serve various dignitaries during his career 
with the police, the foremost being Prince of Wales, Maharaja Tuko-
jirao Holkar of Indore and Sir Salar Jung Saheb of Hyderabad. He 
was also involved in the management and distribution of aid during 
the famine of 1875-76 in the Deccan. Several times he was posted 
out of Amednagar on promotions, which he sacrificed to remain in 
Ahmednagar and oversee the education of his sons—Shalom, Hyam, 
and Jacob. His name appears in the Bombay Government Gazette of 
21 February, 1878, as Chief Constable. Though not greatly educated 
himself, he took a keen interest in his son’s education. Bapuji was a 
well-respected member of the Bene Israel community in Ahmednagar 
and also served as muccadam or head of the community for sometime.

Shalom Bapuji Israel studied up to matriculation and joined Gov-
ernment service as a clerk in 1872 at a salary of 10 rupees per month. 
He rose rapidly through the revenue and legal departments and by 
1880 became a Deputy Collector. By 1888 he was bestowed the honor-
ary title of Khan Saheb. In 1891 he was appointed Karbhari of Janjira 
State with a rather high salary, where he remained for the next six years. 
The Nawab of Janjira and he had the most cordial relations. Bringing 
with him his vast experience in the various government departments, 
Shalom Bapuji Israel initiated many far reaching reforms in the State, 
which won the approval of R.A. Lamb, the Political Agent of Kolaba 
greatly. Nawab Sidi Ahmedkhan, eager to please the Political Agent 
implemented most of the reforms suggested, and governance in the 
state improved, as did productivity of crops and collection of revenue. 
Communal tensions were firmly reigned in and all the communities – 
Hindus, Muslims, and Jews coexisted peacefully. 

the other KArbhAris

Bapuji Israel’s second son, Hyam, died of tuberculosis in 1880. The 
third and youngest son, Jacob, joined Government service as a clerk 
in the Revenue Department at Sirur, Poona district and quickly rose 
through the ranks. In 1901 he was appointed Karbhari of Aundh State. 
It was a troubled period for the State. Being a confidante of the Political 
Agent, Jacob Bapuji Israel served two terms of five years in the position 
and saw three Chiefs in ten years. This earned him the dubious distinc-
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tion of being a “king-maker and king-breaker.” In 1910 he was awarded 
the title of Khan Bahadur. He retired in 1916. A detailed chronicle of 
the Aundh period would make a separate study in itself. Jacob B Israel 
threw himself into community and literary matters after retirement. 
Notable amongst them are his efforts to establish the credentials of the 
Bene Israelis and his writings in The Israelite decrying political Zionism 
prevalent at the time.14

Shalom B. Israel’s son Hyam Shalom also studied up to graduation 
and distinguished himself in government service. He was appointed 
Karbhari of Akalkot State in 1917,15 during the reign of Raje Saheb 
F S Bhosle. Subsequently he was second grade Mamlatdar in East 
Khandesh in 1923,16 from where he went as Assistant Commissioner, 
Revenue, to Poona in 1931.17 He was decorated with an OBE in 1938. 
He was active in communal matters and is listed in the Jewish Year-
book, communal directory of 1936, along with his father. The Israel 
"dynasty" continued through his descendents, and Jacob Bapuji Israel’s 
son Benjamin too joined government service in 1929, and served till 
1959. He was presided over the Bombay Philosophical Society in 
1962-64, and has published several volumes on the origin and history 
of Bene Israelis in India. Hyam Shalom’s son Joseph Hyam joined the 
British and later Indian army and served at various places defending 
the countries frontiers. Major Joseph Israel was survived by his widow 
Josephine, son Raymond and daughter Naomi in 2003, at the time of 
researching this piece. They made available many archival documents 
quoted here.

conclusion

The Konkan and Malabar coast have seen very active trade with 
Arabia and North Africa since time immemorial. As often in Indian 
history, though not necessarily always, communities coexisted and 
maintain good relations for the most part, as outsiders were being 

14 Khan Bahadur Jacob B. Israel, “Reflections on the Purity or Otherwise of the 
Bene Israel Race in India,” Israelite Vol III, 9-10 (Bombay September- October 
1919). 

15 Aha Simcox, Letter No EST 7 of 1917 to Raje Saheb of Akalkot, November 8, 
1917

16 Bombay Government Gazette, April 19, 1923, 785.
17 The Bombay Civil List, 1937, 60.
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assimilated into the Indian social and cultural fabric. Muslims had 
been coming to the Konkan coast by way of trade much before the 
Muslim invasion of the north in 1000 AD by Mahmud of Ghazne 
and subsequent Islamization of a large number of Indian people. The 
Matancherry island near Cochin has the distinction of having the 
places of worship of Hindus, Muslims, Christians, and Jews all in an 
area of about 3 square kilometers. The Pardesi Synagogue in Cochin is 
over 400 years old and is revered by all in the area. 

It was trade that brought the first Sidis and Jews to India, and there-
after they developed a social, cultural, and political presence. Indian 
Muslims, including the Sidi nawabs, while drawing from the same 
Holy Koran as Muslims all over the world, treated the Jews in their 
kingdom with respect and tolerance in spite of their small numbers. 
The incidence of Shalom B Israel and Nawab Sidi Ahmedkhan is not 
an exception but merely the highest point of cordial Jewish- Sidi rela-
tionship. An old dilapidating synagogue and a mosque sit next to each 
other in the Borlai-Habshi village of the former Janjira kingdom, sug-
gesting the existence of great mutual respect shared between the two 
communities under the patronage of the Sidi rulers.

The Jews in India were not conspicuous by their wealth or physiog-
nomy, as in several other parts of the world. They were well assimilated 
in the Indian cultural milieu as one more distinctive group mongst 
the multi-cultural fabric of the country. The Jewish remnants are 
fast disappearing in India due to the shrinking numbers of a not very 
wealthy community. The land on which the synagogue at Mala village 
of Janjira once stood has been handed over to the village committee, 
once it ceased operations due to the disappearance of the supporting 
community from the region. The expenses of day to day running of the 
synagogue at Borlai Habshi is shared by the two last remaining families 
there. Lack of preservation and improper documentation could cause 
these historical details to be lost forever. 
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the Ambiguous 
identity of the blAcK 
dutchmen: AfricAns, 

indonesiAns or dutch?
Ineke van Kessel, Leiden University, the Netherlands

introduction

This paper discusses the experience of African soldiers in the Dutch 
East Indies army and their Indo-African offspring.1 During the 

nineteenth century, some 3,000 Africans were shipped from West 
Africa to serve in the Dutch colonial army. In several respects, their 
history is rather exceptional when compared to the overall picture of 
the African Diaspora in Asia. While most African migration to Asia 
originated from North, East and Southeast Africa, these soldiers were 
West Africans. The use of Africans as soldiers is of course far from 
exceptional, but the Africans in the Dutch East Indies army were 
counted and considered as part of the European contingent of the 
colonial army. Their Indo-African offspring largely assimilated into the 
lower ranks of the Dutch colonial elite, not into Asian host society.

In other respects, this history incorporates patterns that are 
common to the overall story of the African experience in Asia. The 

1 This chapter is based on my book: Ineke van Kessel, Zwarte Hollanders: Afri-
kaanse soldaten in Nederlands-Indië (Amsterdam: KIT Publishers, 2005).
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vast majority of the African soldiers in the Dutch army were of slave 
descent. There is some ambiguity as to whether the Dutch recruitment 
of Africans should be seen as voluntary or involuntary migration. The 
Africans strongly identified with their role as soldiers. An army career 
became a family tradition: sons and grandsons also served – now vol-
untarily – in the Dutch army.

This paper takes us to West Africa, the Netherlands East Indies 
(present-day Indonesia), Surinam and the Netherlands. The chain of 
events begins and ends in the Netherlands, and covers more than a 
century. The central theme in our wanderings over four continents is the 
range of identities adopted by or imposed on the Black Dutchmen, or 
Belanda Hitam, as the African soldiers in the Dutch army were known 
on Java. Belanda Hitam is the Malay expression for Black Dutchmen. 
In Javanese they were known as Londo Ireng, or Black White Men. 
Their legal and bureaucratic status proved a crucial element in this 
process of identity formation. In other words: their bureaucratic status 
largely determined whether later generations of Indo-Africans ended 
up as Indonesians or as Dutchmen.

At the time of their recruitment in the mid-nineteenth century, 
ethnic belonging would have been the crucial identity marker. The 
recruits most probably would have identified themselves as Mossi, 
Grunshi, Fante, or Elmina men. They spoke different languages, 
which often were not mutually intelligible. An overarching identity as 
“Africans” developed only in the Diaspora. In the Dutch East Indies 
army, the men from West Africa served together in African compa-
nies of 100 to 120 soldiers. As Africans, these soldiers were entitled 
to European status. The African soldiers manifested a strong sense of 
solidarity among themselves, while jealously insisting on their Euro-
pean status which distinguished them from native Indonesian soldiers. 
Since African recruitment was limited to young men only, the African 
soldiers cohabited with local Indonesian women, following the estab-
lished practice among European and native soldiers alike. In time, 
their Indo-African offspring fully identified with their status as Dutch 
nationals, assimilating fairly smoothly into Indo-European society. 
After the independence of Indonesia, most Indo-African families 
opted for “repatriation” to the Netherlands, as they considered them-
selves “born Dutch.” 
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historicAl overview: 
AfricAns in the coloniAl Army

Between 1831 and 1872 some 3,000 African recruits sailed from 
the West African town of Elmina to Batavia (now Jakarta), the capital 
of the Netherlands East Indies, to serve in the Dutch colonial army. 
After their contracts expired, some returned to the Gold Coast where 
the majority settled in Elmina, on a hill still known today as Java Hill. 
Others, having established families during their long years of army 
service, opted to settle in the East Indies. They became the founding 
fathers of the Indo-African communities in the Javanese towns of Pur-
woredjo, Semarang, Batavia, Salatiga and Solo. 

African recruitment was a response to the shortage of manpower 
in the Dutch colonial army, and the high mortality among European 
troops in the tropics. The manpower problem became particularly 
acute in the wake of the Java war (1825-1830) and the secession of 
Belgium in 1830, which meant that the national reservoir for army 
recruitment had shrunk considerably. Inspired by the example of the 
British West India Regiments, the Department of Colonies turned to 
the almost forgotten Dutch Possessions on the Guinea Coast, where 
commercial activity was at a low ebb following the abolition of the slave 
trade in 1814. It was assumed that Africans would be better equipped 
to withstand the hot climate and the dreaded tropical diseases in the 
East Indies.

Like all colonial armies, the East Indies army also recruited 
native regiments in the Indonesian archipelago. Army policy dictated 
however that roughly half the troops had to consist of Europeans, who 
were deemed more reliable and better qualified. The African soldiers 
were counted as part of the European contingent. Their conditions of 
service were mostly the same as those of Europeans, and considerably 
better than those of the indigenous soldiers. 

Using foreign-born troops has been a common practice in impe-
rial armies since Roman times. Being foreigners, these troops would 
not be tempted to fraternize with the subject population. The risk of 
desertion is minimal. Their prime loyalty would be with the army as 
their source of livelihood, security and status: the army served as a sub-
stitute family. Roman and Islamic conquest armies as well as European 
colonial armies in later centuries have made an extensive use of African 
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troops. Stereotypes of “martial races” proved long-lasting: Africans 
were strong, physically imposing, courageous, and – provided that 
they were treated properly – fiercely loyal. In European colonial armies, 
preference was usually given to men from the interior, who – unlike 
coastal Africans – had not been spoiled by western civilization.

The loyalty of African troops in colonial armies was generally 
ensured by granting special benefits and privileges. Thus, even when 
they were of servile origins, African soldiers used their newly acquired 
corporate identity as military men to enhance their status vis-à-vis 
civilian society. It fitted the purposes of colonial rulers to instill in their 
African soldiers a sense of superiority over the civilian colonial subjects. 
In his history of the King’s African Rifles, Timothy Parsons points out 
that African servicemen both consciously and unconsciously exploited 
the contradictions of the colonial state to seek greater rights and status. 
He aptly quotes Ann Laura Stoler and Frederick Cooper, who remind 
us that “one of the most basic forms of colonial control ...depended on 
soldiers who were simultaneously coerced and coercing, who enforced 
the will of the elite yet made demands themselves.”2

Even before the arrival of the African recruits, the Dutch East 
Indies army relied heavily on one privileged category of native soldiers: 
Christians from the Moluccan Islands, often labelled Amboinese, 
after the main island of Amboina or Ambon. As Christians, they were 
unlikely to fraternize with Muslim Javanese or Sumatrans. Their pay 
and conditions of service were considerably better than those of Java-
nese soldiers, but for most of the 19th century they were not yet entitled 
to equal treatment with the European troops.

As the Dutch transported African men only, the Africans lived 
with indigenous Indonesian women, much like their Dutch fellow-sol-
diers. Potentially, these liaisons could have undercut their loyalty to the 
army. In practice, this did not happen as family life and army life were 
strongly integrated. Once a liaison was approved by the commander, 
the soldier was allowed to live with his wife in the army barracks. From 
an early age, their sons were groomed to become soldiers, while daugh-
ters assisted with cooking and laundry in the army quarters.

In due course, their Indo-African offspring became part of Indo-
European society: they spoke Dutch as their mother tongue, the 

2 T. H. Parsons, The African Rank and File: Social Implications of Colonial Mili-
tary Service in the King’s African Rifles 1902-1964 (Portsmouth, 1999), 6.
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children attended European schools and were baptized in one of the 
Christian churches, mostly Catholic. The most cohesive Indo-African 
community lived in the garrison town of Purworejo in central Java, 
where in 1859 King Willem III allocated them a plot of land. Other 
garrison towns such as Semarang and Salatiga were also home to a 
number of Indo-African families. Indo-Africans living outside these 
main centers tended to assimilate into Indo-European or Indonesian 
society, often becoming oblivious of their African roots.

The 3,080 Africans were recruited in several phases. In the first 
experimental phase, beginning in 1831, the government in The Hague 
sent instructions to Elmina to recruit volunteers: “a company of 150 
Negro soldiers,” without the use of “coercion or force.” If the experi-
ment proved satisfactory, recruitment would then be organized on a 
more sustained basis. Volunteers however proved very scarce. The three 
ships that were sent from Holland in 1831-1832 collected altogether 
only 44 recruits.

This first batch took part in a military expedition in southern 
Sumatra, where the army was sent to quell an uprising. Initial reports 
about their qualities as soldiers were highly favorable. Reports from 
Batavia to The Hague stated that the Sumatrans were “full of awe and 
admiration” for the Africans, which prompted the Governor-General 
in Batavia to reiterate his previous request for an entire African regi-
ment in the Indies. 

In September 1836 an official mission, headed by Major-General 
Jan Verveer, sailed from the Netherlands with a vast array of presents 
for the King of Ashanti and instructions to arrange for the enlistment 
of between 2,000 and 3,000 soldiers. Along the coast volunteers were 
few and far between, but the Kingdom of Ashanti was seen as the 
key to solving the manpower problem. Verveer was well received and 
the manifold presents were much appreciated. On March 18, 1837, 
a contract between King Willem I of the Netherlands and Kwaku 
Dua I of Ashanti was duly signed. The Asantehene agreed to deliver 
1,000 recruits within a year. He received 2,000 guns by way of advance 
payment, with the promise of 4,000 more to come. Moreover, the 
Dutch obtained permission to open a recruitment agency in Kumasi. 
Witnessing the frequent human sacrifices in Ashanti, the Dutch del-
egation was convinced that the Asantehene and his court controlled 
vast amounts of manpower, some of which could surely be made avail-
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able to the Dutch army. As recruitment was still supposed to be volun-
tary, slaves offered to the recruiting agent received an advance payment 
to purchase their freedom. On arrival in Elmina, they were given an act 
of manumission as proof of their legal status as free men. The recruits 
paid for their own freedom: the advance (around 80 to100 guilders) 
was later subtracted from their army pay. 

Verveer believed that Africans detest anybody who is not Negro-
black or European-white.3 He assumed that they would look down on 
the native Indonesian population. The issue of equal treatment with 
European troops was central to the African recruitment exercise. A 
European official who accompanied Verveer to Kumasi later stressed 
how he had repeatedly witnessed how Verveer had assured reluctant 
recruits that they would be treated as “white soldiers,” acting in strict 
compliance with his instructions. Verveer also dwelled on the signifi-
cance of religion. Africans from the Ashanti region presumably held a 
“fetish” religion, which Verveer considered a point in their favour. If 
the African soldiers had been Muslims, they would possibly be tempted 
to fraternize with the Muslim Javanese and Sumatrans. But if their reli-
gion was a “fetish,” they could easily be persuaded to adopt “the exter-
nal appearances” of the Christian religion, which would ensure that 
they would keep their distance from the Javanese and “other Eastern 
tribes.”4 The Roman Catholic faith was deemed the most appropriate 
for this purpose. Thus, from the outset army command emphasized 
that it was imperative to maintain social distance between the African 
soldiers and the native Indonesian population.

Recruitment in Kumasi never met Dutch expectations. In the first 
year, the Asantehene delivered only fifty-one recruits. The recruitment 
agency was somewhat more successful, but remained far below target 
numbers. Ashanti law prohibited Ashanti citizens from entering into 
foreign service, and the supply of slaves was much smaller than had 
been anticipated. The Ashanti would only sell a few of their slaves to 
the recruiting agent when they were in need of cash. 

Meanwhile, recruitment also continued in Elmina. All in all, 
between 1836 and 1842 some 2,100 African soldiers left Elmina for 

3 Kol., Generaal Overzigt, Gouvernements renvooi dd 3 Julij 1837 no 1 kabinet.
4 Kol., Generaal Overzigt, bijlage La G. Verveer's message dd. November 11, 

1836, no. 1 to the Governor General of the Netherlands East Indies is quoted in 
this memorandum.
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the East Indies. Recruitment was first suspended and then abandoned 
altogether in 1841. The British government had protested that this 
mode of recruitment amounted to a covert form of slave trading. 
Moreover, several mutinies by African troops in the Indies had led the 
colonial administration to doubt the wisdom of the African recruit-
ment scheme. 

The African soldiers turned out to be no less vulnerable to diseases 
than their European counterparts. Mortality rates among the African 
troops were as high as those among Europeans. On the other hand, 
quite a few African soldiers chose to re-enlist for one or more terms 
of two, four or six years after the expiry of their initial contracts. They 
were generally regarded as loyal and courageous, but ill-disciplined in 
combat.

After some reconsideration, recruitment was resumed in the late 
1850s but on a much smaller scale and with more precautions to ensure 
the voluntary nature of enlistment. Between 1860 and 1872, another 
800 African soldiers sailed from Elmina to Batavia. Recruitment ended 
in 1872 with the transfer of Elmina and the other remaining Dutch pos-
sessions on the Guinea Coast to the British. 

By 1915, there were no longer any African soldiers in active service 
in the East Indies. Many of the sons and grandsons of the African sol-
diers however continued to serve in the Netherlands East Indies Army, 
establishing colonial control over the vast Indonesian archipelago, suf-
fering the hardships of the Japanese prisoner of war camps during the 
Second World War and ultimately fighting the Indonesian nationalists 
in the Indonesian War of Independence (1945-1949).

evolving identities: from donKo’s to 
dutchmen

At the outset of this saga, the African recruits would have identi-
fied with their ethnic identity: they were Mossi, Grunshi, Dagomba, 
Fante, or Elmina men. To the Ashanti, people from territories north 
of Ashanti were known simply as Donko’s, the generic term for slaves. 
Once they entered Dutch army service, they became Africans or 
Negroes. Both terms are used interchangeably in the Dutch archives. 

Men from the coast considered themselves superior to Africans 
from the interior: those from the coast were used to the presence of 
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Europeans, while people from the interior were not familiar with 
whites and their peculiar habits. Occasional reports mention some 
friction between coastal men and the Africans who originated from 
the interior. But from a very early phase, their common identity as Afri-
cans came to dominate their diverse ethnic identities. As Africans, they 
were entitled to European status. In spite of their lowly slave origins, 
the African troops were well aware of their right to European status, 
resenting every infringement. After a series of encroachments on their 
status as European soldiers, they rose in open rebellion.

The series of incidents, which culminated in armed mutinies, had 
in fact begun with some economising measures that initially affected 
the Amboinese only but were later extended to the Africans. From 
1835, the Amboinese were no longer issued with straw mattresses 
(bultzakken) as the Europeans had, but with native sleeping mats and 
leather pillows. The measure was of course advertised as being in the 
best interest of the health of the Amboinese. The argument was that 
the Amboinese, not being used to straw mattresses anyway, did not 
know how to keep their sleeping quarters clean. Unlike the native 
soldiers, the Amboinese were entitled to wear shoes. As this privilege 
was equated with European status, the Amboinese would never leave 
the barracks without this important attribute. While shoes were an 
important status marker, they were not necessarily comfortable. Inside 
military quarters, the Amboinese therefore often walked barefooted, 
thus muddying their mattresses. When the army decided that they had 
to change their mattresses for sleeping mats, the Amboinese accepted 
this ruling without protest.

In 1838 this measure was extended to the African soldiers.5 Like 
the Amboinese, the Africans took off their shoes inside army quarters, 
and -according to documents from army headquarters in Batavia “were 
known to be of an uncleanly nature, to have a greasy skin, greasy hair 
and a peculiarly strong and unpleasant smell.”6 Thus, the army reasoned 
that native sleeping mats made more suitable bedding for the Africans.

An uprising in 1841 on Sumatra was sparked off by the replace-
ment of the mattresses by the native mats, while in 1840 the issue of 
bedding was also mentioned among the grievances of the mutineers 

5 Kol. na 1850, Generaal Overzigt, Missive van den kommandant van het obser-
vatiekorps dd. Februarij 6, 1838, no. 186

6 Kol., Generaal Overzigt, bijlage La G, Aantekeningen op nevenstaande memorie
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in Kedong Kebo, on central Java. But discontent had apparently been 
brewing for some years. Already on March 16, 1838, the commander 
of the 1st battalion had reported a “spirit of discontent.” He advised 
against having more than one company of Africans per battalion, as 
the Africans were “choleric, quick-tempered and extremely insolent” 
and could easily band together to cause mischief.7 Army organization 
prescribed that ten battalions would each have one African company, 
with the other companies consisting of natives, Europeans and perhaps 
Amboinese. Two battalions would each have three African companies, 
while the other half of these battalions would then consist of three 
companies with only Europeans.

courAgeous but ill-disciplined

Beginning in 1838, seven years after the start of African recruit-
ment, the commander of the colonial army received regular reports 
about disturbances in the African companies. Several cases of desertion 
and protests were reported in 1838. Army headquarters reported to the 
colonial government the difficulties in dealing with the Africans and 
warned that it would require much patience and caution to obtain the 
desired results. But in spite of the manifold difficulties, overall judg-
ment on the Africans as soldiers was still largely positive, as is evident 
from reports sent in 1838 by battalion commanders with Africans 
under their command.8 As this is a combined report covering various 
regions and battalions, it is worth summarizing extensively. According 
to their commanders: 

The Africans had adjusted well to the military way of life, 
but they had little notion of subordination and showed 
little respect for non-commissioned officers and corporals. 
Yet they were rarely punished, as the army command had 
given instructions for lenient treatment. Much patience 
was required to make capable and orderly soldiers out of 
the African recruits, with communication problems being 
the main obstacle. The Africans spoke and understood 
neither Dutch nor Malay, the languages of instruction in 

7 Ibid.
8 Kol. Generaal Overzigt, Verslag over bij het leger dienende Afrikanen, attached 

to Missive van het militair departement dd. sept 3, 1838, no. 3 geheim.
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the army. They spoke a variety of African languages, so that 
even among themselves communication problems per-
sisted. As a consequence of the communication problem, 
it was not yet possible to submit the Africans fully to the 
rules of army discipline.

Their cleanliness left much to be desired, they did not 
know very well how to handle their clothes, but demon-
strated more interest in cleaning and maintaining their 
weapons. Initially diseases were widespread, notably 
stomach problems, skin infections (due to laziness result-
ing in uncleanliness), syphilis and worms in their legs. But 
most of these problems had been overcome.

The Africans kept their distance to both Europeans and 
natives. They were very distrustful and always worried 
that they were being cheated.9 Some spoke a bit of broken 
Dutch and a little Malay, just enough for shopping on the 
bazaar. The Donkos from the interior were less intelligent 
than coastal Negroes. In the third battalion, lieutenant 
De Villepois had organised a daily language class with 
the Eurafrican corporal Ruhle, while the 4th battalion had 
admitted eight of the most ambitious Africans to the gar-
rison school. Arms instruction took a lot of time, due to 
language problems.

According to their commanding officers, the nature of 
these Africans was hot-tempered, irascible and often very 
insolent. Used to having one master only, they could not 
understand that so many were giving them orders. They 
were of a rough nature, jealous, distrustful and greedy. 
On the other hand, they were honest men; no traces of 
thievery had been reported. They were mostly strong, 
muscled, indefatigable and very adapted to the tropical 
climate. During military expeditions they demonstrated 
bravery and fearlessness, even more so than the Europeans. 
In combat their ardour needed to be tempered, otherwise 
they ignored the orders of their officers. Some reports 
mention a substantial use of alcohol, but less so than 
with the European soldiers. Much friction was reported 
between the various tribes, notably between coastal 
Africans and those recruited from the interior, known as 

9 With good reason, as will be shown later.



the AmBiguous identity of the BlAck dutchmen

111

Donkos. It was repeatedly emphasized that the Africans 
looked down on the native population.

Their main vice was laziness. Their greatest pleasure was 
doing nothing, or lying down to smoke tobacco. There-
fore it required constant attention to make them attend 
to cleanliness, but otherwise their conduct was deemed 
satisfactory. The reports advised strongly against plans for 
the formation of a separate African corps in the East Indies 
Army. This proposal was put forward by the Department 
of Colonies in The Hague, but in the Indies it was feared 
that then the Africans would develop a too dominant 
esprit de corps, which would go against military subordi-
nation. With too many Negroes in one corps, they might 
become ungovernable and as they were already inclined to 
mutinies, they would then cause great mischief. Summing 
up, the conclusion of the battalion commanders was over-
whelmingly positive: the Africans were to be preferred 
even above Europeans, and it was therefore deemed desir-
able that African recruitment be maintained.

Yet, only three years later, African recruitment was first reduced to 
200 new recruits annually, and shortly afterwards, in December 1841, 
recruitment in West Africa was stopped altogether.10 Now the minister 
of Colonies in The Hague even proposed schemes to rid the army of the 
Africans as much as possible and as soon as possible, by assigning them 
coolie duties or employing them as rowers and crew on navy or transport 
ships in the Indies. These proposals were never implemented, but they 
are indicative for the drastic change in perception in the Dutch official 
mind. What had happened to cause this startling reversal of judgment?

A series of mutinies: 1838-1841

In April 1840, African soldiers of the 4th infantry battalion in the 
garrison town of Kedong Kebo (Purworejo) in central Java had staged 
an armed revolt after a row regarding their pay. This 4th battalion was 
unusual in that it had three African companies, numbers 3, 4 and 5. 

10 By Royal Decree of December 17, 1841, African recruitment at the Guinea 
Coast was abandoned altogether. The decree cited specifically the African 
mutiny of 1841 in the 10th infantry battalion on the West Coast of Sumatra as 
the reason to stop African recruitment.
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Discontent had been brewing among them because of infringements 
on the promise of equal treatment with Europeans, given to them in 
Elmina. With regard to pay, clothing (underpants) and bedding, these 
promises had not been kept. With the formation of a third African 
company, the Africans apparently gained confidence and began to 
protest openly. It had been reported to the commander of this battal-
ion that the Africans had gathered in the moonlight and had sworn 
an oath that on April 16 they would insist on receiving equal pay with 
the Europeans, and otherwise they would go on strike. On this day, the 
Africans of the 3rd and 5th company disobeyed their officers, stormed 
with deafening shouts into the kitchen, and returned armed with 
wooden sticks. Shouting rebellious slogans, they returned to the bar-
racks to get hold of the guns. Meanwhile, the 4th company had already 
armed itself. As the commander had had prior warning, the European 
troops had already occupied the barracks to prevent the Africans from 
taking the guns. The mutineers were dispersed and armed patrols were 
sent out in pursuit. They succeeded in apprehending 85 Africans, while 
three men managed to escape. The African NCOs’ and corporals did 
not take part in the rebellion, but it was assumed that they were not 
totally innocent of this conspiracy.11 

The commander of the 2nd military department on Java, Colonel 
Le Bron de Vexala, now had had enough. He sent the report of the 
battalion commander to army headquarters and added the recommen-
dation to impose an exemplary punishment, as the only way to clip the 
mutinous instincts of the Africans. He asked government permission 
to shoot the instigators of the mutiny. In case the instigators could not 
be identified, a certain number of the Africans who had participated in 
the rising ought to be shot as an example for the others. Thus far insub-
ordination had been punished by disciplinary measures (i.e. caning), 
but Colonel Le Bron de Vexala believed that this had led the Africans 
to wrong conclusions. They no longer behaved with the usual respect 
for their officers and were getting out of control.12 

Yet, these stern warnings failed to dissuade the Africans from 
further protests. In June 1841, 37 African soldiers of the 10th infantry 

11 Kol., Generaal Overzigt, Missive van den militairen kommandant te Kedong 
Kebo, April 17, 1840 [no number].

12 Kol., Generaal Overzigt, Missive van den kommandant der 2e militaire afdee-
ling dd April 18, 1840, L D.
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battalion, fully armed, walked out of the Dutch fortress Van der Capel-
len on the west coast of Sumatra, after repeated refusals to obey orders. 
A detachment of soldiers was sent out in pursuit and met the deserters 
near fort Kayoetanam on the way to Padang. Attempts to persuade the 
Africans to return to their duties were futile. They were obviously pre-
pared to resist attempts to escort them back. When the pursuing party 
attempted to take them by force, a fight ensued, leaving two Africans 
dead and four badly wounded. The remainder was taken prisoner.13 

For the first time, the Africans were to be court-martialled. The 
prosecutor agreed that vigorous action was necessary, but raised a ques-
tion: if the accused Africans were not familiar with the army’s code of 
discipline, the judge might decide that the Africans could not be held 
responsible.14 An investigation by army headquarters brought to light 
that there was no uniform procedure to make the Africans familiar 
with the code of discipline, which dealt with offences such as deser-
tion, treason, insubordination and theft. In the 4th battalion, scene of 
the Kedong Kebo mutiny, the articles of the code were read monthly 
in the Malay language, as the Africans were more familiar with Malay 
than with Dutch, a consequence of their contacts with native women. 
Elsewhere, a translation of the disciplinary code in the language of 
Ashanti was read to the troops every month, while the 1st battalion on 
Sumatra’s West Coast used a translation ‘in the African language’. With 
the Africans who had been assigned to artillery and cavalry battalions, 
no procedure existed to acquaint the Africans with the rules. The 
various translations were now circulated over the different battalions, 
to find out whether the Africans understood the contents.

Sentences were exceptionally lenient. The Supreme Military 
Tribunal in Semarang passed sentence in the Kedong Kebo case on 
December 18, 1840. The sentences read as follows: five ringleaders 
were sentenced to 25 strokes (“klingslagen”) and two years in prison; 
six were sentenced to 25 strokes and one year in prison; four to 25 
strokes and six months in prison; 18 mutineers heard a sentence of one 

13 Kol.,Generaal Overzigt, Missive van den militairen kommandant ter Sumatra’s 
Westkust dd julij 9, 1841, no. 1143/84

14 Kol., Generaal Overzigt, Missive van den Advocaat Fiscaal voor de Land- en 
Zeemagt dd April 22, 1840, no. 171 spoed
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month in prison, 50 Africans were sentenced to 14 days in prison while 
one African was acquitted.15

On November 29, 1841, the ringleaders of the 1841 mutiny on 
Sumatra were tried by the military court in Padang. The Supreme 
Military court confirmed the sentences on April 8, 1842. One suspect, 
Coffie Prins, was identified as the instigator and leader of the mutiny. 
He was sentenced to death, but the Governor-General exercised his 
prerogative to change the verdict to ten years in prison. After serving 
his prison sentence, Coffie Prins was discharged from the army and 
shipped back to Elmina. Three ringleaders were sentenced to six 
months detention and 25 strokes each, while six convicted mutineers 
got off with 25 strokes only.16 In army terms, these were remarkably 
lenient sentences.

Who were the mutineers? Coffie Prins and his associates were 
former slaves, but they were recruited in coastal settlements such as 
Elmina and Accra. Therefore, they were probably quite accustomed to 
the world of Europeans, and unlikely to be overawed by their white 
commanders. If we presume that the ringleaders were correctly identi-
fied, we can discern much the same pattern in the sentences passed both 
in the Sumatra case and the Kedong Kebo case. The ringleaders – those 
who were sentenced to prison sentences of six months or more – were 
all slaves from coastal towns. Their following –those who got off with 
25 strokes and perhaps a few weeks in prison – were a mixed bunch of 
ex-slaves from the coast and from the interior, including Ashanti. Only 
one of the mutineers was of free descent: Kobbena Esson from Elmina 
enlisted as a free man who needed the advance on his army pay to pay 
off his debts. With a sentence of two years and 25 strokes for his part 
in the Kedong Kebo mutiny, he was obviously among the perceived 
ringleaders.

The mutiny in Kedong Kebo was the final straw for general Cochius, 
the commander-in-chief of the East Indies Army. He concluded that 
the experiment had miscarried: experience had taught that the “Negro 
race” was not as suitable for the army as had initially been expected. 
Moreover, he believed that the promise of equal treatment had been a 
very serious psychological error. Experience had taught that immediate 

15 ARA, Stamboeken onderofficieren en minderen van het Nederlandsch Oostin-
disch Leger.

16 Ibid.
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and total emancipation inevitably caused problems, even with slaves 
who had been exposed to the civilizing influences of European masters. 
Even more so would this apply to slaves who had recently been liberated 
from the most abject state of slavery, where they had been treated as 
cattle waiting to be slaughtered at the whims of their Ashanti masters. 
This psychological misjudgment, he believed, was the cause of all the 
discontent and rebellion. Cochius deemed equal treatment anyway 
nearly impossible, because of the “uncleanliness and the peculiar stink-
ing exhalations” of the Negro race, which made them most unfit to use 
the European type of bedding. In his opinion, the Africans had anyway 
no need for mattresses, in view of their previous life style. The army had 
not dared to take their shoes from them, even though their performance 
as soldiers was hampered by this novelty to which they were not accus-
tomed. The commander stated that their “childish conceit” and “stupid 
pride” should not be encouraged but suppressed.

Cochius concluded that experience had taught that the Negro 
soldiers would never be able to substitute for Europeans in the army. 
“Wherever the Negro soldiers served together in a company, they have 
banded together in mutiny, under the pretext that infringements had 
been made on the promise of equal treatment with European soldiers.” 
In support of this conclusion, he cited colonel Michiels, who had com-
manded the expeditionary force on Sumatra: “They should not send us 
any more Negroes, as they are only fit to be used as beasts of burden, ruled 
by the whip. Even in combat they are not useful: they shout more than 
they have courage, are dirty and will never act in a disciplined manner.” 
Cochius proposed to halt the recruitment of Africans, or at the very least 
to diminish their numbers and to send out more Europeans.17

For army officers in the East Indies, it was all in all very difficult 
to understand why the Africans ought to be treated better than the 
tried and tested Amboinese soldiers. The privileged position of the 
Africans must have been puzzling to Dutch, Amboinese and native 
soldiers alike. From the point of view of the Africans, most likely, 
the distinction between Amboinese and natives made no sense. They 
had been promised equal treatment with Europeans, and vociferously 
objected to being treated as “natives.” They were probably unimpressed 

17 Kol., Generaal Overzigt, Missive van de kommandant van het leger dd. Augus-
tus 8, 1840, no. 1, geheim
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when their commanders retorted that they were not being treated like 
natives at all, but as Amboinese, and therefore, as Christians.

The reason for the mutinies seems quite clear: the Africans pro-
tested against infringements on the promise of equal treatment with 
Europeans. The Africans said as much and the European officers 
apparently understood these grievances perfectly. Time and again, this 
explanation is given in the army records dealing with this and other 
African mutinies. Nevertheless, a dense fog of mystifications developed 
around these motives. Why was the issue of equal treatment of such 
paramount importance to the Africans? And why was this so difficult 
to understand for the Europeans?

The key to unraveling the psychological mindset of Africans and 
Europeans might be found in the privileged position of the Amboinese 
soldiers. To a European officer in the East Indies army, “being treated as 
Amboinese” indicated a privileged status, usually enjoyed by Christians 
only. The Africans ought to be grateful that they enjoyed equal status 
with Amboinese. To the African soldiers, Amboinese most likely were 
just another brand of natives. And they were most determined not to 
be treated as natives. Had the Europeans slept on sleeping mats, they 
would undoubtedly not have objected to this bedding arrangement. 
But with their newly acquired corporate identity as “African soldiers 
with European status,” they resented being put on the same footing as 
“natives.”

AccommodAtion And identity formAtion

After the Sumatra mutiny, things calmed down. Throughout the 
1840s, a few reports trickled in about new disturbances and fights, 
but army correspondence no longer reflected a sense of urgency. Obvi-
ously, both the army and the Africans had settled in a routine that both 
sides could live with. Disturbances apparently did not exceed normal 
patterns, and once or twice the commander-in-chief even concluded 
that the Africans had understandable grievances that needed redress. 
Some of the grievances were indeed addressed, but the position of 
the African soldiers remained ambiguous. They counted as part of 
the European formations, and were treated as Europeans in many, but 
not all, respects. Sometimes they equaled Europeans, sometimes they 
were treated like the Amboinese, and in some respects – re-enlistment 
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premiums, and pensions – specific regulations were introduced for 
Africans as a separate category.18 The deduction of 8½ cents for the 
“restitution of the advance payment for manumission” continued, and 
was initially even extended to the second generation of Indo-African 
soldiers, men who were free-born in the East Indies! In 1891(!), the 
Indisch Militair Tijdschrift carried an anonymous plea for the abolition 
of this unfair deduction.19

The story of the Africans in the East Indies was given a new and 
unexpected turn by the third expedition to Bali in 1849, a successful 
expedition after two previous failures, which was celebrated with much 
pomp and circumstance on the main square in Batavia. The untiring 
efforts of the Africans, their courage, loyalty, state of health, strength 
and endurance had greatly impressed the newly arrived commander-
in-chief, Duke Bernhard van Saxen-Weimar Eisenach. In his view, this 
experience proved that Africans were very suitable as troops. The Afri-
cans compared favorably with the European part of the army below the 
rank of officer, which consisted for the greatest part of “soldiers with 
a criminal record, deserters from the Dutch national army, drunkards, 
deserters from the Belgian and French army and Germans, most of 
whom are rascals and tramps, and for whom the service in this colony 
is a last refuge.” According to the new commander, the Africans could 
hardly be blamed for all the problems mentioned in earlier military cor-
respondence. They simply had been unable to understand that promises 
of equal treatment, which had been made in the name of King, were 
not kept. And since they had been unable to express their grievances in 
Dutch or Malay, discontent had escalated to violent protest. For their 
part, the African soldiers readily conformed to their role as loyal Euro-
pean troops. At the parade in Batavia after the 1849 victorious cam-
paign on Bali, one of the African sergeants proposed a toast:

18 Verzameling der Algemeene Orders en van eenige der meest belangrijke Beslui-
ten en Instructiën uitgevaardigd aan de Koninklijke Nederlandsche Landmagt 
dienstdiende in Oost-Indië. Derde Deel, bevattende de jaren 1850 tot en met 1855. 
Breda: Broese, 1858; D.R.F. van Haeften, Pligten en Regten van den Indischen 
Militair in het bijzonder van den Infanterist. Handleiding voor den soldaat, tot de 
kennis zijner dienstpligten. Gids voor officieren en onderofficieren, bij het houden 
van theoriën. Batavia: Ogilvie, 1882.

19 "Een voorstel in het belang der Indo-Afrikanen,” Indisch Militair Tijdschrift, vol. 
2 (1891): 481-483.
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Gezigt Zwart  (Face Black
Hart Wit  Heart White
Leve de Koning  Long Live the King)

This anecdotal evidence is cited in several publications as proof 
that the Africans identified with their prescribed role.20 More con-
vincingly perhaps, the local population indeed perceived the African 
soldiers as Europeans. In Malay they were known as Belanda Hitam 
(Black Dutchmen), and in Javanese as Londo Ireng (Black White Men).

The African soldiers in the East Indies had been caught in a colonial 
paradox. As soldiers in a colonial army, they were encouraged to look 
down on the natives, to foster a corporate identity as soldiers who were 
above the colonized civilian population, and to maintain a status of 
Europeans. From the point of view of the army command, their loyalty 
would be ensured by their privileged position vis-à-vis the natives. For 
this purpose, it was acceptable that the Africans were given European 
status. But the same army command found it very difficult to cope with 
Africans who took their European status at face value, and insisted that 
their treatment accorded in every detail with that of Europeans. The 
African soldiers fully identified with their role as European soldiers. 
Their overall story is largely one of adaptation, accommodation and 
even identification with the Dutch colonial administration. The muti-
nies were caused by encroachments on their status as Europeans. Once 
they felt that their rightful place in colonial society was respected, they 
established a reputation of bravery and loyalty. 

While the mutinies can be understood as attempts to forcefully 
negotiate respect for their European status and thus ultimately aimed 
at integration, there are also instances of Africans opting out. However, 
opting out was an individual choice, not collective action. Army 
records mention examples of recruits who were diagnosed by medical 
officers as homesick, but this could have been a temporary condition. 
More serious are the recorded cases of desertion and suicide. Even the 
successful completion of an army career cannot always be taken as 
conclusive evidence that the African had indeed adapted well. Army 
records list a few dozen cases of veterans who had decided to settle on 
in one of the garrison towns on Java, but later changed their mind. Ten 
or even twenty years after being pensioned, they requested passage to 

20 For example, Tijdschrift voor Nederlands Indië, vol. 16, no. I (1854), 367-378.
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Elmina. These requests were usually granted: the veteran was allowed 
to return to Africa at the expense of the Dutch government while the 
pay out of his pension would also be transferred to Elmina. 

In the course of the nineteenth century the African soldiers played 
their part in the process of Dutch colonial expansion in the Indone-
sian archipelago, notably in the decades-long Atjeh (Aceh) war. Some 
African soldiers became fluent in Dutch; others acquired only a working 
knowledge of Dutch and/or Malay, the two languages of instruction in 
the colonial army. Many were baptized, mostly Catholic, while those 
who in Africa had been Muslims often chose to remain Muslim. But 
hardly without exception, they made sure that their children went to 
European schools and were baptized in a Christian church. In Dutch 
colonial society, this was obviously the recipe for upward mobility. 

By the mid-twentieth century, the Indo-African descendents had 
fully internalized their identity as Dutchmen. They were vaguely aware 
of their partial African ancestry, but this was simply taken for granted. 
In most Indo-African families, African heritage was never discussed. At 
most, some families retained a notion of ethnic identity, but without 
any sense of the geographical context. One old lady told me that 
grandfather had been a Moosie, and she assumed that Moosies hailed 
from Mozambique. He was, in fact, a Mossi, from present day Burkina 
Faso. One aged army veteran stated that grandfather was a Groessie 
from Ethiopia. He turned out to be a Grunshi, from Northern Ghana. 
Others believed that their family originally hailed from South Africa.

Although the Indo-Africans culturally belonged to Indo-European 
society, they maintained nevertheless a sense of community among 
Indo-Africans. Intermarriage was common, and in the army, “African 
boys” tended to seek each other’s company. But marriage and friendships 
with Indo-Europeans or Dutch were also common. Relations with the 
Indonesians, the colonial subjects, tended to be more aloof. The Indo-
Africans assimilated with the lower echelons of Dutch colonial society, 
not with the colonial subject population. Not surprisingly, the Indone-
sians viewed the Indo-Africans as part and parcel of the colonial order.

world wAr ii in south eAst AsiA

On March 6, 1942, the Japanese army marched into the town of 
Purworejo, a garrison town on central Java. The Japanese occupation 
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forces followed the same procedure as elsewhere on Java. The Dutch 
residents and the Indo-European population were herded to a central 
square, while the Javanese people looked on in amazement, and at times 
with glee, at the sight of the public humiliation of the arrogant colo-
nial overlords. The inhabitants of Kampung Afrikan (African village), 
a small settlement of people of mixed African-Indonesian descent, 
were also instructed to assemble on this square. Together with the 
Dutch, the Indo-Africans walked – hands up – in between a cordon of 
Japanese troops to the square next to the army barracks. The Japanese 
commander held a speech, which was then translated into Malay. The 
Europeans and Indo-Europeans were locked up in a local hotel, later to 
be transported to various internment camps. Then the Japanese officer 
turned to the Indo-Africans, who anxiously awaited their fate. He said 
briefly: “And the blacks can go home.”21

Bewildered but relieved, the Indo-African women, children and 
old men walked back to the African village. Under normal conditions, 
the Indo-Africans cherished their European status. They were well 
aware of their rights, and would not normally tolerate infringements 
on their privileges as “Europeans.” Now, for the first time in their expe-
rience, being denied European status was greatly to their advantage. 
Belanda Hitam with Indonesian partners now found themselves at an 
advantage, while those married to a Dutchman lived a more precarious 
existence. While the Indo-Africans of Purworejo were left alone, else-
where on Java some of the Indo-Africans shared the fate of the Dutch 
and Indo-Europeans in internment camps or “protected neighbor-
hoods.” The Indo-African men were nearly all in army service: most 
were professional soldiers, like their fathers and grandfathers. Those 
who followed a civilian career had been drafted as conscripts after the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour. The Indo-African soldiers spent the 
war years in Japanese prisoner-of-war camps, where they suffered the 
same fate as the Dutch troops. Dozens had to perform forced labour 
on the Burma railway.

indonesiAn independence

The capitulation of Japan on August 15, 1945 did not mean the 
end of war for the Netherlands East Indies. Two days later, Sukarno 

21 Interview with Evelien Cordus-Klink, Alkmaar, September 28, 2000.
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and Mohammed Hatta proclaimed the independence of the Repub-
lik Indonesia. A period of chaos ensued. The Dutch were unable to 
re-establish control, the British had other priorities, and the young 
Republik was not capable of controlling its youthful, militant adher-
ents. In this power vacuum, the pemuda’s – militant youth – vented 
their anger on anything and anybody related to colonialism: Dutch, 
Indo-Europeans, Chinese, Amboinese, as well as the Belanda Hitam. 
Like the other Dutch, the Black Dutchmen were taken by surprise. 
Isolated from the outside world in their prisoner of war camps, civil 
internment camps or the relative safety of Kampung Afrikan, they were 
unaware that the tables were turning against the colonial order.

Indo-African soldiers, who had been liberated from the Japanese 
prisoner-of-war camps, were generally quite prepared to fight for the 
return of the familiar colonial order. Many volunteered, hoping that 
their participation in military action on Java would provide them with 
the opportunity to be reunited with their families. Few, if any, doubted 
the legitimacy of the Dutch war against the Indonesian nationalists. 
Meanwhile, the security situation on Java deteriorated rapidly. Dutch 
and Indo-Europeans civilians were advised to remain in the Japanese 
camps, for their own safety. In October 1945, those outside the Japa-
nese camps were assembled in “protection camps,” established by the 
Republik, for their own safety as well as to prevent them from collabo-
rating with Dutch attempts to reestablish colonial control. Dozens of 
Indo-Africans also landed in these overcrowded, ill-provisioned camps. 

Indonesian nationalists had clearly identified the Belanda Hitam 
as belonging to the enemy camp of the Dutch colonial rulers. The story 
goes that Sukarno, as a student at the technical academy of Bandung, 
had already told Indo-African fellow-student Wil Comijs, that an inde-
pendent Indonesia would have no place for the Belanda Hitam, as “you 
Africans have joined the Dutch in the fight against us Indonesians.”22 
In Kampung Afrikan, Indonesian police arrived in November 1945 
to order all inhabitants to assemble at the police station. Here, men 
and women were separated. Women and girls were interned in a mili-
tary hospital and later in a school, men and boys in the local prison, 
and later in a nearby internment camp. Nobody attempted to escape, 
fearing for their life outside the “protection camps.” They were finally 
liberated and handed to the Dutch in February 1947, after a deal had 

22 Interview with Bert Klink, Rotterdam, February 19, 2002.
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been negotiated between Indonesians and Dutch. The camp experi-
ence did not deter young Indo-Africans from opting for a career in the 
Dutch colonial army. Two months after his release, young Kees Comijs 
from Purworejo signed up as a soldier in the KNIL.

The women also lived through some terrifying experiences. One 
Indo-African woman was beaten severely when the Indonesians discov-
ered a Dutch flag in her possession. Indonesians checked hand palms, 
foot soles and even buttocks of their internees for secret messages. 
Families with a Javanese mother were at an advantage, as the Indonesians 
would allow the Javanese family members to go out and search for food. 
Women and girls were released in 1946 and evacuated to Bandung or 
Jakarta (Batavia), both towns under Dutch control. Indonesians took 
over the houses in Kampung Afrikan. Today, only a few tombstones on 
the cemetery and two street names recall the Indo-African community 
that lived here for almost a century: Gang Afrikan I and II.

When the Dutch finally recognized Indonesian independence in 
1949, the Indo-Africans faced the same choice as the Indo-Europeans: 
become citizens of the Republik Indonesia or join the exodus to the 
unknown “motherland.” Most of the Indo-African career soldiers were 
“repatriated” as a matter of course, when the KNIL troops were shipped 
to the Netherlands. Many of them never harboured any doubt: “I was 
of course a Dutch boy,” as one of them said. Quite a few continued 
their army career in the Dutch national army. Some opted initially to 
remain in the land of their birth, Indonesia, but found life increasingly 
difficult when tension between Jakarta and The Hague escalated in the 
mid 1950s. Faced with the loss of their jobs or pensions, and some-
times physical intimidation, thousands of Indo-Europeans and dozens 
of Indo-Africans had to join the second phase of the exodus to the 
Netherlands, willingly or unwillingly. Little is known about those who 
stayed behind in Indonesia: many families did not manage to maintain 
regular contact. By now, they will have assimilated with the Indonesian 
population: these Belanda Hitam have become Indonesians, while 
those who migrated to the Netherlands continue to regard them-
selves as Dutch – either as straightforward Dutch or otherwise they 
fashioned for themselves a slightly more exotic Afro-Indo-European-
Dutch identity. But as I learned in my interviews, many never gave a 
thought to matters of identity. It simply was not an issue.
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becoming A blAcK strAnger in surinAm

Rika Maurik had married a Surinamese soldier whom she had met 
on Java. She followed her husband to Surinam. With her dark com-
plexion, she had expected that she would easily fit in with Surinamese 
society, but the experience proved the most difficult time of her life. “In 
Surinam, people saw me as a stranger and a conceited one on top of that. 
Yes, I am dark-skinned, but I do not have frizzy hair. All the time they 
were asking me why I ironed (straightened) my hair.”23 On the market 
in Paramaribo, she chatted in Malay with the Javanese merchants, but 
with the Creole market women she could only converse in Dutch. 
Within a year, she arranged for a trip to the Netherlands for herself 
and her four children. In the Netherlands, she felt less an outsider than 
in Surinam. Being dark-skinned proved no recipe for belonging in a 
black society. This little episode serves to illustrate the complex nature 
of issues of identity and belonging. Much later, Rika Maurik married 
Kees Comijs, a childhood acquaintance from Purworejo. In their old 
age, the couple became actively involved in organising Indo-African 
gatherings in the Netherlands.

AdApting to dutch society 

Problems faced by Indo-African migrants to the Netherlands were 
no different from the experiences of Indo-Europeans. In interviews, 
they told about the difficulties they had faced: cold and wet weather, 
every day bread and potatoes, prospective employers doubting the value 
of their diplomas. For the women one problem stood out: here they 
had to cope without domestic help. On Java, most families were used 
to the services of a maid, a garden boy, a baboe to look after the chil-
dren. Even the lower echelons of colonial society commonly employed 
one or two domestic servants, but in the Netherlands, housewives had 
no assistance for their domestic chores. 

For some of the aged Indo-African men and women, adjustment 
to life in the Netherlands proved difficult. Loss of status was difficult 
to accept, and moreover, being black made them rather exceptional in 
the 1950s. In the more cosmopolitan cities on Java, their dark faces 

23 Interview with Rika Comijs-Maurik, Gouda, August 18, 2004.



AfricAn communities in AsiA And the mediterrAneAn

124

had inspired less curiosity than in the Dutch towns of the 1950s. Most 
of the young Indo-Africans adjusted fairly easily, although sometimes 
with a few street fights or verbal exchanges. Some joined the post-war 
emigration to the USA or Canada. 

In the first decades after arrival in the Netherlands, the Indo-
Africans, dispersed all over the country, devoted their energies to a 
new start: jobs, housing, and schools for their children. A few hundred 
Indo-Africans maintained informal contacts, meeting each other at 
birthdays, weddings and funerals. Children growing up in the Nether-
lands were generally very ignorant about their origins. Some had heard 
vaguely about Africa and Indonesia, others were only aware of their 
Indonesian heritage. There was always a handy explanation for dark 
complexions: Amboinese blood, or something similar. 

Since 1981, Indo-African descendants meet every two years for 
a reunion. With the launch of the Stichting Indo-Afrikaans Kontakt 
in 2002, organization became more formalized. Contact with descen-
dants living in Ghana was established in 2000, when Dr. Thad Ulzen, 
the great-great grandson of Negro corporal Manus Ulzen, attended 
the 10th Indo-African reunion. Manus Ulzen was among the 44 first 
recruits. He returned to Elmina with a war injury and settled in his 
home town as a pensioner. In 2003, the Ulzen family opened a museum 
on their family plot in Elmina. The Elmina-Java Museum tells the story 
of the African soldiers for Java.

reception of the belAndA hitAm story

In conclusion, I add a brief discussion concerning the very differ-
ent reception of this history with different audiences. I have had the 
opportunity to tell this story to audiences in the Netherlands, Ghana, 
and at various international conferences, from Houston to Goa. I am 
struck by the different responses. In the Netherlands, the general reac-
tion is a gasp of indignation when I tell the story of the African slaves 
who had to pay for their own manumission when they became soldiers 
in the Dutch army. A sense of scandal is further caused by the direct 
involvement of the Dutch king, Willem I, in the African recruitment. 
Dutch responses are heavily influenced by a famous novel by Arthur 
Japin, The Two Hearts of Kwasi Boachi.24 This historical novel tells 

24 Arthur Japin, The Two Hearts of Kwasi Boachi (New York: Knopf, 2000).
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the dramatic life story of Kwasi Boakye and Kwame Poku, two young 
Ashanti princes who came to the Netherlands in 1837 with the embassy 
of Major General Verveer. They received a Dutch classical education. 
Poku then joined the Dutch army, while Boakye continued his studies 
to become a mining engineer. Contrary to Dutch intentions, Boakye 
refused to return to his native land and opted to enter the service of 
the Department of Mines in the Dutch East Indies, where he even-
tually died. Poku did return to the Gold Coast, where he committed 
suicide in the Castle of St. George d’Elmina. Japin depicts the related 
episode of African recruitment indeed as a scandalous affair of covert 
slave trading. 

Ghanaian audiences remain unmoved by this part of the history: 
they are only too well aware that this was how business was being 
conducted at that point in history. They react with indignation when 
I tell how later generations of Indo-Africans fought with the Dutch 
against Indonesian nationalists. Sukarno is perceived as the Indonesian 
equivalent of Kwame Nkrumah: how could a “Ghanaian” fight in such 
a war? Related is the sentiment that later generations of Indo-Africans 
must have maintained some kind of primordial African identity. Some 
Ghanaians asked why the Indo-Africans did not return to Ghana, after 
Indonesian independence. The explanation that the people concerned 
were third or fourth generation descendents of the original African 
soldiers and their Indonesian wives, who had fully identified with their 
Dutch identity, is met with incredulity by some Ghanaians. They stare 
in disbelief when I explain that only a few descendents have any active 
interest in their partial African roots. 

Americans tend to react with disbelief to the promise and practice 
of granting (with some exceptions) of European status to the African 
troops. African-Americans want to believe that the Africans felt senti-
ments of solidarity with other dark-skinned peoples, such as the people 
of the Moluccan islands, or the Papuas of Dutch New Guinea. The fact 
of the matter is that the Africans were keenly aware that their interests 
were best served by insisting on their European status. They identified 
with their status as European soldiers, and later, as Dutch nation-
als. When applying for “repatriation” to the Netherlands after 1949, 
several descendents testified: “We want to go to Holland because we 
were born Dutch.”
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Lastly, how do Indo-African descendents living in the Netherlands 
deal with their intriguing history? Most in fact knew very little about 
the past, and generally appreciated my efforts to put their history on 
record. For many, this history is not a big deal. There is no sentiment 
of an injustice that needs to be redressed or compensated, as is the case 
with descendents of African slaves who were brought to Surinam. The 
Indo-Africans prefer to remember their African ancestors as brave war-
riors, emphasizing the soldier experience, rather than the slave origins. 
Perhaps about a dozen of them manifested an active interest in their 
African roots by visiting Ghana, the land of their ancestors. But for 
many, Africa is a scary place. Indonesia is a much more popular destina-
tion for “roots” tourism, with more tangible sites of memory.
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Considering movements of people between South Asia, Africa 
and Australia offers an opportunity to rethink Empire and more 

broadly to question the way we have understood the meaning of land 
and landscapes. In Australia, until the mid-twentieth century, history 
focused on the distance between the colony of Australia and that of 
metropolitan Britain, tracing the impact that the enormity of that 
distance and the duration of travel had in shaping the colony.1 More 
recently, historians have focused attention on the links between settler 
colonies and the movements of ideology, policy, popular culture and 
people between these colonies of America, Australia, New Zealand, 
South Africa, Canada and even South America.2 This focal analysis 

1 Geoffrey Blainey, The Tyranny of Distance: How Distance Shaped Australia's 
History (Melbourne: Macmillan, 1982).

2 Ibid.
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on settler colonies and settler colonialism has often been intensely 
critical.3 Some scholars have invoked Fanon’s analysis of the role of 
settlers themselves in the deep conflicts of colonialism.4 Nevertheless, 
the attention of such analysts, however critical, has continued to focus 
on settler ideologies and settler-to-settler connections. An important 
and complex example of the tensions involved can be seen in the range 
of the chapters in the edited volume Connected Worlds: History in 
Transnational Perspective.5 Only three of the chapters deal with non-
European settlers, two of them in relation to South Asia, but their 
focus is limited to middle class or professional travellers in western 
imperial nations. Patrick Wolfe has identified the problems in his essay 
“Islam and Indian Nationalism in Europe” where he argues that these 
narrow sets of limits have continued despite the fact that “transnational 
history… has no necessary confinement to settler societies in the west.”6 

One reason is that the sources for such studies have been the 
traditional historians’ sources of the documentary and visual archive, 
whether formal or informal, official or popular. The official records, 
the catalogues and the schedules of European colonial powers are actu-
ally the archives of imperial control. They demonstrate the ways in 
which metropolitan powers attempted to impose order onto “chaos” 
by directing the deployment of people and things around their newly 
acquired territories. The very existence of these records implies that 
such control was effective. Other records, such as those of popular 
culture, for example novels and images, which circulated between self-
consciously defined ‘settler’ communities, display the achievement of 
“settler” goals. Such documents reflect hopes, desires or fantasies rather 
than accomplished facts.

3 Derek Gregory, the Colonial Present: Afghanistan, Palestine, Iraq (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2004)

4 Ann Curthoys, "Constructing National Histories," in Frontier Conflict: The Aus-
tralian Experience, eds. Bain Attwood and Stephen Foster (Canberra: National 
Museum of Australia, 2003); Lorenzo Veracini, "The Evolution of Historical 
Redescription in Australia and Israel and the Question of Founding Violence," 
Australian Historical Studies 122 (2003): 326-45.

5 Ann Curthoys and Marilyn Lake, eds., Connected Worlds: History in Transna-
tional Perspective (Canberra: ANU ePress, 2005).

6 Patrick Wolfe, "Islam, Europe and Indian Nationalism: Towards a Postcolonial 
Transnationalism," in Connected Worlds: History in Transnational Pespective, ed. 
Ann Curthoys and Marilyn Lake (Canberra: ANU ePress, 2005).
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Alternatives emerge, however, outside the European empire land-
based focus from Melanesian and Pacific Islander viewpoints around 
Australasia, who understand the sea not as an empty space, but instead 
as a peopled and storied place, “a sea of islands”7 that connects rather 
than separates seafaring people (Barclay 2008; D’Arcy 2006).8 Such 
an interpretation conceives of the lines of communication across the 
seas and between colonies as flexible highways with infinitely vari-
able branches rather than as sealed tubes of controlled passage. If 
we examine the source materials, the lists, the classifications and the 
catalogues against the grain, the claims of imperial control give way to 
the recognition of the vernacular technologies and philosophies that 
circulated via these pathways from colony to colony.

ii

The settlement of Australia was a multi-racial process right from the 
beginning, at a time when race was a malleable construct, not conceptu-
alized in terms of a binary black/white. Race was a flexible category and 
the signifiers of difference were uncertain. The early years of the colony 
involved the movement of various people of differing ethnicities circu-
lating from colony to colony as well as between metropole and colony. 
Various mythologies about the Australian topography and icons such as 
the bushranger are not necessarily only Aboriginal or white. In her book, 
Black Founders, Cassandra Pybus writes about African-American slaves 
who fled from their masters to the British during the American war of 
independence. They were protected by the British military and sent to 
Canada, from where many made their way to Britain. The twelve men 
she writes about were subsequently convicted of various crimes in Britain 
and transported to the new penal colony of New South Wales. Yet Pybus 
admits that she gained in the end “only fleeting glimpses of how these 
people lived and died.”9 The result is that the book is in parts as much 

7 Epeli Hau'ofa, "Our Sea of Islands," The Contemporary Pacific 6, no. 1 (1994): 
148-61.

8 Kate Barclay, "Ocean, Empire and Nation: Japanese Fisheries Politics," in Fresh 
and Salt: Water, Borders and Sovereignty in Asia and Oceania, eds. Devleena 
Ghosh, Heather Goodall and Stephanie Donald (London: Routledge, 2008); 
Paul D'Arcy, The People of the Sea: Environment, Identity and History in Oceania 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2006).

9 Cassandra Pybus, Black Founders (UNSW Press: Sydney, 2006), 9.
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landscape as figure, as much about the times and places in which these 
people lived as about their particular experiences and perceptions. What 
Black Founders does add is a reminder of the many connections between 
colonial Australian and colonial American history.

Pybus describes Black Caesar, the first Australian bushranger, prob-
ably a Creole man of the African diaspora who arrived in 1788 in New 
South Wales abroad one of the First Fleet transport ships, sentenced in 
the Kent assizes for stealing money. There is some indication that he 
may have been a native of Madagascar and his name indicates that he 
may have been a former slave. He was described as “a savage of a darker 
hue and full as far removed from civilization.” The colony almost per-
ished of famine in the first years of settlement and hunger drove Caesar 
into the bush where he had an armed confrontation with the Aborigi-
nal warrior Pemelwuy. He is remembered as “an incorrigibly stubborn 
black” who could not be cowed by floggings or punishment.10 At the 
end of 1795, Governor Hunter offered him a conditional pardon but 
Caesar answered that “he would neither come in or suffer himself to 
be taken alive.”11 He was eventually shot by a bounty hunter in 1796.

Another black ‘founder’ of the British colony in Australia is 
William Blue (c.1767-1834), convict, settler and ferryman, who may 
have been born in Jamaica, West Indies. It is also possible that he was 
a freed African-American slave from colonial New York as he later 
claimed to have served with the British army in the American War of 
Independence. In 1796, in England, Blue was convicted of theft and 
sentenced to seven years transportation. He was described in convict 
records as 'a Jamaican Negro sailor', aged 29 in 1796. Blue married a 
30-year-old, English-born convict, Elizabeth Williams, and had six 
children. He worked as a waterman and collected and sold oysters 
and other items. He found favor with both government officials and 
the public, to whom he endeared himself with his whimsical style and 
banter (Pybus, 2006:153-54 and passim).

Blue was appointed harbour watchman and constable by Governor 
Macquarie in 1811. These titles enabled him to acquire a new home 
overlooking Sydney Harbor which became a local landmark known as 
“Billy Blue's Cottage.” In 1817, Blue was granted a farm of eighty acres 
(32.4 ha) in Port Jackson, now known as Billy Blue's Point. He quickly 

10 Ibid., 127 ff.
11 Ibid., 134-135.
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built up a “fleet of ferries” and was dubbed “The Old Commodore.” 
The location and business offered opportunities to participate in smug-
gling and, in October 1818, he was arrested for smuggling two casks 
of rum (he claimed that he had found them floating and lashed them 
to his boat to return them to the shore). He lost his position as harbor 
watchman and constable and was imprisoned for a year.12 

Blue was described as “an eccentric, loquacious character.” He 
would board newly berthed vessels, dressed in a travesty of a naval 
uniform, with a top hat, as “commodore” to welcome the officers to 
Sydney. By 1833 he and his family were reported as keeping a ferryboat 
and cultivating vegetables and fruit for the Sydney market. Blue died 
on 7 May 1834 at his North Sydney home. Streets in North Sydney 
were named after him and the site of his northern ferry terminus 
remained known as Blues Point.13

A later arrival from across the Indian Ocean, from an island off 
the African coast, was Thomas Shadrach James (1859-1946). Thomas 
was born on September 1, 1859 at Moka, Mauritius, son of Samson 
Peersahib, an Indian interpreter, and his wife Miriam Esther, née 
Thomas (d.1876). Named Shadrach James Peersahib, he boarded 
a boat for Australia when his mother died and his father remarried. 
James worked as a volunteer teacher at the Maloga Aboriginal School, 
New South Wales and was appointed head teacher by the Department 
of Public Instruction in 1883. When the Maloga residents were shifted 
in 1888 to the government reserve, Cumeroogunga, James reopened 
his school there and educated a number of Aborigines who were to 
become active in the early political movement, including the found-
ers of the Australian Aborigines' League in 1933. James also served as 
a Methodist lay preacher, conducted a dispensary on Cumeroogunga 
mission and assisted visiting doctors to perform minor operations. In 
1919, when the policy of removal of Aboriginal children created con-
flicts and walkouts, the Protection Board, assuming that the disrup-
tion must be the work of individual "trouble makers," tried to transfer 
James on the grounds that his presence "would continue the friction 
and strife which had been prevalent."14 This decision predictably led to 

12 Ibid., 183.
13 Australian Dictionary of Biography, http://www.adb.online.anu.edu.au/biogs/

AS10045b.htm. (accessed 31 Oct, 2007).
14 Aboriginal Protection Board Minutes, meetings of May 5, 1919 and June 25, 

1919.
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still further conflict and more disciplinary expulsions, but the Board 
was successful in terminating James’ employment in August 1921. The 
Board tried to expel James' son, Shadrack, on the grounds that "the 
presence of [Shadrack] James on the Station is a menace to the good 
government thereof,” but he continued the Cumeroogunga tradition 
and refused to comply with the order, seeking legal advice. The Board 
was finally forced to prosecute him for trespass.15 

In addition to these movements of Africans, there was some nine-
teenth century regulated movement between South Asia and Australia 
as the work of Suzanne Rickard and Margaret Allen describes.16 Rick-
ard’s ‘Lifelines from Calcutta’ is a detailed account of the entry and 
migration into Australia of South Asians who arrived in the early days 
of the British colony. Indians and Sri Lankans arrived in Australia as ser-
vants, perhaps as cooks, ayahs or nursemaids, attending British staff and 
settlers who frequently came directly from Indian residence. Another 
group of South Asians arrived in Australia as convicts who had been 
transported from India to Australia in the early days. There was also an 
inverse flow of British convicts who escaped, many disappearing into 
India and other British domains via legal and illegal means. There are, 
also, groups of Indian entrepreneurs, some of them Sikhs, who arrived 
as small traders. Allen’s work is oriented towards a later time period, 
and compares individual travellers’ experiences in India and Australia, 
seeking out those Indian-authored accounts to give an insight into the 
increasing hostility within Australia to “non-white” entry around Fed-
eration. By definition, Allen’s subjects are middle class and articulate 
subjects, who may comment on traders or workers but whose experi-
ences are those of relatively privileged and solitary travellers. 

There were as well two groups of Indians who arrived as laborers. 
Indentured workers came to Australia in relatively small groups in the 
1830s and the 1840s as agricultural or pastoral labourers who were 

15 Ibid., Meetings of August 17, 1921, August 19, 1921, October 21, 1921 and 
December 7, 1921.

16 Suzanne Rickard, “Lifelines from Calcutta” in India, China, Australia: Trade 
and Society, 1788-1850, eds., James Broadbent, Suzanne Rickard and Marga-
ret Steven (Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, Sydney, 2003); and 
Margaret Allen, "'Innocents Abroad' and 'Prohibited Immigrants': Australians 
in India and Indians in Australia 1890-1910," in Connected Worlds: History in 
Transnational Perspective, eds., Ann Curthoys and Marilyn Lake (Canberra: 
ANU ePress, 2005), 111-124.
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sent into the Hunter River region and into the pastoral north west of 
the state. The other major group came from the North West Frontier 
Provinces of India, areas like Punjab and Afghanistan, some of whom 
were Sikhs while many others were Muslims.17 They came to manage 
camels that were introduced to be the major transport mechanism in 
the intensely arid areas of central Australia. Few of these Indians who 
entered Australia within the imperial and colonial regulatory framework 
remained in readily identifiable cultural or racial communities. The Sikhs 
were one group who did form a concentrated community in locations 
like Woolgoolga on the NSW coast. Traces of information about such 
people are scattered through the British and settler archives, registers, 
lists and records of their entry and residence in Australia. Such records, 
premised on a land-based understanding of colonialism and imperial 
structures, assume that people’s presence in a territory implies an earlier, 
unproblematic transit, formal residence and stable occupation.

This movement of people as workers, servants or convicts via the 
imperial networks did not take place along a seamless set of transit chan-
nels without leakage on the way. In fact, if we take the Melanesian Pacific 
approach of the ocean as a network of highways, it becomes clear that the 
sealed quality of the imperial transport mechanisms was less than perfect. 
The ships that travelled between Britain and its colonies did not have 
only British and European crews and passengers but were also crewed by 
large numbers of seamen, either African or South Asian, called lascars,18 
a term that shifted from being a job description to a generic racialized 
description, eventually in Australian meaning coloured and Indian 
seamen.19 In the nineteenth century, as imperial controls over expand-
ing territories were tightened and racial anxieties began to increase, the 
movement of people also became more regulated. Rozina Visram has 
demonstrated these shifts by comparing changing visual representations 
of lascars in English ports from the mid nineteenth century. Early paint-

17 Pamela Rajkowski, in the Tracks of the Camelmen (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1987).
18 Oxford English Dictionary; Henry Yule and Arthur C. Burnell, Hobson-Jobson, ed. 

William Crooke (Asian Educational Services: New Delhi, 2006); and Janet Ewald, 
"Crossers of the Sea: Slaves, Freedmen, and Other Migrants in the Northwestern 
Indian Ocean, C. 1750-1914," American Historical Review 105, no. 1-42 (2000).

19 Gopalan Balachandran, "Cultures of Protest in Transnational Contexts: Indian 
Seamen Abroad, 1885-1945," in “Cultural Currents of the Indian Ocean,” eds. 
Devleena Ghosh and Lola Sharon Davidson, Transforming Cultures eJournal, 
vol. 3, no. 2 (2008).
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ings depicting exotic but respectful images of lascars on the London 
docks increasingly gave way to derogatory caricatures of “Orientals.”20

 Jane Ewald’s work ‘Crossers of the Sea’, based on research in East 
Africa, traces the shift in Indian Ocean trade from sail to steam in the 
nineteenth century.21 Ewald comments on the simultaneous economies 
in East Africa and West India and the developing capitalist colonial net-
works through merchant trading. She shows that seafarers came from a 
range of different locations, including East Africa, the West Indies and 
South Asia, and from different class backgrounds: slaves, freed men and 
free born sailors as well. The sailing ship structure allowed a much more 
fluid and flexible role for these seafarers, who could be both entrepre-
neurs in their own right at each port, as well as being much more flexibly 
allocated on the ship itself. With the development of steam transport 
from the 1850s onwards, the distinction between engine room staff, 
in the much more dangerous conditions below deck, and deckhands 
or ordinary seamen became increasingly stark. By the later nineteenth 
century, the racial divisions had been cemented on the western routes 
and East Africans or Seedies (a corruption of Sayeed), were relegated to 
the difficult and dangerous conditions below decks while the ordinary 
seamen or deckhands were predominantly South Asians. In contrast, 
on the eastern routes and in Dutch shipping lines the engine crews were 
largely South Asian and the deckhands Indonesian.

Ewald identifies three critical changes of colonial and corporate 
control in the shift from sail to steam. Firstly, tight control over time 
discipline became increasingly possible as the steam engines detached 
the schedule of the merchant ships from the regimes of wind and cli-
mate.22 Secondly, job specialization was intensified as the steam engine 
room demanded special skills and special control under appalling con-
ditions of noise, heat and danger. And finally the racialization of the 
job order intensified so that by the turn of the twentieth century, dis-
tinctions were being made between, for example, seedies [Africans] and 
lascars [South Asians] and the kind of work they were allowed to do.23 

20 Rozina Visram, Ayahs, Lascars and Princes: Indians in Britain 1700-1947 
(London: Pluto Press, 1986), 148-149.

21 Ewald, “Crossers of the Sea.”
22 Jim Masselos, "Changing Definitions of Bombay: City State to Capital City," in 

Ports and Their Hinterlands, 1700-1950, ed. Indu Banga (New Delhi: Manohar 
Publications, 1992), 273-316.

23 Ewald, “Crossers of the Sea.”



unAuthorized voyAgers Across tWo oceAns

137

The advertising in the tourist literature and posters of the major 
merchant shipping lines like the P&O made explicit the racial order 
on the large steam ships. Posters for early twentieth century cruises 
on P&O, for example, show European tourist passengers with serving 
staff of mixed racial categories. We can see that the visible “saloon” and 
“deck” staff did not include Africans, but did include South Asians. The 
poster showed a hierarchy of privilege and power depicted in the visual 
flow from the fore-grounded reclining tourists through to the insignia 
of rank on the uniforms of the European crew and on to the humble 
stewards and deck cleaners standing at the end of the line. In 1886, 
Edwin Arnold, a tourist on one of the P&O lines traveling between 
England and India (significantly ‘The Parramatta’ which indicates its 
overall route to have included Australia), observed this shipping order 
to be one in which “that glorious British Empire of which we are here a 
small moving isolated fragment could be seen displayed.”24

Another poster from the P&O line during the same period dis-
plays similar images of imperial technological power in the portrayal of 
two enormous new steamers, “The White Sisters,” which dwarfed not 
only their small tug boats, but the frail indigenous vernacular Asian 
sailing craft, veering off ahead of their towering prows. The choice of 
the color white to badge the P&O liners in the nineteenth century, and 
reintroduced in the 1930s, was no accident, seeking as it did to stress 
the racial order of exotic travel, in which Europeans were pampered 
tourists while colonized and colored people either served them or 
looked on as amazed spectators.25 This visual representation of massive 
European power and technological mastery which was passively 
observed by exotic, primitive and appreciative natives was reproduced 
precisely in the posters of the Dutch steam shipping line, which also 
plied Australian waters with both cargo and passengers, the Koninkli-
jke Paketvaart-Maatschappij line, known universally as KPM.26

Yet these images of imperial order and power obscured the fact that 
all the established merchant-shipping lines by the turn of the twentieth 
century carried major populations of colonized people as their work-
force. As the colonial transport system began to gather pace in the late 

24 Ibid., 24. Citing Peter Padfield, Beneath the House Flag of the P&O (London, 
1981), 70.

25 TravelOnLine, P&O Cruise History (2006), http://www.travelonline.co.nz/
cruises/po-history.html.

26 http://www.posterpage.ch/exhib/ex108roy/ex108roy.htm
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eighteenth century, the British government became concerned about 
the presence of large numbers of transient Asian and African seamen in 
the ports and they legislated for the insertion of what became known 
as the Asiatic Articles into the mercantile shipping acts.27 These acts 
influenced, although they did not determine, the later Australian ship-
ping legislation which limited the wages and conditions available to 
Asian and African seamen and controlled the movement of seamen in 
the ports of Britain and other settler colonies.28

Nevertheless, with the expansion of imperial trade in the nine-
teenth century, there was a major rise in the numbers of these seamen. 
In 1821 for example, lascars made up 84% of the crews of British sailing 
ships operating in the Eastern routes, including the Indian and Austra-
lian routes. By 1855, British merchant ships were employing 12,000 
lascars, 60% of them from the sub-continent of India. By 1900, P&O 
employed 12,000 altogether: 59% were lascars, but they were defined 
in very clearly identified segments of the ships’ workforce; 28% of 
the stewards were South Asian lascars, but 81.5% of the firemen were 
African seedies, while 95% of the deckhands and ordinary seamen were 
lascars. By 1928, 52,500 lascars were employed on all British trading 
vessels and 30% of all seamen were lascars.29 That some of these African 
seafarers ended up staying in Australia is evident from this account: 

27 Gopalan Balachandran, "Searching for the Sardar: The State, Pre-Capitalist 
Institutions and Human Agency in the Maritime Labor Market, Calcutta, 1880-
1935," in Institutions and Economic Change in South Asia, eds., Burton Stein 
and Sanjay Subrahmanyam (Bombay: Oxford University Press, 1996), 206-36; 
Ewald, “Crossers of the Sea”; Laura Tabili, We Ask for British Justice: Workers and 
Racial Difference in Late Imperial Britain (New York: Cornell, 1994).

28 Frank Broeze, Island Nation: A History of Australians and the Sea (Sydney: Allen 
and Unwin, 1998); Brian Fitzpatrick and Rowan J. Cahill, the Seamen's Union of 
Australia: 1872-1972. A History (Sydney: the Seamen's Union of Australia, 1981); 
and Michael Quinlan, "Industrial Relations before Unions: New South Wales 
Seamen 1810-1852," Journal of Industrial Relations 38, no. 2 (1996): 264-93.

29 Visram, Ayahs, Lascars and Princes; J.P. Jones, “1931: ‘Lascars in the Port of 
London’,” P.L.A. Monthly February 1931, Report to P&O Board of Directors 
( June 2, 1900): Report on employment of Indian Seamen, archived at http://
www.lascars.co.uk; and Gopalan Balachandran, "Circulation through Seafaring: 
Indian Seamen 1890-1945," in Society and Circulation: Mobile Peoples and Itiner-
ant Cultures in South Asia, 1750-1950, eds., Claude Markovits, Jacques Pouchepa-
dass and Sanjay Subrahmanyam (New Delhi: Permanent Black, 2003), 89-130.
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Travelling on foot across the continent in 1882, George 
Morrison met an old gentleman in the middle of Aus-
tralia, by the name of John Smith. He described his new 
travelling companion as "a toothless darkie, a native of the 
Gold Coast of Africa, a cook by profession and one of the 
kindest, most considerate men it has been my lot to meet 
with." As a young man, John Smith of the Gold Coast had 
enlisted on a Dutch man-of-war that was taking Prince 
Hendrik of the Netherlands around the world. Thus John 
Smith became the first black man ever seen in Iceland, and 
after his maritime travels he ended up in Australia.30

Over this century and a half these African and Indian seamen were 
represented in Britain and Australia variously as threats or as victims. 
In the 1790s, the British government constructed colored sea fares 
(whether lascars or seedies) as a threat by the institution of the Asiatic 
Articles so as to limit seamen’s access and permanent settlement in 
England. By the 1830s, however, British philanthropists and others were 
depicting colored seafarers as helpless, abandoned and pitiful victims of 
exploitation, who needed shelter and assistance to return home. These 
philanthropists agitated for better welfare for coloured seamen but also 
encouraged their effective removal from Britain’s shores.31 In Australia, a 
major issue in a series of strikes during the 1890s against grazier employ-
ers, shipping owners and shipping lines, was the control and eventual 
replacement of Asian colored labor by Australian and New Zealand 
settler labor. The agitation escalated in Britain in the 1930s as the depres-
sion affected the job opportunities of the British.32 Thus, British and 
settler seamen endorsed their governments’ attempts to stop all colored 
seafarers, and particularly South Asians, legally coming ashore.

iii

Yet ultimately neither official surveillance nor union opposition 
stopped people from jumping ship.33 Motives for such decisions may 

30 Cyril Pearl, Morrison of Peking (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1967), 30.
31 Gopalan Balachandran, "Conflicts in the International Maritime Labor Market: 

British and Indian Seamen, Employers and the State, 1890-1939," The Indian 
Economic and Social History Review 39, no. 1 (2002): 96-99.

32 Balachandran, “Cultures of Protest; and Fitzpatrick and Cahill, the Seamen's Union.
33 Tabili, British Justice.
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have been mixed. Colonial Australians assumed that their colony was 
an irresistible attraction, but there were few good reasons for seafarers 
to consider abandoning their wages at the end of a voyage as well as their 
families and villages at home.34 Even so, circumstances might change at 
home, with deaths and family differences, which might at times make a 
return more difficult. Not uncommonly, the financial collapse of small 
ship owners left many cargoes and seamen abandoned in distant ports. 
Such short-term stays might become extended indefinitely as relation-
ships developed or opportunities arose. Thinking laterally and beyond 
the archives or the official records such as lists of employees, short-term 
entry permits or permanent residency status, allows us to look instead 
to the resources of memory and family history within the communities 
on the wharfs and in the slums and red light districts of the port cities 
with whom they interacted. In this way we can put faces to the statis-
tics. For example, some long established Indian families in Australia 
trace their descent to seafarers who jumped ship in the 1860s and to 
circus performers who visited with a troupe in the 1890s and stayed on 
when the tour was over.35

While Aboriginal histories and memory are an important source 
for understanding the ways in which people from India and Africa came 
to Australia and the impact they had, it was not only those people who 
jumped ship or even those who formalized their residence, who shaped 
the past in Australia. Another story emerges through industrial union 
histories and the memories of working class activists and workers on the 
wharves. The interactions of shared work and struggle on the wharves 
opened up lines of personal communication between Indians, Africans 
and Australians. Although most Australian unions characterized “colored 
labor, both on ships and on land, as a threat to working conditions and 
wages and, indeed, the dignity of “white” labor, there was one notable 
group of unionists who refused to endorse Australian labor racism. They 
were the Wobblies, the members of the International Workers of the 
World [IWW], an anarcho-syndicalist movement who challenged such 
racial divisiveness not only in theory but also in practical strategies and 
in the personnel who were involved in the union. Since many Wobblies 

34 Gopalan Balachandran, personal communication, 2007
35 Reg Persaud, personal communication, 2006, Devleena Ghosh.
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were seamen, the character of the seamen’s union in Australia was more 
strongly international than many others.36 

The IWW was one of the few unions which supported Singhalese 
seamen in 1915 when they attempted to establish a local chapter of 
the IWW, the One Big Union, in Darwin.37 The IWW was destroyed 
by the conflicts around World War I, but the personal networks of 
relationships across ethnic lines on the wharves and on the boats con-
tinued.38 The impact of the Depression and then World War II, while 
heightening fears of racial competition among maritime workers, also 
challenged those fears by forcing new alliances in the struggles against 
Fascism and for decolonization and national independence.39 Some of 
the working class activists who were closest to the maritime unions, 
like the Australian Communist Party [CPA] in the later 1930s, began 
to make increasing contacts with Indonesian nationalists exiled in 
Australia and also with the transient Chinese and Indian seafarers 
who tried to use the fluid situation in wartime to challenge the racially 
discriminatory conditions of the international shipping trade as well 
as to support nationalist movements in the immediate region. These 
Australian activists – Sylvia Mullins, Jack Mullins, Phyllis Johnson – 
often but not always members of the CPA, are another rich source of 
personal memories. They offer important reflections about the cama-
raderie which developed across the lines of ethnicity and religion, and 
also give valuable insights into the strategies adopted by the seafarers 
in their interactions both with allies and with the shipping companies 
with whom they were in dispute.40 

Charles Frederick Maynard (1879-1946), an Aboriginal activist, 
probably of African-French heritage, is an example of such radical 
influence and interaction. His grandfather, Jean Phillippe (the name 

36 Verity Burgmann, Revolutionary Industrial Unionism: The Industrial Workers of 
the World in Australia (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1995).

37 Ibid.
38 Robert Haworth, personal communication, 2007, Heather Goodall.
39 Gopalan Balachandran, "Coolie, Class, and Nation" (paper presented at the 

Culture and Commerce in the Indian Ocean Conference, Leiden, 2006); 
Blachandran, “Searching for the Sardar”; “Balachandran, “Cultures of Protest; 
and Rupert Lockwood, Black Armada: Australia and the Struggle for Indonesian 
Independence 1942-49 (Sydney: Hale and Iremonger, 1982).

40 Phyllis Johnson, informal interview May 4; formal recorded interview May 10, 
2007
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was Anglicized to Phillips in the next generation) was a Mauritian who 
arrived in Australia in the mid-nineteenth century. Charles Frederic 
Maynard became a wharf laborer in Sydney and an active member of 
the Waterside Workers’ Federation of Australia, spending much time 
at the Domain and other public-speaking venues. In the early 1920s he 
united with his countrymen from the Hunter to make a public protest 
against the assault on Aborigines' rights; they spoke at local meetings 
and lobbied the Sydney and regional press. In 1925 Maynard launched 
the Australian Aboriginal Progressive Association. The group pro-
tested against the revocation of north-coast farming reserves; they also 
demanded that children no longer be separated from their families or 
indentured as domestics and menial laborers. The AAPA advocated 
that all Aboriginal families should receive inalienable grants of farming 
land within their traditional country, that their children should have 
free entry to public schools, and that Aborigines should control any 
administrative body affecting their lives.41

This new Aboriginal political movement was “fighting for the 
preservation of rights for [A]borigines for self determination.” The 
AAPA demanded that the incompetent Aboriginal Protection Board 
should be scrapped and replaced with an all Aboriginal board of man-
agement.42 Marcus Garvey and his Universal Negro Improvement 
Association played a significant part in influencing this emerging 
Aboriginal political ideology.43 Garvey had used black seamen around 
the globe as agents to spread the word of his movement. This influence 
was disseminated in Australia through African/American and West 
Indian seamen coming into contact with Aboriginal wharf laborers. 
John Maynard’s path-breaking research shows how these contacts gave 
Aboriginal people access to international black literature and political 
newspapers, especially Garvey's The Negro World which had a weekly 
international circulation of more than 200,000 copies. For example, 
Garvey's paper would have introduced Gandhi to Aboriginal activists. 

41 Heather Goodall, Invasion to Embassy: Land in Aboriginal Politics in NSW 
1770-1972 (Sydney: Allen & Unwin with Black Books, 1996), 149-172.

42 John Maynard, “‘Be the change that you want to see’: The awakening of cultural 
nationalism – Gandhi, Garvey and the AAPA,” Borderlands eJournal vol. 4, no. 
3 (2005a): 2.

43 John Maynard “‘In the Interests of Our People’: the Influence of Garveyism on 
the rise of Australian Aboriginal Political Activism,” Aboriginal History, vol 29 
(2005b).
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Many Aboriginal political leaders had been members of the Sydney 
chapter of Garvey's Universal Negro Improvement Association in 
1920 prior to the formation of the AAPA. Thus the AAPA in Aus-
tralia imitated the nationalistic platform of Gandhi and Garvey and 
displayed a Black nationalist agenda. The AAPA Treasurer, Tom Lacey, 
for example, assured Garvey and his movement the support of 10,000 
Aboriginal people in NSW and 60,000 Aboriginal people nationally.44

Another war, some decades later, brought more Africans to Aus-
tralian shores. By August 1942, 7,300 African-American troops were 
stationed in Australia, their largest overseas deployment. According to 
Cameron White, the wartime experience of African Americans in Aus-
tralia was important in the development of new, assertive performances 
of African American politics, identity and style throughout this period 
as well as offering an important model for Indigenous Australians’ 
demands for civil rights. “There is enough evidence of direct exchange 
between African Americans and Indigenous Australians during WWII 
to suggest that it formed the basis of new forms of Indigenous Austra-
lian political and self-expression in the 1950s and 1960s.”45

The white civilian population welcomed these black soldiers warmly 
and there are numerous reports of Australians inviting African American 
soldiers into their homes.46 Many incidents of fraternization between 
white Australian women and African American soldiers are recorded47 
and approximately 50 white Australian women travelled to the United 
States at the conclusion of the war as the wives of African American 
soldiers.48 White argues, however, that this positive reception of African 
American soldiers took place in the context of a more general enthusi-
astic response to the presence of American soldiers in Australia so that 
their American-ness transcended their skin. “That is, African Americans 
benefited from the prestige associated with being a member of America’s 

44 “Maynard, “Be the Change.”
45 Cameron White, “World War Two and Race Relations in Australia: A Com-

parative Study of the Experiences of Indigenous Australians and African Ameri-
cans” (unpublished paper, 2008), 4.

46 Daniel E. Potts and Annette Potts, Yanks Down Under, 1941-45: the American 
Impact on Australia (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1985), 187-193.

47 White, “WWII and Race Relations,” 5.
48 Annette Potts and Lucinda Strauss, For the Love of a Soldier: Australian War-

Brides and their GIs (Crows Nest, NSW: ABC Enterprises for the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation, 1987), 63.
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powerful army.”49 This prestige associated with American-ness has been 
documented in other studies on the position of African Americans 
within the African diaspora.50

White’s research highlights the fact that this cordial response to 
the African American soldiers was frowned upon by the authorities. 
He cites cases of white American descriptions of Australia as a ‘nigger 
heaven’ and examples of descriptions of clubs where white (women) 
and black soldiers socialized as “disgusting” and “strange” (White, 
2008:8).51 A report from the US Deputy Director of Security in 1942 
voiced concerns that “the American Negroes… appear to be becom-
ing [sic] particularly self-confident and insubordinate which may 
ultimately cause them to become a serious problem.”52 A subsequent 
confidential instruction to Australian Army units warned that it was:

Undesirable that Australian troops should fraternize or 
drink with American colored soldiers… Australian troops 
have in certain instances been associating with the colored 
troops to an extent which would not be permitted in the 
case of American white troops… Action taken [to discour-
age fraternization] should be as tactful as possible since 
it is of course not desired that any offence be caused to 
American colored troops.53

These attitudes finally led to the geographic segregation of African-
American soldiers so that, in mid-May 1942, 3,500 African-Americans 
were sent to the arid region of northwest Queensland while those 
stationed in cities were confined to less wealthy suburbs.54 Black clubs 
opened by Aboriginal people in cities such as Brisbane were patronized 
by African Americans, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, and a 

49 White, “WWII and Race Relations,” 5.
50 H. Neptune, “Manly Rivalries and Mopsies: Gender, Nationality and Sexuality 

in United States – Occupied Trinidad,” Radical History Review, Transnational 
Black Studies 87 (2003), 78-95.

51 White, “WWII and Race Relations,” 8.
52 Ibid.
53 HQ Queensland L of C Area to subordinate formations cited in Robert A. Hall, 

the Black Diggers: Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders in the Second World War 
(Sydney, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1989), 76.

54 White, “WWII and Race Relations,” 9.
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small number of white women. One of the clubs, predominantly staffed 
by Aboriginal women, serviced up to 5,000 troops per day.55 

Both indigenous Australians and African Americans resented the 
official policies that prevented Aboriginal Australians from serving in the 
Australian army and the institutionalized racism that prevailed within 
the American and Australian forces. Black American soldiers and indig-
enous Australians may have been drawn together through their common 
experience of racism. It is certainly true that African-American forms of 
political expression strongly influenced Indigenous Australian activism 
in the 1950s and 1960s. Examples are the ‘Freedom Ride’ of 1965 led 
by Charles Perkins, the envoys from the newly formed Aboriginal Tribal 
Council to the 1969 Black Power Congress in America, and the forma-
tion of the Australian Black Panther Party, also in 1969.56

iv

Finally, there are few opportunities to learn what any of these non-
European newcomers thought themselves. Yet, occasionally, because of 
their union involvement, we have opportunities to learn how some of 
these people viewed such interactions on the waterfront. This occurred 
notably with the documentation created around the birth and early 
years of the Indian Seamen’s Union in Australia from its formation in 
1945 to 1948.57 The union was formed when Indian seamen refused 
to man Dutch ships taking arms to the former Dutch East Indies to 
fight against Indonesian nationalists who had just declared indepen-
dence. While Australian maritime unions focused initially on Dutch 
military shipping and troop movements, the Indian crews of mer-
chant ships identified the cargoes of guns and bullets leaving ports 
disguised as commercial goods. Despite facing threats of internment 
from an ambivalent Australian Federal Labor government and being 
hounded by Dutch security men, hundreds of Indian seamen walked 
off the ships and refused to either load or sail the ships towards Indo-

55 Kay Saunders and Helen Taylor, “The Reception of Black American Servicemen 
in Australia during World War II: The Resilience of ‘White Australia’,” Journal 
of Black Studies 25/ 3 (1995): 331-348.

56 White, “WWII and Race Relations,” 9.
57 Indian Seamen’s Union in Australia Archive Deposit number: E177, 1945-

1949, Noel Butlin Archive of Business & Labour [NBBL], in Archives Library 
of the Australian National University.
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nesia. They worked in concert with Australian maritime unions and 
received support from left-wing activists, including the CPA and the 
New South Wales Trades and Labour Council. They formed their own 
union, demanded back pay and decent conditions, and challenged the 
imperial shipping lines of the Dutch and the British with deputations 
and the Gandhian tactics of peaceful but tenacious sit-ins.58

In January 1946, these Indian seamen hosted a banquet for the 
Australians who had supported them and there is a rare instance of 
their voices describing their roles in the struggle and their relationship 
to their Australian comrades. Mohamed T. Hussain, a striking Indian 
crewman, opened the banquet thus:

On behalf of my brother Indians and myself I extend to 
you all a warm welcome…We are Indian seamen without a 
ship and we have not been able to do all we would of (sic) 
liked for you…But what is missing we hope we will make 
up for with the warmth of our welcome…

Those who have controlled our country for so many 
years, so that because we are Indians we must be slaves… 
There can be no new world while there are any people who 
are slaves of others… The winning of freedom in Indonesia 
will surely be followed by the freedom of India. For that 
reason we must do everything possible to see that the 
Dutch are driven out of Indonesia.59

We thus have alternative ways then to learn about the movement 
of Africans and South Asians to Australia. One is through the memory 
of Aboriginal people and non-Indian or African seamen, wharf labor-
ers and activists that provide important insights into personal inter-
actions and lasting impacts. They don’t however give us the words or 
the perceptions of these informal travelers skirting the boundaries of 
various empires. But sometimes, in the scattered records of Aborigi-
nal activism and in union archives, we find traces and echoes of these 
voices. We glimpse people who are neither threats nor victims, but 
rather an interacting, assertive and complex body of people, beyond 

58 Heather Goodall, "Port Politics, Race and Change: Indian Seamen, Australian 
Unions and Indonesian Independence, 1945-1947," Labour History no. 94 
(May 2008): 43-68.

59 Indian Seamen’s Union, E177/5, January 13, 1946.
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the control of the imperial supervision and regulation, and supposedly 
so well-established and effectively policed. The search for voices of 
such migrants is also occurring for other parts of the world to where 
Africans and Indians moved or were forcibly moved, as in the study of 
the Western IOW and the Ottoman Empire.60

This overview into the interaction between Africans, Indians and 
Australians suggests a number of questions that we can ask in terms of 
the study of contemporary Diasporas. Africans came as convicts, seafar-
ers and soldiers and the mode of their entry changed from the nineteenth 
to the twentieth centuries. In the nineteenth century, they traversed the 
Indian Ocean from colonies and continents to disembark at Perth and 
Sydney while in the twentieth century they entered, mainly as soldiers 
but also as seafarers, via routes across the Pacific Ocean, mostly from 
the USA rather than from Africa. In contrast, in both centuries, infor-
mal Indian travellers entered at ports on Australia’s eastern and western 
coastlines after journeys across the Indian Ocean. Both these categories 
of workers/travellers tended to be dispersed and isolated geographically 
and socially from other compatriots. Their potential for collective cul-
tural, social or political assertiveness was greatly reduced and they often 
left little legacy or memory about their lives in their home countries or 
their relationships once they reached Australia.

But through the stories of radical politics, such as the Marcus 
Garvey inspired activism of the AAPA or the seamen glimpsed on the 
Sydney wharves in 1945, we can sense a strain of political independence 
and assertiveness which engaged with Aboriginal people’s strategies and 
tactics in trying to defend families against oppressive state institutions. 
Were there also other processes at work, for example, in the pressure 
cooker environments of shipboard life, vulnerable to the power of ships’ 
captains and masters and with increasing racialized job differentiation 
between seedies and lascars for example? Did relational identities develop 
in ports and cities where African American soldiers were stationed and 
seafarers disembarked so that bonds were established between working 
class groups and people of color that sustained an internationalism, rare 

60 Edward A Alpers, "Diversity of Experience and Legacies of African Slavery in 
the Western Indian Ocean," in this volume (2009); Ehud R. Toledano, As If 
Silent and Absent: Bonds of Enslavement in Islamic Middle East (New Haven, 
CT and London: Yale University Press, 2007).
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within settler colonies, which contributed to a developing sense of glo-
balization among workers persisting into the 21st century?

These are the questions which might find some answers in the 
stories of Australians, both Aboriginal, maritime working class and 
others, and in the archival traces around them. Ultimately, the partial 
answers found in Australia, augmented by further research in the USA, 
Africa and South Asia, may contribute to a deeper understanding of 
the lives of these mobile and transient communities at home as well as 
away.



unAuthorized voyAgers Across tWo oceAns

149

Recommended and additional Reading

Blainey, Geoffrey. The Tyranny of Distance: How Distance Shaped Australia's 
History. Melbourne: Macmillan, 1982.

Broadbent, James, Suzanne Rickard, and Margaret Steven. India, China and 
Australia: Trade and Society 1788-1850. Historic Houses Trust of New 
South Wales: Sydney, 2003.

Broeze, Frank. Island Nation: A History of Australians and the Sea. Sydney: 
Allen and Unwin, 1998.

Burgmann, Verity. Revolutionary Industrial Unionism: The Industrial Workers 
of the World in Australia. Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 
1995.

Curthoys, Ann and Marilyn Lake, eds. Connected Worlds: History in Transna-
tional Perspective. Canberra: ANU ePress, 2005.

D'Arcy, Paul. The People of the Sea: Environment, Identity and History in 
Oceania. Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2006.

D'Souza, Rohan. Drowned and Dammed: Colonial Capitalism and Flood 
Control in Eastern India. New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2006.

Fitzpatrick, Brian and Rowan J. Cahill. The Seamen's Union of Australia: 
1872-1972. A History. Sydney: the Seamen's Union of Australia, 1981.

Goodall, Heather. Invasion to Embassy: Land in Aboriginal Politics in NSW 
1770-1972. Sydney: Allen & Unwin with Black Books, 1996.

———. "Karoo: Mates. Communities Reclaim Their Images." Exchanging 
Histories: Aboriginal History 30 (2006): 47-65.

———. "Pearl Gibbs: Some Memories." Aboriginal History 7, no. 1 (1983): 
20-22.

———. "'Saving the Children': Gender and the Colonization of Aboriginal 
Children in NSW, 1788 to 1990." Aboriginal Law Bulletin 2, no. 44 
(1990): 6-9.

———. "Too Early yet or Not Soon Enough? Reflections on "Sharing" His-
tories as Process Not Collection." Australian Historical Studies 33, no. 
118 (2002): 7-24.

Gregory, Derek. the Colonial Present: Afghanistan, Palestine, Iraq. Malden, 
MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2004.

Lockwood, Rupert. Black Armada: Australia and the Struggle for Indonesian 
Independence 1942-49. Sydney: Hale and Iremonger, 1982.

Mann, Michael. "Delhi's Belly: The Management of Water in a Changing 
Urban Environment, 1803-1912." Paper presented at the History of 
Waters, Jadavpur University, 2006.

Morgan, Sally. My Place. Fremantle: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1988.



AfricAn communities in AsiA And the mediterrAneAn

150

Pearl, Cyril. Morrison of Peking. Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1967.
Potts, Annette and Lucinda Strauss. For the Love of a Soldier: Australian 

War-Brides and their GIs. Crows Nest, NSW: ABC Enterprises for the 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 1987.

Potts, Daniel E. and Annette Potts. Yanks Down Under, 1941-45: the Ameri-
can Impact on Australia. Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1985.

Pybus, Cassandra. Black Founders. UNSW Press: Sydney, 2006.
Rajkowski, Pamela. In the Tracks of the Camelmen. Sydney: Angus and Rob-

ertson, 1987.
Tabili, Laura. We Ask for British Justice: Workers and Racial Difference in Late 

Imperial Britain. New York: Cornell, 1994.
Toledano, Ehud R. As If Silent and Absent: Bonds of Enslavement in Islamic 

Middle East. New Haven, CT and London: Yale University Press, 2007.
Tyrrell, Ian. "Beyond the View from Euro-America: Environment, Settler 

Societies, and the Internationalization of American History." In Rethink-
ing American History, edited by Thomas Bender, 186 - 91. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002.

Visram, Rozina. Ayahs, Lascars and Princes: Indians in Britain 1700-1947. 
London: Pluto Press, 1986.

Yule, Henry and Arthur C. Burnell. Hobson-Jobson. Edited by William 
Crooke. Asian Educational Services: New Delhi, 2006.



the 
mediterrAneAn 

world





the stAmbAli of 
husAynid tunis: from 

possession cult to 
ethno-religious And 

nAtionAl culture
Ismael M. Montana,  

Northern Illinois University, DeKalb, Illinois

introduction

In 1702, a Tunisian Arab native named Ibrāhīm al-Sharīf rose to 
power by assassinating Murād B. Alī, the last ruler of the Ottoman 

Muradi Dynasty in Tunisia. Three years later, in early 1705, al-Sharīf ’s 
own rule came to an abrupt end. Ash‘ashī Mustafa, the Ottoman gov-
ernor, or Dey, of Algiers, invaded Tunis and took al-Sharīf as captive 
to Algiers. The Ottoman-Algerian invasion and the subsequent 
attempts by Ottoman generals from Algiers to control Tunisia, or 
more appropriately, the Regency of Tunis, provoked a stern resis-
tance from this semi-autonomous province of the Sublime Porte. 
Out of this resistance, Husayn B. Alī (a descendant of a Greek soldier 
and a Tunisian mother born during the Muradi dynasty) allied with 
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the Ottoman militia and Tunisian local elites to successfully repel the 
Ottoman-Algerian troops from Tunisia.1 

Having accomplished that, the Husayni Household gained hege-
mony in Ottoman Tunisia and managed to established a dynastic rule, 
with a large measure of de facto-autonomy, from July 1705. They ruled 
Tunisia for two-and-a-half centuries until the creation of the Tunisian 
Republic in 1957. From an early stage, the Husaynids reorganized the 
state’s administrative structure, in policy that Mohamed Hédi-Chérif 
terms “déturquisation,” and which cemented their ties with the indig-
enous notables, both in the political and religious spheres. It also laid 
a foundation for plural Islam, which fused the West African Bori cult 
into the Husayanid religio-political platform of societal integration.2 
That policy also entailed a reduction of the number of Ottoman troops 
recruited from Anatolia – at times called in this context Janissaries – 
while increasing the role in the bureaucracy of Kuloglus (the Ottoman 
term for sons of Kuls, spelt variously in European and Arab sources also 
as Kouloughlis). In Ottoman North Africa, these were the offspring of 
mixed marriages between local Tunisians and members of the Ottoman 
military-administrative elite, headed by the Beys. Given the closeness 
of the Kuloglus to the indigenous population, the Husaynids exploited 
their heritage to their own advantage by fostering closer ties with the 
local elites. As a result of this, Husayn B. Alī expanded the Regency 

1 See Mohammed-Hédi Chérif, Pouvoir et société dans la Tunisie de Husayn bin 
Ali: 1705-1744, vol. II (Tunis: Université de Tunis, 1984); Jamil Abun-Nasr, 
“The Tunisian State in the Eighteenth Century,” Revue de’l Occident Musulman 
et de la Méditerranée 33 (1982): 33-66; and Asma Moallah, The Regency of Tunis 
and the Ottoman Porte, 1777-1814: Army and Government of a North-African 
Ottoman Eyalet at the end of the Eighteenth Century (London: Routledge 
Curzon, 2004). For the general rise of Ottoman-Local elites in the Middle 
East and North Africa during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, see 
Ehud R. Toledano, “The Emergence of Ottoman-Local Elites (1700-1800): A 
Framework for Research,” in Middle Eastern Politics and Ideas: A History from 
within, eds., I. Pappé and M. Ma’oz (London and New York: Tauris Academic 
Studies, 1997), 145-162; for the Egyptian case specifically, see Toledano, “Social 
and Economic Change in the ‘Long Nineteenth Century’,” in The Cambridge 
History of Egypt, ed., Martin Daly, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press,1998), 252-284.

2 The best discussion and treatment of this process remains Mohammed-Hédi 
Chérif ’s study, “Le Déturquisation et pourvoir en Tunis: classes dirigeantes et 
société tunisienne de la fin du XIVe siécle à 1881,” Les Cahiers de Tunisie 29 
(1981). See also Abun-Nasr, “The Tunisian State,” 41-44.
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administration and broadened its base to include the participation of 
indigenous Tunisians in the political process.

This article examines the transculturation of the Bori cult to a black 
African Sufi-like religious practice in present-day Tunisia, known as 
Stambali. The transformation of Bori to Stambali was effected through 
the contours of the Husayni religio-political framework of spatial 
control. Here, I shall analyze the impact that the establishment of 
the Husaynid dynasty had upon the communal and religious identity 
of enslaved West Africans, whose contribution to Tunisian national 
culture is felt to the present.

Stambali is a fusion between the West African Hausa spirit posses-
sion cult of Bori and popular Islamic – mainly Sufi – practices adhered 
to mainly by enslaved blacks and their descendants in Tunis. In this 
article, I wish to argue that the fusion has been marked by the Husay-
nids’ desire to regulate the enslaved blacks who were coerced into 
Tunisia as a result of the trans-Saharan slave trade.3 During the early 
part of the eighteenth century, the Husaynid Beys inducted Sīdī Sa‘d 
al-abīd (an ex-slave from Borno) into sainthood to serve as a rallying 
figure for these enslaved blacks drawn to the country predominantly 
from various cultural areas of West Africa. To facilitate their integra-
tion into Tunisian society, the Husaynids also instituted a judicio-
administrative apparatus designed exclusively towards the control 
of this segment of the Tunisian population and administration of 
enslavement as a whole. It is further maintained that while the result-
ing pluralism of the Husaynids’ religio-political project succeeded in 
integrating enslaved Africans into the formal structure of the state, that 
project equally encouraged enslaved Africans to retain their beliefs and 
culture. This, in turn, only set them apart as a distinct socio-religious 
community from the rest of Tunisian society.

In conclusion, I shall scrutinize the elements of fusion from 
Stambali into Sufism. While Stambali does not represent the sole 
religious practice of slaves and the group identity of the black popula-
tion of Tunisia, my purpose in focusing on Stambali is twofold: first, 
to come to a greater understanding of Stambali practice as reflecting 
the cultural experience of enslaved West African communities within 

3 For the mechanisms of that trade see, Ehud R Toledano, The Ottoman Slave 
Trade and Its Suppression, 1840- 1890 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1982), especially Chapter I.
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the wider configuration of the intercultural dialogue that Husaynid 
Tunisia promoted; and second, to offer a contribution to the study of 
the descendants of enslaved West Africans as “outside-insiders,” who 
have been excluded from social history in Tunisia and North Africa, as 
from the historiographical discourse of that region in general.

the stAmbAli in diAsporic  
And historicAl context

When studying the African diaspora, the questions of how 
slavery was lived and endured in specific historical and geographi-
cal contexts and how enslaved Africans forged communal ties that 
remapped the meaning(s) of outsider-ness within the Muslim milieu 
have not received their full share of attention. Yet as in the context 
of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the displacement of Africans outside 
their own homeland to the Muslim destinations of the slave trade often 
resulted in irreversible changes in the life of communities who settled 
in the Muslim world. Between the first decade of the nineteenth and 
the second half of the twentieth centuries, a number of travelers have 
described how the enslaved blacks of Tunisia stood out from the rest of 
Tunisian society as a result of their non-normative religious practices 
in the state. Drawn predominantly from the central Sudan, one of their 
religious practices was none other than the Bori cult, a cult that played 
an important role in defining and maintaining the boundaries of the 
West African diaspora in Tunisia.

The description of the Bori cult by the West African traveler 
Ahmad ibn al-Qādī B. Ibrāhīm al-Timbuktāwī and the British anthro-
pologist Major A. J. N. Tremearne shows that the cult was organized 
around a number of Bori pantheons and a considerably larger number 
of Bori spirit temples, or houses.4 Bori houses were considered sacred. 
In fact, no one, except arā‘if, was allowed to enter them without being 

4 Ahmad B. al-Qādi Abi Bakr B. Yusuf B. Ibrāhīm Al-Timbuktāwī, Hatk al-Sitr 
Ammā Alayhi Sudānī Tunus min al-Kufr (Tunis: MS Bibliothèque Nationale, 
1813); A. J. N. Tremearne, The Ban of the Bori: Demons and Demon-Dancing in 
West and North Africa (London: Frank Cass, 1968); Muhammad Ibn Uthmān 
al-Hashā’ishī, Al-Adāt wa Taqālīd al-Tūnīsiyyah: Al-Hadiyya wa al Fawaid al-
Ilmiyyah Fi al-Adat al-Tunisiyya (Tūnis: Dār Sirās lil-Nashr, 1994). See also 
M-L. Dubouloz-Laffin, “Le ‘Bouri’ à Sfax,” En Terre d’Islam 13, (Premier tri-
merster, 1912): 50-60.
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in a complete state of wudū‘ (ritual purification), in itself an Islamic 
concept and practice, required before Muslim prayers. As well, in each 
temple was a mattamore, an underground storage bin or granary used 
for storing musical instruments, flags, and other items associated with 
Bori rituals. As with the Bori structure in Northern Nigeria, so in the 
Regency of Tunis, Bori was modeled in accordance with the hierarchi-
cal structure of the surrounding society. In al-Timbuktāwī’s account, 
for instance, the pantheon of Bori spirits included a complex hierarchy 
of deities. The most important, or Holy of the Holiest, of the Bori 
deities in the west Sudanese communities was Sarkin Gida, also known 
in local terms as Sultān al-Jinn wa al-s.ah. rā (Sultan of the Jinn and the 
Desert).5 Sarkin Gwari, next to Sarkin Gida in ranking, was consid-
ered to stand in relation to Sarkin Gida as the Governor (Caid, Arabic 
Qāi’d) of Tunis stood in relation to the Governor-General of the Prov-
ince (the Bey). Even though Sarkin Gwari was considered inferior to 
Sarkin Gida, Sarkin Gwari was the patron of the town.6 

Attached to each of the Bori temples was an arīfa (plural arā’if), a 
female Bori priestess less commonly known as sarauniya or magājiya. 
Tremearne traced the term, arā’if, as originating from arīfa as well 
as another term, Chika.7 According to Tremearne, both mean wise. 
However, arīfa also indicates a woman in charge of other women, and 
may have been connected with arrāf, a diviner, or arīf, a magician, 
whereas Chika is connected to a singer, particularly in religious rites.8 
Conversely, Mohammed Aziza notes a phonetic resemblance between 
arīfa and the Yoruba, Orisha and, accordingly, suggests that arīfa may 
have been derived from Orisha.9 Aziza further posits that Orisha was 
the corrupted form of arīfa.10 This view, however intriguing, is highly 
unlikely since other scholars studying the Bori cult have not been able 
to trace any elements of Orisha practices in Bori.

As for the duties and functions of the arīfa, she was usually an 
elderly, emancipated slave who was selected to maintain the liturgi-

5 Al-Timbuktawi, Hatk al-Sitr.
6 Ibid.
7 A. J. N. Tremearne, "Bori Beliefs and Ceremonies," Journal of the Royal Anthro-

pological Institute 45 (1915): 66.
8 Ibid.
9 Mohamed Aziza, Formes traditionnelles du spectacle (Tunis: Societé Tunisienne 

de Diffusion, 1975), 36.
10 Ibid.
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cal items of the Bori temple. She also performed the ritual liturgy in 
the temples and, in turn, was considered a spiritual being who was 
to be worshipped by the Sudanic West African communities.11 The 
arīfa, who commanded respect from these communities, was never 
called by her name; rather, she was referred to as ajuz (an old lady). In 
performing their liturgical duties, the arīfa was believed to be a super-
natural medium of the Bori spirits and, consequently, not allowed to 
marry anyone except the Bori jinns. The religious duties of the arīfa 
involved ritual healing of cult members and their clients, organizing 
Bori ceremonies, and maintenance of Bori temples. Socially, an arīfa 
also served to protect female slaves and inducted newly arrived slaves 
from the Sudan into the temple. The arīfa, who enjoyed great influence 
among the Bori community, settled disputes among the female slave 
population. The arīfa had assistants ranking in stature from the higher-
level kasheka to the lower level magājiyas. Similar to the hierarchy of 
the Bori pantheon, the kasheka, considered her vizier, was conceived as 
next in line to the chief priestess. 

stAmbAli And the socio-religious culture 
of husAynid tunisiA12

Combining Bori cult practices with popular Islam, especially 
Sufism, and embracing local saints served as the social and religious 
stratagem through which the West African communities interacted 

11 For the equivalent personality in Istanbul and other Ottoman cities – vari-
ously known as kolbashi, godya, or kudya, see: Ehud R. Toledano, As If Silent 
and Absent: Bonds of Enslavement in Islamic Middle East (New Haven, CT and 
London: Yale University Press, 2007), chap. 5; Y. Hakan Erdem, Slavery in the 
Ottoman Empire and Its Demise, 1800-1909 (Basigstoke, England: Macmillan 
and St. Antony College, Oxford, 1996), 173-176; and John Hunwick, "The 
Religious Practices of Black Slaves in the Mediterranean Islamic World," in 
Slavery on the frontiers of Islam, ed., Paul E. Lovejoy (Princeton: Markus Wiener 
Publishers, 2004), 149-172. Points in the remainder of this paragraph are based 
on Al-Timbuktawi, Hatk al-Sitr, MS; and Tremearne, "Bori Beliefs and Cer-
emonies,” 66.

12 On other cases of cultural fusion between Zar-Bori and Sufism, see Toledano's 
chapter in this collection.
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with local Tunisian culture.13 This form of acculturating was not a spon-
taneous act, but involved a guided immersion of the West African Bori 
into the prevailing socio-religious culture in Tunisia. This process was 
also premised on the framework of Husaynid religio-political policies, 
which were strategically designed to control the Tunisian populace, 
especially after the birth of their hegemonic rule. For example, scholars 
who write on the formative period of the Husaynid state delineate the 
religio-political culture that was instituted by the early Husaynids as 
one of the foremost characteristics typifying the Regency of Tunis in 
its early stage. Mohamed-Hédi Chérif and Jamil Abun Nasr show that 
after they managed to fend off the Ottoman-Algerian encroachment, 
the Husaynids transformed the province's political structure in order 
to regulate Tunisian society.14 To gain support from the local popula-
tion for this change, the Husaynids gave several incentives to the local 
religious establishment, while simultaneously laying the foundation for 
the emergence of a new form of religious institution, the goal of which 
was to provide a platform for individuals outside existing institutions 
to express their loyalty to the Husaynids.

Within this context, according to Chérif, a black saint known as 
Sīdī Sa‘d, or Sīdī abīd, famous among his enslaved African followers, was 
one of a new generation of saints who appeared in the Regency during 
the early stages of the Husaynid religio-political transformation.15 
Chérif considers Sīdī Sa‘d as a popular marabout and describes him as 
an intermediary between the locally-centered popular Sufi orders, such 

13 For Tunis, see, for example, the works of Sophie Ferchiou, "Survivances Mys-
tiques et Culte de Possesion Dans le Maraboutisme Tunisienne," Revue Fran-
caise de’l Anthropologie XII, no. 3 (1972); and Ferchiou, "The Possession Cult of 
Tunisia: A Religious System Functioning as a System of Reference and a Social 
Field for Performing Actions," in Women’s Medicine: The Zar-Bori Cult in Africa 
and Beyond, eds., I. M. Lewis and Sayyid Hurraiz (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Uni-
versity Press for International African Institute, 1991), 1-40. For other Ottoman 
provinces and Zar-Bori fusion with Sufi rituals, see Toledano, As If Silent and 
Absent, 217.

14 Jamil M. Abun-Nasr, A History of the Maghrib in the Islamic Period (Cambridge; 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 173-176; Abun-Nasr, “The 
Tunisian State,” 44-47; M. H. Cherif, "Hommes de Religion et pouvoir dans la 
Tunisie de l'epoque moderne," Annales Economies Sociétés Civilizations 35, no. 
3-4 (1980), 581. See also, Mustapha Kraiem, La Tunisie precoloniale: Economie, 
Societe, vol. II (Tunis: Societé Tunisienne de diffusion, 1973), 103-106.

15 Cherif, "Hommes de Religion, 581.



AfricAn communities in AsiA And the mediterrAneAn

160

as Sīdī Bel Hassan al-Shadhilī and Sīdī Mehriz, but also as a bridge to 
transnational Sufi brotherhood networks, such as the Qādiriyya and 
Tījāniyya. Sīdī Sa‘d’s appearance must be seen in tandem with early 
Husaynid endeavors to control the populace of the Regency, argues 
Chérif, and particularly to integrate into Tunisian society recently 
imported enslaved West Africans. The majority of this first generation 
of West African communities brought under the early Husaynids was 
born in the west and central Sudan. Carl L. Brown distinguished and 
classified this category of Africans in Tunisia as “detribalized blacks.”16 
That is, compared to the native-born blacks and older generations of 
freed slaves, the Sudanese West African communities were loosely inte-
grated into Tunisian society. Therefore, the creation of Sīdī Sa‘d not 
only served the purpose of providing spiritual patronage for the west 
Sudanese communities, but the black saint was officially used by the 
Husaynids as a vehicle for their integration into Tunisian society. Fol-
lowing the death of Sīdī Sa‘d, his shrine, located in Morneg, a few miles 
away from Tunis, became a zāwiya (a Sufi lodge) and site of veneration 
mainly for the West Africans who, today, continue to look upon Sīdī 
Sa‘d as their patron saint. 

The ordination and induction of Sīdī Sa‘d into a Sufi sainthood 
through the Husaynid religio-political culture, and his subsequent 
veneration by the West African communities and their descendants are 
attested to by al-Wazīr al-Sarrāj, a contemporary historian of the early 
Husaynid state. Al-Sarrāj briefly reported that Sīdī Sa‘d was, indeed, 
among the local zāwiyas who emerged in Tunis during the reign of 
Husayn B. Alī.17 Apart from al-Sarrāj’s short biographical reference to 
Sīdī Sa‘d, which traced his appearance apparently to the early Husaynid 
period, not much has been documented about the life of this black 
saint. Despite the scarcity of information, the available sources are in 
agreement that Sīdī Sa‘d was not a locally born Tunisian. Rather, he 
was said to have been a Beriberi slave who came to the Regency from 
Istanbul along with his master.18 Oral tradition and accounts held by 
descendants of enslaved Africans of Tunisia hold the same view about 
the origin of Sīdī Sa‘d, but add that following his settlement in Tunis, 

16 Carl L. Brown, "Color in Northern Africa," Daedalus 96 (1967): 467.
17 Muhammad ibn Muhammad Wazir al-Sarraj, Al-Hulal al-Sundusiyyah fi 

al-Akhbār al-Tunisiyyah, vol. II, part 2, folio, 135-136. Cf: M.H. Cherif, 
"Hommes de religion," 585.

18 A. J. N. Tremearne, The Ban of the Bori, 225.
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he distinguished himself amongst some unknown forty Sufi disciples 
at his time and was, therefore, proclaimed as a spiritual figure among 
the Sufi establishment.19 

Indeed, not only did that African-Tunisian saint serve as a unifying 
symbol for the west Sudaniese communities, but their strong attach-
ment to him also led to the merger of the Hausa non-Muslim Bori with 
popular maraboutism. To illustrate their devotion to their saint, the 
west Sudanese communities adopted the Sufi brotherhood common 
practice of nisba (attribution) or intisāb (affiliation) to a spiritual 
patron. Consequently, similar to the way the Shādhiliya was named 
after its founder and spiritual saint, Sīdī Bil Hassan al-Shādhilī, 20and 
the Qādiriyya after Abdel Qādir Jīlāni, west Sudanese communities 
expressed in a similar way their affiliation to their spiritual saint. Thus, 
Sīdī Sa‘d’s origins in Istanbul, then the imperial capital of the Ottop-
man Empire and a major Islamic center proved vital in the etymologi-
cal development and the transformation of Bori to Stambali. Because 
he was believed to have come to Tunis from Istanbul, Sīdī Sa‘d’s nisba 
(attribution) to Istanbul was Istanbūlī, colloquially Stambūlī, which 
in a corrupted form became Stambālī. Accordingly, the popular mar-
about order and movement that Sīdī Sa‘d established was named after 
him. Eventually, the Sudanic West Africans came to be known within 
Tunisian culture as followers of Sīdī Sa‘d and are, subsequently, known 
to this day as Jamā‘at Stambālī’.

Consequently, through Sīdī Sa‘d, the West African communities 
expressed their religious allegiance to their Husaynid masters. The 
zāwiya of Sīdī Sa‘d founded by the Husaynids offered, in part, the 
social security needed to facilitate the integration of West African 
communities into Tunisian society. But through the transformation of 
Bori to Stambali, these communities were also acculturated into the 
mainstream religio-political culture, while at the same time retaining 
their original beliefs, which they brought with them from West Africa. 
Although Stambali clearly suggests a fusion between Bori and Sufism, 
it was the former that had the most influence on Stambali. Remarkably, 
this fusion enabled Bori practitioners not only to spread their magic 

19 Interview with members of a Stambali group (El-Cheikh Hammadi el-Bidali; 
Abdel Hamid and Abdelmajid), at Sidi Abdel Salem, August 23, 2000.

20 For an overview of religious orders under the Husaynids see also, Mustapha 
Kraiem, La Tunisie Précoloniale, 107-114.
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amongst the Arabs, as Tremearne correctly noted, but also to convert a 
number of Arab saints to Bori.21 The fusion and the conversion of Arab 
saints, as Tremearne noted, occurred due to Sīdī Sa‘d’s spiritual impor-
tance within the prevailing socio-religious culture in the Regency.

Both al-Hashā’ishī and Tremearne describe the various degrees 
of influence that Sīdī Sa‘d had on Bori practitioners.22 In his work 
on Tunisian traditions and customs, in which he describes promi-
nent zāwiyas in Tunis, al-Hashā’ishī considers the shrine of Sīdī Sa‘d 
among the most influential zāwiya sites in Tunis. During the time of 
al-Hashā’ishī, the shrine of Sīdī Sa‘d was the site of an annual ziyāra 
(pilgrimage) and a theater of Stambali Bori ceremonies frequented 
exclusively by slave groups. Each year, this annual ziyara to the shrine 
was held during a designated season, usually around the month of 
Sha‘bān, and lasting for about four months. Slave groups performed 
the ziyāra in groups organized by communities (tawā‘if; sing. tā‘ifa). 
Each community started on a Wednesday and finished on Saturday 
morning, with Friday being the main day of celebration. In fact, each 
one of these groups represented a household from among the fourteen 
households (Diyār).23 

As to the degree of fusion between Bori and Sufism that occurred 
during the ziyāras, al- Hashā’ishī's description of these rituals reveals 
that in spite of the fusion, Bori was central to the practices at the 
zāwiya. In charge of every group (tā‘ifa) that performed the ziyāras was 
an arīfa (Bori chief priestess). According to al-Hashā’ishī, all the Bori 
chief priestesses were exalted and worshipped by their respective slave 
group members. All of these slave groups had come to the zāwiya from 
every corner of the Regency. Al-Hashā’ishī speaks in disgust about 
the aversion of slaves to Islam. He condemned the kharja, a proces-
sion touring the zāwiya with banners and a she-goat. He also describes 
several aspects of Bori ceremonies, such as animal sacrifice, drumming, 
dancing, trance, acts of spirit possession during dance, and the belief 
of Bori followers that the Jinn spirit actually communicates through 

21 Tremearne, "Bori Beliefs and Ceremonies," 61.
22 Muhammad ibn ‘Uthman al-Hashā’ishī, Al-Adāt wa al taqālīd al-Tūnisiyyah: 

Al-Hadiyah aw al-Fawā‘id al-Ilmiyyah fi al-adat Al-Tūnisiyyah (Tunis: Dār Sirās 
lil-Nashr, 1994), 212-213.

23 Ahmad Rahal, La Communauté Noire de Tunis: Thérapie Initiatique et Rite 
de Possession, Collection La Bibliothèque d'africultures (Paris: L'Harmattan, 
2000), 23-24.
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the chief Bori priestesses. Amazing at it might be, these practices were 
taking place under the banner of popular maraboutism. 

One of the fascinating aspects of al-Hashā’ishī's account of Stambali 
is how he connects Sīdī Sa‘d to the Husaynid Beys. According to him, 
the influence of the Beys on the zāwiya is apparent in the alleged origin 
of the zāwiya.24 He explains that the zāwiya was a Sarāyā (a residential 
and administrative palace that served the ruler's household) built by the 
first Husaynid Bey, Husayn ibn. Alī (1705-1725). This palace contained 
more than forty rooms, some being reserved for state dignitaries, but 
most rooms were used to accommodate the thousands of slaves who 
flocked to the ziyāras from Tunis and the other parts of the province.

Since the early 1870s, the maintenance of the shrine of Sīdī Sa‘d 
and the entire zāwiya had been under the supervision of the Minis-
try of Awqāf (Charitable Endowments). However, the office of Bash 
Agha (the Bey's appointed judge to deal with matters pertaining to the 
enslaved) alone was responsible for issuing permits for slave groups to 
be able organize ceremonies in the zāwiya.25 Al-Hashā’ishī’s assertion 
regarding the Husaynid connection to the zāwiya of Sīdī Sa‘d is again 
confirmed by Chérif. According to Chérif, like most of the zāwiyas in 
the Regency under the Husaynids, the one of Sīdī Sa‘d had a special 
budget. Sīdī Sa‘d apparently enjoyed considerable state support because 
he was entrusted with spiritual mentorship for the west Sudanese slaves, 
who shared his own background. In his meticulous study of the Husay-
nid’s policy vis-à-vis Sufi networks, Chérif reveals that the zāwiya of Sīdī 
Sa‘d was among the zāwiyas which received regular monthly stipends 
from the treasury.26 Thus, the Stambali fusion of Bori and Sufism was 
closely related to the Husaynid socio-political culture, and only west 
Sudanese Tunisians could participate in Bori ceremonies at the shrine 
of Sīdī Sa‘d. Through Sīdī Sa‘d, a formerly enslaved African man turned 
saint, the Husaynids were able to integrate his west Sudanese followers 
into society through the prevailing religious culture which the Husay-
nids instituted.

 In contrast to the west Sudanese slaves, sociological research done 
on group relations among black communities in the Tunis suggests that 
the older generation of freed slaves were not adherents of Sīdī Sa‘d. Gen-

24 Al-Hashā’ishī, Al-Adāt wa al- taqālīd al-Tūnisiyah, 213.
25 Ibid.
26 Cherif, "Hommes de Religion," 590.
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eviève Bédoucha’s work distinguishes recently arrived west Sudanese 
from the Shwāshīn – i.e., freed slaves of an older generation – according 
to the different patterns of their societal stratification,27 and Mohamed 
Hedi Juwayli points out that not all groups or communities of enslaved 
blacks identified themselves with Sīdī Sa‘d.28 Consequently, slaves asso-
ciated with Sīdī Sa‘d can be described, borrowing Carl Brown’s term, 
as “detribalized blacks,” who had to be incorporated into the Husaynid 
religious culture. Most of the older generation of freed slaves mingled 
with local-born blacks and were, in this way, not part of the recently 
arrived west Sudanese. Moreover, the communities of new arrivals were 
segregated from the others in clusters of Bori-practicing colonies,29 
whereas the older generation is described as being “clannish.” The 
majority of the Shwāshīn concentrated in southern Tunisia, where they 
lived, according to al-Timbuktāwī, in ghetto-like households within 
the ‘urūsh (shanty towns), such as Shwāshīn Ghebenten, that Juwayli 
studied. Whereas the Shwāshīn had their own local saints, such as Sīdī 
Marzūk, the recent west Sudanese expressed their religious identity in 
the Regency through Sīdī Sa‘d, whom they first embraced, and later 
through other saints such as Sīdī Frej and Sīdī Amor Bou Khatwa. Not-
withstanding, Sīdī Sa‘d remains not only the chief patron and protector 
of the recent west Sudanese, but also a symbol of their identity. 

This paper has attempted to examine how the enslaved West 
African community of Tunisia retained their socio-cultural organiza-
tion within the framework of Husaynid religious policies, and how 
these complex policies contributed to the transformation and accultur-

27 Geneviève Bèdoucha, "Un Noir Destin: Travail, Status, Rapports de Depen-
dance Dans une Oasis du Sud-Tunisienne," in Le travail et ses representations, ed., 
Michel Cartier (Paris: Gordon and Breach Science Publishers, 1984), 77-120. 
See also, Genevive Bèdoucha, L'eau, l'amie du Puissant: une Communite Oasi-
enne du Sud-Tunisien, editions des archives contemporaries (Paris: Gordon and 
Breach Science Publishers, 1987).

28 Muhammad Al-Hedi Al-Juwayli, Mujtamaat li`l-dhakira, Mujtamaat li`l-nisyan 
[Societies to be remembered; societies to be forgotten]. A Monograph on the 
Black Minority in Southern Tunisia, Tunis: Ceres, 1994.

29 See Ismael M. Montana, “Bori Colonies in Tunis,” in Islam, Slavery and Dias-
pora, eds., Ismael M. Montana, Behnaz M. Asl and Paul E. Lovejoy (New Jersey: 
Africa World Press (forthcoming)). For the households mentioned above, see 
Al-Timbuktāwī, Hatk Al-Sitr, 6-7, folio a-b, and also Montana, "Al-Timbuktāwī 
on the Bori Ceremonies of Sudan-Tunis," in Slavery on the Frontiers of Islam, ed., 
Paul E. Lovejoy (Trenton, New Jersey, 2003), 179.
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ation of the non-Musim Hausa Bori into a Sufi-like popular expression 
of Islamic belief known as Stambali. The larger question that this Tuni-
sian model of acculturation poses can be summarized in two points: 
first, how the enslaved West African community in Tunisia maintained 
and (re)produced its original belief system via diasporic experiences of 
alienation and estrangement; and second, how one might proceed in 
order to address the lack of recognition – in the literature dealing with 
the diversity of popular Islamic modes – accorded to the contribution 
made by enslaved blacks to Tunisian national culture.

Considering the ways in which the Kuloglus fostered the integra-
tion of the enslaved West African community to the Husaynid politico-
religious strategy of societal control, it becomes clear that they initiated 
a process through which that community blended elements of Sufism 
into their own cultural practices, while transforming Tunisian culture 
by incorporating aspects of their own into it. The Husaynid use of Sīdī 
Sa‘d as a prism to promote strategies of integration among enslaved 
West Africans indeed provides an important model for further com-
parative research on slavery, religion, and cultural dialogue.
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coping with trAumA 
in A new world: 

culturAl responses of 
enslAved AfricAns in 
the ottomAn empire

Ehud R. Toledano, Tel Aviv University, Israel

In the former territories of the Ottoman Empire in Western Asia, it is 
not too difficult to notice the presence of African migrant communi-

ties, whose members have come in search of work and improved living 
conditions. Although less attractive than Europe or the US, Israel, 
Turkey, and some Arab countries still have better prospects to offer 
than the realities on the African continent. Despite discrimination, 
rejection, exploitation, and the danger of deportation, these countries 
continue to be inundated with refugees, asylum seekers, and migrant 
laborers who willingly trade these for the poverty, incessant warfare, 
violence, corruption, and hopelessness of their countries of origin. By 
and large, this population movement is aggressively voluntary, with 
the target destinations attempting to limit or even completely stop 
the migrants from entering. Many of the migrants are therefore illegal 
aliens, even more exposed to the hazards of migration than those 
granted visas for temporary or permanent residence.

However, African migration into the Middle East is not a new 
phenomenon. Rather, for centuries it had been a common feature of 
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population movement into the region, which was not only regulated 
by governments, but in fact forced upon the migrants, who were being 
torn out of their communities and coerced into a high-mortality, cruel 
journey across the deserts and seas leading from central and eastern 
Africa into the Ottoman Empire. Indeed, the traffic in enslaved Afri-
cans into the Empire should be seen as coerced migration, since it dis-
plays many of the traits of large-scale migration movements, past and 
present. Not least of these were the Diasporas created by that forced 
migration, a notion that I find essential for understanding the processes 
involved. In this chapter, I shall only address the emotive element of 
social and cultural adjustment, now largely being recognized a major 
determining factor of integration for migrants both on the individual 
and the communal level.1 

Over 15,000 men and women were being transported annually 
from Africa into the Ottoman Empire during much of the nineteenth 
century.2 Ralph Austen’s estimates for the total volume of coerced 
migration from Africa into Ottoman territories are as follows: from 
Swahili coasts to the Ottoman Middle East and India – 313,000, across 
the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden – 492,000, into Ottoman Egypt – 
362,000, and into Ottoman North Africa (Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya) 
– 350,000. If we exclude the numbers going to India, a rough estimate 

1 For research on migration and the slave trade as coerced migration, see Ehud R 
Toledano, As If Silent and Absent: Bonds of Enslavement in the Islamic Middle 
East (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2007), 38-47.

2 The most reliable work on this is: Ralph Austen, “The 19th Century Islamic 
Slave Trade from East Africa (Swahili and Red Sea Coasts): A Tentative Census,” 
in The Economics of the Indian Ocean Slave Trade in the Nineteenth Century, 
ed., William Gervase Clarence-Smith, special issue of Slavery and Abolition 
9/3 (1988): 21-44; and Austen, “The Mediterranean Islamic Slave Trade out 
of Africa: A Tentative Census,” Slavery and Abolition 13/1 (1992): 214-248. 
See also Thomas M Rick’s thorough consideration in Thomas M. Rick, “Slaves 
and Slave Traders in the Persian Gulf, 18th and 19th Centuries: An Assessment, 
in The Economics of the Indian Ocean Slave Trade in the Nineteenth Century, 
ed., William Gervase Clarence-Smith, special issue of Slavery and Abolition 9/3 
(1988), 60-70. For Lovejoy’s higher numbers and criticism of Austen’s figures, 
see Paul E. Lovejoy, “Commercial Sectors in the Economy of the Nineteenth-
Century Central Sudan: The Trans-Saharan Trade and the Desert-Side Salt 
Trade,” African Economic History 13 (1984): 87-95; see also Lovejoy, ed., “The 
Nineteenth-Century Slave Trade,” in Transformations in Slavery: A History 
of Slavery in Africa (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), chap. 7. 
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of this mass population movement would amount to more than 1.3 
million people. It appears that during the middle decades of the nine-
teenth century, the shrinking Atlantic traffic swelled the numbers of 
enslaved Africans coerced into domestic African markets, as well as 
into Ottoman ones; however, further research is needed before we can 
reach decisive conclusions in this regard. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, Madeline Zilfi rightly observes, that the size of the enslaved 
population hovered around five percent and enslavement was “the 
practice of a small, privileged minority and as such scarcely reflected 
the experience of the majority.”3 The overwhelming number of fami-
lies, she adds, were monogamous, and did not own slaves nor employ 
free servants.

Be that as it may, this forced massive population movement is not 
as visible today as one might assume. The overwhelming majority of the 
Africans we now see in the formerly Ottoman Eastern Mediterranean 
are new arrivals who have come voluntarily over the past decade or so 
in search of jobs and improved life. Of the old, coerced migration of 
enslaved labor, we can trace in Turkey some African agricultural com-
munities in western Anatolian villages and towns, such as in Torbalı, 
Söke, Ödemiş, Tire, Akhisar, and a larger concentration in the prov-
ince of Aydın near Izmir, and in the region of Antalya.4 Even in the city 
of Izmir itself, where the largest African population in the Ottoman 
Empire lived at the end of the nineteenth century, an estimate of 2,000 
in the first half of the twentieth century is disputed as possibly too 
high. Since both African-Ottomans and African-Turks were consid-
ered as Muslims and Turks, respectively, they are, in the words of one 
scholar, “virtually statistically nonexistent in the official demographic 
records” of the Empire and the Republic.5 Hence, they are absent from 
standard reference sources such as yearbooks (salnames), directories 
(rehbers), and statistically-compiled indexes. By comparison, in the 
Empire's Asian possessions, such as the post-Ottoman Levant, Saudi 

3 Madeline C Zilfi, “Servants, Slaves, and the Domestic Order in the Ottoman 
Middle East,” Hawwa, vol 2/1 (2004): 29.

4 Günver Güneş, “Kölelikten Özgülüğe: İzmir’de Zenciler ve Zenci Folkloru,“ 
Toplumsal Tarih 11/62 (Feb, 1999): 4-10 (information in this paragraph is from 
4-5, and 9).

5 Esma Durugönül, “The Invisibility of Turks of African Origin and the Con-
struction of Turkish Cultural Identity: The Need for a New Historiography,” 
Journal of Black Studies 33/3 ( January, 2003): 289 (based on Güneş, 4).
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Arabia, and the Gulf states, one can find greater numbers of persons 
of African extraction among the various Bedouin tribes in desert areas 
and in settled villages bordering on them.

This noticeable absence, or rather meaningful diminution, is 
usually explained by several factors. The most common is that many 
enslaved persons perished because they were not used to the colder 
weather and suffered from contagious pulmonary diseases. The life 
expectancy of survivors was also quite low. An additional cause is that 
Islamic law and Ottoman social norm sanctioned concubinage and 
subsequent absorption into the host societies. An enslaved woman 
impregnated by her owner could not be sold, her offspring were consid-
ered free, and she herself would be freed upon the death of her master. 
Thus, exogamy and the passing of several generations ensured not only 
the social absorption of free mixed-race children of cross-racial mar-
riages, but also their visible disappearance from the observer’s “gaze.” 
Those Africans who did survive and not been completely integrated 
into local families were concentrated in relatively isolated rural com-
munities or shanty towns on the margins of cities such as Izmir.

As for the labor extracted from Africans in Ottoman Asia, it 
should be noted that agricultural enslavement did not normally exist 
in the Empire. There were two exceptions to this, one was the use of 
enslaved Sudanese in Egypt during the cotton shortage caused by the 
American Civil War in the early 1860s; the other was the admission 
into the Empire during the late 1850s-early 18060s of approximately 
150,000 enslaved Circassian families, who joined their landlords as 
part of the massive ethnic cleansing the Russians carried out in the 
Caucasus. Nonetheless, the most prevalent form of enslavement in 
the Ottoman Empire was domestic service in elite households, which 
was largely performed by African – as well as Circassian, and Geor-
gian – women. Enslaved African men were employed in menial tasks 
such as pearl diving, mining, and occasional public works. This large 
variety of functions performed by enslaved persons in Ottoman societ-
ies, coupled with the equally-varied places of origin from where the 
enslaved were wrenched, constitutes the fabric of Ottoman enslave-
ment as a subject of research and study. Rather than think of these as 
unrelated, disjointed types of enslavement, I have suggested that we see 
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them all on a continuum, with varying origins, cultures, functions, and 
statuses.6

But in order to fully comprehend the nature of enslavement, we 
need to address its socio-cultural dimension. In Ottoman societies, as 
in many other Islamic and non-Islamic societies, enslavement was one 
of the “modes of belonging” to a social unit. This notion appears in 
Ottoman sources as “intisap,” for which we prefer here to use attach-
ment. Individuals did not exist in a vacuum, and each one was attached 
to some sort of a social group. For the free subjects of the sultan, the 
most primary attachment was kin-based, usually consisting of the 
nuclear (or simple) and extended (or joint) family, and the various 
structures connecting such units to each other, whether clan, tribe, or 
any other kin-related formation.7 However, for most of the enslaved 
Africans in the Ottoman Empire, the unit of attachment was the 
household, i.e., the socio-politically complex elite urban units. Because 
enslaved persons were essentially kinless,8 social attachment was a 
crucial matter for them, perhaps more so than for any other group.

Therefore, we may gain a better understanding of enslavement if 
we consider it not just as a mere attachment, but also as an involun-
tary relationship of mutual dependence between two quite unequal 
partners. Within this broad definition, there were certainly cases in 
which enslaved persons had little impact on their lives, as there were 
other situations in which they had a great deal of influence vis-à-vis 
slavers. In all cases, the enslaved person’s ability to stand his/her ground 
in the relationship depended on the extent to which s/he could with-

6 A model for understanding Ottoman enslavement is suggested in my chapter 
“The Concept of Slavery in Ottoman and Other Muslim Societies: Dichotomy or 
Continuum?,” in Slave Elites in the Middle East and Africa: A Comparative Study, 
eds., Miura Toru and John Edward Philips (London and NY: Kegan Paul Inter-
national, 2000), 159-176. For more about the status and situation of the different 
categories of enslaved persons, see Toledano, As If Silent and Absent, 14-15.

7 The most useful introduction to the social structure of Middle Eastern societies 
is Dale F Eickelman, The Middle East and Central Asia – An Anthropological 
Approach, 3rd ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1998). For families 
and households in Istanbul from the 1880s into the Republic, see Alan Duben 
and Cem Behar, Istanbul Households: Marriage, Family, and Fertility, 1880-
1940 (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991).

8 On this notion, see Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death (Cambridge, 
Mass: Harvard University Press, 1982), 334-342. My own comments on this 
debate are in Toledano, Slavery and Abolition, 155-168.
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hold his/her labor to achieve what they saw as minimal requirements. 
In other words, their agency depended on denial of services, whether 
in the fields, the mines, or the household – the last including sexual 
services, rearing, and nurturing, in addition to the rest of the domes-
tic “package.” We might go somewhat further in defining the slaver-
enslaved relationship as containing a component of an “unwritten 
pact,” which was personal, protective, remunerative, and emotional. To 
varying degrees, but still present in both household and field, fishery 
and quarry, the bond formed between the two was akin to family 
bonds, implicit to which was trust.

But whereas these bonds supplied the enslaved with essential social 
anchoring, they were also vulnerable to betrayal, more frequently by the 
dependent partner – the enslaved. Abuse – whether physical, emotional, 
or sexual – and resale, which at times resulted in breaking up enslaved 
families, were such instances of betrayal. Even manumission, a much 
coveted resolution of the predicament of enslavement, often resulted in 
crises related to the failure of creating a proper substitute for the lost social 
bond. Often coming from a strongly communal ethos, where the “self ” 
is constituted relationally, some of the needs and yearnings of enslaved 
Africans for familiar practices remained unfulfilled even in cases of suc-
cessful bonding. Hence, we need to examine how they tried to cope 
with the variety of hardships they had to confront from the moment 
of uprooting to the challenges of a failed or dissolved bond with their 
enslavers. In this chapter, I shall look at how Africans deployed Zar-Bori 
healing and other culture-mediated devices in order to overcome the 
sense of isolation, at times of alienation, in which they found themselves.

Given the all-important role of the super natural in African 
systems of meaning, it is hardly surprising that enslaved Ottoman-
Africans would resort to the world of spirits in their attempts to nego-
tiate through the challenges they faced. As I. M. Lewis observed, these 
forces constitute "a spiritual reservoir (frequently updated) which can 
be drawn upon to respond to the experience of affliction and stress 
in ways which make this meaningful to the victims and their families 
(the emphases are mine, ERT)."9 It is nevertheless important to note 

9 I. M. Lewis, “Zar in Context: The Past, the Present and the Future of an African 
Healing Cult,” in Women’s Medicine: The Zar-Bori Cult in Africa and Beyond, 
eds., I. M. Lewis, Ahmed Al-Safi and Sayyid Hurreiz (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1991), 16.
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that in Ottoman societies, there existed varying degrees of belief in the 
supernatural, and that even Islamic-Ottoman orthodoxy was ambiva-
lent with regard to such beliefs. So, while not as saturated with spirits 
as African cultures, the Ottoman world was not unsusceptible to the 
occult.10 In our brief journey to the realm of belief, we shall examine 
three of its manifestations: the lodges, the calf festival, and the posses-
sion healing rituals. Each will demonstrate an aspect of coping with 
displacement and bringing the individual into the community. Each 
will show how cultural fusion between African and Islamic compo-
nents produced a hybridity that enabled enslaved Africans to retain 
elements of their source cultures while embracing Muslim practices of 
the dominant Ottoman societies into which they were coerced.

urbAn lodges And their rituAls

Evidence from nineteenth-century Istanbul points out to the exis-
tence of at least some form of organization involving freed and enslaved 
Africans. Such evidence, which comes mainly from travel accounts and 
contemporary informants, was studied and interpreted by Y. Hakan 
Erdem.11 Erdem was interested in finding out how freed slaves were 
cared for by the government after manumission and examined the 
various ways this was being done. Hence, his work looks mostly at the 
organizational aspect and mentions the cultural significance only in 
passing. Erdem’s summary of accounts by Ferriman, Garnett, Davey, 
Saz, Young, Halide Edip, and Tugay yields an intriguing description 
of a loosely defined network of lodges, located especially – though 
possibly not exclusively – in Istanbul. Each of these lodges was run 
by a female African freed slave, called kolbaşı or sometimes godya/
godiya. Erdem aptly describes her functions as those of both “union 
leader and priestess of a religious cult.” The deity worshipped by lodge 

10 In Ottoman Egypt, see for example, Toledano, State and Society in Mid-Nine-
teenth Century Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 17, 29, 
108, 112, 232, 235-237, 299.

11 Y. Hakam Erdem, Slavery in the Ottoman Empire and Its Demise, 1800-1909 
(New York: St Martin’s Press, 1996), 173-176. For a similar account of these 
Istanbul lodges (which ignores Erdem’s work but adds some untapped sources), 
see John Hunwick, “The Religious Practices of Black Slaves in the Mediterra-
nean Islamic World,” in Paul E Lovejoy (ed). Slavery on the Frontiers of Islam, 
Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2004, 160-162.
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members was variously called Yavroubé or Yarrabox, then rendered in a 
Turkicized form as Yavru Bey, namely in English “Infant Lord.” I shall, 
further below, offer a revision of this interpretation.

The lodges were founded, according to Garnett, “for mutual defense 
and protection, not only against the tyranny of masters and mistresses, 
but against sickness and other accidents of life.”12 Thus, the kolbaşı, 
who served in her capacity for life, was charged with caring for sick and 
unemployed freed Africans and placing them in gainful jobs. At times, 
the kolbaşı would purchase the freedom of enslaved persons in special 
need of rescue. An Ottoman document cited by Erdem suggests that the 
organization was actually yet another instrument of government service 
and control, similar to guilds, Sufi orders, quarters, and other interme-
diary formations. As argued in this book, the Tanzimat-state not only 
sought to increase its control, but also to limit abuse and protect the 
weak and needy in society. In the specific case mentioned by Erdem, a 
kolbaşı named Tunbuti was exiled in late-1817 from Istanbul to Bursa 
for having shown “negligence and laxitude in the duties assigned to her,” 
and for “disobedience to the authorities.”13 The government required 
that kolbaşıs maintain precise records of where they placed freed slaves, 
to whom they married them, and other details required for ensuring 
the successful reattachment of freed slaves. As with other government-
backed intermediaries, the kolbaşı was allowed to collect dues from 
freed Africans in order to fund her lodge and services.

Citing Garnette, Erdem says that cult rules excluded men from 
rituals, let alone from leadership, but that they still received aid from 
kolbaşıs if need was demonstrated.14 But Boratav’s account of similar 
practices in Izmir during a later period, possibly extending well into 

12 Cited in Erdem, Slavery in the Ottoman Empire, 174.
13 Ibid., 176.
14 Information in this paragraph and the next is based on: Erdem, Slavery in the 

Ottoman Empire, 174; Pertev N Boratav, “The Negro in Turkish Folklore,” 
The Journal of American Folklore, vol 64/251 ( Jan-Mar, 1951): 83-88 (refer-
ences here are to 87-88); Taghi Modarressi, “The Zar Cult in South Iran,” in 
Trance and Possession States, ed., Raymond Prince (proceedings [of the] second 
annual conference, R M Bucke Memorial Society, March 4-6, 1966, Montreal 
[Montreal: R M Bucke Memorial Society, 1968]), 149-155; and Güneş, “Köle-
likten Özgülüğe,” 6. For more about the phenomena of possession and trance in 
various cultures, see the essays in Prince’s collection cited above, and A. Kiev, ed., 
Magic, Faith and Healing: Studies in Primitive Psychiatry, rev. ed. (Northvale, 
NJ: Jason Aronson, 1996).
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the Turkish Republic, speaks of the godyas themselves as being mostly 
African men, with one exceptional case of a white man, Mustafa Kalfa, 
who was recognized as a powerful godya. Male babas appear to have 
been the leaders of such associations in southern Iran. Contrary to this, 
Güneş asserts that most godyas in Izmir – who numbered five to ten at 
the beginning of the twentieth century – were elderly females, adding 
that Africans never disobeyed their godyas, and treated them with the 
utmost respect.

It does seem that retained African cultural elements, including 
rituals and roles assigned to leading persons in those communities, 
evolved over time, naturally adjusting practice to the changing social 
and economic conditions in different locales. In Izmir, leadership was 
founded on sustained personal contact with, training under, and formal 
confirmation by a well-recognized godya. Initiation rites included the 
use of incense, and members had to undergo an incense ritual every 
year, during which they gave the godyas a small donation for their work. 
Godyas could allegedly heal from possession and counter the effect of 
snake and insect poison with a special drink (şerbet).

Smaller indoors rituals were held regularly in the various lodges 
with active participation of the members, led by the kolbaşı or godya. 
Without going into too much detail, we should note that in the 
Ottoman core regions, the ritual performed by African lodge members 
consisted of dance, gestures, music, loud vocal utterances, periodic use 
of incense, and object worshiping.15 Dancing was normally done in a 
circle with one or two persons dancing in the middle, leading and stim-
ulating the others around. Instruments played included, according to 
Boratav, “guitars made of bottle gourds and having tiny rings attached 
to the strings and cymbals, which are decorated with rings at the 
corners.” These were probably made of materials that could be found 
in the new environment into which the enslaved were interjected, but 
followed the models seen and heard in their places of origin. It appears 
that while these events resemble scenes form Sufi zikr rituals, going 
into individual trance was a more common occurrence in the African 
synthesized version. So much so, that the term babalı in Ottoman 
Turkish came to describe also an enslaved African “having a nervous 

15 Summed up by Erdem, Slavery in the Ottoman Empire, 175, and described by 
Boratav, “The Negro in Turkish Folklore,” 87-88. This is also stated in a court 
record at BOA/Cev Dahiliye/92.
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fit.”16 The central role of the kolbaşı/godya in taking a person out of 
trance indicates that spirit possession was a common phenomenon in 
the community.

I. M. Lewis aptly describes the common socio-cultural factor in 
possession as “the experience of “identity-threatening stress, exacer-
bated by conditions of confinement and exclusion” (the emphases 
are mine, ERT).”17 In more ways than one, this accurately describes 
the position of enslaved African women. For them, as for other, free 
women in Ottoman societies, Zar-Bori offered an opportunity to 
break away from the confines of home and family, act out their pent-up 
desires, and get the attention they were being denied. Simultaneously, 
and perhaps containing an inherent paradox, Zar-Bori also enabled 
women “to adjust to and accept pressures in ways which do not radi-
cally challenge the existing, male-dominated order (the emphases are 
mine, ERT).”

African rituals, such as those conducted at the lodges, were rightly 
identified as falling within the realm of belief, faith, and the spiritual, 
a space where Islam and Islamic practices claimed to have unrivalled 
supremacy. Among the poor and uneducated, where Islamic syncretism 
had predominated for centuries, the appearance of clearly un-Islamic 
cults was seen as a challenge. Especially so since they became popular 
in urban and rural areas throughout the Empire, proving themselves 
resilient by merging with Sufi practices and by incorporating Islamic 
components of prayer and lore. This was sometimes seen as insidious 
infiltration aimed at de-Islamization, and action against such practices 

16 See Redhouse Yeni Türkçe-İngilizce Sözlük (Istanbul: Redhouse Yayınevi, 1974), 
115. The Ottoman Redhouse edition of 1884 links such fits with obstinacy, 
rather than trance, but the association is still quite clear: “baba – 6 (with 
negroes), a kind of epileptic fit; hence also, a fit of dogged obstinacy.” J. W. Red-
house, A Turkish and English Lexicon (Constantinople: A H Boyajian, 1884), 
part I, 314.

17 Lewis, “Zar in Context,” 10 (this paragraph and the next also include other 
observations by Lewis in 1-16). In this context see also: Joseph C. Miller, 
“Retention, Re-Invention, and Remembering: Restoring Identities through 
Enslavement in Africa and under Slavery in Brazil,” in Enslaving Connections: 
Changing Cultures of Africa and Brazil during the Era of Slavery, eds., José C 
Curto and Paul E Lovejoy (Amherst, NY: Prometheus/Humanity Books, 
2003): 81-121; and James H. Sweet, Recreating Africa: Culture, Kinship, and 
Religion in the African-Portuguese World, 1441-1770 (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2003).
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was demanded by local leaders, who succeeded in enlisting the support 
of orthodox ulema and conservative leaders in the upper echelons of 
government. From time to time, such figures managed to influence the 
authorities to act against those who led Zar rituals, namely the kolbaşıs 
and the godyas.

Thus, for example, kolbaşıs and some congregants were banished 
from Istanbul at least on four recorded occasions – in 1810, 1817, 
1827, and 1839.18 The 1817 case was already mentioned above as an 
example of punishment for being negligent of the government place-
ment and registration requirements. The earliest (1810) and latest 
(1839) cases do not add much to the picture, but the 1827 banishment 
of seven kolbaşıs at once supplies interesting and very useful informa-
tion which will be discussed further below. In 1810, the sultan himself 
issued and signed the edict (ferman) that banished Nakşı Hatun, a 
kolbaşı from Istanbul, to the island of Mytilene (Turkish, Midilli).19 
She was accused of “unacceptable activities,” and the sultan addressed 
the order to his Chief Halberdier, or head of his personal bodyguard, 
and to the court registrar in Mytilene. The former was to supply the 
escort to the banished woman, and the latter was to receive her in his 
jurisdiction, report her arrival to the authorities in the capital, and 
make sure that she did not leave the island, with or without permission, 
unless confirmed by the central government.

The 1839 account of the exile of two women from Istanbul to 
Bursa draws on a draft of an edict phrased as the sultan’s own language 
and put to him for personal endorsement.20 In the text, the sovereign 
addressed the court registrar in Bursa regarding a woman known by 
the title Paşa Hanım, which signifies respect, and a kolbaşı named 
Fatime. The two were accused of having committed “noxious, impure 
deeds that are unacceptable… in my imperial capital,” as the sultan put 
it, meaning practices that contravened cultural norms and hence a 
challenge to the existing social order. This obviously refers to the Zar 
rituals in which the kolbaşı and her esteemed accomplice participated. 
The women were being exiled, the edict continues, both as punishment 

18 The 1817 and 1827 cases are both cited by Erdem from archival sources (176), 
but see the following passage for a more detailed discussion of the 1827 case, 
which was not accessible to Erdem in full when he was working at the BOA. The 
1810 and 1839 cases have not been discussed before.

19 BOA/Cevdet/Zaptiye/1131, May 4, 1810.
20 BOA/ Cevdet/Zaptiye/1194, April 16, 1839.
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for their misconduct and in order to deter others from engaging in 
similar activities. The two were to be accompanied by an officer from 
the Chief-of-Staff ’s bureau, and as usual in such cases, the registrar was 
warned not to allow them to leave Bursa, not to distance themselves 
“even one step” away without obtaining proper consent from Istanbul. 
An example of such a court registrar’s report is provided in the 1827 
case of the seven banished kolbaşıs discussed hereafter.

On August 14, 1827, the registrar of the Şeriat court in Varna – an 
Ottoman-Bulgarian port city on the Black Sea – recorded the arrival of 
seven kolbaşıs who had been exiled from Istanbul.21 The seven African 
women, he wrote, were accused of conducting in their lodges, where 
they lived, what was called “African wedding” events. On those occa-
sions, lodge members assembled, musical instruments were played, fire 
tricks were being displayed, and other kinds of “abominations” and 
unacceptable actions were being performed as part of a healing process 
for demon-possessed Africans. Echoing the expulsion edict, the report 
stated that the women were banished to Varna in order to save their 
communities from that evil and harm. The seven, all mentioned by 
name and address, were collected from different quarters of the city and 
the sultan’s chief halberdier appointed one of his officers to accompany 
them from Istanbul to Varna. They were to remain under detention in 
Varna and not allowed “to take [even] one step” towards another loca-
tion until a further edict was to be issued in their case. 

All these edicts and reports, but especially the 1827 one, are 
indicative of the problem the authorities were being faced with 
owing to the rituals conducted by the kolbaşıs in their capacity as cult 
leaders for their African congregants. All Africans were supposed to 
be Muslim because they had all been converted to Islam upon entry 
into the Empire. Hence, retention of their origin-culture elements 
was condemned in principle as un-Islamic, though in practice it was 
being reluctantly tolerated. Occasionally, therefore, that ambivalence 
impelled the government to act against them, probably at the instiga-
tion and urging of more orthodox community leaders. There seems 
to have been less of an opposition to practicing adherents and more 
to persons in leadership roles. This reminds us of a similar concern in 
Spanish-controlled Cartagena during the seventeenth century, where 
persons in the leadership role of mohán were targeted by the Inquisi-

21 BOA/Cevdet/Zaptiye/Dahiliye/92.
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tion Tribunal.22 Amerindian moháns were teachers and leaders alleged 
to have had a pact with the devil as part of their healing functions. 
These leading folk healers (curanderos) were strongly opposed by the 
Catholic Church in Latin America at the time.

Given that in the Ottoman Empire, Zar rituals and African festi-
vals attracted also non-Africans, spiritual leaders such as kolbaşıs and 
godyas were probably seen by established Muslim leaders as potential 
competitors for the hearts and minds of community members. The 
existence of that “common market” of ideas, rituals, and practices 
suggests that the belief system of non-elite and marginal groups was 
much more fluid than previously thought. That colorful and dynamic 
cultural “theater” contained a wide array of options, a broad range of 
overlapping and syncretic practices, all having their local advocates, 
teachers, and leaders. To attract potential followers in that market, 
leaders had to be creative and innovative, and because state-backed 
orthodoxy often did not have the upper hand, it needed to mobilize 
government support to impede the competition. While this flux was 
mainly a non-elite phenomenon, it should be noted that the Zar and 
other non-Islamic practices appealed also to members of elite circles. 
The persistence of such practices also suggests that the level of cultural 
integration of Africans into Ottoman society, especially as regards spir-
ituality and religion, was not as high as had been previously thought.23

the cAlf festivAl

Whereas much of the rituals carried out in the lodges were 
indoors, private activities, at times even considered secretive, the 
annual Calf festival was a rather public, outdoor, participatory, and 
inclusive African event. It occurred in core Ottoman cities such as 
Istanbul and Izmir, but also in non-Asian provinces such as Tunis and 

22 McKnight notes that out of 400 cases brought before the Inquisition Tribu-
nal during 1610-1660, 30% were about sorcery and witchcraft, 16% involved 
Africans, and 11% dealt with enslaved persons (Kathryn Joy McKnight, ”’En 
su tierra lo aprendió’: An African Curandero's Defense before the Cartagena 
Inquisition,” Colonial Latin American Review, 12/1 ( June 2003), 63.

23 See, for example, Fatima al-Misri's account of a Zar ritual performed for one 
of Khedive Ismail’s daughters. Fatima al-Misri, Az-Zar: Dirasa nafsiyya wa-
anthrupolujiyya (Cairo: Al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-Amma li-l-Kitab, 1975), 57-58.
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Ulcinj, a port town near the Montenegrin-Albanian border.24 In both 
Istanbul and Izmir this is reported to have taken place in the month of 
May. Africans would then assemble from all parts of town and presum-
ably from the surrounding area to celebrate for several days, in public 
parks, their spiritual and communal bond. The nature of the rituals 
performed regularly in the privacy of the lodges were interjected into 
the public sphere, though at least in Istanbul, there was a tendency to 
keep it within the community by demarcating the areas in the park 
as private, rather than get outsiders involved and thereby exposed to 
an unfamiliar culture. For Izmir, Boratav and Güneş provide a more 
detailed account of what seems to have been an elaborate event that 
involved larger segments of the population, the majority of whom did 
not belong to the African community. The comparison between Istan-
bul and Izmir leaves the impression that the paucity of information 
on Africans in the imperial capital stems mostly from lack of sufficient 
research, rather than from a qualitative difference in organization and 
communal life between these two major Ottoman cities.

Güneş builds on Boratav’s ethnographic work but significantly 
expands on it, so that we now possess some reliable information about 
the annual Calf Festival (Dana Bayramı) in Izmir.25 According to these 
studies, advance preparations required several months and were con-
ducted of under the supervision of the godyas. The holiday would last 
four weeks, but actual celebrations took place only from Thursday night 
through Friday evening each week. After the first three weeks, in which 
rituals were being performed separately in two of the quarters inhabited 
by Africans (Tamaşalık and İkiçeşme). After door to door collection of 
donations accompanied by music and led by the godyas, the two commu-
nities and the rest of the African population would come together in a 
joint event finale. With the money they collected, the leaders proceeded 
to purchase a handsome calf, and in an elaborate ceremony began to adorn 
it with decorative wires, napkins, and coins, which they attached to its 
horns and other parts of the head and body. The calf was then carried to 
an open space adjacent to one of the two African neighborhoods, where it 

24 For Istanbul, see Erdem, Slavery in the Ottoman Empire, 175; for Izmir, see 
Günver Güneş, “Kölelikten Özgülüğe, 4-10 (reference to May 15 is in 7). Note 
Boratav’s claim that in Izmir the festival occurred in July or August – in Boratav, 
“The Negro in Turkish Folklore,” 88. 

25 The following is based on Güneş, “Kölelikten Özgülüğe,” 8-9, and Boratav, “The 
Negro in Turkish Folklore,” 88.
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was slaughtered by a godya in full ceremony as active participants dipped 
their fingers in its blood. After that, the calf was cooked in a large caldron 
and placed in the middle of the square, while members were joined by 
non-members and outsiders to share in eating the cooked calf parts.

At that point, the entire quarter became a festival site, with people 
dancing and singing, listening to African music bands, watching 
street performances, and the young courting each other in a free and 
joyous atmosphere. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, the number of people taking part in the Izmir Calf Festival was 
about 4,000 to 5,000, but the celebrations touched a broader circle 
of between 10,000 and 15,000 men and women. Güneş describes the 
festival as a “crazy” (çılgın) event, highly popular with many of Izmir’s 
young, having become a carnival that people eagerly awaited each year 
with great anticipation. Regardless of religious criticism or govern-
ment rebuke – on account of its un-Islamic character – large numbers 
of youngsters were enthusiastically drawn to it.26 The liberating sensa-
tion that the carnival offered was in a way reminiscent of the unshack-
ling experience that Zar rituals afforded Africans in smaller groups, as 
we shall see further on in this chapter. In 1895, the governor-general 
of Izmir, Hasan Fehmi Paşa, prohibited the Calf Festival from taking 
place, but after he left office, the prohibition was ignored, and the Fes-
tival continued into the early years of the Republic.

For Istanbul, Erdem put together from various contemporary 
accounts some information about the dress used by the kolbaşıs and 
their congregations and about the decoration of the lodges. Here, too, 
it is obvious that cult practices were a syncretic mélange of many local 
African traditions, which have hitherto been described in an undif-
ferentiated way as simply “African.” As enslaved Africans died out or 
were manumitted, this “creolized”27 culture remained their offspring’s 

26 Güneş, “Kölelikten Özgülüğe,” 9.
27 On creolization and the problems relating to its use, see: Toledano, As If Silent 

and Absent, 204-205; and Paul E Lovejoy “Identifying Enslaved Africans in 
the African Diaspora,” in Identity in the Shadow of Slavery, Ehud R. Toledano 
(London and New York: Continuum, 2000), especially 13-19. For the basic 
concept of creolization (with which Lovejoy disagrees), see Sidney W. Mintz 
and Richard Price, An Anthropological Perspective to the Afro-American Past: A 
Caribbean Perspective (Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 
1976). The quote from Lovejoy here is in Paul E Lovejoy, ed., Slavery on the 
Frontiers of Islam (Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2004), 8.
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native culture, which they continued to cherish for generations to 
come although they “became” Turks, Iranians, and Arabs by circum-
stance and choice. Archival sources, but perhaps more importantly 
ethnographic work among the remaining communities, seem to hold 
the greatest promise for future research in this area. Kolbaşıs were 
obligated by the government to record in detail the services they pro-
vided to both enslaved and freed Africans such as in what employment 
they placed them, to whom they married them, etc. Hence, valuable 
information on the social and spiritual life of individual Africans and 
their communities in the Empire might still be discovered in various 
Ottoman registers and other types of state records.

At the same time, clusters of urban communities of African 
descent were present also in Izmir, and rural settlements existed in 
the Aydın province and in western Anatolian towns.28 This points us 
in the direction in which promising anthropological research should 
be conducted in the future. There can hardly be any doubt that “cre-
olized” versions of a fused culture existed – and still do – in various 
parts of the Middle East, as has been recently demonstrated in Behnaz 
A Mirzai’s study on Iran.29 In her article, she lists the following areas of 
African retentions and carry-overs in certain social and regional seg-
ments of Iranian society: social practices, such as female genital muti-
lation in Baluchistan; the chewing of black tobacco in the region of 
Bandar Abbas; the use of certain musical instruments and songs, which 
accounts for the formation of the musical tradition of Hurmuzgan and 
the entire coastal area of southern Iran; and the impact of the Zar on 
the belief system and spiritual practices of south-western Iran. Much 
of that cultural content came from the east African coast, especially 
the cultures of the Swahili littoral, the Sudan, and Ethiopia. Undoubt-
edly, this syncretism imbued and enriched not only Iran, but the entire 
Ottoman Middle East, to where Africans were forcibly transported 
and where their labor was exploited for centuries under enslavement.

28 Güneş, “Kölelikten Özgülüğe,” 9. For African-Turks the region of Antalya, a 
study by Esma Durugönül is now in progress. 

29 Behnaz A. Mirzai, “African Presence in Iran: Identity and its Reconstruction in 
the 19th and 20th Centuries,” Revue française d’histoire d’outre-mer (RFHOM), 
89/336-337 (2002): 240-243.
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the fusion of zAr with islAmic prActices 
in ottomAn societies

In the following section, I shall not attempt a thorough analysis 
of Zar-Bori practices, which requires going beyond the level of detail 
appropriate for a relatively brief chapter.30 Instead, emphasis will be put 
on the fusion of possession healing rituals with Islamic popular prac-
tices. This will not be done for the sake of pointing out to hybridity 
or creolization, but rather to stress this phenomena qua socio-cultural 
means deployed by enslaved Africans in order to cope with the trauma 
of displacement, attachment, and betrayal into which they were forced 
as part of their predicament.

None of the writers on folk culture among enslaved Africans and 
their descendants – e.g., Erdem, Boratav and Güneş – has linked the cult 
practices they identified in the Empire to the Zar or Zar-Bori; that is, 
the specific type of African possession cult,31 i.e., either the Ethiopian 
Zar, or the fused West African-Ethiopian Zar-Bori type that involved 
trance and a “healing ritual.” Hence, one of my main contentions here 
will be that what was observed and described in nineteenth-century 
Istanbul and twentieth-century Izmir are clear retentions of Zar-Bori 
practices, fused with Sufi rituals and other localized Islamic components. 
This mixed cultural baggage was brought to the core urban centers of the 
Ottoman Empire from its north-east African periphery by the enslaved, 
an important part of whose origin-cultures had been the Zar-Bori in 
its various forms. In the core areas, as elsewhere within the Empire, the 
processes of creolization continued on the communal level, reproducing 
new forms of Ottomanized Zars. But not all African retentions were 
Zar-related, such as the already mentioned public festivals.

30 Such treatment is available in Toledano, As If Silent and Absent, chap. 5. Most of 
the research on Zar has been done by anthropologists since the early years of the 
twentieth century. For our limited purposes here, the most useful studies are: al-
Misri, Az-Zar: Dirasa nafsiyya wa (full citation in note 23 above); Janice Boddy, 
Wombs and Alien Spirits: Women, Men, and the Zar Cult in Northern Sudan 
(Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989); Gerda Sengers, 
Women and Demons: Cult Healing in Islamic Egypt (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 
2003).

31 For classification as a “possession cult,” see Sengers, Women and Demon, 89; the 
definition as “healing ritual” is on page 279. See also, contributions to Lewis., et 
al, Women’s Medicine (full citation in note 9 above).
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To form a better idea of the nature of Zar, we need to venture into 
the Ottoman frontier regions in north-east Africa, particularly the 
Sudan and Ethiopia. This seems to be where the cult in its nineteenth-
century form originated and whence it entered the Empire via Egypt, 
the Hijaz, and the Persian Gulf. Perched on the southern frontiers of 
the Ottoman Empire, Sudan was the gateway for people, commodities, 
and cultural practices entering the sultan’s domains in the nineteenth 
century. Its proximity to, and strong contacts with, Egypt – one of the 
richest and most important Ottoman provinces – served as a conve-
nient conduit for inseminating other parts of the Empire, particularly 
the imperial capital and other core urban centers. Both the Sudan and 
Ethiopia had been feeding the traffic in enslaved Africans into the 
Eastern Mediterranean before the nineteenth century, but the volume 
increased dramatically during the early decades of that century.32

The end of the age of Ottoman conquests at the turn of the 
eighteenth century, and the drying up of Balkan sources of non-free 
labor, shifted the focus of slavers to the peripheral regions of the 
Sudan, Ethiopia, and sub-Saharan Africa. Despite attempts, described 
earlier, to wipe out the past history and culture of the enslaved, the 
re-acculturation process to which they were subjected could only be 
partially successful. First generation retentions were passed on to an 
Ottoman-born second generation, and despite dilution and mixture, 
some key elements – the cult of Zar-Bori included – survived well into 
the twentieth century.

Current scholarship on the Zar seems to endorse the view that the 
healing process performed in Zar rituals reflects both the social pre-
dicament of the possessed and the concerns of her community. Despite 
nuanced differences, most writers also agree that the purpose of the 
healer’s intervention is to mediate between the spirit and the possessed 
person, so that they both may negotiate a peaceful co-existence of 
sorts, which would enable the possessed to better cope with problems 
in her daily life. The process is called “pacification,”33 to distinguish it 
from “exorcism,” which is intended to get rid of the possessing demon 
altogether. Since the ritual brings the “imagined worlds” of family 
and community into the interpretation of the Zar-Bori, we can also 

32 For details, see Toledano, Slave Trade, 14-90.
33 Boddy, Wombs and Alien Spirits, 131; Sengers, Women and Demon, 23, 65.
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account for the fusion of vernacular Islamic practices into these rituals 
and belief system. 

The overwhelming majority of Zar-Bori practitioners were 
women, though belief in the existence of spirits was widespread and 
crossed gender lines. Some scholars believe that in Ottoman times, the 
cult was popular mainly among urban and well-to-do women, while 
others conclude that it had later become the domain of the poor, both 
rural and urban. Zar-Bori was also considerably more prevalent among 
enslaved African women than among enslaved men, not only because 
females were the overwhelming majority among enslaved Africans in 
the Ottoman Empire in the nineteenth century. In any event, this begs 
a gender-based interpretation,34 as the weakened position of women 
vis-à-vis men in these societies conduced women towards seeking 
unconventional modes of expression, whether to vent their frustration 
and protest, or to create a “space of their own” for spiritual gratifica-
tion and empowerment. Owing in part to a more restricted access to 
education, integration of women into Ottoman and post-Ottoman 
societies seems to have lagged behind that of men, at least in most cases 
for which we have reliable historical evidence. 

Hence, Zar-Bori rituals provided women with an excluded and 
protected space, and allowed them to engage in behavior that was 
totally incommensurate with their normal conduct outside. The most 
salient features of irregular behavior by women in Zar rituals included 
“smoking, wanton dancing, flailing about, burping and hiccupping, 
drinking blood and alcohol, wearing male clothing, publicly threat-
ening men with swords, [and] speaking loudly lacking due regard for 
etiquette.”35 This license to break with norm is granted because the 
possessed women are not held accountable for the infringements they 
commit under the orders of the spirit that possesses them. Adorned 
by costumes and ornaments, and immersed in music and incense, the 
ambiance is readily recognizable to participants and observers as a 
separate space, where a different, socially liberating set of rules applies. 
Through the medium of the healer/leader and the spirits, role rever-
sal becomes possible and acceptable, set in a theater-type event that 
expires – figuratively – upon the lights going out and curtain drawing 

34 Boddy, Wombs and Alien Spirits, 4-5, 389-390 (qv, “Gender”); Sengers, Women 
and Demon, 22, 65, 299 (qv, “Gender”).

35 Boddy, Wombs and Alien Spirits, 131.
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down. While the show does not go on outside, it is supposed to affect 
life for the healed person, who now can better interact with the real 
(not the imagined) world, and the people (not just the spirits) that 
inhabit it.

In Ottoman Western Asia, but also in Egypt and the Sudan, the 
real world and real people were immersed in a belief system predi-
cated upon local interpretations and adjustments of Islamic tenets and 
norms. For the imperial elite, the Ottoman-local elites, and the larger 
societies in which they lived, an important component of these ver-
nacular Islams – as opposed to one universal Islam – was the spiritual-
mystical-experiential space that the Sufi orders created. In city, town, 
and village alike, Sufism as practice and belief system formed the back-
bone of social life. It was for the overwhelming majority of the people 
their way of relating to, and understanding, Islam. Small wonder, then, 
that writers on the Zar could not but address the similarities and dif-
ferences between Zar rituals and Sufi dhikrs, as these were known in 
literary Arabic and colloquially pronounced as in Turkish – zikr.

Thus, for example, Boddy found that Zar rituals resemble the zikr 
among the Qadiriyya and Khatimiyya orders of the Sudan, but that it 
“lacks their cohesion and transcendent focus.”36 Behnaz A Mirzai lists 
a number of cases from Iran, in which Zar and Sufi rituals were fused,37 
such as in Baluchistan, where the most common possessing spirit was 
known as Gwat, and the songs performed to exorcize it were in praise 
of the founder of the Qadiriyya Sufi order and of a famous Iranian Sufi 
leader. Gwati possession-healing was performed by enslaved Africans 
with song and music for a number of days and nights. Sengers points 
out the similar nature of the zikr among the Moroccan Hamadsha Sufis 
and the Egyptian Zar, but emphatically places the zikr in a different 
category from Zar rituals.38 Hunwick and Montana stress the Bori-Sufi 
hybridity of various cults-orders in North Africa, with the Tunisian 
Stambali and the Moroccan Isawiyya orders (Arabic, turuq) as the 
prime examples.39 The Bori-zikr sessions of the Stambali completely 
integrated notions from both genres of music, eg, by introducing a 

36 Ibid.
37 Mirzai, “African Presence in Iran,” 229-246 (Gwati rituals are treated in 243-

244).
38 Sengers, Women and Demon. 65, 102, 184-185, 252.
39 Hunwick, 159-160, 162-167 (Hunwick speculates that Stambali be related to 

Stambuli, ie, Istanbuli, 159); Montana, “Ahmad ibn al-Qadi,” 185.
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“Bori section” (Arabic, nawbat al-Bori) as one of the musical phases in 
the zikr session.

Beyond the difference in style and tempo, Sengers argues – and 
despite that some of her informants referred to the Zar as zikr harim 
(women’s zikr) – Sufi rituals are well-grounded in Islamic tradition and 
fully imbued with references to God’s names and the Prophet’s spirit, 
whereas the Zar is situated outside that domain. Although Sufi zikrs 
contain an element of healing and trance is present, the main purpose is 
to attain a closer relationship with God through an Islamic framework. 
By comparison, the Zar is all about possession, healing, and trance, 
with residual vernacular Islamic features that are not germane to the 
ritual itself. In my view, the Zar had existed and can exist without 
Islamic elements (as in non-Muslim societies), but there can be no Sufi 
zikr without the Islamic content. Whereas Zar-Bori leads to individ-
ual trance (mostly a women’s affliction), zikr leads to collective trance 
(a higher achievement, mostly by men).40 As a generalization, too, Zar 
and Bori are mainly possession cults, whereas the zikr is primarily a 
trance ritual.41 That said, our concern here is not to compare the two, 
but rather to explore the evolving relationship between Zar/Bori and 
Sufi zikr as a process of “cultural creolization.”42

Fusion occurred already in the peripheral regions of the Nile Valley 
whence the cult entered the Ottoman Empire, picking up on the way 
local materials and braiding them into the rudimentary structure of the 
Zar. Peripheral forms from Sufi rituals met with the Zar as enslaved 
Ethiopians and Sudanese were forcibly dragged into Ottoman-Egyptian 
Sudan, and then into Ottoman Egypt itself. This process probably began 
in the early 1820s, after Mehmet Ali Paşa (ruled Ottoman Egypt 1805-
1849) conquered the Sudan and began to recruit enslaved men into 

40 Lewis, “Zar in Context,” 8 (the emphases and slight rewording are mine, ERT).
41 For a comprehensive, global typology of trance and Possession, see Erika Bour-

guignon, “World Distribution and Patterns of Possession States,” in Trance and 
Possession States, ed., Raymond Prince (Proceedings [of the] second annual con-
ference, R M Bucke Memorial Society, March 4-6, 1966, Montreal [Montreal: R 
M Bucke Memorial Society, 1968]), 3-34 (especially 4-18). For the psychiatric 
diagnostic and therapy dimensions, see Kiev, Magic, Faith and Healing.

42 In addition to the literature already cited thus far, we should stress here the 
importance of the edited collection I. M. Lewis et al, Women’s Medicine (for full 
citation see note 3 above). Many of the contributors to this volume discuss the 
variants produced by processes of cultural syncretism, mainly in North Africa, 
the Sudan, and Egypt.
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his army.43 By and large, scholars agree that as people and goods moved 
northwards along in the Nile Valley, the West African Bori mixed with 
the Ethiopian Zar producing in the process a hybrid possession-healing 
cult with a variety of beliefs, rituals, and practices. That “merged” type 
poured into the northern Sudan and Egypt, and from there spread into 
the Ottoman domains of the Middle East, mostly on the backs and in 
the minds of enslaved Africans, but also of pilgrims to Holy Cities in the 
Hijaz.44 Variously referred to as either Zar or Bori and without much 
attention to difference, many observers preferred to simply write Zar-
Bori and describe what they actually saw and understood. Although 
we shall here try to be as accurate as possible, we must recognize at the 
outset that the categories and the terminology do tend often to overlap.

The Egyptian anthropologist Fatima al-Misri, whose interest-
ing study on the Zar in Egypt seems to have been largely forgotten 
by more recent Zar researchers, convincingly argues that the Zar was 
unknown in Egypt before the Ottoman-Egyptian occupation of the 
Sudan in the early 1820s.45 She therefore concludes that Zar entered 
into Egypt with the Sudanese soldiers and the other enslaved Africans 
who were dragged in via Ethiopia and the Nile Valley. Richard Natvig, 
who worked on the history of Zar in Egypt, also believes that the cult 
was introduced to Egypt in the first half of the nineteenth century and 
that its spread was linked to the slave trade into the Ottoman Empire, 
and possibly also to the Amhara-Oromo struggle in Ethiopia.46

Thus, from the very start, the Zar practice that had formed an inte-
gral part of the enslaved culture came into contact with the vernacular 
forms of Islam practiced along the road into Ottoman territory. In 

43 On Mehmet Ali’s Sudanese campaign, see Khaled Fahmy, All the Pasha’s men: 
Mehmed Ali, His Army and the Making of Modern Egypt (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1997), 38; Ehud R Toledano, “Mehmed Ali Pasha,” 
Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed.. vol. 7 (Leiden: E J Brill, 1991), 425; and cImad 
Ahmad Hilal, Ar-raqiq fi Misr fi-l-qarn at-tasic ashar, Cairo: Al-cArabi, 1999, 
133.

44 See mainly the contributions to I. M. Lewis, et al, Women’s Medicine, led by the 
editor himself in Lewis, et al, “Zar in Context: The Past, the Present and the 
future of an African Healing Cult,” in Women’s Medicine, 1-16 (specifically on 
the Zar-Bori “merger,” see 2, on dissemination, see 3 and 14).

45 Al-Misri, Az-Zar: Dirasa nafsiyya wa-anthrupolujiyya. The dating argument is 
made in 26-30.

46 Richard Natvig, “Some Notes on the History of the Zar Cult in Egypt,” in 
Lewis, et al, Women’s Medicine, 178-188.
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some cases of Africans from the central Sudan, Bori – or the spirit-
possession cult of the maguzawa, ie, non-Muslim Hausa origins – did 
serve as a subculture resistant to integration, as Paul Lovejoy suggests. 
But in most other cases, as he too recognizes, an elaborate and pro-
found creolization took place in both North Africa and the Middle 
East under Ottoman rule. John Hunwick demonstrates how common 
was the fusion of Zar and Bori rituals with Sufi practices during the 
nineteenth century in both these regions, and Ismael Montana shows 
that such practices were deeply ingrained in Tunisian society in the 
same period.47 In fact, Bori interacted both with the many rural, 
popular variants of Islamic praxis, and later, upon reaching the various 
cities, also with the urban variants that were present in Ottoman-Local 
elite households. Finally, when enslaved Africans were sold into house-
holds at the core – e.g., Istanbul, Izmir, Salonika, Aleppo, Damascus 
– Zar rituals were exposed to elements from urban Ottoman-Islamic 
cultures. All this accounts for the versions of Zar that travelers and 
other observers reported from across the Empire.

It is not surprising, however, that women who attended Zar rituals 
considered themselves to be “good Muslims,” and given some of the 
content of these events, this should not be dismissed lightly. That 
element of Islamic legitimacy was already embodied in the person of 
the kudya, or godya, the Zar healing “priestess.”48 In Egypt, these were 
pious women; often such who had performed the pilgrimage to the 
holy sites of Islam in Mecca and Medina and bore the epithet “pilgrim” 
(Arabic hajja). Kudyas were frequently of Sudanese or Ethiopian 
extractions, dressed in white, appeared to be devoutly Muslim, and 
were well-versed in popular-style religious talk. One of al-Misri’s infor-
mants, a kudya named Hajja Sacada, was the sister of Hajj Muhanna, 
the Shaykh of the Qadiriyya Sufi order. The two were the best known 

47 Lovejoy’s point is in Lovejoy, Slavery on Frontiers, 19-20; studies on North 
Africa fusions by Abdeljelil Temimi, E Dermenghem, Keiko Takaki, and others 
are cited in ibid, 30: notes 41 and 42; for Hunwick’s observations, see Hunwick, 
167 (full citation of his article in note 2 above; Montana’s article is in: Ismael 
Musa Montana, “Ahmad ibn al-Qadi al-Timbuktawi on the Bori Ceremonies of 
Tunis,” in Lovejoy, Slavery on Frontiers, 173-198.

48 The following information is provided by al-Misri, Az-Zar: Dirasa nafsiyya 
wa-anthrupolujiyya, 48, 61, 65, and Hunwick, 166-167. For purification before 
prayer, see Modarressi, 153, in Prince, Trance and Possession.
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Zar practitioners in Egypt in the 1970s, and they used to communicate 
with Zar spirits through reciting verses in praise of the Prophet.

Not infrequently, participants would clean themselves before Zar 
rituals as before prayer (Arabic, wudu’). Following the initial stage 
of dancing and trance, the kudya would calm down the women then 
lead the participants in reciting the Fatiha, i.e., the opening chapter 
(Arabic, Sura) of the Koran. As the ritual progressed, the Fatiha would 
be recited many times, on each occasion in honor of another Islamic 
personage, beginning with the Prophet, his family, and various leading 
and local Sufi saints and other public figures. This infusion of Islamic 
elements into the Zar-Bori ritual is reminiscent of what Kathryn McK-
night calls ”African-Catholic syncretism.”49 Referring to seventeenth-
century Cartagena de Indias, she describes a common phenomenon of 
injecting prayer components into indigenous healing practices. Spe-
cifically in the case of Mateo de Arará brought before the Inquisition 
Tribunal in mid-century, the man was accused of performing a ritual 
considered to have been diabolical. The action was well grounded in 
a shamanic Africa ritual intended to extract from a group of people a 
yerbatero (a person using herbs to cause harm). This was done by utter-
ing words and the movement of a manipulated little broom, but during 
the ritual Mateo invocated “the Virgin Mary Our Lord Jesus Christ.”

In the African-Ottoman Zar-Bori ritual, invocations of the 
Fatiha were followed by singing and playing of musical instruments, 
to please and pacify the possessing spirits. These spirits were of several 
types and categories, but most of them were male. The most intrigu-
ing category for us here is the one that included contemporary figures 
such as various Ottoman officeholders – governors, ministers, men of 
religion.50 In this category we also find a name that keeps coming up in 
reports about Zar rituals in both Istanbul and Izmir. Unable to contex-
tualize that specific spirit, observers recorded its name in the corrupt 
form they heard it, ie, Yavroubé, which Erdem took as a mispronuncia-
tion of the Turkish Yavru Bey, or Infant God in translation.51 However, 
I would argue that the name is much more likely to have been Yaver 
Bey, namely the title of a high-ranking Ottoman military officer, an 

49 Kathryn Joy McKnight, ”’En Su Tierra lo Aprendió’: An African Curandero's 
Defense before the Cartagena Inquisition,” Colonial Latin American Review 
12/1 ( June 2003): 79.

50 Sengers, Women and Demon, 69-71, 259-263.
51 Erdem, Slavery in the Ottoman Empire, 174-175.
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aide-de-camp, pronounced in the Arabic dialects of Egypt and the 
Sudan as Yawer – or Yawra – Bey.52

In a song cited by al-Misri,53 the Ottoman military context is quite 
obvious, with Yaver Bey appearing in a military column, on horse-
back, surrounded by guards, wearing a fez, carrying a golden seal, and 
adorned with other paraphernalia. Given the fact that from the early 
1820s enslaved soldiers served in Mehmet Ali’s army, and that Africans 
continued to serve under his Ottoman-Egyptian heirs, it is only reason-
able to expect such soldiers and their families to incorporate into Zar 
rituals a specific, dominant figure such as their aide-de-camp. Another 
reminder of this reverberation of Ottoman military themes in Zar 
rituals comes from a Sudanese branch of the cult.54 There, the leader of 
the ritual is a man called in Arabic the sanjak (Turkish sancak), clearly 
a senior Ottoman military rank that the enslaved and freed African 
soldiers came to know in the Ottoman-Egyptian armies of Mehmet 
Ali Paşa and his successors, into which they had been forcibly drafted 
in the nineteenth century. The sanjak in that cult was endowed with 
great physical strength, which enabled him to overpower the bad 
spirits that caused grave illnesses. In Tunis, too, though less specifically 
perhaps, spirits hierarchy reflected actual power relationships within 
the Ottoman governing elite of the Beylik.55

At the same time, an informant from northern Sudan reveals the 
fluidity and lack of specificity in the perception of spirits, to some 
extent also of Yaver Bey.56 The possessed woman, Nura, says that Yaver 
Bey “makes people tired,” and his father is Hakim Basha (Turkish 
Hekim Paşa, or Hekim Başı), a doctor with a stethoscope and wearing 
a fez. All these attributes keep Yaver safely within an Ottoman mili-
tary context, possibly with the aid-de-camp supervising the soldiers as 
they were performing physically-demanding exercises, wearing them 
down so that some of them consequently could have required medical 

52 This is, incidentally, also the name of the Interim President of Iraq Ghazi A 
al-Yawer, which indicates the past association of his family with the Ottoman 
administration of Iraq.

53 The poem referred to is in al-Misri, Az-Zar: Dirasa nafsiyya wa-anthrupolujiyya, 
261-262 (number 9).

54 Sengers, Women and Demon, 90 (citing Böhringer-Thärigen work from 1996).
55 Montana, Ahmad ibn al-Qadi, 180.
56 Sengers, Women and Demon, 93-96 (specific reference to Yawra Bey is on 

94-95).
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attention from the doctor or Hakim Basha for exhaustion and related 
afflictions. However, as the context of Ottoman officialdom comes 
into clear relief, a new ambiguity is injected into the scene. This only 
enhances the mystique of the Zar and reopens the question of Yaver 
Bey’s true identity, as if it is at all possible to establish the true identity 
of Zar spirits. Thus, Nura tells us that Yaver demands green clothes, 
like the Green Sultan, commenting that green is the color of Islam, 
then hedging, “but it is not clear whether this sultan has anything to 
do with Islam. Perhaps he is the equivalent of an Islamic saint.” And 
finally blurring all boundaries, Nura ponders Yaver’s demand for green 
clothes, “perhaps he and the green sultan are one and the same.”

As we now move further into Ottoman Western Asia, we can dis-
tinguish at least some retention of earlier Zar cults, which in different 
cities did not merge into a single practice. Thus, for example, the state 
of trance was called in Izmir “boru” but in Istanbul “baba,”57 which may 
indicate a case of reversal during fusion and localization, or creoliza-
tion. Like in the Ethiopian Zar-tambura, the Izmir cult allowed men 
and women as both members and godyas, but used the trance term 
from the Hausa Zar-Bori. In Istanbul, the evidence seems to indicate 
that only women could become cult members and godyas, just as in 
Zar-Bori, though the term used for trance, baba, is not found in the 
Sudanese-Egyptian sources. The closest we can get to the latter term 
is in Zar songs, where in some Sudanese and Upper-Egyptian texts, 
there is an appeal to a spirit addressed as baba.58 According to Sengers 
however, the core practices of these cults are quite similar despite some 
organizational differences. Also, the demonology repertoire in Hausa 
Bori is more elaborate by comparison to the Ethiopian-Sudanese Zar 
observed in Ottoman and modern Egypt.59

Other African cultural elements seem to have been retained 
in both Zar rituals and public festivals as practiced in Istanbul and 
Izmir in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These were 
the important roles assigned to blood, fire, music, and dance. Güneş 
accepts the view of earlier writers that the Calf Festival had its origins 
in the ancient civilizations of the Nile Valley, developing out of an 

57 Güneş, “Kölelikten Özgülüğe,” 6.
58 Al-Misri, Az-Zar: Dirasa nafsiyya wa-anthrupolujiyya, 260 (number 5, from 

Upper Egypt), and 262-263 (from the Sudan).
59 Sengers, Women and Demon, 90.
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ancient Egyptian annual sacrifice of a young girl – adorned and then 
ceremoniously thrown into the river – to fend off drought and ensure 
good harvest.60 As human sacrifice became unacceptable in later times, 
this theory goes, the adorned calf replaced the girl, and the ceremony 
was passed on to pagan rituals in many cultures across the continent 
of Africa. Whether true or not, the adorned calf invites a comparison 
with the story of the Golden Calf – familiar to Muslims, Christians, 
and Jews from the Bible and the Koran – although there, sacrifice was 
actually offered to the calf itself as a pagan deity.

Before closing, we should note that imported and home-grown 
cultural hybridity, not least of the sort expressed in Zar-Bori fusion 
with popular Sufi practices, were looked down upon by the main-
stream in Ottoman elite circles. Precisely because of its strong appeal 
to the lower classes, and expressly due to its lure to the younger gen-
eration and women among the elite, such practices were criticized 
and ridiculed. To the well-trained, well-off members of the Ottoman 
imperial and Ottoman-Local elites – the loyal servants of the sultan 
and the backbone of his Tanzimat-state, African syncretism simply did 
not measure up to acceptable Ottoman standards. Enslaved Africans 
and their culture were uncouth, underdeveloped, not properly Islamic, 
primitive, and incomprehensibly bizarre. But they also held the attrac-
tion of the exotic, and at times, like with the Zar and the African public 
festivals, they were allowed to invade the realm of proper elite tastes. 
This almost inevitably created tension at the socio-cultural divide 
while fostering cross-fertilization at contact point.61

•

In this chapter, I have tried to explore the ways in which enslaved 
Africans in the Ottoman Empire during the nineteenth century pro-
cessed and coped with the trauma of being uprooted from home and 
community, the toils of the route, and the adjustment to the societ-
ies which enslaved and exploited them. Most of the victims were 
teen-aged girls and boys, whose coerced passage into enslavement in a 
foreign country co-occurred with the difficulties of growing up, going 

60 Güneş, “Kölelikten Özgülüğe,” 6-7.
61 For an extensive discussion of Ottoman elite attitudes, see Toledano, As If Silent 

and Absent, 234-243.
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into puberty and through adolescence, and becoming adults. Deprived 
of the protection and succor of family, community, and culture, these 
individuals had to find ways of surviving physically and emotionally. 
I have argued that they managed to do that partly through retention 
of origin-culture elements that preserved some of the spiritual world 
from which they were displaced.

But I further argue that those retentions also served as an effec-
tive vehicle for integration into the receiving enslaver communities 
through fusion. By braiding Zar-Bori into Ottoman Islamic practices, 
especially popular Sufi rituals, enslaved Africans could become part 
of their new socio-cultural environment. In other words, this mutual 
appropriation of cultural components at the very heart of the belief 
systems involved, attachments could more smoothly be formed and 
maintained, and when they failed – the commonly fused hybrid forms 
softened the blow and enabled healing and rehabilitation. In this sense, 
the processes I have outlined here lay at the heart of resolving, or at 
least mitigating, identity conflicts among enslaved African-Ottomans 
and facilitated their integration into Ottoman societies in Ottoman 
Western Asia.
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liberAted bodies And 
sAved souls:  

freed AfricAn slAve 
girls And missionAries 

in egypt
Beth Baron, City College and the Graduate Center,  

CUNY, New York

In early March 1887 twelve freed slave girls arrived at the Ezbekieh 
Boarding School run by American Presbyterian missionaries with 

fifty pounds and forty yards of calico for dresses. They had been sent by 
Sir Evelyn Baring (Lord Cromer), the British agent and consul-general 
in Egypt from 1883 to 1907, from the Cairo Home for Freed Female 
Slaves, where they had been temporarily lodged.1 The dozen girls had 
been intercepted by British boats on the Red Sea or Egyptian police in 
caravans coming over land into Egypt ten years after the slave trade had 
been officially banned into and through the country and a few years 
before slavery itself became illegal. Their paths into slavery varied; their 
path out brought the dozen young girls together.

1 Presbyterian Historical Society (PHS), Anna Thompson Papers, RG 58, box 1, 
folder 4, Notebook: Red Letter Days, 57, 59. The event is noted as occurring on 
March 1 and March 7.
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The enslaved in Egypt and the Islamic Middle East were mostly 
illiterate and left few memoirs. The lack of slave narratives and “silence 
of slaves” have led to an absence of voices, faces, and names of slaves 
from historical accounts. Scholars have recently begun to rectify this 
omission through innovative methodologies and literary strategies. 
Ehud Toledano argues, “by exploring the available options, the dilemma 
at hand, and the choice made by the enslaved, we can see agency and 
resistance emerge out of misery and powerlessness,” as he focuses on 
the relationship that bound the enslaved and slavers. Eve Troutt Powell 
analyzes memoirs that have come to light, critically reading texts and 
raising issues about voice and memory.2 The search for new sources – 
visual and literary – continues alongside efforts to push theoretical 
understandings of slavery in the Middle East. 

American missionaries were prodigious writers who kept careful 
records. Through years of study and practice, they mastered Arabic, 
and their long residences in the field (sometimes for decades) running 
a network of educational, medical, and welfare institutions gave them 
impressive knowledge of their host country. They also came with their 
own religious and racial baggage, which must be carefully unpacked 
when examining the records they left of encounters with freed slaves. 
These records can be read critically to get at the lives and choices of the 
dozen African girls who landed on their doorsteps. The story of these 
girls provides a look at the paths into and out of slavery, drawing atten-
tion to the youth of most of those caught in the net of the slave traders 
and destined for service in the Ottoman Empire. 

Scholars have debated the demise of slavery in Egypt and the fate of 
freed slaves. The question of the demise of slavery, and whether it ended 
with a whimper or a bang from internal or external pressures, is tied to 
views of the importance of slavery in Egyptian society. Gabriel Baer tends 
to discredit the efficacy of bans on the slave trade enacted from the 1850s 
by Ottoman-Egyptian governors and credits the British for effectively 
ending the trade; he finds that the presence of guilds and absence of a free 

2 Ehud R. Toledano, As If Silent and Absent: Bonds of Enslavement in the Islamic 
Middle East (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007); Toledano, Slavery 
and Abolition in the Ottoman Middle East (Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 1998); John Hunwick and Eve Troutt Powell, The African Diaspora in the 
Mediterranean Lands of Islam (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2002); Y. 
Hakan Erdem, Slavery in the Ottoman Empire and Its Demise, 1800-1909 (New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1996). 
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labor market hampered the absorption of freed slaves into the Egyptian 
society and economy.3 Judith Tucker sees slavery fading out more natu-
rally. “Never of signal importance in the country, the institution slowly 
crumbled,” as over the course of the century the significance of female 
slaves, who were the majority, became “ever more symbolic.” Slavery 
“swiftly became an anachronism” and was abolished with ease. “Once the 
supply was cut off, and slaves could seek manumission freely, the institu-
tion in Egypt died a painless death.” Tucker claims that manumitted slave 
women were easily assimilated “into the very classes that had formerly 
possessed them,” with race and an earlier slave status holding no stigma.4 

Other scholars occupy a middle ground. Liat Kozma, focusing on 
legal and police records, has sketched the abolition of the slave trade 
through numerous bans “as a long process of readjustment” in which 
the Ottoman-Egyptian legal system moved from the Islamic sanction 
of slavery to the “suppression of the slave trade as unjust and inhu-
mane.” In the process, “[s]laves came to be seen more as persons and 
less as property.”5 Powell, looking at literary accounts and the press, 
sees slavery as of signal importance in Egypt’s complicated colonial 
relationship to the Sudan. She notes the difficulty of letting go of an 
institution that was central to conceptions of family and intimacy, and 
her examination of a famous slave trading trial in 1894, which impli-
cated leading notables, highlights this.6 For Toledano, Powell, and 
Kozma, race mattered, and freed slaves, most of whom were of African 
origins, struggled with marginality, vulnerability, and limited choices. 7 

3 Gabriel Baer, “Slavery in Nineteenth Century Egypt,” Journal of African History 8, 
no.3 (1967): 417-41; reprinted as “Slavery and Its Abolition,” in Studies in the Social 
History of Modern Egypt (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969), chap.10.

4 Judith E. Tucker, Women in Nineteenth-Century Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985), 191-92. 

5 Liat Kozma, “Women on the Margins and Legal Reform in Late Nineteenth-
Century Egypt, 1850-1882” (Ph.D. dissertation, New York University, 2006).

6 Eve M. Troutt Powell, A Different Shade of Colonialism: Egypt, Great Britain, 
and the Mastery of the Sudan (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003).

7 See also Beth Baron, Egypt as a Woman: Nationalism, Gender, and Politics (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005), chap.1; Imad Hilal, al-Raqiq fi Misr fi al-qarn 
al-tisa’ `ashar (Cairo: al-`Arabi, 1999); Hilal, “The Anti-Slavery Movement in 
Egypt in the Nineteenth Century: Between Shari`a and Practice” (paper presented 
at a workshop on “Race and Slavery Between the Middle East and Africa,” CUNY 
Graduate Center, 23 April 2004); Reda Mowafi, Slavery, Slave Trade, and Abolition 
Attempts in Egypt and the Sudan, 1820-1882 (Stockholm: Esselte Studium, 1981).
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In this chapter, I will show that at least in the case of the twelve enslaved 
African girls, and reasonably also beyond that small group, the end of 
slavery was neither swift nor painless. Freed slaves’ attempts to shape 
their own lives must be seen in this context.

memories of home And cApture

In the period in which the American Presbyterian missionaries 
established a network of institutions in Egypt, the slave trade spiked, 
particularly during the cotton boom of the 1860s, when Egyptian 
cotton replaced the American commodity on the market. Slaves were 
brought in as a result of the wealth flooding the country from cotton 
profits as well as for agricultural slavery in the south. Most were domes-
tic slaves (concubines and/or servants) in a system that did not repro-
duce itself and thus needed a constant influx of new slaves. The girls 
who landed in the Ezbekiah Boarding School ranged in age from eight 
to fourteen, consistent with Reda Mowafi’s observation that the largest 
proportion of slaves imported into Egypt were under fifteen. Traders 
preferred younger slaves because they fetched a higher price, needed less 
food, and were less likely to resist during their transport. Those eleven 
to fourteen or fifteen were the most expensive, primarily because at that 
age they were young enough to be trained within a family to be a good 
servant but old enough to start working and engage in sexual activity, 
even if unwanted.8 In any case, the girls taken in by the missionaries were 
definitely old enough to have memories of family and home. 

The origins of the twelve were never precisely recorded. A British 
abolitionist who visited them in the school and heard them sing some 
hymns “in their own language” claimed the girls came from “Galla 
country.”9 (Today “Galla” is considered a pejorative term for the Oromo, 
who are mostly found in Ethiopia, formerly called Abyssinia.) But Anna 
Thompson, an American Presbyterian missionary who worked in Egypt 
from 1872 to 1932, noted a few years after the girls had come to the 
school, “there were Nubians among them, Soudanese and Abyssinians.”10 
Later, in an anonymous pamphlet on one of the freed slaves produced 

8 Mowafi, Slavery,37.
9 “Egypt,” Anti-Slavery Reporter (March-April 1893), 63.
10 Anna Y. Thompson, “Mission Work in Egypt,” Women’s Missionary Magazine 5, 

no.3 (Oct. 1891), 68.
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in the 1930s or so, they are listed as seven Ethiopians and five Sudanese; 
Abyssinians became Ethiopians, and the Nubians were folded into the 
Sudanese.11 The native tongues that they claimed, and the language in 
which they spoke to one another are not clear. 

One of the girls, named Susan, was from Nubia, according to 
Thompson: 

In her inimitable way, after some weeks, she told how she 
had been carried away with her family and villagers by 
the Mahdi and his troops, and how she used to play with 
the Mahdi’s children…. Her singing about the Mahdi and 
the white “hat owners” (English troops) as she learned it 
at Khartoum, was always listened to with pleasure and 
sadness, and she and two others could dance in the very 
peculiar Soudanese style.12

Susan had clear memories of home that came through in her 
singing and dancing, though the latter was suppressed as she became 
socialized into proper Christian behavior at the boarding school. The 
missionary teacher, Adela Brown, reflected on the summer of 1890 
when Susan and one or two of the other girls stayed at the school in 
Cairo, unable to go home to relatives as the Egyptian girls had. Mis-
sionaries and government officials made no attempt to return these 
girls to their native villages, but their longing was apparent. “I heard 
from them many interesting items about their native land. It was their 
delight to talk about ther [sic] parents and home and country. They 
seemed to have vivid pictures in their minds, but whether they were 
fancy or real I cannot say.”13 The girls had strong memories of home 
that they liked to relate, and they listened to one another. 

By contrast, another girl, Halima, seemed to remember little, though 
she was thought to be about eleven years old when she arrived at the 
boarding school. “Years later when questioned by friends, she could tell 
little of her early life,” recorded her pamphleteer. She may have remem-
bered little or may have found the memories too painful and chose to 

11 Halima—The Gentle One (Pittsburgh: Women’s General Missionary Society, 
United Presbyterian Church of North American, n.d.), 7.

12 Thompson, “Mission Work,” 68.
13 A. A. Brown, “Susan Ameen,” Cairo, Nov. 1891 in Women’s Missionary Maga-

zine 5, no.6 ( Jan. 1892), 166-67.
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bury them deep inside. She did remember her village home in the moun-
tains of Ethiopia in the western part of the country; the village name; 
and a war, in the midst of which she and some other girls were snatched 
while at play near the village. She did not know by what route she had 
been brought to Egypt, so the pamphleteer had her brought her up the 
Nile on a boat, rescued, and put on a train for Cairo. (The “Galla girls” 
had been intercepted by a British ship on the Red Sea – thus earning the 
name “Red Sea waifs” – and disembarked at Port Suez, where they were 
transferred to Cairo. Some of these girls ended up at the Ezbekiah board-
ing school.) Halima was a child when she was taken from her family and 
shipped to Egypt. The pain of that separation stayed with her, as Halima 
related, “I cried for my mother whenever I was awake, for a year.”14 

Susan seems to have been displaced twice, once with her family 
from Nubia to Khartoum and once on her own. She remembered 
being at play with another child, “getting gum from a tree,” when a man 
on horseback carried her off. She was then passed from one person to 
another until she was captured by the police in Egypt.15 Her route into 
Egypt could have been a desert caravan led by Bedouins, who smuggled 
slaves to Asyut to avert bans on the slave trade. The Egyptian police 
force had turned from protecting owners’ property rights and return-
ing runaway slaves to enforcing the bans on the slave trade, mirroring a 
shift in the Ottoman Empire, where government officials had come to 
side with the enslaved more than the enslavers.16

The girls’ memories of their homes and families come through the 
filter of missionary writings. At times the girls seemed eager to speak to 
Americans about their pasts; at other times they withheld their stories 
and sought to repress painful memories. The missionaries passed on 
only tidbits, weaning out pieces of the story and dismissing parts as 
childish fantasies. 

Both the slave traders and missionaries sought to redefine the 
religious identities of the girls. The missionaries claimed that the girls 
were given “Mohammedan names” by the slave traders. By making this 
claim, the missionaries pointed to the recent and coercive nature of 
their conversion to Islam. At some point during the transport of their 
human cargo, slavers converted the enslaved to Islam in preparation 

14 Halima, 3-4, 7; “Egypt,” Anti-Slavery Reporter (March-April 1893), 63.
15 Thompson, “Mission Work,” 68.
16 Kozma, “Women on the Margins,” chap.3; Toledano, Silent and Absent, chap.3.
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for their sale in Egypt and often gave them new names to signal their 
new religious identity.17 By Islamic law, the enslaved were meant to be 
non-Muslims captured in war, but most were captured in raids, not 
war, and some were already Muslims. The missionaries allowed them 
to keep their names, whether given by parents or slavers, except in cases 
of repetition. The smaller of the two Mariseela’s became Seela; and the 
smaller of the two Taroonga’s became Susan, to evoke Aswan.18 Those 
named (like Susan and Halima) have only first names; there are no 
second or father’s names. The erasure of family ties transforms the girls 
into orphans, which is how they are labeled and treated. Few of the 
other freed slave girls were named at all, and not naming is also sig-
nificant. They were blank slates, ready for redemption in life or death. 

rescue And mAnumission

Missionaries, British abolitionists, colonial officers, Egyptian gov-
ernment officials, slave traders, and the enslaved were all caught up in a 
contentious battle over slavery. The lines in this battle were not clearly 
drawn. Egyptians had mixed views on slavery: those against the practice 
realized that stripping the Sudan of her population undermined Egyp-
tian colonial ambitions and civilizing mission,19 that the slave trade as 
currently practiced contravened Islamic law, and that wage labor ulti-
mately made more economic sense than slavery. But others profited 
from the trade, considered the slaves they owned assets that enhanced 
their prestige, saw slavery itself as civilizing and sanctioned by Islam, and 
could conceive of no alternative for domestic service. Sa`id, governor 
of Egypt (1854-1863), had banned the slave trade in 1854; but in the 
absence of instruments to enforce it, the ban had been generally ineffec-
tive in stopping the slave trade though it began to change the way the 
legal system conceptualized slaves.20

17 John Hunwick, “The Religious Practices of Black Slaves in the Mediterranean 
Islamic World,” in Slavery on the Frontiers of Islam, ed. Paul E. Lovejoy (Princ-
eton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2004), 149-171.

18 Thompson, “Mission Work,” 68. 
19 For more on this, see Sara Pursley, “From Civil War to Civilizing Mission: Amer-

ican Military Officers in the Egyptian Service, 1869-1879” (paper presented at a 
workshop on “Race and Slavery Between the Middle East and Africa,” CUNY 
Graduate Center, 23 April 2004).

20 Kozma, “Women at the Margins,” chap.3.
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With the end of slavery in America, British abolitionists turned 
their attention to slave practices in the Ottoman Empire and pushed 
for stricter treaties. The Anglo-Egyptian convention of 1877 outlawed 
the import and export of Abyssinian and Sudanese slaves, setting up 
four manumission bureaus throughout Egypt to supply documents 
as well as find work for freed slaves and schools for freed children. 
Banning the slave trade when owning slaves was still legal proved dif-
ficult to enforce, especially when traders frequently passed off slaves as 
family members or as servants. The British, who used anti-slavery senti-
ments in England to mobilize support for their occupation of Egypt 
in 1882 and continued colonial presence, were afraid to tackle Islamic 
law and practices head on and moved slowly in outlawing slavery itself. 

The outlawing of the slave trade when the demand for domestic 
slaves remained made life for smuggled slaves more precarious, as 
traders took detours and risks to avert the watchful eyes of agents. Offi-
cials plugged one hole only to find slaves brought into Egypt through 
another route. One such avenue was the importation of slaves by pil-
grims returning from Mecca. It was a tempting and lucrative trade, with 
a high mark-up: in the mid-1880s female slaves could be purchased in 
Mecca for about four pounds and sold in Egypt for thirty.21 

Officials sought to stop the smuggling of slaves by returning pil-
grims after the prohibition of sale of slaves from family to family had 
gone into effect. Lieutenant-Colonel Schaefer, Director of the Slave 
Department, sent instructions to the commander at Port Suez in 1886. 
All pilgrims arriving at Suez, where most either disembarked from 
vessels or continued through the canal, were to be checked. Newly-
brought slaves without manumission papers were to be taken from 
their masters and sent to the Cairo Home for Freed Women Slaves 
established the previous year; newly-brought slaves with manumission 
papers were to be given a choice whether they wanted to stay with their 
masters or not (some may have been married to their masters.) “If they 
are under 14 years,” he instructed, “it is better to send them to Cairo.” 
The guidelines for pilgrims traveling by ship were slightly different: “If 
bought recently and not over 12 years of age, they are to be brought 

21 E. Crewe, “The Slave Trade in Egypt,” Cairo, April 9, 1886 in Anti-SlaveryRe-
porter (May-June 1886), 61.
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on shore and sent to Cairo.”22 Schaefer also instructed the commander 
at Suez to keep a record of “all negresses or Abyssinians coming in,” 
showing their names, masters if recently purchased or simply traveling, 
and what was done with them. 

Schaefer wrote Baring, “I can assure you that not a single colored 
person has been allowed to be passed without our getting satisfactory 
explanations about her position.”23 Note that he writes “her position,” 
acknowledging that most of the “black or Abyssinian, male and female” 
who came before government officials were girls or women. Some 119 
persons were checked at the police office, and forty-one were found to 
have been purchased in Jidda. Five or possibly seven had no manumis-
sion papers and were taken from their masters and sent to the Home 
for Freed Slaves in Cairo. Those sent to the Home included a Halima, 
who was owned by Mustapha al-Minyawr, and a Trongue, owned by 
Sitt Agouche, showing both male and female ownership. Both Halima 
and Trongue were listed as Sudanese but no ages were given.24 These 
girls may have been those of the same name who later landed in the 
missionary school, though there is some discrepancy on origin, since 
the Halima previously mentioned was Abyssinian. 

By whatever route they had come into Egypt, both the Halima 
and Susan who were later raised and schooled by the missionaries had 
first been sent to the Home for Freed Women Slaves in Cairo. That 
home had been opened in January 1885 as the product of a joint effort 
by a committee in London associated with the British and Foreign 
Anti-Slavery Society (BFASS), which raised funds through subscrip-
tions for the refuge, and a second committee in Cairo, presided over 
by Baring, which dealt with the logistics. Abolitionists argued that 
freed male slaves could find ready employment (indeed many ended 
up in the army) but that freed female slaves would turn to a life of vice 
and prostitution to survive. This assumption stemmed from a belief 
that Africans were prone to sexual excess and crime unless properly 

22 Rhodes House Library, British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, S22, G25, 
Africa, No. 4 (1887), Correspondence Respecting Slavery in Egypt, Enclosure 
2 in No.1, Lieutenant-Colonel Schaefer to Captain Crawford, Commandant, 
Suez, 25 Oct. 1886, 4. 

23 Ibid., Enclosure 1 in No.1, Schaefer to Sir E. Baring, Cairo, 16 Dec. 1886, 3.
24 Ibid., Enclosure 3 in No. 1, Schaefer, “Etat Nominal des Esclaves importes 

pendant le Saison du Pelerinage de 1886, 5. The list includes question marks 
next to two names: Halima and Sabah. 
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supervised. The lack of such a home was thought to have impeded the 
emancipation of slaves and enforcement of the convention of 1877. 
Toward that end, Sarah Amos, a feminist, activist, and abolitionist, 
was one of the main advocates and organizers of the Home, getting it 
started in the neighborhood of Faggala and setting up Mrs. Crewe, an 
Englishwoman who spoke fluent Arabic, as matron.25 Crewe’s fluency 
in Arabic would have helped in communication with those slaves who 
had been resident in Egypt for some time but not the newly enslaved, 
fresh from Africa.

The Home for Freed Slaves in Cairo acted as a refuge, staging area, 
and referral agency, and was part of Baring’s agenda to turn freed slaves 
into a pool of waged female laborers or domestic servants. The newly 
freed slaves first had to be outfitted. Accompanied by a veteran from the 
Home, they purchased materials in town and returned to the home for 
sewing instruction, “for strange as it may seem, many of the black girls 
absolutely do not know how to use a needle,” reported the secretary to 
the Cairo Committee for the Freed Slaves’ Home. In this way, in 1886 
alone over 600 dresses plus other garments were cut. Once outfitted, 
many of the freed slaves did not stay long. Mrs. Crewe helped place 
them in homes as domestic servants, and they were quickly snatched 
up, for demand for such servants exceeded supply. Initial reports 
suggest that the freed slaves were placed with Christian Syrians and 
Copts, but subsequent ones show that most were placed “in English 
families, others in French or Italian, and a few in native families of 
well-known respectability.” Turn-around time was sometimes as fast as 
a few days.26 In short, the English were eager to turn slaves into paid 
domestic servants and became the first beneficiaries of this policy.

When Colonel Scott-Moncrieff, son-in-law of the chairman of the 
BFASS and a Cairo committee member, visited the Home in October 
1885, he found that three of the nine or ten inhabitants of the home were 
children. Mrs. Crewe, who lived in the Home with her husband and chil-
dren, claimed she could easily get these girls employment but preferred 

25 For background on the Home for Freed Slave Women, see the Anti-Slavery 
Reporter ( Jan. 1885), 259; (Aug. 1885), 449-50; (May-June 1886), 57-58; 
Diane Robinson-Dunne, The Harem, Slavery and British Imperial Culture: 
Anglo-Muslim Relations in the Late Nineteenth Century (Manchester: Manches-
ter University Press, 2006), 84-92.

26 M. S. P. Du Port, “Report of the Cairo Committee for the Year 1886,” in Anti-
Slavery Reporter (March-April 1887), 69.
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to train them herself to be good servants.27 The following year, sixteen 
Abyssinian girls – “all young, and some quite little girls,” entered the home 
together, having been intercepted from pilgrims returning from Mecca. 
None of the girls spoke Arabic, which was taken as a sign that they had 
been recently and illegally enslaved. According to E. Crewe, the children 
had been transported by two slave traders: six girls (and one boy) by Ali 
Pasha Wahba and ten girls (one boy, and two eunuchs) by the head of the 
Egyptian pilgrim caravan. In the subsequent six months, two of the new 
sixteen children were “sent out to service,” one was married, and thirteen 
remained at the Home. Of those thirteen, the seven youngest went to 
Miss Whateley’s Mission School, which had been set up by the British 
missionary for poor children.28 The annual report for the Home for 1886 
noted that nearly all the Abyssinian girls were “in service, some of them 
earning over L 1 per month.” Six of the youngest had learned to read 
Arabic, and it was hoped that some might become monitors or teachers 
in Miss Whately’s School.29 

The youngest of these children, along with others, were included 
in the total number of children in the Home for 1886: “There are at 
present about twelve young children, from five to twelve years of age, 
in the HOME, some of whom have been rescued from Slave-dealers 
who were bringing them to Cairo to sell as Slaves.” These girls received 
domestic training, in a set regime of household work, sewing, and 
ironing, “until such a time as they can earn their own livelihood.”30 
These twelve were sent to the American missionary boarding school 
in Cairo. They may have been sent when space became an issue: 225 
slaves passed through the home in 1886, with 215 being placed in 
homes, and an average of fifteen to twenty occupants at any one time. 
The Home for Freed Women Slaves in Cairo was simply not equipped 
to care for young girls on a long-term basis; they would have taken 
up room and cost money to feed, house, and educate. The home was 

27 C. Scott-Moncrieff, letter, Cairo, Oct. 6, 1885 in Anti-Slavery Reporter (Dec. 
1885), 595. 

28 C.C. Scott Moncrieff, “The Treasurer’s Report-1886,” Anti-Slavery Reporter 
(May-June 1886), 58; Crewe, “Slave Trade in Egypt,” 61.

29 Du Port, “Report” 69; Mary L. Whately, Letters from Egypt to Plain Folks at 
Home (London: Seeley, Jackson, & Halliday, 1879), 240-257; Charles C. 
Starbuck, “Theological and Religious Intelligence,” The Andover Review (May 
1889), 529.

30 Du Port, “Report,” 69.
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run on a relatively small budget, with some suggesting that it support 
itself, leading to a plan to utilize the labor of its inmates in laundry 
work. The small-scale operation was only marginally profitable, and 
the young girls could not contribute meaningfully to this plan or to 
their upkeep.31 

Halima, Susan, and the others may have been sent away for another 
reason as well. According to the Convention of 1877, freed slave chil-
dren were to be educated, and the youngest had gone to Miss Whately’s 
School. But the close association of girls in the Home with the mis-
sionary enterprise might have posed problems for Baring, who served 
as both president of the Home and British consul-general. The Home 
had to refrain from proselytizing among those who sought shelter, a 
condition the Cairo committee imposed on the project in order to 
make it acceptable to the Egyptian government, which gave the Home 
a 250 pound subvention. The question of slavery was controversial 
enough without adding religious conversion into the mix. Sending the 
girls to another location removed responsibility from the Home. 

educAtion And redemption

American missionaries who arrived in Egypt in the 1850s tar-
geted Cairo and Asyut, a town in Upper Egypt with a large Coptic 
population thought to be receptive to Protestantism. Asyut was also a 
major depot in the slave trade and the destination for caravans on the 
“forty days road” (darb al-arba`in) from Darfur. By coincidence, the 
American Mission School was situated close to the spot where the slave 
caravans to Asyut came to rest.32 Most American missionaries in Egypt 
came from northern states such as Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Illinois. 
They had seen battles over slavery split their country and church, giving 
rise to the United Presbyterian Church of North America (UPCNA), 
founded in 1858. The UPCNA had a strong abolitionist platform and 
opened “freedmen’s missions” after the American Civil War. But Amer-
icans in Egypt were there to save Egyptian souls, not to free African 

31 Du Port, “Report,” 68-69.
32 Muhafazat Asyut, Asyut fi 10 Sanawat (Cairo: Matba`at Nahdat Misr, 1962), 

9; George M. La Rue, “The Capture of a Slave Caravan: The Incident at Asyut 
(Egypt) in 1880,” African Economic History, No.30 (2002), 89.
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slaves, and treaded carefully.33 Still, when opportunities presented 
themselves, they intervened, pressuring Copts to free their own slaves, 
alerting consuls to slave caravans, and giving refuge to rescued slaves.34 
The missionaries benefited from their interventions. The first Muslim 
convert was an unnamed freed slave who joined the church in 1866, 
and twenty-two of the thirty-nine Muslims who had been baptized by 
1883 were freed slaves. This is not surprising, notes Heather Sharkey, 
for “[i]n many ways, ex-slaves, like orphans, were perfect candidates 
for conversion, since by definition they lacked families who were apt 
to drag them back to the Muslim community under threats of death.” 
And disinheritance was not a disincentive either, as they had little 
property to lose.35 

Missionary schools had also given shelter to freed slaves before. The 
Pressly Memorial Institute in Asyut had taken in three Sudanese girls 
from Darfur – Keltuma, Assa, and Fanna – who had been “rescued by 
the pluck of some Soudaneese boys,” according to Margaret McKown, 
founder of the school. The girls were placed in the boarding school, 
which gathered girls from area villages to train them in “common 
school education” and domestic work, and sent them back to their vil-
lages to minister to their own communities. At the school, the freed 
slaves received “the same training as the Egyptian girls” and were bap-
tized three years after their arrival. But mobility for these freed African 
slave girls was more limited than those for Egyptian students. While 
the latter became teachers and Bible women, Keltuma and Assa (Fanna 
died prematurely) became matrons in the school and could be seen in a 
staff photograph taken in 1890. And although graduates of the school 
married Egyptian pastors, evangelicals, and teachers, the freed slaves 
joined a sisterhood of single women.36

33 Ahmed E. Elbashir, The United States, Slavery and the Slave Trade in the Nile 
Valley (Lanham: University Press of America, 1983), 61-66.

34 See, for example, PHS, RG 404, box 1, folder 3, Margaret Anna Smith Diary, 25 
Aug. 1878; RG 58, box 1, folder 8, Anna Thompson papers, Arabic manumis-
sion certificate; La Rue, “Capture of a Slave Caravan,” 81-106.

35 Heather J. Sharkey, American Evangelicals in Egypt: Missionary Encounters in an 
Age of Empire (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), ??.

36 M.J. M’Kown, “Girls’ School Assiout, Egypt,” Women’s Missionary Magazine 
( June 1890), vol.3, no.11, 281; Earl Elder, Vindicating a Vision: The Story of 
the American Mission in Egypt, 1854-1954 (Philadelphia: United Presbyterian 
church of North America, 1958), 81.
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When Baring approached American missionaries in Cairo to 
take in the twelve little black girls and train them as they wished, the 
women missionaries saw an opportunity. “Knowing their need of 
instruction, and hoping that some day teachers might be educated 
from their number for central Africa or the far `upper country,’ our 
mission consented,” wrote Thompson.37 Evangelicals loathed the alter-
native: “For want of funds these girls would have been given over to the 
Roman Catholics, had not the Protestant missionaries consented to 
take them,” reported The Christian, a British periodical.38 The readers 
of The Christian were asked to send in shoes and simple dresses to be 
forwarded to the freed slaves. 

The twelve girls who moved from the Home for Freed Slaves in 
Faggala to the boarding school in Ezbekiah in March 1887 had not 
been consulted about their change of home and school. When they 
arrived at their new abode, they did not take kindly to the new routine 
and structure. As Thompson explained in her annual report, “Some 
had been in the home [for Freed Women Slaves] for several months. 
These came to us much prejudiced against me. Strange stories had been 
told them of how we would make them work, abuse them, and make 
them Christians.”39 In short, the girls had already developed their own 
information networks, most likely among the older freed slaves, and 
did not go quietly. In a letter to the Women’s Missionary Magazine, 
Thompson elaborated on the girls’ resistance: “without any knowledge 
of what their parents’ religion was, they were all zealous for the Moslem 
faith, and the older ones were for a time refractory, because they heard 
we were going to baptize them.”40 Having been converted by slavers 
or illegally enslaved as Muslims, the girls were old enough to have a 
sense of their own religious identities. And having been through much 
forced change already, they initially resisted another change. 

The missionaries maintained that they did not use compulsion to 
convert but hoped that once surrounded by Christian teaching and 
practice, the African girls would prove receptive to the message. Their 
schooling included Arabic, English, Bible, catechism, housekeeping, 
and sewing, and some of their names are recorded in Thompson’s 

37 Thompson, “Mission Work,” 68; see also, Thompson’s annual report quoted in 
Halima, 5.

38 The Christian (3 June 1887) in Anti-Slavery Reporter (May-June 1887), 91.
39 Thompson’s annual report quoted in Halima, 5.
40 Thompson, “Mission Work,” 68.



liBerAted Bodies And sAved souls

211

class lists.41 By May, Thompson reported a “kindly spirit … toward the 
Christian religion.”42 The school cook, an unnamed freed Sudanese 
slave, played a key role in this transition, and started prayer meetings 
for the girls that summer. Within two years, one had been baptized and 
received into the church; two others were requesting baptism.43 One 
of those was Susan, who stood out as the most eager to learn about 
Christianity: “she prayed very earnestly that she and her companions 
might be used to carry the Gospel light to their people,” wrote her 
teacher Adela Brown. Perhaps the girls thought Christian missionary 
work would be a way to get back home. Brown, who had a hard time 
seeing beyond color, reported that Susan was ahead of her class in Bible 
and catechism. “Her bright, sparkling eyes made her attractive (though 
she was very black), and her diligence and ambition cheered the heart 
of her teacher.” In the fall of 1890, however, Susan grew ill, and in 
April 1891, four years after she had entered the school, she was taken 
to the hospital. Until then, the missionaries had delayed her baptism; 
but when she asked again to be baptized, one of the missionaries spoke 
to her about it. “She passed away that night and was brought to the 
church the next day in her coffin. A few of us followed her to her resting 
place.”44 The missionaries took her lack of fear in the face of death to be 
a sign of Christian faith and victory, a soul saved, not a life lost. 

Mortality among the twelve freed slave girls at the Ezbekiah 
School was high. One had arrived ill and died shortly thereafter; three 
others subsequently passed away, two of whom, according to Henri-
etta Harvey, had “given their hearts to Jesus and died trusting in him 
alone.” Henrietta’s husband, Dr. Harvey, had overseen the baptism of 
those girls, recording it in his diary. Henrietta admitted that the mis-
sionaries used to think slave mortality was high due to improper care, 
but experience showed that freed blacks also suffered from high rates 
of consumption. Arduous treks at young ages across deserts or by sea 
inflicted injuries and illnesses on the girls that shortened their lives. 
Even as Henrietta wrote, one girl was ill in her home. In spite of the loss 

41 PHS, Anna Thompson Papers, RG 58, box 1, folder 10, list of pupils.
42 PHS, Anna Thompson Papers, RG 58, box 1, folder 4; Thompson to Sisters of 

Ohio, Cairo, 27 May 1887 (check); Halima, 7. 
43 Thompson, “The Women’s Work in Cairo,” 30 Jan. 1889 in Women’s Missionary 

Magazine 2, no. (1890), 273.
44 Brown, “Susan Ameen,” 167. 
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of life, the missionaries took the conversions of the freed slave girls as 
a sign of their success.

Five years after Baring had sent twelve girls to the missionaries, 
only eight remained alive: one was ill; one was helping in a school in 
Asyut; one was a Bible woman under Anna Thompson’s supervision; 
one who had been a servant was now in school at her own expense; 
one was set to go to Aden to teach freed slave girls in the Scotch Free 
Church mission with another Abyssinian (a plan that was delayed due 
to scurvy and fever in that mission); and three were servants in mis-
sionary families.45 One of the remaining eight later became matron of 
the Ezbekiah Boarding School under Ella Kyle.46 

hAlimA: A model life

Of the original twelve girls, American Presbyterian missionaries 
chose to highlight Halima’s life story, memorializing her in a pamphlet. 
For them, her life was exemplary, in part because it remained inter-
twined with the lives of the missionaries who had raised her and their 
descendants. American missionaries in Egypt were a tight knit group 
who, having left most of their kin in the USA, reconstituted themselves 
as a family. Sometimes they were interrelated, as offspring returned to 
the field after schooling to take up posts, and intermarriages between 
missionary families created second and third generations in the field. 
The missionaries appended the freed African slave girls to their fami-
lies, or collective family, in roles familiar for African Americans in the 
USA: as servants, housekeepers, and nannies.

When Halima finished her schooling, she went with a mission-
ary family to Asyut, where she took care of the home and children. 
She subsequently worked in other American and Egyptian homes, and 
“became a general favorite and was known in the mission community 
from Khartoum to Alexandria.” Her pamphleteer tells us, she had “the 
pride and dignity of her race” and performed her service with “grace.” 
In short, she served the church community well and was well-liked, 

45 Henrietta Harvey, “Letters from Egypt,” Cairo, Oct 7,1892, in Women’s Mis-
sionary Magazine (Dec.1892), 6, no.5, 122; Thompson, “Women’s Work,” 273.

46 Kinnear, She Sat Where They Sat, 40-42.
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“Friendly and cheerful in disposition, she always rejoined [sic] to meet 
old friends or to make new ones.”47 

Her life took a turn at about the age of twenty-five or so when she 
was called into a new sort of service. In 1904, the American Mission in 
Egypt opened a hospital for women and children in Tanta, the fourth 
largest town in Egypt. Located in the Delta, Tanta was known for its 
mawlid, an annual celebration of the birth of a saint that drew thou-
sands of visitors annually and prior to abolition had included a brisk 
market for slaves. Halima and four of the other freed slave girls arrived 
in Tanta in response to a call from Lulu Harvey, daughter of Henrietta 
and Dr. Harvey. Lulu had become superintendent of nurses at the new 
hospital, but could not find native nurses. She turned to “the black girls 
whom she had known ever since their arrival in Cairo” to train them as 
assistants.48 

Lulu used a strategy similar to the one deployed by Clot Bey, the 
French medical expert hired by Mehmet Ali to modernize the practice 
of medicine in Egypt seventy years earlier. When Clot Bey opened the 
School for Midwives, his first recruits were slaves, followed by orphans 
and daughters of deceased military men, in short, girls who had no 
family on hand to veto this line of work.49 Likewise, Lulu turned to 
freed slave girls – now women – as recruits for her first class of nursing 
trainees. Although Egyptian women trained in the School for Mid-
wives and worked as health care practitioners, few indigenous women 
worked in hospitals as nurses; it was not considered a suitable profes-
sion due to the gender mixing in a hospital. 

Lulu Harvey trained Halima and the others, who came to Tanta 
with literacy in English and Arabic and the experience of having served 
in missionary institutions and American homes. Importantly for service 
in a missionary hospital, which coupled the provision of health care 
with proselytizing, Halima was also a Christian. “To the Christians she 
was a sister in Christ – one whose faith gave one courage. To Moham-
medans she was a bright example of Christian courtesy and kindness.”50 
Halima joined the local Evangelical Church, where she was a regular 

47 Halima, 7-8.
48 Halima, 8.
49 A. B. Clot-Bey, Apercu General sur L’Egypte (Paris: Fortin, Masson, & C, 1840), 

vol.2, pp.425-28; see Kozma, “Women on the Margins,” 69. 
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attendee, and was considered a “born nurse.” When the American 
hospital in Tanta was closed at the outbreak of World War I, Halima 
found employment in the English mission hospital in Cairo. She then 
entered the School for Midwives (at about the age of forty), earning 
her certificate and taking up a job in a government hospital. Upon the 
reopening of the American hospital in Tanta in 1919, at which time it 
was expanded into a general hospital, she returned. There she served 
private patients, including ill American missionaries. The latter gave 
testimony of her tender care, “the comfort of her hand,” her “gentle” 
touch in giving back rubs and baths, and the ease with which she turned 
bodies.51

Yet missionaries and local Christians were not her only social 
circles. Halima had links with the small Ethiopian community in 
Cairo, through whom she learned definitively of her parents’ deaths. 
Perhaps she had kept alive a hope of returning home to them one day. 
In 1928, at about the age of fifty-two, she retired from work at the 
hospital and married a younger Ethiopian man living in Cairo, finally 
settling down. The missionary community feared the younger man was 
after her money and initially begrudged her the companionship and 
intimacy that marriage might bring. Having worked for half a century 
and lived in other peoples’ homes, she established her own home and 
balcony garden. At the same time, she rekindled ties with some of her 
“sisters,” the freed slaves from boarding school days. When one was 
widowed and unable to care for her daughter, Halima took the girl in 
and raised her as her own. “The joy and pride of motherhood became 
hers in this girl,” her pamphleteer wrote. The girl later became the 
wife of the Ethiopian ambassador to the USA. With a “daughter” to 
support, Halima went back to work as a nurse, caring for the mother 
of one of the missionaries. In her leisure in the invalid’s home, she read 
from her Arabic Bible and the Women’s Missionary Magazine. But the 
nurse was losing strength and was sent to Tanta Hospital for testing. 
There she was diagnosed with terminal cancer and died in August 1934 
at about the age of fifty-eight in the hospital where she had served for 
decades.52 

Her pamphleteer concluded, “It had been no small responsibility 
to take into a little school family twelve wild orphans of another race 

51 Halima, 8-9.
52 Halima, 10-14.
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and color. Infinite patience and Christian love were lavished on the 
child Halima. How gloriously she repaid the sacrifice.” Her devotion, 
service, and “victorious testimony in the hour of death” reaffirmed the 
missionaries’ decision to take in the freed slave girls sent by Baring.53 Of 
all the freed African slave girls, Halima’s life most closely followed the 
missionaries’ script for a life of service, at least in their telling. Halima’s 
perspective remains elusive. 

conclusion

Egyptian slave traders and owners, British abolitionists and colo-
nial officials, and American missionaries all had plans for the twelve 
African girls. Traders looked to make a quick profit, owners needed 
household labor, abolitionists sought to rescue them from forced ser-
vitude, colonial officials planned to refashion them as wage earners, 
and missionaries dreamt of converts, church workers, and saved souls. 
Given their high rates of conversion and the occupations they took up, 
the girls fulfilled Anna Thompson’s original hopes for them. Of those 
placed in the school, a third died prematurely but not before accept-
ing Christianity, which the missionaries took as a sign of their success. 
Others survived to carve out lives within set parameters, serving in 
missionary schools, hospitals, and homes. The girls were tracked into 
lives of service for the missionary community in the lower rungs, or 
as teachers for other Africans, rather than in more prestigious church 
professions. But they occasionally challenged the parameters, with 
one funding her own further education, another resisting the pressure 
to convert, and a few establishing families, showing that the girls and 
women they became sought to shape their own lives. 

As far as we know, none of the twelve went or were sent back home 
to their own country to find their families, though that is a return 
passage that some freed slaves took. Those running manumission 
boards and refuges found this journey impractical and gave freed slaves 
little support to return home. Only a few started their own families. 
Given their long hours of domestic service in missionary homes, as 
matrons in boarding schools, or nurses in hospitals, they spent large 
portions of their lives raising and caring for other peoples’ children 
rather than conceiving and raising their own. Their work was produc-

53 Halima, 14.
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tive, not reproductive, and they left few descendants who might carry 
the collective memory of slavery and remember their individual stories. 
Instead, they lived mostly single, and sometimes isolated, lives. They 
retained bonds with the missionaries who had raised and schooled 
them and for whom they worked. They also tapped into immigrant 
and religious networks, and created links of their own. In whatever 
time they had spent together in the rough passage to Egypt through 
Jidda or Asyut or some other route, in the Home for Freed Women 
Slaves, and in the Ezbekiah Boarding School, these Africans developed 
close attachments to one another. They studied and worked together, 
and turned to one another in times of need. Their lifelong bonds 
helped to see them through periods of transition, sickness, and death. 
In the absence of kin, they spoke of one another as “sisters” and created 
a “feeling of family fellowship” that lasted a lifetime.54 These networks 
eased their alienation in a society that placed family ties at the center 
but in which they stood out as racially other.

The experience of these twelve freed African slaves shows that the 
end of slavery was neither swift nor painless. Caught in the last throes 
of the slave trade almost a decade after it had been banned, the twelve 
were forcibly separated from their parents; smuggled in harsh condi-
tions overland and by boat to Egypt; faced disease and sometimes early 
death; were pressured, sometimes repeatedly, to adopt a new religion 
and name; worked in the homes, schools, and hospitals of a group that 
considered them sisters in Christ but racially inferior; and had little 
opportunity to create their own families. The impact of the institu-
tion of Egyptian slavery on the African societies from which these and 
other children and adults were taken was devastating as well. The lives 
that emerge from missionary and abolitionist sources are fragile and 
fragmented, but the sources begin to give faces, names, and voices to 
these freed slaves. 

54 Halima, 7.
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This chapter will critically examine the integration of the historical 
legacy of African enslavement in Iran within Bahaism’s rhetoric 

of social justice. It aims to assess the significance of the history within 
the religious tradition, from Baha’i founder Mirza Hussein Ali Nuri’s 
(known to his followers as Baha’u’llah) condemnation of slavery to the 
subsequent development of the Baha’i ethos of racial unity and the 
emerging historiography of the faith.1 In line with his denunciation of 
social ills such as religious discord, female oppression, and class con-
flict, Ali Nuri framed slavery as an obstacle to his vision of global unity. 
The categorical prohibition of his followers’ involvement in any form 

1 For a comparative perspective on Bahaism in the Ottoman Empire (though 
not with the Abolitionist focus discussed here), see Alkan Necati, Dissent and 
Heterodoxy in the Late Ottoman Empire: Reformers, Babis and Baha'is (Istanbul: 
ISIS Press, 2008).



AfricAn communities in AsiA And the mediterrAneAn

220

of slavery served as a mark of defiance of Muslim conventional norms 
held in nineteenth century Iranian society. Moreover, it prepared the 
ground for his successors to portray the faith as a champion of racial 
harmony, a claim that continues to pervade contemporary Baha’i theo-
logical philosophy.

 The following discussion will explore the representation of 
enslaved Africans in Baha’i hagiography, teachings and Baha’i-related 
historiography. The paper will also examine the enduring appeal of 
the iconography of Black servants in the Bábi/Baha’i movements as 
emblems of the faith’s legacy of racial harmony. My discussion draws 
upon a survey of sacred and historical writings within Baha’i literature. 
The writings, anecdotes, and teachings attributed to the four central 
figures of the faith – the Báb, Baha'u'llah, his son Abdu’l Baha, and, to a 
lesser extent, Baha’s grandson, Shoghi Effendi - provide the core trajec-
tory for Baha’i hagiography. They incorporate the life narratives of past 
and present believers whom they encountered as well as the oral his-
tories transmitted through the generations from family members and 
the close circle of devotees. The body of writings features a vast range 
of personalities of all walks of life, class, and position to underline the 
Baha'i principle of unity in diversity.2

My discussion also includes three additional works written by 
prominent Baha’is. The first is The Dawn Breakers or Nabil’s Narrative, 
by Mulla Muh.ammad-i-Zarandi (1831-1892), known to followers 
as Nabil-i A’zam. Zarandi’s massive work earned him a place in Baha’i 
tradition as the faith’s most revered historian.3 Following the Báb’s 
death Zarandi put himself forward as a successor, but later recognized 
Baha’u’llah’s authority. His chronicle of the Báb’s mission and the for-
mative years of Bahaism, in which the author occasionally appears as a 
participant in scenes, is based upon first-hand accounts that either he 
witnessed or recorded from other eye-witness sources. He began the 
work in 1888 and finished it between 1889 and 1890. The manuscript 
was redrafted with the help of Baha’u’llah and Baha, but these revised 
manuscripts were lost. The original unabridged version of The Dawn-
Breakers has never been published in its entirety, though it is housed in 

2 Graham Hassall, “The Modes and Intentions of Biography,” Baha’i Studies 
Review, 14, no. 1 (2007): 69-84.

3 He is also revered for his devotion to Baha’u’llah. On learning of Baha’u’llah’s 
death he reportedly walked into the sea and drowned himself. 
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the Haifa headquarters. In 1932 Shoghi Effendi translated the original 
Persian manuscript into English and heavily edited it.

The second work is titled The Chosen Highway. Written by Lady 
Sara Louisa Blomfield (1859-1939), the text chronicles the early 
history of Bahaism. She had intended to write a work on the early 
history of the Baha’i faith from the beginning of the Bábi movement 
to the contemporary mission of Shoghi Effendi. To this end, Blomfield 
interviewed Baha and his family during two trips to Palestine as well 
as a meeting with Baha in London. She died before realizing this goal, 
leaving behind copious notes of her conversations with Baha, his wife, 
and their daughters. 

Black Pearls: Servants in the Households of the Báb and Baha’u’llah 
marks a departure from the preceding texts in that it places enslaved 
and freed African servants at the center of its narrative. First published 
in English by the Baha’i-oriented Kalimat Press, Black Pearls is a col-
lection of anecdotal portraits of African men and women (including 
one North African servant) that lived and worked as slaves in the 
Báb’s estate in Shiraz and Baha’u’llah’s house in Tehran. Afnan, grand-
nephew of the Báb, draws upon his family’s oral history and personal 
records to speak about the lives and personalities of black men and 
women that served the family. To date, it stands as one of the most 
detailed renderings of the African slave experience in Qajar-era Iran. 

bAcKground: the origin of bAhAism’s 
Abolitionist stAnce

By the very nature of their origins as movements of dissent against 
Islamic orthodoxy, Bábism and Bahaism feature some degree of social 
reform agendas. ’Ali Shirazi (1819-1850), founder of the Bábi move-
ment, infused his teachings with the Shi’i messianic belief in the 
Hidden Imam to authenticate his claims of divine authority as the gate 
(or Báb) to the Hidden Imam.4 Equally, in a society with few other 
outlets for social dissent, the Báb’s charismatic leadership and bold 
critiques of the religious establishment resonated with those disen-
chanted with corruption amongst the ulama. Within a few short years 

4 Peter Smith and Moojan Momen, “The Babi Movement: a Resource Mobiliza-
tion Perspective,” Studies in Babi and Baha’i History: in Iran, vol 3, Studies in 
Babi and Baha’i History, ed. Peter Smith (Kalimat Press, Los Angeles).
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the movement underwent a process of radicalisation and accusations 
of heresy resulted in violent clashes between Bábis and the authori-
ties.5 While imprisoned, the Báb took his messianic message one step 
further by proclaiming himself to be the Hidden Imam and abrogating 
Islam with his own revelation. The period of 1848-1853 became a time 
of violent persecution and in 1850 the Báb and his highest ranking 
followers were all killed.

Following his execution, the Báb’s foundational platform of social 
reform was brought to the forefront through the ecclesiastic utopic 
vision of Mirza Husayn’Ali Nuri, founder and prophet of Bahaism. 
Active in the Bábi uprisings of the mid-nineteenth century, ’Ali Nuri 
(referred to from here on out as Baha’u’llah) served as the spiritual 
leader for the underground Bábi communities. Throughout his 40 
years of exile in Ottoman Iraq and Palestine, he expanded upon the 
Shi'i millennarianist ideology of the Bábi movement. He eventually 
pronounced himself the Prophet of the era and backed his claim by 
issuing a revelation for the Modern Age. His teachings emphasised a 
biological unity between humans, blaming social constructs such as 
religious differences, class conflict, and gender and racial prejudices 
for the persistence of global fragmentation. Although it was not a 
central concern of mainstream Iran, Baha’u’llah condemned slavery as 
an obstacle to his vision of unity.6 His antislavery stance first appeared 
in written form in an 1869 epistle sent to Queen Victoria. In addition 
to his self-proclamation as prophet of the Modern Age, he outlined his 
vision of equality within the Divine Polity. To commend Britain’s own 
moves toward egalitarianism, he praised the Queen both for the estab-
lishment of representative government and the abolition of slavery. On 
slavery he writes:

5 Samuel Wilson, Bahaism and its Claims (Fleming H. Revell Co: New York, 
1915).

6 As a member of a prominent Shirazi family, Baha’u’llah moved in circles where 
slave ownership was a customary feature of the household order. British Foreign 
Office records show that local residents in the Fars province were aware of trade 
suppression measures that were introduced by the British and carried out with 
the cooperation of deputized Persian officials. Still, it is unknown whether 
British interventionist actions in Iran and elsewhere in the Middle East had any 
impact on his abolitionist stance. For an overview of the history of slave trade 
suppression efforts in Iran and the Persian Gulf please see J. B. Kelly Clarendon, 
Britain and the Persian Gulf: 1795-1880 (Oxford, 1968).
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We have been informed that thou has forbidden the 
trading in slaves, both men and women. This, verily, is 
what God hath ordained in this wondrous Revelation. 
God hath, truly, destined a reward for thee, because of this. 
He, verily, will pay the doer of good his due recompense.” 7

The letter further notes that slavery was also forbidden under 
Bahaism, though Baha’u’llah did not formally introduce the prohibi-
tion to his followers until the publication of the religion’s first sacred 
text, Kitab-i Aqdas. This work, written in Arabic, is thought to have 
been completed in 1873, and reached Iran between 1873-4 where it 
was secretly distributed amongst the underground Baha’i community. 
In general, the Aqdas delineates behavioural codes in terms of moral 
principles rather than specific laws. Some personal law appears, such 
as for prayer and fasting, marriage and inheritance. Slavery was among 
the practices sanctioned by Islam that Baha’u’llah chose to condemn.

It is forbidden to you to trade in slaves, be they men or women. 
It is not for him who is himself a servant to buy another of God's ser-
vants, and this hath been prohibited in His Holy Tablet. Thus, by His 
mercy, hath the commandment been recorded by the Pen of justice. 
Let no man exalt himself above another; all are but bond slaves before 
the Lord, and all exemplify the truth that there is none other God but 
Him. He, verily, is the All-Wise, Whose wisdom encompasseth all 
things.”8

The unequivocal prohibition was one of the social reforms that 
marked a decisive break with Shari’a law. Today, Bahaism’s recognition 
as the first religion to call for the abolition of slavery is presented as key 
evidence that it has served as a force for progressive social change and 
racial harmony since its founding.

7 “Epistle to Queen Victoria,” The Proclamation of Baha’u’llah (US Publishing 
Trust, 1978 reprint), 12.

8 From Kitab-i Aqdas, paragraph 72. Scholars postulate that the text grew out of 
an initial core section and from there content was added in response to queries 
and concerns from his followers. This theory of the text’s evolving structure 
would account for the illogical arrangement of topics and the uneven attention 
given to various issues. In support of this theory, Walbridge writes that “it is 
difficult otherwise to explain why the law of marriage and divorce should be 
followed by a prohibition of slave trading, a condemnation of strife and murder, 
and a clarification of the laws of ritual purity.” 
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While Baha’i writings stress the religion’s long-standing opposi-
tion to all forms of coerced labour, the history of Baha’is’ individual 
participation in Iran’s own slavery past remains a sensitive, and there-
fore largely unexamined, issue. Broadly speaking, the surveyed lit-
erature confirms that, similar to other well-to-do households of Qajar 
Iran, Bábi and Baha’i followers did incorporate enslaved and freed 
African servants into the household order. It is important to note here 
that their presence is included as an accepted feature of the social back-
drop for the narratives. Historical evidence tells us that by the mid-
nineteenth century, the domestic servant class was almost exclusively 
black. Africans were sold off at young age in the slave markets along the 
Swahili coast and imported to Iran by traffickers in the Persian Gulf, 
or directly purchased by Iranians on pilgrimage and carried back over-
land. Moreover, Shiraz’s geographic proximity to the southern coast 
made the town a practical hub for inland slaving activity. 

It is also necessary to point out that not all black servants were 
slaves. Although Muslim conventional law made it possible for slaves 
to obtain their freedom at some point in their lives, the relationship 
of dependency established through one’s enslavement compelled the 
majority of African servants and their offspring to remain attached to 
their owners’ family network even after their manumission. As such, 
black household members were a mix of free and enslaved individuals.9

With regard to the portrayals in Baha’i writings, they are largely 
peripheral to the core narrative. Their own conversion to the faith 
is not an essential concern for the writers. They are on hand as com-

9 For a historical overview of African enslavement in Iran, see: R. Brunschvig, 
“Abd,” The Encyclopaedia of Islam (London, 1960); Behnaz A. Mirzai, “The 
Slave Trade and the African Diaspora in Iran,” in Monsoon and Migration: 
Unleashing dhow synergies, ed. Abdul Sheriff (Zanzibar: ZIFF, 2005); Thomas 
Ricks, “Slaves and Slave Trading in Shi’i Iran, AD 1500-1900,” in Journal of 
Asian and African Studies vol. 36 (4), 2001; Abbas Ammanat, “Introduction” 
Crowning Anguish, Memoirs of Persian Princess: From the Harem to Modernity. 
Taj-Al Saltana, trans. Anna Vanzan and Amin Neshati; Hassan Azad, Poshteh 
Pardeh-ha-ye Haramsarah, Diba Publishers: Tehran, 1985; Edouard Polak, 
Safarnamah-ye Pulak: Iran va Iraniyan, trans. Kaykavus Jahandari, Tehran: 
Khvarazmi, 1982; Vanessa Martin, The Qajar Pact: Bargaining, Protest and 
the State in Nineteenth-century Persia, I. B. Tauris, 2005. On the attachment 
of enslaved persons to enslavers and households, see Toledano, As If Silent and 
Absent: Bonds of Enslavement in Islamic Middle East (New Haven, CT and 
London: Yale University Press, 2007), 24-25, 32-34.
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forters, companions, and at times protectors of the holy family and 
their entourage. The most beloved servants are witnesses to definitive 
moments in the early Baha’i history. At times they act as messengers 
between the holy household and the outside world, as was the role of 
household servants to act as the eyes and ears of the house in the house. 
This latter duty was especially true for those serving family women, 
who, in line with the behavioural norms within elite circles, rarely left 
the house. In the darkest moments of the government’s violent sup-
pression, their role as messengers functions to bring the terror of the 
authorities’ hunt for believers into the private sphere. 

The two most prominent African servants in Baha’i literature are 
Haji Mubarak and Isfandiyar. The former appears in Zarandi’s The 
Dawn Breakers. Known to readers only as “the Ethiopian servant,”10 
he was the Báb’s personal attendant and, consequently, reappears 
throughout the text. As with other characters in the narrative, the 
slave’s presence functions to highlight the divine qualities of the Báb. 
Zarandi’s portrait of him emphasises his grace and elegant presence, 
thus inferring the superior qualities of the Báb himself. In one episode, 
he retells the story of the initial audience Mulla Husayn, the Báb’s first 
believer, had with the Báb. 

At the third hour after sunset, my Host ordered the dinner 
to be served. That same Ethiopian servant appeared again 
and spread before us the choicest food…I could not but 
marvel at the manners and the devoted attentions of that 
Ethiopian servant whose very life seemed to have been 
transformed by the regenerating influence of his Master. I 
then, for the first time, recognised the significance of this 
well-known traditional utterance ascribed to Muhammad: 
“I have prepared for the godly and righteous among My 
servants what eye hath seen not, ear heard not, nor human 
heart conceived.” Had my youthful Host no other claim to 
greatness, this were sufficient – that He received me with 
that quality of hospitality and loving-kindness which I was 
convinced no other human being could possibly reveal.11 

10 Later in this paper’s discussion I will explore Abu’l Qasim Afnan’s portrait of 
this slave, who he identities as Haji Mubarak in Black Pearls.

11 Zarandi, Dawn Breakers, 68.
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Upon reaching the house, the traveller and his friend see the 
Ethiopian standing in the door, waiting for them. His stately presence 
serves to herald the coming of an extraordinary moment. “Ere break 
of day,” he says, “I was summoned to the presence of my Master, who 
instructed me to open the door of the house and to stand expectant at 
its threshold. ‘Two guests,’ He said, ‘are to arrive early this morning. 
Extend to them in My name a warm welcome. Say to them from Me: 
“Enter therein in the name of God.”’12 It would be at this meeting that 
Mulla Husayn would accept the Báb’s claim as the Hidden Imam, 
thereby becoming the first believer.

The Ethiopian servant does not always act as the extension of the 
leader’s will, but sometimes as a contrast to his master’s unmatched 
humanity. An example of this is a parable taken from the Báb’s time in 
Hijaz while on Haj13 with a companion, Quddus14 and the Ethiopian. 
Zarandi recounts the story:

One day, when the Báb had dismounted close to a well in 
order to offer His morning prayer, a roving Bedouin sud-
denly appeared on the horizon, drew near to Him, and, 
snatching the saddlebag that had been lying on the ground 
beside Him, and which contained His writings and 
papers, vanished into the unknown desert. His Ethiopian 
servant set out to pursue him, but was prevented by his 
Master, who, as He was praying, motioned to him with 
His hand to give up his pursuit. ‘Had I allowed you,’ the 
Báb later on affectionately assured him, ‘you would surely 
have overtaken and punished him. But this was not to be. 
The papers and writings which that bag contained are des-
tined to reach, through the instrumentality of this Arab, 
such places as we could never have succeeded in attaining. 
Grieve not, therefore, at his action, for this was decreed 

12 Zarandi, Dawn Breakers, 72.
13 One of the most-commonly cited examples of the Bab’s respect for his servant 

also took place while on pilgrimage. As was the custom, he sacrificed nineteen 
lambs, three of which were sacrificed in the Ethiopian’s name. The act secured 
his servant’s full rites of pilgrimage and the title of Haji. See, Zarandi, Dawn 
Breakers, 104.

14 Quddus, meaning The Most Holy, was the title given to Haji Muhammad-'Ali-
Barfurushi. Quddus was one of 19 Apostles and is best remembered for accom-
panying the Bab to Mecca and for his 1849 martyrdom.



the pupil of the eye

227

by God, the Ordainer, the Almighty.’ … By words such as 
these He turned the bitterness of regret and of resentment 
into radiant acquiescence in the Divine purpose and into 
joyous submission to God’s will.

The servant later reappears during a period of imminent danger 
for the Báb and his followers. The situation was so dire that the leader 
urged his closest followers to flee. Amongst those that stayed was his 
trusted servant, textually at hand to see to his master’s wishes even at 
the risk of his own safety. Whereas the preceding account/chapters 
of the Báb’s revelation are bathed in light and promise, the narrative’s 
tone gradually darkens as the story heads towards the leader’s impris-
onment and violent end. In this sinister climate, we find once again 
the Ethiopian is on hand. One especially poetic example of this is his 
role as the Báb’s lantern bearer. Zarandi writes that, despite the threats 
of arrest, one evening the Báb decided to make a night-time visit to 
Sultan-i-Karbila, a staunch supporter of the Shayhki leader Sayyid 
Kazim who had recently arrived in Shiraz and would later assume a key 
role in the Baha’i movement. On hearing that the sheikh was too ill to 
visit his house, the Báb sent word that he would come to see him on 
his sickbed. The text informs us that “that night the Ethiopian servant, 
who was acting as lantern-bearer to his Master, was instructed to walk 
in advance at a distance which would keep away the attention of the 
people from Him, and to extinguish the lantern as soon as he reached 
his destination.15 

The symbolism here is at once understated and stunning. Strategi-
cally-speaking, the Ethiopian’s presence acts as a diversionary tactic to 
protect his master; textually-speaking, as the lantern bearer he embod-
ies the tiding that, even in the dark hour of persecution, the Báb would 
still reach out to the faithful, always preceded by light. It is somewhat 
curious that The Dawn-Breakers omits the name of the servant, for, by 
including him as an actor in the work, Zarandi immortalized him as 
a witness to defining moments in the genesis of Bahaism. With the 
recurrent description of the Ethiopian as the Báb’s loyal and trusted 
servant one is compelled to search for parallels between this figure 
and the Ethiopian muezzin, Bilal. Yet, his anonymity underscores 
his primary role as the extension of the Báb’s will. He has no distinct 

15 Zarandi, Dawn Breakers, 133.
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purpose other than answering the call of his master and demonstrating 
for believers the ideal of unlimited devotion to the Báb and the Cause. 
Without name, without ties, he is the essence of selfless submission.

Whereas Zarandi portrayed Haji Mubarak as the faithful servant, 
Isfandiyar’s is remembered for his loyalty to Baha’u’llah as well as 
his actions to protect the prophet and his family. Baha’i teachings 
and literature are replete with anecdotes of his loyalty and courage. 
Baha’u’llah’s daughter recalls Isfandiyar’s decision to stay with the holy 
family in the wake of the prophet’s arrest:

One day I remember very well, though I was only six years 
old at the time. It seems that an attempt had been made on 
the life of the Shah by a half-crazy young Bábi. 

My father was away at his country house in the village 
of Niaviran, which was his property, the villagers of which 
were all and individually cared for by him. 

The master, the master, he is arrested – I have seen him! 
He has walked many miles! Oh, they have beaten him! 
They say he has suffered the torture of the bastinado! His 
feet are bleeding! He has no shoes on! His turban has 
gone! His clothes are torn! There are chains upon his neck! 

My poor mother's face grew whiter and whiter. 
We children were terribly frightened and could only 

weep bitterly. 
Immediately everybody, all our relations, and friends, 

and servants fled from our house in terror, only one 
man-servant, Isfandiyar remained, and one woman. Our 
palace, and the smaller houses belonging to it were very 
soon stripped of everything; furniture, treasurers, all were 
stolen by the people.16

Against his wishes, Baha’u’llah’s wife sent Isfandiyar to the north-
ern province of Mazandaran while the family went into hiding in a 
location near the prison. Sources concur that, despite news that the 
shah had dispatched a search party to apprehend him, the servant 
returned to Tehran within a week. When asked why he left the safety 
of the north, he responds simply that it was to pay off the debt incurred 
by the family. What is more, in order to pay off the creditors, Isfandiyar 
had sold all of his own possessions and assumed odd jobs until the last 

16 Blomfield, Chosen Highway, 35.
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of the debt was reimbursed. Thereafter, he returned to the north where 
he eventually assumed the position of head butler in a local governor’s 
estate. He saw his former master once more whilst accompanying the 
governor on pilgrimage. According to Baha’i oral tradition, Isfandiyar 
would never recover from this final separation from Baha’u’llah and 
died in Mazandaran. 

While such episodes may be incidental to the overall historical nar-
rative of the Bábi/Baha’i movements, ensuing Baha’i leaders repeatedly 
invoke them as emblems of black participation in the formative stage 
of the religion. Nowhere is this more evident than in the teachings of 
Abdu’l Baha, Baha’u’llah’s son and appointed successor as head of the 
Baha’i faith during his five-month17 1912 evangelistic tour of the US. 
McCullen explains that, as Bahaism spread worldwide, the fundamen-
tal principle of “oneness of humanity” was reconfigured in terms of the 
local concerns of its inhabitants.18 In America, the mission of global 
unity was often expressed in relation to racial unity, particularly in the 
South where deep racial disparities persisted.19 It is likely that the tour 
profoundly shaped the explicitness of antiracist rhetoric.

During his 1912 tour, the unity of Blacks and Whites was a recur-
rent theme in Baha’s lectures.20 Stories of the mutual respect between 
African servants and their Iranian masters functioned to illustrate 
that racial harmony was indeed possible. The passage below, taken 
from a lecture at a gathering of North American followers, exemplifies 
the portrait of Isfandiyar as an emblem of racial unity in the Baha’i 
tradition. I have included the passage in its entirety in order to fully 
illustrate that the speech’s pairing up of servant-master relations in Iran 
with the broader theme of racial unity:

17 Abdu’l Baha entered exile with his father when he was nine years old. He 
remained under house arrest in Ottoman territories until 1909 following the 
Turkish Revolution. Though he never returned to Iran, his voluminous col-
lection of religious exposition as well as Zarqani’s travel log was distributed 
amongst the Persian Baha’i populations as sacred texts.

18 Michael McMullen, The Baha’i’: The Religious Construction of a Global Identity 
(Rutgers U Press: New Brunswick 2000), 2.

19 Ibid., 153.
20 Mah. mūd Zarqānī, Mahmud's Diary: The Diary of Mirza Mahmud-I-Zarqani 

– Chronicling Abdu'l-Baha's Journey to America, trans. Mohi Sobhani, Shirley 
Macias and George Ronald (1998).
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Man is intelligent and thoughtful, endowed with powers 
of mind. Why, then, should he be influenced by distinc-
tion of color or race, since all belong to one human family? 
There is no sheep which shuns another as if saying, "I am 
White, and you are Black." They graze together in complete 
unity, live together in fellowship and happiness. How then 
can man be limited and influenced by racial colors? The 
important thing is to realize that all are human; all are one 
progeny of Adam. Inasmuch as they are all one family, why 
should they be separated? I had a servant who was Black; 
his name was Isfandiyar. If a perfect man could be found 
in the world, that man was Isfandiyar. He was the essence 
of love, radiant with sanctity and perfection, luminous 
with light. Whenever I think of Isfandiyar, I am moved to 
tears, although he passed away fifty years ago. He was the 
faithful servant of Baha’u’llah and was entrusted with His 
secrets. For this reason the Shah of Persia wanted him and 
inquired continually as to his whereabouts. Baha’u’llah 
was in prison, but the Shah had commanded many persons 
to find Isfandiyar. Perhaps more than one hundred officers 
were appointed to search for him. If they had succeeded 
in catching him, they would not have killed him at once. 
They would have cut his flesh into pieces to force him to 
tell them the secrets of Baha’u’llah. But Isfandiyar with 
the utmost dignity used to walk in the streets and bazaars. 
One day he came to us. My mother, my sister and I lived 
in a house near a corner. Because our enemies frequently 
injured us, we were intending to go to a place where they 
did not know us. I was a child at that time. At midnight 
Isfandiyar came in. My mother said, "O Isfandiyar, there 
are a hundred policemen seeking for you. If they catch 
you, they will not kill you at once but will torture you with 
fire. They will cut off your fingers. They will cut off your 
ears. They will put out your eyes to force you to tell them 
the secrets of Baha’u’llah. Go away! Do not stay here." He 
said, "I cannot go because I owe money in the street and in 
the stores. How can I go? They will say that the servant of 
Baha’u’llah has bought and consumed the goods and sup-
plies of the storekeepers without paying for them. Unless 
I pay all these obligations, I cannot go. But if they take 
me, never mind. If they punish me, there is no harm in 
that. If they kill me, do not be grieved. But to go away is 
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impossible. I must remain until I pay all I owe. Then I will 
go." For one month Isfandiyar went about in the streets 
and bazaars. He had things to sell, and from his earnings 
he gradually paid his creditors. In fact, they were not his 
debts but the debts of the court, for all our properties 
had been confiscated. Everything we had was taken away 
from us. The only things that remained were our debts. 
Isfandiyar paid them in full; not a single penny remained 
unpaid. Then he came to us, said good-bye and went away. 
Afterward Baha’u’llah was released from prison. We went 
to Baghdad, and Isfandiyar came there. He wanted to stay 
in the same home. Baha’u’llah, the Blessed Perfection, said 
to him, "When you fled away, there was a Persian minister 
who gave you shelter at a time when no one else could give 
you protection. Because he gave you shelter and protected 
you, you must be faithful to him. If he is satisfied to have 
you go, then come to us; but if he does not want you to go, 
do not leave him." His master said, "I do not want to be 
separated from Isfandiyar. Where can I find another like 
him, with such sincerity, such faithfulness, such character, 
such power? Where can I find one? O Isfandiyar! I am 
not willing that you should go, yet if you wish to go, let 
it be according to your own will." But because the Blessed 
Perfection had said, "You must be faithful," Isfandiyar 
stayed with his master until he died. He was a point of 
light. Although his color was Black, yet his character was 
luminous; his mind was luminous; his face was luminous. 
Truly, he was a point of light.21

The above passage raises the question of whether or not Baha 
explicitly addressed the use of African slavery in Iran. Baha injects 
his vision of establishing global unity with racially-explicit discourse 
that resonates with black Americans and mobilizes converts to take 
his message to Black communities. Overall, Baha’s statements avoid 

21 From The Promulgation of Universal Peace:Talks Delivered by `Abdu’l-Bahá 
during His Visit to the United States and Canada in 1912, Compiled by Howard 
MacNutt, .425. The speeches were all in English. The first volume was published 
in 1922 and then the second in 1925 with both an English and Persian intro-
duction. A later reprint possessed only the English introduction. Zarqani’s travel 
diary of Baha’s tour also records two instances where he singles out one of the 
Isfandiyar as a model of service and loyalty to his master.
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making direct parallels between African enslavement in the US and 
practices in Iran, the collection of speeches has at least one surprising 
statement wherein Baha alludes to the plight of African descendants in 
Middle Eastern societies. While addressing a gathering at the histori-
cally Black institution, Howard University, Baha urged black audience 
members to recognize the profound sacrifice white Americans and 
Europeans had made for the emancipation of Blacks in the US and 
abroad:

…A long bloody war was fought by white men for the sake 
of colored people. These white men forfeited their posses-
sions and sacrificed their lives by thousands in order that 
colored men might be freed from bondage. The colored 
population of the United States of America are possibly 
not fully informed of the wide-reaching effect of this 
freedom and emancipation upon their colored brethren 
in Asia and Africa where even more terrible conditions of 
slavery existed. Influenced and impelled by the example 
of the United States, the European powers proclaimed 
universal liberty to the colored race and slavery ceased to 
exist. This effort and accomplishment by the white nations 
should never be lost sight of. Both races should rejoice in 
gratitude, for the institution of liberty and equality here 
became the cause of liberating your fellow-beings else-
where. The colored people of this country are especially 
fortunate, for, Praise be to God! Conditions here are so 
much higher than in the East and comparatively few dif-
ferences exist in the possibility of equal attainments with 
the white race.22

In contrast to the above passage, Baha’s rhetoric does not generally 
bring up specifics of slave history; instead, it speaks of the need to over-
come racial disparities and the unique role that blacks have in bringing 
about Baha’u’llah’s vision of racial harmony. One outgrowth of Baha’s 
emphasis of Blacks’ responsibility in bringing about racial harmony 
was the popularisation of the belief in the unique position that African 
and African descent populations hold in the Baha’i cause. This belief is 
couched in the discourse commonly known as “the spiritual destiny of 

22 ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Foundations of World Unity, sixth printing (US Baha’i Publishing 
Trust, 1979), 34-35.
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Black peoples,”23 and draws inspiration from Baha’u’llah’s likening of 
Black peoples to the “the pupil of the eye.”

Thou art like unto the pupil of the eye 
which is dark in colour, 
yet it is the fount of light 

and the revealer of the contingent world.24

Baha’s successor, Shoghi Effendi, professed that Blacks were crucial 
to the Baha’i cause in bringing the message of the religion’s universality 
to communities across the US as well as to African nations.25 A number 
of African American Baha’is – particularly those disillusioned by the 
historic use of Christianity as a justification for their ancestors’ enslave-
ment – viewed the essentialist racial discourse of Shoghi Effendi and 
Baha as a compelling reason to explore the faith. Encouragement to 
embrace their heritage has given rise to a demand for histories that 
focus on the participation of African and African descent members. 
This sub-genre of Baha’i literature mainly attends to prominent Black 
figures active in the religion’s expansion within the Americas, the 
UK and Africa. That being said, the broad vision set forth by Shoghi 
Effendi of a collective spiritual destiny of Black peoples coalesces 
with the notion of a Black meta-ethnicity that transcends geography, 
culture and time. As such, Black Baha’i heritage literature also recog-
nizes African servants, such as Isfandiyar and Haji Mubarak, as icons of 
Black participation and evidence that the religion has, from its incep-
tion, promoted racial unity.

AfricAn slAves in contemporAry 
bAhA’i historiogrAphy

In addition to religious exposition, in recent years a number 
of Baha’i scholars have attempted to produce a history of the faith. 
Within the recent trend to further (or to authentically) historicize 

23   See, Shoghi Effendi, Lights of Guidance, 403, #1104.
24 Similar statements punctuate writings on racial unity. Abdu'l-Baha attributed it 

to his father. Shoghi Effendi later employed it as a standard metaphor for black 
inclusion in the faith.

25 See, Anthony Lee, “The Establishment of the Baha’i Faith in West Africa: The 
First Decade: 1952-1962,” (PhD Dissertation, University of California, 2007).
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Bahaism, the search to locate subaltern narratives in Baha’i history has 
brought the discussion back full circle to its Iranian (and Shi'i) origins. 
On the issue of black enslavement and Baha’i abolitionism, the most 
significant contribution to this is Abu’l Qasim Afnan’s collection of 
biographical portraits, Black Pearls: Servants in the Households of the 
Báb and Baha’u’llah. 

Hassel explains that the genre of biography is a history that puts 
the life narrative of an individual at its center in order to explore a 
particular event, time, idea, sociological phenomenon, or a personal 
remembrance. By placing the slaves’ biography at the heart of the nar-
rative, he effectively reverses our attention, focusing on the slaves as the 
central actors and Baha’i history as the backdrop. In his introductory 
comments, Afnan expresses ambivalence towards his family’s slavery 
legacy. On one hand, he proposes that the act recognizing their legal 
status as slaves honors their memory. On the other hand, Afnan is 
careful to distance the practice from the assumption of brutality that is 
so often evoked by the term “slave.” He concedes that the Báb lived out 
his life largely in accordance with the social norms of upper class Qajar 
Iranians. Controversy aside, the text remains one of the best sources of 
portraits of the African slave experience in Iran. Ultimately, the intimate 
portraits of African servants deemphasize their slave status and focus 
our attention on their individual life experiences.

From the text we first learn that the Báb’s personal attendant was 
known as Haji Mubarak, an Ethiopian purchased by his brother-in-law 
as a young boy and later resold to the Báb when he was nineteen. Afnan 
indicates that the slave also served his owner’s mother and eventually 
accompanied her to Iraq following the Báb’s execution. What is unclear 
is whether Mubarak was a eunuch servant, although Afnan’s omission 
of such a fact makes this unlikely. If indeed he was not, is it conceiv-
able that male, non-castrated slaves had regular access to women 
family members, and if so, how would such interaction be regulated to 
maintain the accepted norms of gendered behaviour? For the moment, 
such questions remain unanswered for Afnan’s description of Mubarak 
echoes Zarandi’s rendering of the slave as a loyal and humble servant.

Helpfully, his study also recovers the stories of additional ser-
vants including personal first-hand memories of black individuals 
who worked in his household. He poignantly memorializes their bit-
tersweet narratives, providing us with details of their capture and the 
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degrees to which they managed to adjust to their new environment. 
One such story was that of Gulchihrih, a slave brought in to assist the 
author’s mother and who remained with the family until her death. 
Afnan writes

Gulchihrih remembered her home and her childhood 
days in Africa. She would hold me on her lap and tell me 
about her life before she was taken as a slave. Not once was 
she able to finish her story without my breaking down and 
weeping for her…

She would say:’There was a brook running near our 
house where I would play with my brothers and sisters. 
Our parents warned us to beware of white men. One day, 
while playing with my friends, we spotted two camel riders 
approaching. As they drew near, the older children recog-
nized who they were and fled. I could not keep up with 
them and was soon caught. One of them put a knife to my 
throat and threatened me. I dared not say a word. They 
took me away, and eventually I was shipped to Bushehr.26 

It is clear from passages such as that quoted above that Black Pearls 
is a means for Afnan to memorialize Gulchihrih and other forgotten 
servants within and beyond Baha’i historiography.

It is my hope that the present discussion has demonstrated the rich 
writings that Baha’i iconography and biographical portraits of black 
servants offer a contribution to our scholarship on African enslave-
ment in Iran and the Middle East. By examining both the writings and 
the ways in which they are employed to symbolize social or religious 
principles, we may continue to expand the canon of relevant source 
material as well as gain greater insights into the phenomenon’s endur-
ing socio-historical legacy.

26 Afnan, Black Pearls, 41.
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AfricAn migrAnt 
worKers in isrAel: 
between extended 

fAmily, money, And A 
sense of evil

Galia Sabar, Tel Aviv University, Israel

In his book The Modernity of Witchcraft, Politics and the Occult in Post-
colonial Africa, and in his study with Francia Nyamnjoh and Diana 

Ciekawy, Peter Geschiere claimed that doubts, anger, jealousy and bad 
thoughts expose the dark side of African family and kinship, which in 
turn manifests itself in magic and witchcraft, among other ways.1 For over 
three years of research amongst African migrant workers in Israel between 
1998-2000, I have hardly encountered this "dark side" of the extended 
African family, but rather witnessed its more supportive, though demand-
ing, features. As long as the African migrant workers were able to send 
home remittances and pay their families the “ransom money” for their 
relative freedom, they accepted and were deeply reconciled to the indis-

1 Peter Geschiere, The Modernity of Witchcraft. Politics and the Occult in Postco-
lonial Africa (University of Virginia Press, 1997); Peter Geschiere and Francis 
Nyamnjoh, "Witchcraft in the Politics of Belonging," African Studies Review 41, 
no. 3 (1998): 69-92; Diana Ciekawy and Peter Geschiere, "Containing Witch-
craft: Conflicting Scenarios in Postcolonial Africa,” African Studies Review 41, 
no. 3 (1988): 1-14.
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soluble bond to everything and everyone they left behind. When all is 
said and done, that was home and that is what they missed in moments of 
sadness and loneliness. Most of them expressed their clear desire to return 
home one day and re-build their lives with their families.2 

However, from early 2000, things have changed. Growing tension 
due to the threats of the war with Iraq, terror attacks, economic recession, 
and primarily because of the fear of deportation from Israel, their accep-
tance of that bond turned into distress and anger. Though attached to 
their families back home, and in many ways longing to be there, they had 
difficulties tolerating the demands of their extended family. This in turn 
gave way to a discourse about evil spirits. Primordial fear of their family’s 
ability to cause them harm alongside talks about sorcery and evil powers 
crossing borders, became louder and more frequent. Appeals to supreme 
powers, local and global, Jewish and Christian, were vociferous and clear: 

Last month many people died in our community. This was 
a spiritual death… she was lying in her bed, she could hardly 
move or breath… her body had no color….it was all twisted… 
only two days ago people from our church came to pray 
with her. They made a circle around her and started to pray. 
One said that suddenly she opened her mouth and a strange 
voice shouted: “the witch is in me… it came to take me.” You 
see, you understand what is going on? The witches are now 
in Israel, they are everywhere… Before, when I just arrived 
in this country no one died. For years no African died in Tel 
Aviv. Everybody worked and no one disturbed us. No one 
was stopped by the police, no one was deported… look what 
is happening now, in a short time five people died, many, 
many were arrested and deported. It is all because the bad 
spirits managed to enter Israel… there is an area here [she 
marks with her hands imaginary lines in the air] that is your 
area, here the bad spirits can't come in without permission 
of the local spirits… I mean the powers in the sky, not your 
soldiers [she laughs]…before, your Rabbi did not let the bad 
spirits come in and harm people… now it has all changed 
(Charity, Tel Aviv 2003). 3

2 On attitudes to such return, in the Ghanaian case, see also Kessel's chapter in 
this collection, last section entitled “Reception of the Belanda Hitam story.”

3 Names with an asterisk are pseudonyms. However, a few of my interviewees 
specifically demanded that their names appear in my research. I respected their 
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Charity, a migrant worker from Ghana who came to Israel in 
1994, was battered by a maelstrom of emotions. In face of the growing 
deportations and the ordeals of the community, she clearly was terri-
fied. Between comprehension and incomprehension, between control 
and total helplessness, Charity spoke about how offended and betrayed 
she and her friends felt by the actions of the Israeli authorities against 
her community on the one hand, and that of their families back home 
on the other. In addition she pointed an accusing finger towards the 
Jewish rabbis for lifting their protection and letting the evil spirits from 
Africa harm them. Hence, she clearly uttered a demand – in one breath 
– to the families in Africa and the Jewish rabbis in Israel:

The Jewish rabbis have stopped protecting us… they stop 
closing this area to protect it and then the bad witches 
from home enter. They come from home… our families in 
Ghana send them… the only thing I can do against them is 
to work, go to church and pray… pray… fast and live holy 
life… if I pray and talk to God, if I tell him to talk to the 
rabbi then maybe the rabbi will not let the witches in… 
they can stop deportation and let us live like we used to 
live until now… in peace, prosperity with our friends and 
families here… I call all the Jewish rabbis to save me from 
the witches and protect us like they did… without this it 
will all fall to pieces (Charity, Tel Aviv 2003).

The discourse about occult forces and witchcraft exposes impor-
tant layers in Charity’s consciousness and her existential world, as 
well as her modes of coping as an African and an undocumented/
illegal migrant worker. Though migrating thousands miles away from 
home, her words expose a process of globalization of both the power 
of the extended family and what we may call: an African sense of evil.4 
From her vantage point, the physical distance from her family did not 
prevent them from trying to continue their control over her nor did 
it prevent the power of the evil spirits from home to reach her. The 
bad spirits from Ghana had no cultural, national or any other kind of 

request, although I only mentioned their first, Christian, name.
4 I am in great debt to Professor John Comaroff for his comments on this paper 

and for his conceptualization of the phenomena studied as the "globalization of 
the African sense of evil." 
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borders; and therefore, for her witchcraft provided an explanation for 
the chaotic reality and perhaps a solution as well.

Gripped by terror, but open-eyed, Charity knew very well how 
vulnerable and weak she and her friends were when faced by an attack 
of evil forces coming from home and by the policy of deportation 
implemented in Israel. Nonetheless, her words reflected a clear under-
standing of the modern world rather than detachment, obstinacy 
instead of an attitude of a victim. With her last bit of hope, she went 
to work, and mainly – prayed, fasted and lived “a holy life” to open the 
gates of heaven in a prayer to God: “If I talk to him and tell him to talk 
to the rabbis… they can stop deportation and let us live like we used to 
live until now…”

Charity, a 35-year-old migrant worker from the city of Tema in 
Ghana, came to Israel in 1994 as part of a growing wave of interna-
tional migrant workers that began to arrive in Israel in the early 1990s.5 
(Rosenhek, 2007; Sabar, 2004a, 2004b) Unlike most western coun-
tries, international migrant workers, including thousands of Africans, 
began to arrive in Israel only in the late 1980s, following a government 
decision to facilitate a greater influx of international migrant laborers. 
At the time, no clear policy concerning international laborers existed, 
since the government considered them as temporary workers and not 
migrants and prospective citizens. Once the borders were opened, 
Africans without working permits came, first in a trickle and then in 
a flood. Most of them came from Ghana and Nigeria, entering Israel 
on a pilgrim or tourist visa. It was easy to enter the country; hourly 
wages for cleaning work which they did were relatively high; and those 
who followed had a good support system to help them find employ-
ment, housing, and friends. These advantages helped overcome the 
obstacles, namely the exclusiveness of the Law of Return (entitling Jews 
to immigrate to Israel and receive automatic citizenship); the danger 
of Palestinian terrorist attacks, and, beginning in the late 1990s, the 
government’s policy of deporting undocumented migrant laborers.6

5 Adriana Kemp, and R. Raijman, "Christian Zionists in the Holy Land: Evangel-
ical Churches, Labor Migrants and the Jewish State," Identities: Global Studies in 
Culture and Power 10 (2003): 295-318.

6 For further discussion on the reason for Africans to migrate to Israel, and on 
the establishment of African Communities in Israel, see Galia Sabar, “African 
Christianity in the Jewish State: Adaptation, Accommodation and Legitimiza-
tion of Migrant Workers’ Churches: 1990-2003,” Journal of Religion in Africa 
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Adopted by her sister who migrated a few years earlier and a 
handful of other Ghanaians, Charity quickly found work as a house 
cleaner six days a week, 12 hours a day. Over the years, she acquired 
basic furniture, kitchen utensils, a TV, video, a digital camera, and a 
cellular phone. Throughout her stay in Israel she worked as a house 
cleaner during the day and studied at night. She graduated basic 
computer course and in the year 2003 was ordained as a Pentecostal 
pastor after graduating a theological seminary in Tel Aviv. She has been 
sending large sums of money on a rather regular basis to her family 
back home in Ghana. Almost all the members of her family wanted 
part of her wealth, and all of them – to different degrees – demanded 
that she pay the tax of the ages-long obligation to her extended family 
and the unfinished debt for the help she had received – like most of the 
African migrant workers – in order to leave Ghana and come to Israel.7

The research literature dealing with African migrant workers in 
Israel is relatively limited compared to research on similar communi-
ties in other western states and focuses on three main topics mainly: 
Israel’s immigration policy and the challenges that international 
migrant workers pose to its ethno-national character8 (Rosenhek, 

34, no. 4 (2004):408-437; and Sabar, “the African Diaspora in the ‘Holy 
Land’ 1990-2002, Preliminary Notes and Observations,” in Adogame, Afe and 
Cordula Weisskoeppel, eds., Religion in the Context of African Migration Studies 
(Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies Series, 2005).

7 It is beyond the scope of this paper to go into detail on the current nature 
and characteristics of extended families in Africa; however, I did benefit from 
research on this topic, mainly: Richard L. Douglass and others, "Filial Factors of 
Kwashiorkor Survival in Urban Ghana: Rediscovering the Roles of the Extended 
Family," African Journal of Food Agriculture Nutrition and Development 7, no. 1 
(2007); J. Finch, Family Obligation and Social Change (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1989); G. Foster, “The Capacity of the Extended Family Safety Net for Orphans 
in Africa,” Psychology, Health & Medicine 5, no. 1 (2000): 55-62; E. S. Frerichs, 
Preface to Diasporas in Antiquity, ed. S. J. D. Cohen and E. S. Frerichs (Atlanta, 
GA: Scholars Press, 1993), 1-3; T. Locoh, “Structures Familiales at Change-
ments Socieaux,” in Population et Societe en Afrique au Sud du Sahara, ed. D. 
Tabutin (Paris: L’harmattan, 1988), 441-478; T. Locoh “Le Role des Familles 
et L’accueil des Migrants Dans les Villes Africaines,” in L’insertion Urbaine des 
Migrants en Afrique, ed. Sidiki Coulibaly and Antoine Philippe (Colloques et 
Seminaries Orston: Paris, 1989); Lucy P. Mair, "African Marriage and Social 
Change," in Survey of African Marriage and Family Life, ed. Arthur Phillips 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1953).

8 Kemp and Raijman, Christian Zionists.
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2007); second— issues related to the legal status of the African 
migrants in Israel, particularly their struggle in this regard vis-à-vis 
the state institutions,9 and finally, studies on the socio-demographic 
characteristics of the migrants, including the communities they have 
established and the ways in which they have constructed full lives for 
themselves as they shifted constantly between the anchors of the “old 
world” and the Israeli reality that demanded change and offered new 
opportunities.10 (Kemp and Raijman, 2003)

Issues related to their struggle to build a new, rather autonomous 
identity in Israel, including the debate about the level of their monthly 
income and remittances sent home by them, have only been men-
tioned briefly. This is rather surprising as the literature on these topics 
relating to other African migrants and Diasporas is rather ample11 

9 G. Mundlak, “Litigating Citizenship Beyond the Law of Return,” in Transna-
tional Migration to Israel in Global Comparative Context, ed. Sarah S. Willen 
(Boulder: Lexington Books, 2007), 51-71; Adriana Kemp and others, “Con-
testing the Limits of Political Participation: Latinos and Black African Migrant 
Workers in Israel,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 23, no. 1 (2000): 94-119; R. Reich-
man and Adriana Kemp, “Labor Migration, Managing the Ethno-National 
Conflicts, and Client Politics in Israel,” in Transnational Migration to Israel in 
Global Comparative Context, ed. Sarah S. Willen (Boulder: Lexington Books, 
2007), 31-50; Sarah S. Willen, ed., Transnational Migration to Israel in Global 
Comparative Context (Boulder: Lexington Books, 2007).

10 Sharon Harel, “Ovdim Zarim – Haomnam? – Handling Crisis as a Community 
Consolidating Mechanism – the Case of the Non-documented African Labor 
Migrants in Israel” (Master’s thesis, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2004); 
Shlomit Kanari, “Music and Migration: The Role of Religious Music in African 
Migrant's Churches in Israel,” in Religion in the Context of African Migration 
Studies, eds., Afe Adogame and Cordula Weisskoeppel (Bayreuth: Bayreuth 
African Studies Series, 2005), 267-284; Kemp and Raijman, Christian Zion-
ists; Sabar, “African Christianity,” 408-437; Sabar, "The Rise and Fall of African 
Independent Christianity in Israel 1990-2004,” in Transnational Migration to 
Israel in Global Comparative Context, ed. Sarah S. Willen (Boulder: Lexington 
Books, 2007), 185-202; Willen, Transnational Migration.

11 S. Ammassari, and R. Black, Harnessing the Potential of Migration and Return to 
Promote Development: Applying Concepts to West Africa, Geneva, IOM - Migra-
tion Research Series 5 (2001); S. Ammassari, and R. Black, “From Nation Build-
ing to Entrepreneurship: the Impact of Elite Return Migrants in Cote d’Ivioire 
and Ghana,” paper presented at the International Workshop on Migration and 
Poverty in West Africa, March, 2005; A. Attah-Poku, “Asanteman Immigrant 
Ethnic Association: An Effective Tool for Immigrant Survival and Adjustment 
Problem Solution in New York City,” Journal of Black Studies 27, no. 1 (1996a): 
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(Black 2004). However, for Israel, accurate data on monthly wages and 
remittances sent by African migrants is hard to gather. Nonetheless, 
from our research and from other sources, the average income for an 
independent housecleaner appears to have been between $1000-2000 
per month, whereas the estimated actual sum remitted back home 
probably ranged from $ 600-1000 per month.12

Furthermore, although in the literature relating to African migra-
tion both within Africa and to the West, the link between migration, 
extended family, money, and witchcraft has been studied,13 none of 
these questions have been asked in relation to the African migrants in 
Israel. Also, the main focus in the Comaroffs' work is on the demoniza-
tion of particular cohorts (elderly women), broadly speaking within 
‘modernity’ or ‘millennial’ capitalism. Recently, there have been reports 
in the local and international press about Pentecostal churches (mainly 
Congolese, and a few South and West African) that accuse children of 
being possessed by the devil.14

Even studies focusing on the religious realm of the African migrant 
workers in Israel, including studies on transnational Pentecostalism, 
scarcely mention spirits, witchcraft, or sorcery, let alone analyze the 

56-76; Attah-Poku, The Socio-cultural Adjustment Question: The Role of Gha-
naian Immigrant Ethnic Associations in America (London: Ashgate, 1996b); 
Richard Black, “Editorial Introduction: Migration, Return and Development in 
West Africa,” eds. Richard Black and Russell King, Population, Space and Place 
10, no. 2 (2004): 75-83; S. S. Russell, "Migrant Remittances and Development," 
International Migration 30, no. 3/4 (1992): 267-288; O. Stark, and R.B. Lucas, 
“Migration, Remittances and the Family,” Economic Development and Cultural 
Change 6, no. 3 (1988): 465-481.

12 MESILA, Migrant Workers in Tel Aviv, yearly report [in Hebrew] (Municipality 
of Tel Aviv, 2000, 2005).

13 John Comaroff and Jean Comaroff, Ethnography and the Historical Imagina-
tion (Colorado: Westview Press, 1992); Comaroff and Comaroff, eds., Moder-
nity and its Malcontents (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993); 
Geschiere, Modernity of Witchcraft; Geschiere, “Globalization and the Power of 
Indeterminate Meaning: Witchcraft and Spirit Cult in Africa and East Asia,” in 
Peter Geschiere and Birgit Meyer, eds., Globalization and Identity Dialectics of 
Flow and Closure (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999) 211-237; Geschiere and Nyamn-
joh, Witchcraft in Politics; Peter Geschiere and Birgit Meyer, eds., Globalization 
and Identity Dialectics of Flow and Closure (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999).

14 See for example, BBC online, December 20, 2006. For the same accusations 
amongst African migrant communities in the West, see "More Children are 
Victims of Cruel Exorcism," The Guardian, June 4, 2005.
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trans-localization or globalization of an African sense of evil. Hence, 
in this paper, I hope to shed light on the ways and means that African 
labor migrants, both men and women, invented in order to struggle 
for and maintain the new independence that the process of migration 
afforded them. The emphasis will be on the entwined interactions 
with the close-distant continent, their complex relations with their 
extended family, their loneliness and togetherness, which were con-
stantly invaded by sorcery from Africa and Israel. I shall attempt to 
position the relationship between the power of the extended family, 
money, and sorcery within the context of African labor migration to 
Israel. This transnational migration will emphasize and explain the 
notions of transglobal evil, in particular the globalization of an African 
sense of evil. 

The current study is based mainly on qualitative research meth-
odologies, forming part of a larger study of 265 open-ended, in-depth 
interviews conducted in Israel and in Africa, which also relies on 
over a thousand hours of participant observations of different activi-
ties carried out within African migrants in Israel between 1998 and 
2006. Interviewees were located through snowballing, both men and 
women from Ghana and Nigeria ranging in age from 20 to 40. Most 
of the interviews were conducted in English. Once the interviews 
were underway, the interviewees were encouraged to talk freely about 
their daily lives in Israel, with minimal interference. It soon became 
clear from the interviewees’ accounts that the relationship with their 
extended families is one of their main concerns. From the year 2000 
onwards, their fear of witchcraft and evil spirits became one of the main 
topics they raised. It was soon clear to me that both of these issues were 
fundamental in any attempt to comprehend their mundane realities. It 
was only then that I began to ask about these specifically. Participant 
observations began shortly after the first interviews and were carried 
out throughout the interviewing process. The observations were made 
while attending various church services, meetings of women groups 
and men fellowships, individual and group healing sessions, and politi-
cal gatherings. There were also countless home visits. The interviews 
were transcribed verbatim, insofar as possible, in the course of the 
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conversation or immediately thereafter. The transcripts and notes were 
analyzed using the constant comparative method.15

if i don't send money, bAd… things will 
hAppen to me… i'm AfrAid, so i send

As she angrily slapped the dust cloth against the table she had just 
cleaned in the home of her employer in Tel Aviv, Annie, a 29-year-old 
migrant worker from Ghana, opened her heart, her voice filled with 
pain and fear: 

You know me, I'm working all the time and at the end of 
the week I have no money to buy things…many times I 
find myself in a situation that I don't have enough money 
for food or for rent… it is all because I must send money 
home all the time…they helped me come here and now I 
have to pay…if I don't send… bad bad things will happen to 
me… I'm afraid, so I send (Annie*, Tel Aviv 2002).

Annie dared to voice some criticism about her relatives’ demands 
though her burst of anger was deflated by the weight of her feelings of 
duty, guilt and fear:

One month has passed since I called home, I know that 
the first thing they will ask me is where is the money?… 
They will tell me about their problems… they think I'm a 
millionaire with an easy life… They don't ask – they say – 
send me! and they know I have to do it… My mom and my 
dad get money from me… They… don't work now… I love 
them very much but they never have enough money… I 
also send my two brothers money… it makes me angry that 
they think they can ask and always get… My elder brother 
bought for me land to build my house [to use when] I go 
back… When he started the house he said it will cost $ 
2,500 but now… it is much, much more… I can't check if 

15 See A. L. Strauss and J. Corbin, Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and 
Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory, 2nd ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
1998); Amia Lieblich, Rivka Tuval-Mashiach, and Tamar Zilber, eds., Narra-
tive Research: Reading, Analysis, and Interpretation (Applied Social Research 
Methods, 1998).
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this is true. I'm sure it is not, but what can I do?... I can't 
say no… This will kill them and me if I will refuse… so I 
have no choice… I stop calling them when I see I have no 
money… they make me not call… and I don't feel good 
about it as I do miss them and they are my family…

sometimes one of the my bosses asks me: 'what do you 
do with all the money you make… surely you have a lot of 
money in the bank… he surely doesn't know how it is in 
Ghana… I have to pay everybody all the time for helping 
me come here… There is always someone asking for some-
thing... I told you I'm so angry because I work hard and at 
the end of the day I have nothing… this is a system that 
makes no one hungry but also does not let us stop being 
poor (Annie*, Tel Aviv 2002).

Annie’s testimony provides a glimpse into her personal life, but at 
the same time it relates to one of the strong foundations of a totally 
impersonal reality. Indeed, in all my talks with African migrant workers 
in Israel – men and women, married and single, urban or rural, with a 
higher or lower education – they all expressed their loyalty to their 
families back home and their plans to return one day but at the same 
time pointed to a complex set of relations with their extended families, 
including their obligations to them, even when I did not pose any ques-
tions on the subject. Obviously, my data reveals unique and individual 
life stories, various ways of coping with difficulties and order of priori-
ties. However, when it comes to the attachment to, dependence on and 
support of the family – more than with any other common topic – the 
variance seems to fade and disappear. 

As Annie said, it takes the help of many in order for one person 
to leave Africa and try to realize, for himself and for them, the dream 
of defeating poverty and becoming rich. Generally, the funds, ranging 
from $ 4,000-10,000 per each migrant were raised by close and distant 
relatives, but even when the costs of migration were financed by other 
sources (employers, for example), the members of the extended family 
still demanded their share in the migrants’ money, as their legal partners. 

The findings of this study show that African migrant workers sent 
home between $200 and $300 each month on average, and in more 
prosperous periods, some managed to send $1,000 or even more per 
month. According to the figures of the Central Bureau of Statistics for 
1999-2000, about 50% of the African migrant workers in Israel saved 
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about $300 each month, 34% saved between $300-500 per month, 
and 17% managed to save even more. In the course of 2000, it was 
reported that 40% of the Africans in Israel sent home up to $1,000, 
17% sent between $1,000 and $1200, 25% sent $2,000 to $3,000, 
and 16% managed to send home $3,000.16 Although all informants 
related to these remittances as an obligation they must perform, some 
clearly expressed a sense of longing to the home they left and hoped to 
return one day. Like most labor migrants worldwide, these funds were 
intended first and foremost to provide a living for their families, and in 
many cases, also for building a home and/or purchasing a business – to 
ensure a basis for the migrant’s return home17. As other studies have 
noted, until the early 2000s, Africans in Israel managed to live relatively 
well: wages earned by African housecleaners and nannies in Israel were 
linked to the wages of local Israeli maids, and from 1990-1995, the 
hourly wage paid by private employers ranged between $7 to $10 per 
hour, from 1996-2000 between $10 to $15, and from 2000-2005 their 
hourly wages were as high as $15 to $20. Such migrant workers also 
managed to faithfully pay what they perceived not only as the settle-
ment of a debt, but as a basic obligation – a kind of supreme moral 
commandment –to their families who remained in Africa. 

Nonetheless, even when their economic situation was good, 
nearly all the interviewees expressed – explicitly or implicitly – bit-
terness, frustration and defiance when talking about their aspirations 
and those of their extended family. As a result of their migration to 
Israel, the Africans were, often for the first time in their lives, in a situ-
ation that offered them an experience of relative autonomy and a sense 
of personal and financial independence. Although they worked hard 
from morning to night doing menial labor that was often degrading 
and hated by many of them, this well paid job gave them new freedoms 
in the conduct of their daily lives, and real opportunities to build a dif-
ferent future for themselves. New opportunities for vocational training 
were opened for men and women as well as leisure activities that were 
not necessarily connected to the family like back home.

16 MESILA 2000, 2005.
17 These observations are similar to the findings of studies on African migrants 

in other western countries. See, for example, Black, 2004; Richmond Tiemoko, 
“Migration, Return and Socio-Economic Change in West Africa: the Role of 
Family,” Population, Space and Place 10, no.2 (2004).
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At this point it is important to stress two crucial facts relating to 
the lives of the African labor migrants in Israel. The first is that almost 
all Africans who migrated to Israel had no visa and/or working permits 
and their stay in the country was illegal even if they entered the country 
legally. This illegal status – in addition to all other obstacles –pre-
vented them from traveling back and forth home thus deepening their 
dependency on their relatives in all matters concerning their invest-
ments back home and learning first hand of their family's realities. This 
became one of the main constraints African labor migrants raised in 
their conversations. 

This physical, at times long, detachment from home was also one 
of the reasons that encouraged African migrants to build by themselves 
and for themselves an alternative community of belonging. And indeed, 
African migrant laborers in Tel Aviv created an impressive network 
of associations of all types: national, ethnic, and religious, rotating 
credit groups, labor unions, sports clubs, and women’s organizations, 
among others. These organizations catered to the social, economic 
and cultural needs of the community and helped alleviate emotional 
constraints faced by the African migrants. A similar tendency to orga-
nization can be found among African migrants in Europe and North 
America, as well as among other migrant laborers in the West. To some 
extent, this tendency may be attributed their inability to travel, but it 
also owes to the exclusions and deprivations suffered by migrants in 
general, and to the rich tradition of associational life in Africa which 
the migrants brought with them in the process of migration. Two 
additional features of their situation contributed to this: one is their 
unorganized means of arrival and lack of legal status in Israel. Lacking 
the (very mixed) blessing of a manpower agency to provide them with 
work and housing, they had to make their own arrangements and find 
their own way to fulfill their needs and the lack of state sponsored ser-
vices available to international migrant laborers in Israel forced them 
to construct their own support networks.18

At the heart of the rich community life that the African migrants 
in Israel created were the many independent African Christian con-
gregations and churches.19 Obviously, belonging to a community 

18 Sabar, “the African Diaspora”; Kemp and others, “Contesting the Limits.”
19   For a detailed analysis of the African Churches established by the migrants 

and their central role in providing their members essential socio-economic ser-
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had its rules and regulations which were constantly changing and 
adapting according to both the wills and needs of the people and to 
the larger Israeli context. In mid-2001, before the massive deporta-
tions, there were over forty religious congregations in Tel Aviv alone, 
with individual membership ranging from a handful of adherents to 
several hundred. Though not all African migrants officially belonged 
to a church, the vast majority did either as full fledged members or 
as loosely connected.20 Incidentally, the figure of several hundred is 
significantly larger than the handful of churches established by other 
Christian migrants to Israel, which were much more numerous.21 

Having said this, the constant obligation to their families back 
home and their high dependency on the local African community not 
only reduced their financial resources, but also impaired their sense of 
autonomy which some hoped to gain through migrating to the western 
world.22 In other words, their enforced individuality due to migration 
away from home was confronted by accepted norms by which the indi-
vidual – always and in every condition – was linked to his/her own 
“others.” These roots of African existence were not severed with the 
migration to Israel, but were actually “reproduced” – in the form of 
new "families" that the migrants created, mainly within the churches 
and the communities they built.

One day, if I will not be able to work because I'm sick and 
I will lose all I have… I know that my friends in the church 
will collect money for me and help me start again… some 
years ago many women in our church got sick and we col-
lected money for our sisters… this is what we do back home. 
This is what we also do here ( Joyce*, Tel Aviv April 1999). 

As Joyce put it, codes of partnership and mutual responsibility 
that the migrants considered came from home were essential sources of 

vices, see Sabar, “the African Disapora”; and, Galia Sabar and Shlomit Kanari, 
“I'm Singing My Way up: the Significance of Music Amongst African Christian 
Migrants in Israel,” in Studies in World Christianity 12, no. 2 (2006): 101-126. 

20 Sabar and Kanari, “Singing My Way Up, 101-126.
21 E.g., on Latin American migrant laborers in Israel, see Kemp and Raijman, 

Christian Zionists.
22 On this dual process, with special emphasis on the churches, see Sabar “the 

African Diaspora.” 
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vitality and power in the lives of the African migrant workers in Israel. 
In the words of the pastor Solomon: 

I had more brothers here, more sisters, and I was very obli-
gated to them… not like in Ghana but still committed… 
It’s not simply saying this is my brother or this is my sister. 
Behind that, there’s a kind of commitment… still we are in 
Israel now and sometimes it is stressful to help so many… 
but most of us have no choice (Pastor Solomon, Tel Aviv 
2005).

It seems that in Israel though the time of acquaintance may have 
been very short, the relative sense of belonging and closeness to the 
local communities who understood better the pressure of immigrant 
life was strong. Though this tension between the home communi-
ties and the recreated immigrant communities is almost universal,23 
(Brettell and Hollifield ,2000; Werbner, 2000) it seems that in Israel it 
bore special significance. Hence, the local community had to contain 
the relative sense of belonging and closeness to the families of origin. 

Much has been written about the fact that within the global era 
many Africans shift between different cultures without feeling that any 
one of them is his or her own legitimate home.24 Indeed, many Africans 
have ostensibly learned to accept different value systems, thus creating 
what Homi K. Bhabha defined as the "Third Space" which is among 

23 L. G. Basch, N. Glick Schiller and C. Szanton Blanc, eds., Nations unbound: 
Transnational Projects, Postcolonial Predicaments, and Deterritorialized Nation-
states (New York: Gordon and Breach, 1994); Van Hear Nicholas, New Diaspo-
ras: The Mass Exodus, Dispersal and Regrouping of Migrant Communities (Taylor 
& Francis, Inc, 1998); Pnina Werbner, Imagined Diasporas among Manchester 
Muslims: the Public Performance of Pakistani Transnational Identity Politics 
(Santa Fe, NM: James Currey & School of American Research, 2002). 

24 Tembo S. Mwizenge, “Traditional Family Patterns in Africa,” (PhD thesis, 
University of Zambia: 2003); Christine Oppong, "Familial Roles and Social 
Transformations Older Men and Women in Sub-Saharan Africa,” Research on 
Aging 28, no. 6 (2006.): 654-668; T. Y. Owusu, “The Role of Ghanaian Immi-
grant Associations in Toronto, Canada,” International Migration Review 34, 
no. 4 (2000): 1155-1181; T. R. Patterson, and R. D. G. Kelley, “Unfinished 
Migrations: Reflections on the African Diaspora and the Making of the Modern 
World", African Studies Review 43, no.1 (2001): 11-45; Jenny Robinson, Ordi-
nary Cities: Between Modernity and Development (England: Routledge Press, 
2006).
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other characteristics always changing, adapting and conflictual.25 
Indeed, many Africans in Israel developed a sense of "in-betweeness," of 
building a community on the margins of the state, between the worlds 
– both here and there, and perhaps neither here nor there – torn 
between conflicting obligations and personal needs, between their 
deeply rooted familial-communal identity and their desire to develop 
their separate selfhood, between their own desires and the rules of the 
local African community, between their personal agenda and Israeli 
realpolitik. Finally they were torn between their spiritual world and the 
local-Jewish one that for a long time, as Charity so clearly explained, 
was seen as providing a protective canopy around them as Christians. 
For some of them, this conflicted reality strengthened their personal 
motivation to succeed and become less under others' control, while 
others learned to live with it as a permanent part of their struggle to 
survive. 

All in all, Annie, Solomon, Charity and others clearly testify to 
the major elements of the complex ambiguous character of the African 
family today namely, it is a site of deep competition over resources 
and at the same time a supportive social network. For them migration 
did not offer a path to escape these contradictions, rather they found 
themselves trapped in a hyper extension of them. Within this global-
ized existential ambiguity, fear developed and as soon as the ground of 
the holy land began dismantling, the ambiguous relations with their 
homes took on dark, magical dimensions.

“they get Angry with me…And then …bAd 
things hAppen to me”

My meeting with Moses – a 28-year-old Nigerian migrant worker 
from a small neighborhood on the outskirts of the city of Bida, West 
Nigeria – took place in Tel Aviv in the fall of 2002. The atmosphere in 
Israel then was dismal: an economic recession, daily terrorist attacks 

25 Bhabha, “The Third Space: Interview with Homi Bhabha,” in Identity: Com-
munity, Culture, Difference, ed. Jonathan Rutherford (London: Lawrence and 
Wishart, 1990), 207-221; Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man,” in the Location 
of Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 1994a, 85-93); Bhabha, “The 
Commitment to Theory,” in The Location of Culture (London and New York: 
Routledge: 1994b), 19-40.
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including exploding busses in the city centers, and anxious prepara-
tions for the anticipated war by the United States and her allies against 
Iraq and the possibility of missile attacks on Israel. After a long talk 
about his life in Israel I asked him how he is coping with the stress we 
are all experiencing these days. He replied:

I don't know what to do, sometimes I feel like the sky is 
falling over our heads… I have no idea what I need to do 
or how to solve all the issues… I was told to stop working 
in many houses because of the bad economics… there is 
this crazy Saddam Hussein… many of my bosses tell me 
they have no money to pay me because they also lost their 
jobs… I feel sick because of all these problems…. I feel bad 
because my family is angry with me… they make me feel so 
bad because they want me to send them more and more 
money… I know this is the reason. It was always like this. 
But now, I have no energies, I have no money to deal with 
all the issues (Moses* Tel Aviv, Sept. 2002). 

As said, at the beginning of the 21st century, migrant workers in 
Israel were strangled in the complexities of local life. The economic 
insecurity that the Israelis experienced had a direct adverse effect on the 
foreign workers’ earnings and increased their rate of unemployment. 
In the face of the Palestinian armed struggle (known as the “second 
Intifada”), the foreigners – like their hosts – were exposed to fear and 
danger. The fear that Iraqi missiles would hit Israel united locals and 
foreigners under a common threat. 

Moses’ testimony clearly reveals the weakening effect of life in the 
shadow of uncertainty and fear of the future – on the global, local and 
personal level. However, from his standpoint it seems that all the dif-
ficulties were dwarfed in face of his economic straits and his inability 
to continue sending “more and more money” to his family which he 
loves and feels obliged to in Nigeria. Against the barbs of anger hurled 
at him from there, Moses had no protection: exhausted, “feeling ill,” he 
had no energy with which to cope.

About a month after our meeting, I heard, once again, the main 
points of Moses’ testimony, but this time by 30-year-old Brigitte, who 
came to Israel from the city of Warri in South West Nigeria, after 
spending almost 2 years in Jordan. During our long conversations held 
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in her house, and later in her church, I learned how cautious, restrained 
and implicit Moses had been in our interview. Brigitte, on the other 
hand, “called a spade a spade.” Clearly agitated, she said:

Look, look around you… everywhere you go you see 
people that are so scared… they have good reasons to be 
afraid… first, this war with Iraq… It’s bad for the econom-
ics of the country; the stock exchange is down so people 
have no money to pay us… If they don't want me to work 
I have no money and I have nothing to send home… then 
our families get very, very angry but what can I do?... they 
think I can make more and more money and send them… 
I know we all need money and for all of us it is impor-
tant but money can also kill you… I try to explain it but 
they don’t understand. They don't want to understand… 
they get angry with me and I get sick. When I'm like that, 
nothing I do is good. I fail (Brigitte* Tel Aviv October 
2002). 

When I asked Brigitte to explain what was happening to her, why 
everything was bad, she raised her hand dismissively: “You’ll never 
understand…” I coaxed her until she finally replied:

For us it is clear… these days I'm weak… I have little 
energy… most of my energies are taken by others and I 
have little… very little… when I have little food I can't send 
home food... And then many bad things happen to me… 
I'm scared. 

I asked what she meant by “bad things.” Brigitte refused to go on 
with the conversation, but said:

I went to talk with the elders in our church… I also went to 
see the women's guild. I asked that they will hold a special 
prayer for me in church… The women said that my sick-
ness needs special prayers and they will do this for me… 
they will take care of it. 

That week Brigitte came to the church, after having fasted all day. 
After the service, just before the congregants gave personal testimonies, 
the pastor called Brigitte and said: “Our sister is suffering great pain, 
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and we must all pray for her.” The entire congregation broke into song, 
prayer and supplication. Afterwards, Brigitte herself began to pray. She 
spoke, cried and sang alternately. At a certain moment, the pastor and 
several women approached Brigitte and warmly embraced her. Then he 
asked her to explain what was happening to her. Brigitte replied:

For some time I have problems and I can't send money home 
like always… I lost much of my job… but my family keeps 
calling… every week… they want more and more… when I 
say I have nothing they get angry with me… their voice is 
changing and they start talking badly to me… Now it is hard 
for me even to walk. I wake up in the morning and I can't 
go to work. My whole body is paining… I'm praying to God 
to protect me from the bad spirits they send me… they send 
very, very bad spirits on me… oh God, please help me.26

In contrast to her conversation with me, this time Brigitte skipped 
her introductory explanation that contained objective reasons – global 
and local – for her dire economic straits. The situation was, after all, 
well known to all those present. When she stood in front of the congre-
gation – as she was, as they knew her – she spoke openly and explicitly: 
pointing an accusing finger at her family members as responsible for 
her situation, her weakness, and her pains. Brigitte pleaded for God’s 
help and protection against the evil spirits they had sent against her.

Her friends and family, the members of the church listened to her 
words. Many nodded their heads, leaving no doubt that they too were 
trapped in a situation where migration was by and large a hyper-exten-
sion of the ambiguity of the African family in which evil and fear can 
thrive and harm. In an attempt to understand similar situations where 
people are vulnerable to evil forces and feel pain due to other people's 
anger but within the Indian subcontinent Marriot Mckim used the 
term “dividualims” as against “individualism.”27 For him dividualism 

26 Brigitte spoke English mixed with Urhobo. Her words were translated to me by 
a fellow churchman.

27 On the term dividualims, its meaning and usage within the Indian contexts, 
see Marriot Mckimm, “Interpreting Indian Society: A Monistic Alternative 
to Dumont,” Journal of Asian Studies 36 (1976a); Mckimm, “Transactions: 
Diversity without Dualism” in Bruce Kapferer, ed., Transaction and Meaning: 
Directions in the Anthropology of Exchange and Symbolic Behavior (Philadelphia: 
Philadelphia University Press, 1976b). 
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was, among other things, the belief that emotions like anger, which are 
felt by one person, can affect other people physically. This fear, similar 
in some ways to our basic understanding of witchcraft developed by 
Evans Pritchard, further explains the great fear and physical weakness 
Brigitte and others felt and the fact that they attributed it to their 
angry and jealous families back home.28

In her case, the Christian theological acknowledgement was not 
late in coming. The pastor laid his hand on her head and asked those 
present to pray with him:

Let us cast away the demons, the evil spirits… let us give 
God our hearts… God can do all… he can help us in our 
war against evil power… help us God in our fight against 
jealousy and evil… sometimes our own people at home 
don't understand us… they think we are all rich… they 
want a share of our fortune… when we can't send money 
home they are angry. Our sister, your daughter Brigitte 
is suffering. They have sent on her the bad witches. They 
have attacked her… oh God, have mercy on your daugh-
ter… have mercy on us all… make our families understand 
our situation… talk to them… get into their hearts… it is 
all too difficult for us (Pastor Ezekiel*, Tel Aviv October 
2002) 

The congregation accepted these words naturally, without any 
doubt or surprise. The pastor, Brigitte and the members of the church 
were full partners in the discourse in which evil spirits, violent witches 
alongside angry family members – like the existence of the global good, 
benevolent God – were a solid fact and an existing reality. Moreover, 
the ceremony was also a clear indication that a globalized African sense 
of evil juxtaposed the notion of a globalized almighty God. Although 
the ritual was intended to remove the threat of the evil spirits from 
Brigitte, the pastor spoke in the plural and his prayer applied to all 
members of the congregation – as people who are vulnerable to the 

28 E.E. Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande (Claren-
don Press, 1937). Recently, refereeing mainly to Botswana, Durham and Klaits 
further expanded these notions of bad feelings that can be transferred from an 
angry person to another person. See Deborah Durham and Fred Klaits, “Funer-
als and the Public Space of Mutuality in Botswana,” Journal of Southern African 
Studies 28, no. 4 (2002): 777-795.
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same peril. In his words, the pastor connected the envy of the families 
– though inflicted due to their misunderstanding – with the global 
forces of evil, and addressed a collective prayer to God. In other words, 
like Moses in his implied testimony and Brigitte in her candid words, 
the pastor and the congregants believed that the most violent, injuri-
ous forces come from their families, with the help of witches and evil 
spirits. They too knew that the boundless demands, the envy and the 
anger would sooner or later catch up with them wherever they were. It 
seems that within the context of transnational migration one can see 
that transnational anger, anger at a distance that can affect and afflict a 
person is a well accepted reality. Moreover, this anger, at times of great 
crisis is materialized in the form of 'spirits' or 'bad witches' that either 
enter the body of a specific person or cause pain, misery and fear of 
death.

Explicit links tying the extended family and injuries inflicted on 
the migrants in Israel through magic in the sense of accusations of 
occult attacks was offered to me, once again, by a leading Ghanaian 
Pentecostal pastor who said:

In our own church we have many special prayers against 
witchcraft… I pray with my people all the time to stop 
witches from doing bad things… but once it is here then 
we pray for it to go… it is so complicated because it always 
has something to do with things back home… it is not just 
about Israel. Sometimes witchcraft travels long to come 
here… usually it is with bad thoughts and jealousy… it 
always hits someone who lives here and has family back 
home (Pastor Solomon, Tel Aviv Jan 2005).

Basically, however, it seems that the witches/sorcerers were all 
back home – there were no witches among the community in Israel as 
they were united against the witches. The witches/sorcerers at home 
could convey demonic spirits internationally since mundane physical 
distances and boundaries didn’t hinder them in their supernatural pur-
suits – as witches/sorcerers they are supernatural creatures that, as sug-
gested by Pastor Solomon, travel around presumably by some means of 
locomotion. 

Elsewhere I have shown that most African migrant workers 
in Israel were members of one of the African Initiated Pentecostal 
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churches established in Israel and considered themselves as part of an 
active global religious community.29 Once the situation in Israel became 
harsh these churches, as part of their attempt to accommodate the 
needs, wills and desires of their members, have acknowledged sorcery 
as part of the day-to-day reality, and conducted a lively discourse about 
various types of violent evil forces, like older divinities, evil souls, the 
spirits of primordial ancestors and witches. In Israel, as elsewhere, the 
Pentecostal churches – embracing and reinforcing a sense of global 
communality – offered ways of coping with sorcery, and promised 
psychological and physical healing for sicknesses and other problems 
attributed to the forces of evil.30 

However, when all was well, it was hardly mentioned. But once in 
a dire state, many in the African community relied on these promises. 
Members of the Pentecostal churches sought relief in the house of God 
and many sermons and prayers were devoted to the ceaseless struggle 
against evil instincts, Satan and his disciples. When things went well, 
the precarious balance between the migrant and his family was kept but 
once the balance was upset and the dark side of the kinship network 
was revealed, it manifested itself, as we mentioned, in magic – mainly 
through accusations of occult attacks - among other ways.

29 For an expansion on these processes within the African Initiated Pentecostal 
churches in Israel, see Sabar, “African Christianity,” 408-437; Sabar, “the African 
Diaspora.” 

30   On the various ways and methods Pentecostal churches in Africa apply to 
accommodate such phenomena's, see A. Anderson, Zion and Pentecost: The Spir-
ituality and Experience of Pentecostal and Zionist/Apostolic Churches in South 
Africa (Pretoria: UNISA Press, 2000); Anderson, African Reformation: African 
Initiated Christianity in the 20th Century (Pretoria: UNISA Press, 2001); H. R. 
Ebaugh, and J. S. Chafetz, Religion and the New Immigrants: Continuities and 
Adaptations in Immigrant Congregations (Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press, 
2000); Corten, and R. Marshall-Fratani,, eds., Between Babel and Pentecost: 
Transnational Pentecostalism in Africa and Latin America (London: Hurst & 
Co, 2001). On these churches' methods within an African Diaspora in the Neth-
erlands, see R. Van Dijk, Christian Fundamentalism in Sub-Saharan Africa: the 
Case of Pentecostalism (Center of African Studies, University of Copenhagen, 
2000); Van Dijk, “Globalization and Pentecostal Success,” in A. Corten and R. 
Marshall-Fratani, eds., Between Babel and Pentecost: Transnational Pentecostal-
ism in Africa and Latin America (London: Hurst & Co, 2001), 41-61; G. Ter 
Haar, "Strangers and Sojourners: An introduction", in Strangers and Sojourners: 
Religious Communities in the Diaspora, ed. G. Ter Haar (Leuven: Peeters, 1998), 
1-11.
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Comaroff and Comaroff posit “family” and “magic” as two 
opposed modes of discourse.31 They claim that the discourse on family 
and kinship focuses on cohesiveness and attachment, on together-
ness. In contrast, the discourse on magic concentrates on lack and 
loss, because it exposes cracks and rents within the extended family, 
through which people and resources slip out and are lost. There is a fas-
cinating explanation for this contrast between “family” and “magic” in 
Schwartzman’s book White Doctor, Black Gods. In his view, in African 
culture, which sanctifies absolute loyalty to the family and the commu-
nity as a supreme moral value and the embodiment of good order, the 
witches fill a cardinal social-educational role, for the very reason that 
they represent the opposite and negation of the good, the correct and 
the moral. “In these distinctions,” he writes, “there is a clear message 
to the individual…if you are not loyal to your family and your tribe, if 
you prefer alien people to them…alien interests, then you will roll into 
the black river of evil and drown in it” (Schwartzman, 2007: 176-180).

The analysis of the testimonies points to the fact that in the African 
migrants' realities these two types of discourse were not opposed rather 
juxtaposed when the subject was money. The pursuit of it, as my inter-
viewees noted, stems from personal needs and wants, but no less than 
that – from the obligation and need to support the extended family. 
The economic hardships, on the other hand, intensely exposed the per-
sonal difficulties and frustrations in the face of the family’s demands. 
In the harsh reality of an economic crisis and Palestinian Israeli armed 
conflict, lack of money was felt most keenly. This absence gave rise to 
a bitter, divisive discourse of complaints, suspicion, and anger on the 
one hand, and of weakness, helplessness, and fear of sorcery, on the 
other. In Brigitte’s words: “…Money is something we must have, and 
it is important to us …but money also can be something that kills us.” 
Geschiere & Nyamnjoh, in studies on migrants from Cameroon, raise 
yet another argument. They assert that in the relationship between 
African migrant workers and their families back home, sorcery turns 
out to be essentially an element of connectivity. Despite the negative, 

31 Comaroff and Comaroff, Ethnography; Comaroff and Comaroff, eds., Moder-
nity and its Malcontents; Comaroff and Comaroff, “Millennial Capitalism: First 
Thoughts on a Second Coming,” in Comaroff & Comaroff, eds., Millennial 
Capitalism and the Culture of Neoliberalism (Duke University Press: Durham, 
NC, 2001), 1-56.
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violent acts it involves, sorcery actually safeguards the family, including 
the transatlantic familial community32.

Interestingly enough, in William’s personal interpretation, I 
found a bitter, paradoxical confirmation that both these seemingly 
conflicted possibilities may co-exist. William, a 35-year-old migrant 
from Ashanti region in Ghana, came to Israel in 1996. He was intro-
duced to me by a Ghanaian woman who was one of my best friends, 
and gradually, William became a regular visitor to our home. I had 
spent with William many dozens of hours, talking about life, about his 
dreams and aspirations. Some of these conversations took place while 
he was at work and I came along, while others took place at our home 
or over beer in a local bar in Tel Aviv. After ten years in Israel, he won 
the American lottery and now lives in Chicago. After we talked about 
his problems with his mother, mentioning witches and evil spirits, I 
asked him to elaborate on what can the witches do and how a person 
knows they are attacking him. His reply, not surprisingly, was put in 
the plural:

We feel bad… very bad and there is almost no way to cure 
it… we know that Israel has the best doctors in the world… 
you have the best medications, the best x-ray and CT 
machines… you know what is in the blood every minute… 
sometimes when we feel bad we go to your doctor… he 
checks and makes all kind of tests and nothing. Still we 
feel bad. Every day it is becoming more and more painful. 
Then we know it is witchcraft. Here in Israel there is no 
cure for this kind of disease… then what do we do? We go 
home. At home we have our spiritual churches that know 
how to cure this… this is what they do… this is their exper-
tise, but they can't do this to us when we are so far away… 
if you don't want to die or you don't want to have so much 
trouble you have to go home… here in Israel nothing works 
for that... I know that others think in a different way, they 
think that in our church here people can help them. 

But if you return home to be cured, you cannot go back to Israel to 
work, you will lose money, your savings…what do you do about that, I 

32 Geschiere and Nyamnjoh, Witchcraft in Politics.
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asked. It seemed as if William had been waiting for that question, and 
still smiling sadly, he said:

You are right. This is what will happen… this is what they, 
at home want… they don't want us to be successful so they 
do this to us… it is hard for them to understand what is 
happening to us… it is hard for us to understand them… 
this creates balagan [chaos in Hebrew slang]… if they 
think a bit about the future they will not do this because 
if they send the witches then we must go back home and 
then we will not be able to give them money any more 
(William, Tel Aviv 2003).

His words attest to one the more crucial paradoxes faced by the 
immigrants who experience illness as a result of the attack of spirits from 
home: they must return home for cure, simultaneously freeing them-
selves from the yoke of the remittances and the envy from home and at 
the same time loose there chance to significantly improve their lives. 

Furthermore, carefully reading through William's words, it seems 
that the effects of the longing for home certainly influenced the forma-
tion of immigrant communities. But at the same time, it might be part of 
the intra-psychic determinants of the larger phenomena of the complex 
relation between the migrant and his/her family back home. Sickness 
coming from home may also represent a transformation of ‘homesickness’ 
in the long-dislocated migrant. Once their rather safe reality collapsed 
altogether, the ambiguity enhanced witchcraft and a global sense of evil.

by wAy of conclusion, or: “this is All 
becAuse of the evil spirits thAt hAve 
mAnAged to infiltrAte into isrAel”

Following other anthropologists who tried to understand the 
'common sense', the rationality of witchcraft and its underlying moral 
dynamics we too reject attempts by some to cast light on the irrational, 
the exotic and the other in Africa and among Africans. Like Meyer33, 

33 B. Meyer, “’If You are a Devil You are a Witch and, if You are a Witch You are 
a Devil': The Integration of 'Pagan' Ideas into the Conceptual Universe of Ewe 
Christians in Southeastern Ghana, The Journal of Religion in Africa 22, no. 2 
(1992): 98-132.
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Geschiere34, the Comaroffs35, Mbembe36 and others I also related to 
the world of evil powers, with its numerous, disparate manifestations 
because it plays such an important role in the way many African labor 
migrants viewed their world and lived their daily lives. 

 Sometimes its existence was concealed, repressed, relegated to 
the sidelines, and sometimes—particularly in situations of stress and 
crisis—it moved to the forefront. Scholars who investigated the influ-
ences of modernism and globalization on Africa attributed much 
importance to stories about witchcraft, particularly because they con-
tinue to be an integral part of the world of many Africans.37 For them, 
"witchcraft concerns a fait social total that is an ongoing part of life 
with which people have to deal in one way or another. “Understand-
ing witchcraft is an essential element in any attempt to comprehend 
people's mundane realities and thoughts."38 The scholars Ciekawy and 
Geschiere claim:

The rumors and stories convey deep anxiety over the sup-
posed proliferation of novel forms of "witchcraft" on an 
ever increasing scale... These rumors also express people's 
interest in hidden opportunities to gain access to new 
forms of wealth. In a seminar room, witchcraft stories 
may offer a fascinating criticism of arrogant and one-sided 
conceptions of the modern. In everyday life in Africa and 
elsewhere it is a discourse about action and the urgent 
necessity to handle these dangerous but hidden forces.39

34 Geschiere, Modernity of Witchcraft; Geschiere and Meyer, Globalization and 
Identity.

35 Comaroff and Comaroff, Ethnography; Comaroff and Comaroff, eds., Moder-
nity and its Malcontents; Comaroff and Comaroff, "Millennial Capitalism.”

36 Achille Mbembe, "Afropolitanism and Citiness," keynote Address at the interna-
tional conference on African Cities: The Significance of the Urban Context Past 
and Present (Tel Aviv University, June7 2007).

37 Adam Ashforth, "On living in a World with Witches: Everyday Epistemol-
ogy and Spiritual Insecurity in a Modern African City (Soweto)," in Henrietta 
Moore and Todd Sanders, eds., Magical Interpretations and Material Realities 
(London: Routledge Press, 2001), 206-225; Geschiere and Nyamnjoh, Witch-
craft in Politics; Comaroff and Comaroff, eds., Modernity and its Malcontents; 
Meyer, “If You Are a Devil”; Geschiere and Meyer, Globalization and Identity.

38 Ciekawy and Geschiere, “Containing Witchcraft.”
39 Ibid.
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As noted earlier, talks about sorcery and appeals to supreme 
powers became louder and more frequent from the early 2000s because 
of the threats of the war, terror and the economic recession, and pri-
marily – because of the fear of deportation from Israel. From the end 
of 2000, when it was clear that the life of the community was going to 
change radically, the rites of exorcism and healing became almost daily 
events, until it seemed they were taking over the entire religious prac-
tice. Achille Mbembe.40 claims that in order to enter into the “living 
space” of the Africans and to understand it, one has to use their own 
terms, explanations, dreams and images, and avoid falling into the trap 
of interpreting it according to western concepts and with an external 
judgmental view. According to these codes, Mbembe related directly 
to sorcery, i.e., from the standpoint of those living with and within it. 
In this living space, the discourse on sorcery is extremely significant 
because it encompasses life experiences of unemployment, illness, mis-
fortune and avarice, but also creative modes of coping with all these.

Following Mbembe and others it seems that our analysis of witch-
craft and modernity is far more concerned with public discourses of 
witchcraft rather than with private or interpersonal suspicions. In other 
words, in this paper we looked at both dimensions of witchcraft – the 
public discourse among Africans in Israel is about Israel’s international 
and economic crisis and the way it has impacted on migrants’ abilities 
to earn, and concerns the inability of people back home to understand 
or believe migrants’ predicament. The private interpersonal discourse 
was about suspicions directed to specific individuals back home who 
the migrant believed wanted to harm her or him because he or she 
has not been sending remittances, and also the desire to return home, 
possibly with no resources, in the face of what seems to be a hopeless 
situation. If we listen attentively to the African migrants’ descriptions 
of their lives in Israel in times of crisis, on the verge of despair, we can 
discern that their stories about evil spirits and witchcraft were not 
an escape to the realm of the irrational, but rather a clarifying supra-
framework, which included the open and the concealed, intertwined.

Reading again into Charity's testimony cited at the beginning of 
this paper, it is clear then that the discourse about occult forces and 
witchcraft provided an explanation for the chaotic reality and perhaps 
a solution as well. In my talk with Charity, William was also present. 

40 Mbembe, "Afropolitanism and Citiness."
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You will recall that he claimed that African migrant workers can no 
longer find a remedy for their problems in Israel and that their only 
solution – problematic in itself – is to return home to Africa. Nonethe-
less, after hearing Charity's call to the Jewish Rabbis to protect them, 
he told me that her description represented the way many other Afri-
cans in Israel experienced reality:

It is all around us… it is around here… everywhere you 
go people will talk about the witches who entered the 
country… not only in the churches they talk about it. 
There are stories in our community about it all the time. 
Even in Ghana, where our families live they talk about it 
all the time… Once we used to trust your rabbis because 
they were guarding the territory. This is their duty…Every 
local spirit has to guard its territory. When they did it we 
were also protected. …now with the war in Iraq and all the 
problems in the government and Wall St. falling down 
then they are not protecting us enough… then the witches 
enter… maybe they have other problems now…but they 
should know this is dangerous not only for us but also for 
you… maybe especially for you. (William, Tel Aviv 2003). 

The idea of local spiritual powers defending their territory and 
taking full responsibility juxtaposed the idea that evil has no board-
ers and can “travel” long distances. Charity and William, like many 
other African migrants in Israel lived in a complex spiritual world that 
echoed and was relevant to their daily social and political realities. 

Processes of economic and political change, both global and 
local, spiritual struggles between local and external spirits and power 
struggles within complex family and community systems – have all 
been blended in the attempts by William, Charity and many others 
to provide a full, detailed explanation for their common situation. As 
African migrant workers grapple with dire realities of massive depor-
tation, the discourse on witchcraft turned out to be an interpretative 
supra-framework that created connection and integration between 
many, diverse elements – covert and overt, objective and subjective, 
political and personal, private and public. 

As mentioned earlier, since 2003, the West Africans' labor com-
munity collapsed altogether due to stepped-up deportations of undoc-
umented migrant laborers. For some of those deported, the fear of 
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witchcraft was manifested in the deportation itself. Still, as witchcraft 
represented an occult world with different laws – the signs testifying to 
its presence naturally bared varied, even contradictory meanings. The 
interpretation of these signs was generally personal, varying from one 
person to another and from one context to the other; nor did it neces-
sarily lead to clear operative conclusions. Thus, even among those who 
shared a similar perception of reality, each remained on his own, with 
his own anxieties and decisions.
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construction 
of identity And 
integrAtion of 
AfricAn-turKs

Esma Durugönül, Akdeniz University,  
Antalya, Turkey

The descendants of Africans, who were brought to the part of the 
Ottoman Empire which is today's Turkey through enslavement, 

now live in different parts of the country. They have been assimilated 
into society and do not constitute a different social category as such. 
From the 18th century, but in greater numbers during the nineteenth, 
Africans were being enslaved and coerced into the Ottoman Empire 
both across water ways, where Muslim seamen played an active role, 
and over a wide network of overland routes.1 Enslaved men and 
women were being carried away from Africa – especially from central 
sub-Saharan regions, Ethiopia, and Sudan – to Ottoman controlled 
territories in North Africa, the Eastern Mediterranean, the Balkans, 
and the Arabian Peninsula. It is estimated that during the late eigh-

1 Ehud R. Toledano, The Ottoman Slave Trade and Its Suppression, 1840- 1890 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), 14-54; İ. Sak, “Şer’iyye Sicil-
lerine Göre Kölelerin Milliyet ve Eşkali,“ in Selçuk Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler 
Dergisi, 17. ve 18. Yüzyıllar, (Sayı: Konya, 1994): 379.
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teenth and throughout the nineteenth centuries, over 15,000 slaves 
were being imported annually from Africa into the empire.2

In the nineteenth century, slave ownership was a rather urban phe-
nomenon amongst Ottomans. Therefore, slaves were mostly sold and 
bought in large urban centers, such as Istanbul, Izmir, Salonika, Cairo, 
Damascus, Tripoli, and Bengazi. Since most of the enslaved Africans 
reaching the empire were young females intended for domestic service, 
many were placed in large urban elite households, with Istanbul creating 
the largest demand for such slaves.3 Agricultural slavery was rare in the 
Ottoman Empire after the early seventeenth century, occurring mostly 
among the Circassians serfs in the Russian-held Caucasus who were 
expelled into the empire during the late 1850s and early 1860s. Another 
exception was the use of Africans in the Egyptian cotton fields during 
the American Civil War. However, earlier slaves – captured in wars in 
Eastern Europe – were employed on large estates as laborers, mostly on 
rice, sugar, and cotton plantations. The Ottoman state and the wealthy 
and the powerful members of the imperial elite who owned and ran 
those farms exploited slave labor to maximize profit on those estates.4

Owing to sustained efforts by Britain, during the middle decades 
of the nineteenth century, to suppress the slave trade into the Ottoman 
Empire, the traffic from Africa gradually abated, the slave market in 
Istanbul was closed in 1846, the trade in black slaves was, at least offi-
cially, prohibited by the Ottoman government in 1857, and towards the 
turn of the twentieth century, the importation was severely curtailed.5 
Following a series of official acts, slavery was officially abolished with 
the collapse of the empire at the end of World War I.6 Legal distinc-
tions among Ottoman subjects – e.g., between freeman and freedman, 
Muslim and non-Muslim, and ultimately, free and slave – were gradu-
ally eliminated during the Tanzimat reforms of the 1850s and 1860s.

2 Ehud R. Toledano, Slavery and Abolition in the Ottoman Middle East (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 1998), 9.

3 Ehud R. Toledano, Osmanlı Köle Ticareti 1840-1890 [Ottoman slave trade and 
its suppression 1840-1890], trans. Y. Hakan. Erdem (Istanbul, Turkey: Tarih 
Vakfi Yurt Yayinlari, 1994), 12, 25 [a Turkish translation of Toledano, 1982].

4 Bernard Lewis, Race and Slavery in the Middle East (New York & Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), 14.

5 Toledano, Ottoman Slave Trade, 224-248.
6 Y. Hakan Erdem, Slavery in the Ottoman Empire and its Demise, 1800-1909 

(New York: St. Martin’s, 1996), xix.
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After 1857, those who were involved in slave trade tried to maintain 
their commerce through deceit. The slaves who were captured by force, 
bought for money, or exchanged for goods were brought to the coast 
following a long and grueling journey, loaded into ships, transported to 
different Mediterranean or island ports, and sold where demand existed. 
The slave traders would introduce their slaves as servants, domestic help, 
family member or ship’s crewmen. They would sometimes also give the 
slaves manumission documents during the journey, that no one could 
understand, and take them back at the end of the journey and hence get 
away with the searches.7 Consequently it may be argued that slavery and 
the slave trade in the Ottoman Empire was an established institution, 
and it was a hard task to abolish it abruptly. It was possible to encounter 
black and white slaves in every sphere of urban social and economic life 
in the empire, and domestic slavery was part and parcel of the social life. 
After entering the service of a family, the slaves would almost become a 
member of the family and after usually seven to ten years, many, though 
not all, would be manumitted. Agricultural slavery existed among the 
Circassians refugees, who in the 1850s and 1960s fled Russian "ethnic 
cleansing" in the Caucasus and entered the Ottoman Empire. In the 
1870s, the traffic in Circassians for harem enslavement began to abate, 
with little of it remaining towards the end of the century.

Finally, the slave trade was abolished by the Young Turk government 
anywhere under its jurisdiction, although the institution as sanctioned 
by Islamic law, remained legal. Slavery was brought to an end by Mustafa 
Kemal Atatürk's dissolution of the empire and abolition of the caliph-
ate in the early 1920s. The Turkish Republic ratified the 1926 League 
of Nations Convention on the Suppression of Slavery on 5 June 1933.8

The Ottoman Empire put up guesthouses for the slaves who were 
freed in Benghazi, Tripoli, Jidda, Hudayda, and Istanbul at the end 
of 1890. Toledano and Erdem point out that the province of Aydın 
in western Anatolia was designated as the center where freed slaves 
should be taken care of during longer stays. When their stay in the 
Aydın guesthouse ended, the men would be sent to vocational schools, 
craftsman’s establishments, and military bands, while the women were 

7 Ibid.; Abdullah Martal, "Afrikadan İzmir'e: İzmir'de Bir Köle Misafirhanesi" 
[From Africa to Izmir: A Guesthouse for Slaves in Izmir], Kebikeç 10 (2000): 
171-186.

8 M. Awad, Report on Slavery (New York, 1966).
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to be placed in Muslim houses as servants. Later on they would be 
married to each other and receive fertile land and small houses where 
they could live.9 Black agricultural communities today live in the prov-
ince of Aydın, in small towns like Bayındır, Tire, Torbalı in the plain of 
Küçük Menderes, and the surrounding areas. We also know that there 
are communities of African Turks around Ayvalık and Dalaman. So in 
short, it may be claimed that African-Turks today live in Istanbul and 
in communities along the Aegean and Mediterranean coast of Turkey.

From Toledano's work we learn about the slave trade mechanism, 
and that sailboats in the Mediterranean carried slaves mainly from 
Tripoli, Benghazi, and Alexandria to Anatolia, Roumelia, and the 
ports of the Eastern Mediterranean.10 The destinations were very often 
Istanbul, Izmir, and Thesaloniki. The trade depended on the trading net-
works beyond the Sahara, i.e., the Sahel zone, the slave raids in Sudan, 
and the slave markets in Tripoli and rural Egypt were large enough to 
supply Istanbul, Izmir, and other large Ottoman cities with the necessary 
number of slaves. The small size of the boats made it necessary to pause 
at several island ports along the way, such as Malta, Crete, Cyprus, and 
Rhodes, in order to supply necessities like water and food. The sailboats 
which carried slaves sometimes stopped also at islands in the Aegean Sea. 
In some cases the slaves would be left there to be picked up by another 
boat later when they could tolerate the journey again, and then taken to 
Istanbul or Izmir. This small-scale trade which was carried out alongside 
the legal trade was typical of the Mediterranean slave transport. Simi-
larly, Arab or Greek boats which brought slaves to the southern coast 
of Anatolia returned southwards carrying lumber, especially to Egypt. 
Some of the descendants of those slaves brought to the southern coast 
of Anatolia live today in Antalya, but mainly in the surrounding villages. 

For a number of years, I have been working on the Turks of African 
origin in Antalya and the process of identity construction.11 My study is 
mainly concerned with the current situation of African-Turks living near 
the Mediterranean city of Antalya. Its focus is living circumstances of the 
descendants of enslaved Africans in the Antalya region and whether they 

9 Toledano, Osmanli Köle Ticareti, 242-248; Erdem, 178-184.
10 Ibid., 33-34.
11 A part of the following information has formerly been published by Esma 

Durugönül, "The Invisibility of Turks of African Origin and the Construction 
of Turkish Cultural Identity: The Need for a New Historiography," Journal of 
Black Studies vol. 33, no. 3 ( January 2003): 281-294.



construction of identity And integrAtion of AfricAn-turks

271

are confronted with racism. A further concern is to give information on 
academic research that has been done on Black Turks. The study also 
aims at illuminating how much Turks of African origin know of their 
past and how they construct their identity, and to what extent their 
African origins have impacted on the process of identity construction. 

One of the most important hypotheses of the study is that the 
impact of Turkish national policies and the deficiencies of Turkish histo-
riography resulted in the absence of African-Turks from Turkish history, 
as well as in their "invisibility" in present-day Turkish society. A further 
impression is the fact that people of African origin have been totally 
assimilated into Turkish society, constituting a group which is not per-
ceived as a different social category, due to the impact of the above men-
tioned factors, which shaped their attitude towards their own history. 

Research and interviews have been conducted in villages which are 
all located in the East of Antalya. While going through any of these 
villages, one of the facts that attract one's attention at first sight and 
which makes it a hard task to seek out the people who are of African 
ancestry is the “racial” and cultural assimilation of African Turks in this 
region. This is due to the fact that both in the Ottoman and Republican 
eras, Africans have been considered as both Turks and Muslims. Thus, 
African-Turks are statistically non-existent in the official demographic 
records of both the Ottoman and Republican periods of Turkish 
history. Little wonder, therefore, that African-Turks are absent from 
state reference sources such as yearbooks (salname), indexes (rehber), 
and official statistics. Due to the paucity of sources on the African 
Diaspora in Turkey, such research can only be undertaken either in the 
form of archival work or empirical research. As this is a sociological 
study, relying on historical data alone was not considered sufficient, 
and recourse was also to data obtained by empirical methods.

One of the main reasons for the neglect of African-Ottomans and 
African-Turks in both Ottoman and Turkish historiography is the fact 
that there are almost no available scholarly works in Turkish, and one 
is forced to refer to foreign sources and to works of foreign scholars in 
this field. In order to emphasize the importance of historiography, it 
should be recalled in this context that the rise and demise of African 
slavery is one of the most important phenomena of modern history. 
Slavery is, although in different dimensions, related to other modern 
changes, as Manning notes, like the emergence of capitalism, the sci-
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entific revolution, nationalism, rapid population growth, large migra-
tions, the spread of education, the change in the social roles of women, 
men, and children, and wars and social revolutions.12

Slavery is also important in determining the position of Africa in 
the modern world and it clearly has an impact upon the history of other 
continents. Manning asserts that integrating the study of slavery into 
world history would contribute to the understanding of modern social 
change and emphasizes that taking solely the history of industrialization 
into account would overstress Europe’s contribution to growth, develop-
ment, and progress. However, the same forces led in Africa to population 
decrease and contraction; hence the economic history of the New World 
should be reexamined so that African experiences are factored into the 
study of European industrial development, to which it was tied. According 
to Manning, the patterns in the history of slavery frame the main lines of 
modern history in general, and to exclude the experience of enslavement 
and its impact would be just as misleading as to ignore the formation of 
new classes or Christianity in the interpretation of modern world history. 

As for African-Turks, it has already been noted that there is very 
little information on these communities, be it after the abolition of 
slavery in the Ottoman Empire or under the Turkish Republic.13 This 
is so not only because there is almost no scholarly work in Turkish,14 
but also because no questions concerning race or ethnic origins are 
posed by census surveyors in Turkey. Sources treating Ottoman slavery 
in general, and enslaved Africans brought to Istanbul in particular, 
can still be obtained, albeit with some difficulty, but literature on the 
grandchildren of those Africans living in present-day Turkey is almost 
unavailable. This is especially true with regard to African-Turks in the 
Antalya region, where it would not be an exaggeration to state that 
there are sources neither about their past nor about their present. The 

12 P. Manning, Slavery and African life: Occidental, Oriental and African slave 
trades, (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 170.

13 Martal, “Afrikadan İzmir'e.”
14 Ahmet Refik İnci, Köyüm Sarılar, İstanbul: Yaylacık Matbaacılık, 1998 is a pre-

cious source of information and an attempt by a teacher in the Sarılar village 
of Antalya-Manavgat to write the history, and culture of his village. Another 
important source is Olpak, Mustafa, Kenya-Girit-İstanbul Köle Kıyısından 
İnsan Biyografileri, Ozan Yayıncılık, Istanbul 2005; a book on Ottoman Slavery 
which Olpak, a Turkish citizen of partly African ancestry and marble worker, 
wrote, setting out the history of his family. 
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situation is different when we turn to research in Turkey on identity, 
where very important scholarly contributions have been made mainly 
by the social psychologist Nuri Bilgin,15 and there are also other deserv-
ing theoretical studies by Turkish scholars in the field.

Studies on different ethnic groups in Turkish society, albeit few, 
also exist.16 The majority of obtainable works in Turkish on identity 
and other subjects of concern are mainly translations of theoretical 
studies. On identity, the works of well-known scholars are available 
in Turkish translation,17 and nationalism is the focal point of most of 

15 N. Bilgin, Sosyal Bilimlerin Kavsaginda Kimlik Sorunu [The problem of identity 
at the crossroads of the social sciences] (Izmir, Turkey: Ege Yayinevi, 1994).

16 P. Andrews, Türkiye’de Etnik Gruplar [Ethnic groups in Turkey] (Istanbul, Turkey: 
Ant Yayincilik, 1992); A. Arayici, Çingeneler [Gypsies] (Istanbul, Turkey: Ceylan 
Yayinlari, 1999); R. N. Bali, Cumhuriyet Yillarinda Türkiye Yahudileri. Bir Türkle-
stirme Serüveni (1923-1945) [Turkish Jews in the Republican years: An adven-
ture of Turkifying (1923-1945)] (Istanbul, Turkey: Iletisim Yayinlari, 1999); 
H. Demir and R. Akar, Istanbul’un Son Sürgünleri [The last exiles of Istanbul] 
(Istanbul, Turkey: Belge Yayinlari, 1999); Nilüfer Göle, "Islamism, Feminism and 
Post-Modernism: Women's Movements in Islamic Countires", New Perspectives 
on Turkey (1998); A. Günes-Ayata, “Türkiye’de Etnik Kimlik ve Etnik Gruplar” 
[Ethnic identity and ethnic groups in Turkey], in Toplum ve Göç, II. Ulusal Sosyo-
loji Kongresi Mersin 21-22 Kasim 1996 (Ankara, Turkey: DIE [State Institute of 
Statistics], 1997), 221-230; A. Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler [Jews in 
the Turkish Republic] (Istanbul, Turkey: Iletisim Yayinlari, 1999).

17 E. Balibar and I. Wallerstein, Irk Ulus Sinif. Belirsiz Kimlikler [Race nation class, 
ambigious identities], trans. N. Ökten, (Istanbul, Turkey: Metis Yayinlari, 1995); 
J. F. Bayart, Kimlik Yanilsamasi [Identity illusion], trans. M. Morali (Istanbul, 
Turkey: Metis Yayinlari, 1999); S. Bozdogan and R. Kasaba, eds., Türkiye’de 
Modernlesme ve Ulusal Kimlik [Modernization and national identity in Turkey] 
(Istanbul, Turkey: Tarih Vakfi Yurt Yayinlari, 1998); W. E. Connoly, Kimlik ve 
Farklilik [Identity and difference, democratic negotiations of political paradox], 
trans. F. Lekesizalin, (Istanbul, Turkey: Ayrinti Yayinlari, 1995); J. Larrain, Ide-
oloji ve Kültürel Kimlik [Ideology and cultural identity], trans. N. N. Domaniç 
(Istanbul, Turkey: Sarmal Yayinevi, 1995); J. Leca, ed., Uluslar ve Milliyetçilikler 
[Nations and nationalisms], trans. S. Idemen (Istanbul, Turkey: Metis Yayinlari, 
1998); A. Rattansi, and S. Westwood, eds., Bati Cephesinde Irkçilik, Modernite ve 
Kimlik [Racism, modernity and identity on the Western front], trans. S. Akyüz 
(Istanbul, Turkey: Sarmal Yayinevi, 1999); D. Morley and K. Robins, Kimlik 
Mekanlari, Küresel Medya, Elektronik Ortamlar ve Kültürel Sinirlar [Spaces of 
identity, global media, electronic landscapes and cultural boundaries], trans. E. 
Zeybekoglu, (Istanbul, Turkey: Ayrinti Yayinlari, 1997); J. Rutherford and A. 
Stuart et. al., Kimlik Topluluk Kültür Farklilik [Identity: Community, culture, dif-
ference], trans. I. Saglamer, (Istanbul, Turkey: Sarmal Yayinevi, 1998).
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the studies that have been translated.18 Other subjects that seem to 
be interesting for Turkish scholars and lay readers are citizenship,19 
racism20, and globalization,21 making up the majority of translations 
into Turkish. There are also translations of works dealing with the rela-
tionship between nationalism, colonialism, and literature, colonialism 
and anti-colonialism, cultural imperialism, and ethnic terrorism.22

18 B. Anderson, Hayali Cemaatler. Milliyetçiligin Kökenleri ve Yayilmasi [Imag-
ined communities, reflections on the origins and spread of nationalism], trans. 
I. Savasir (Istanbul, Turkey: Metis Yayinlari, 1993); P. Chatterjee, Milliyetçi 
Düsünce ve Sömürge Dünyasi [Nationalist thought and the colonial world], 
trans. S. Oguz (Istanbul, Turkey: Iletisim Yayinlari, 1996); E. Gellner, Uluslar ve 
Ulusculuk [Nations and nationalisms], trans. B. Ersanli et al. (Istanbul, Turkey: 
Insan Yayinlari, 1992); Ibid., Milliyetçilige Bakmak [Encounters with nation-
alism], trans. S. Cosar et al., (Istanbul, Turkey: Iletisim Yayinlari, 1998); M. 
Guibernau, Milliyetçilikler. 20 Yüzyilda Ulusal Devlet ve Milliyetçilikler [Nation-
alisms], trans. N. N. Domaniç (Istanbul, Turkey: Sarmal Yayinevi, 1997); and 
M. Viroli, Vatan Aski. Yurtseverlik ve Milliyetçilik Üzerine Bir Deneme [For love 
of country: An essay on patriotism and nationalism], trans. A. Yilmaz, (Istan-
bul, Turkey: Ayrinti Yayinlari, 1997).

19 E. Balibar, D. Borne, et al., Dersimiz Yurttaslik [Our lesson: Citizenship] (Istan-
bul, Turkey: Kesit Yayincilik, 1996); and W. Kymlicka, Çokkültürlü Yurttaslik 
[Multicultural citizenship], trans. A. Yilmaz (Istanbul, Turkey: Ayrinti Yayin-
lari, 1998).

20 R. Miles, Irkçilik [Racism], trans. S. Yaman (Istanbul, Turkey: Sarmal Yayinevi, 
2000).

21 Z. Baumann, Küresellesme. Toplumsal Sonuçlari [Globalization: The human 
consequences], trans. A. Yilmaz, (Istanbul, Turkey: Ayrinti Yayinlari, 1999); 
and R. Robertson, Küresellesme, Toplum Kurami ve Küresel Kültür [Globaliza-
tion, social theory and global culture], trans. Ü. H.Yolsal, (Ankara, Turkey: 
Bilim ve Sanat Yayinlari, 1999).

22 A. P. Cohen, Toplulugun Simgesel Kurulusu [The symbolic construction of com-
munity], trans. M. Küçük (Ankara, Turkey: Dost Kitabevi, 1999); T. Eagleton, 
F. Jameson and E. W. Said, Milliyetçilik, Sömürgecilik ve Yazin [Nationalism, 
colonialism, and literature], trans. S. Kaya (Istanbul, Turkey: Kabalci Yayinevi, 
1993); A. Loomba, Kolonyalizm Postkolonyalizm [Colonialism/postcolonial-
ism], trans. M. Küçük, (Istanbul, Turkey: Ayrinti Yayinlari, 2000); J. Tomlinson, 
Kültürel Emperyalizm [Cultural imperialism], trans. E. Zeybekoglu (Istanbul, 
Turkey: Ayrinti Yayinlari, 1999); and, V. D. Volkan, Kanbagi, Etnik Gururdan 
Etnik Teröre [Blood lines, from ethnic pride to ethnic terrorism] (Istanbul, 
Turkey: Baglam Yayincilik, 1999).
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As Toledano notes, a review of studies on slavery in general23 and 
on slavery in the Ottoman Empire – written predominantly by Western 
scholars – would reveal the extent to which the study of Ottoman 
slavery has been neglected. A comparative overview of these studies 
would also show how work on Ottoman slavery has until the 1980s 
lagged behind the discourse on enslavement in other societies, afield 
that is currently generating interest and gaining significance in intellec-
tual circles.24 Nevertheless, the discourse on Ottoman slavery is gradu-
ally becoming part of the general slavery discourse through studies 
done both by Turkish scholars and scholars of other countries.25 The 
probable reason for the lack of studies on Ottoman slavery in Turkey, 
as pointed out by Toledano, is political, namely what is referred to as 
the “sensitivity” of the issue and its potential to lead to cultural con-
flicts and divisions.26 Besides, as Toledano noted, “the Islamic revival in 
Turkey27 in recent years has rekindled some of the old-fashioned senti-
ments on the issue and has already generated a number of polemical 
pieces by Islamic intellectuals.”28 

23 D. B. Davis, Slavery and Human Progress (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 
1984); M. Gordon, Slavery in the Arab World (New York: New Amsterdam 
Books, 1989); Manning, Slavery and African Life; S. E. Marmon, ed., Slavery in 
the Islamic Middle East (Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener, 1998); Claude Meillas-
soux, The Anthropology of Slavery: The Womb of Iron and Gold (London: Athlone 
Press, 1991), O. Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982); and, James L. Watson, Asian and 
African Systems of Slavery (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980).

24 Toledano, Slavery and Abolition, 138.
25 For some of the Turkish scholars’ studies that constitute part of the Ottoman 

slavery discourse, see H. Inalcik, “Servile Labor in the Ottoman Empire,” in 
A. Ascher, T. Halasi-Kun and B. Kiraly. eds, The Mutual Effects of the Islamic 
and Judeo-Christian Worlds: The East European Pattern (New York: Brooklyn 
College Press, 1979); M. I. Kunt, The Sultan’s Servants: The Transformation of 
Ottoman Provincial Government, 1550-1650 (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1983); and, H. Sahillioglu, “Onbesinci Yüzyilin Sonu ile Onaltinci Yüzy-
ilin Basinda Bursa’da Kölelerin Sosyal ve Ekonomik Hayattaki Yeri” [The place 
of slaves in Bursa at the end of the 15th and beginning of the 16th centuries 
in social and economic life], in ODTÜ Gelisme Dergisi, Türkiye Iktisat Tarihi 
Üzerine Arastirmalar II (Ankara, Turkey: ODTÜ, 1979), 67-138.

26 Toledano, Slavery and Abolition, 158.
27 E. Durugönül, Über die Reislamisierung in der Türkei als sozial-religiöse Bewe-

gung [On the re-Islamization in Turkey as a social-religious movement] (Frank-
furt am Main, Germany: Peter Lang Verlag, 1995).

28 Toledano, Slavery and Abolition, 152.
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However, I here wish to argue that the diversity of Turkish society 
should be accepted and nurtured in order to achieve social integra-
tion in today's Turkey. Society should primarily be conscious of how 
it became heterogeneous and how and why it can cope with multicul-
turalism.29 In other words, to consolidate its cultural identity today, it 
is important for Turkish society to be aware of its diversity and socio-
cultural differences and to internalize it. The first step in this direction 
is to know one’s own history. Only after achieving its social integra-
tion and solving its identity problems, can Turkish society affirm its 
place in the world and correctly forge its relations with other societies 
and cultures. In this context, it is encouraging to note that important 
developments have been taking place recently, which push forward the 
processes referred to above.

In November 2006, the African Culture and Solidarity Asso-
ciation30 was founded by Mustafa Olpak, whose maternal family 
originated from Africa, and who is a marble worker living in Ayvalık, 
western Turkey. The History Foundation in Istanbul and UNESCO are 
supporting an oral history project undertaken along the western coast 
of Turkey in order to record the information which can be obtained 
from elder people of African descent.31 In addition, in February 2007, 
a documentary on Ottoman Slavery was broadcast on TRT 2, a leading 
television channel,32 and in May 2008, the traditional feast of African-
Turks, the Calf Festival (Dana Bayramı), has been celebrated in Izmir 
for the second time. The celebration was organized by the African 
Culture and Solidarity Association to revitalize one of their oldest tra-
ditions. According to Deniz Yükseker,33 Dana Bayramı was celebrated 
from 1880 until the end of the 1920s. Yükseker adds that

Leaders of the Afro-Turk community, known as ‘godya,’ 
used to collect money in order to buy a cow, which on the 
first Saturday of each May, they sacrificed. Failing to make 

29 For a socio-cultural history of enslaved African-Ottomans, see Ehud R. Tole-
dano, As If Silent and Absent: Bonds of Enslavement in Islamic Middle East (New 
Haven, CT and London: Yale University Press, 2007), 204-254; and, Toledano's 
chapter in this volume.

30 http://www.afro-turk.org/ 
31 http://www.tarihvakfi.org.tr/haberbultenayrinti.asp?ID=659 
32 http://www.trt.net.tr/wwwtrt/progdetay.aspx?tur=TV&proid=4773 
33 Deniz Yükseker, Today’s Zaman Online, 11.05.2008.
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this sacrifice would cause draughts, according to popular 
folklore.

Dana Bayramı was celebrated in İzmir for three weeks, according 
to Yükseker. This feast was celebrated in 2007 for the first time after 
many years, but during the past two years, the celebrations lasted only 
two days. Finally, In July 2008, the results of the above mentioned oral 
history project are going to be presented at a meeting in Izmir, where 
also scholars working on the topic are going to present papers.
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