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PREFACE

With this volume, the African Studies Center of Boston University

introduces a modification in the series title. The former Boston

University Papers in African History will now be known as Boston

University Papers on Africa. Subsequent volumes in this series will

deal with political affairs and interdisciplinary subjects as well as

history. This volume, Volume II, consists mostly of papers presented

during the 1963-1964 meetings of the Seminars on African History

held by the African Studies Center. Other volumes are in the course

of preparation. Volume III, edited by Jeffrey Butler and A. A.

Castagno, includes papers given at the Seminars on African Politics

held between 1963 and 1965, and others submitted directly by the

authors; Volume IV is a group of essays on historical and archaeo-

logical subjects, collected and edited by Norman R. Bennett.

Most of the papers in this volume are wholly or partly concerned

with the activities of non-African groups and individuals in the

colonial period, albeit on issues related to some part of Africa.

Enthusiasm among the growing group of African historians is cer-

tainly great, but it is, perhaps, fair to say that there is more talk

than work on the difficult problems of precolonial history. A new
generation of historians is being trained now, hopefully to bombard

editors with papers which their more senior colleagues could not

have written. If so, as an editor, I can only pray, unlike the in-

fantrymen of the twentieth century, for the barrage from the other

side to begin.

The widespread preference for subjects which have a close rela-

tionship with colonial history is probably due to the understandable

reluctance of scholars already trained in departments of history to

master difficult languages and techniques, which may be feared to

be applicable only in a limited number of societies. This may be a

problem that will disappear because of generous grants from founda-

tions and support under the National Defense Education Act. In

the meantime, historians should not fail to exploit the considerable

skills of anthropologists and other social scientists who, in the

course of research already completed, have inevitably gone into

v



vi Preface

historical questions. The papers from Creighton Gabel (archaeology)

and Ronald Cohen (anthropology) are therefore welcome, and I

hope they will serve as a goad and an example to others. Historians

should encourage their colleagues in other disciplines to produce

papers in African history.

Many people helped me in preparing this volume. W. O. Brown,

Director of the African Studies Center, has, as always, supported

the seminar and series generously, making available both secretarial

help and money for the expenses of contributors. In June 1965,

Professor Brown retired as director: I hope this series will continue

for many years as one of the “voices” of the Center that he founded.

Many scholars gave me confidential opinions on individual papers,

which considerably lightened the burden of judgment as to merit.

Norman Bennett and Dan McCall were consulted on many ques-

tions. Alan Booth, Svend Holsoe, and William Lye took a great deal

of trouble to make sure that errors were eliminated. Alyce Havey

and Jacoba van Schaik were responsible for all those things which

secretaries can do and scholars cannot. I thank all of them and, of

course, must add that the final responsibility for the editing rests

on me.

Jeffrey Butler

Wesleyan University

February 1965
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I

Prehistoric Populations of Africa

by

CREIGHTON GABEL
Associate Professor of Anthropology,

Boston University





In reviewing the commentaries of historians, archaeologists, and

some physical anthropologists on the human types which contrib-

uted to various aspects of Africa’s past, one finds a surprising degree

of superficiality in the reconstructions offered. It is not my intention

to set about producing a reclassification of African peoples, past or

present, or even to add my name to the growing list of those at-

tempting new definitions of "race.” I simply would like to make
some observations on the current assessments of physical types and

the prevailing attitudes regarding their respective roles in African

prehistory. One facet of the problem involves relatively simple

anthropological concepts (or, rather, the failure to apply them),

while another, more complex facet has to do with changes in con-

cepts of human biology over the past few years. The latter have

considerable bearing not only on our estimations of existing physi-

cal variations but also on our understanding of earlier populations,

which are the concern of this paper .

1

1. Racial Origins

Race
, Language, and Culture

One notable tendency among Africanist scholars is the deplorable

—and inexcusable—predilection for confusing race, language, and
culture. The careful discrimination among these phenomena has

long since been well established elsewhere in the world, in practice

as well as in theory; in Africa, much confusion still prevails. Thus
we find undue emphasis being placed upon “Hamitic” peoples:

because these groups speak similar languages and follow a pastoral

way of life, they somehow belong to the same race, however much

1 Interest in this problem was initiated as the result of fieldwork in Rhodesia
supported by the National Science Foundation, and while writing this study I

have been the recipient of a grant from the Joint African Studies Committee
of the American Council of Learned Societies and the Social Science Research
Council.

3



4 Creighton Gabel

they may differ physically. As Lewis has shown, these people are

further equated, often uncritically, with the dissemination in Africa

of various forms of social and political institutions.2 It does not stop

here, for having once concocted such associations, further conces-

sions are soon forthcoming. The pastoral Fulani, who belong to the

West Atlantic subfamily of Niger-Congo languages, are neatly fitted

into the Hamitic linguistic fold, and the Khoisan-speaking Hotten-

tots, with their physical affinities to the Bushmen, are treated in the

same fashion.3 This attitude is not limited to old-fashioned his-

torians and linguists, since we find the same line defended in

Huntingford’s recent discussion of African peoples: “Greenberg

objects also to a correlation between ‘pastoral’ life and the speaking

of Hamitic languages. His reasons, which have a ‘racialist’ flavour,

are not very convincing, for he has apparently failed to realize the

extent to which the Hamites are pastoral.”4

Among cultural historians, Murdock seems to be one of the few

who regard the “Hamitic” affinities of the Hottentots as nonsense.5

Even in recent texts on physical anthropology, a Hamitic increment

in these people seems to be taken for granted.6 We may also note

that Ashley Montagu has a racial category of “Bantu-speaking

Negroes,” a “convenience” for distinguishing certain Central and

South African populations from other Negroids. 7 He of course

knows better, but this scarcely helps to clarify matters for cultural

and social anthropologists.

2 H. S. Lewis, “Ethnology and African Culture-History,” unpublished MS
(1962), and “Historical Problems in Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa,” Annals

of the New York Academy of Sciences

,

no. 96 (1962), 504-562.
3

J.
Greenberg, “The Languages of Africa,” International Journal of Ameri-

can Linguistics, no. 29 ( 1963 )

.

4 G. W. B. Huntingford, “The Peopling of the Interior of East Africa by Its

Modem Inhabitants,” in History of East Africa, ed. R. Oliver and G. Mathew
(London, 1963), 69.

5 G. P. Murdock, Africa: Its Peoples and their Culture History (New York,

1959), 56-57.

6 M. F. A. Montagu, An Introduction to Physical Anthropology, 3rd ed.

(Springfield, 1960), 430; C. S. Coon, The Origin of Races (New York, 1962),

646.

7 Montagu, Introduction, 424.
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Migration Theories

Another problem, and one not altogether unrelated to that above,

is recognizable as a well-entrenched disposition to explain historical

developments in Africa—especially south of the Sahara—in terms of

migrations which introduced cultural changes in the form of im-

proved technologies, new social systems, or more elaborate political

structures. The migration question itself is largely a cultural-his-

torical one, not biological, though it is often seen to have racial

overtones. As such, it is subject to methodological examination with

respect to cultural form and function, both qualitatively and quanti-

tatively, as well as geographical and chronological considerations. 8

Insofar as the “Hamitic theory” is structured in racial terms, it has

been carried back far into prehistoric times. “Proto-Hamites” are

said to have first appeared in the Kenya Upper Capsian at Gamble’s

Cave in deposits at least 7,000-8,000 years old. Leakey believes this

industry ( and, by implication at least, the associated physical type

)

to have come from Palestine via Arabia in Upper Pleistocene times.9

Yet there seems to be little in Arabia that would warrant such an

origin. 10 Comparable physical types have even been recognized by

some workers in southern Africa,11 but these “Proto-Hamites”

(“Caucasoids,” “Europoids,” “Erythriotes”
)

are all too frequently

either pulled out of context or loosely interpreted in what might be

termed a “morphological-historical” sense. For example, the Kaka-

mas Hottentots, often cited as historical representatives of such

migrations, are known to have intermarried with Bushmen and

Negroes. 12

Honea, using a good deal of questionable archaeological inter-

8 I. Rouse, “The Inference of Migrations from Anthropological Evidence,” in

“Migrations in New World Culture History,” ed. R. H. Thompson, University

of Arizona Social Science Bulletin, no. 27 (1958), 63-68.

9 L. S. B. Leakey, Adam’s Ancestors (New York, 1960), 130.
10 G. Caton-Thompson, “The Evidence of South Arabian Palaeoliths and

the Question of Pleistocene Land Connection with Africa,” Proceedings of the

Third Pan-African Congress on Prehistory (London, 1957), 380-384.
11 L. H. Wells, “Late Stone Age Human Types in Central Africa,” ibid.,

183-185.
12 R. Singer, “The Boskop ‘Race* Problem,” Man, no. 58 (1958), 232.
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pretation, finds Hamites all over the Maghreb, Northeast Africa, the

Sahara, and East Africa—with the Hottentot “Hamites” migrating

to South Africa directly from the Sahara through the Congo. 13

During the time in question (late Stone Age), we have evidence

only of Negroid populations in the Sudan and southern Sahara.

British historians as well as members of the Kulturhistorische

Schule seem compelled to seek out migrations in order to account

for any significant cultural changes in Africa. 14 Huntingford has

Hamites swarming over East Africa in waves in order to explain the

physical variations among modern peoples there. Lewis, in the

papers already cited, discusses these and similar shortcomings of

cultural-historical methodology in some detail. 15 He suggests,

among other things, that the movements of peoples in northern and

eastern Africa were more limited and less momentous than previ-

ously assumed. He argues that the Afroasiatic ( Hamito-Semitic )-

speaking peoples as a whole were indigenous to the eastern Sudan

and that the Galla and Somali (eastern Cushitic-speaking groups)

moved, at a relatively late date, north and east from southern

Ethiopia—northern Kenya rather than having invaded East Africa

as exotic foreigners. Whether or not this is true, the fact remains

that the sole prehistoric large-scale migration which seems to be

documented by independent lines of evidence ( archaeology, radio-

carbon dating, linguistics, cultural distributions) is the spread of

Bantu-speaking peoples in Central, East, and South Africa, possibly

from a West African source,16 and even in this instance we are in

need of much more detailed proofs. Notably, there is no evidence

that a single physical type was involved, although it is commonly,

and not unjustifiably, supposed that the people were Negro.

In another vein, we find Coon treating Bushmen (“Capoids”) as

North African immigrants, when virtually every shred of evidence

13 K. H. Honea, “A Contribution to the History of the Hamitic Peoples of

Africa,” Acta Ethnologica et Linguistica, no. 5 (Vienna, 1958), passim.
14

J.
D. Fage, An Introduction to the History of West Africa (Cambridge,

Eng., 1959); R. A. Oliver and J. D. Fage, A Short History of Africa (Har-

mondsworth, 1962); Huntingford, “Peopling of the Interior.”

15 Lewis, “Ethnology” and “Historical Problems.”
16

J.
Greenberg, Studies in African Linguistic Classification (New Haven,

1955), passim.



Prehistoric Populations of Africa 7

points to an origin in Southern Africa. 17 Coon’s explanation of an

alternative source relates to relict hunting-and-gathering popula-

tions of the Sahara who are not Bush physically and to “Bushman”

rock paintings in North Africa, which are fully as much like East

Spanish rock art and have never been related convincingly to South

African art.

Racial Typologies

Before giving our attention to problems more intimately associ-

ated with the treatment of prehistoric human remains as such, it is

necessary that we briefly examine some of the fundamental ap-

proaches to an understanding of physical variability.

It is rather difficult to explain just what “race” means to physical

anthropologists at the present time, since current opinions are in a

state of flux. Apart from those who still cling to outmoded views, it

can be said that a more dynamic evaluation of human variability has

come into being, one that is no longer strictly caliper-oriented. It

has even become respectable to challenge the very existence of

races, especially in regard to classificatory delineation. Livingstone,

as a geneticist, is convinced that the proper study of human vari-

ability is individual genes and that one should trace the distribution

and histories of specific genes rather than work within an artificial,

and sometimes misleading, framework of racial typology. 18 Wash-
burn, as a student of functional morphology, likewise eschews racial

classification as a worthwhile exercise because variability means
nothing unless it can be explained in terms of interrelated genetic

and cultural histories. 19 More specifically, we must study the causes

of evolutionary change ( of which races are a minor reflection
)
and

do so within specific cultural and environmental contexts.

For problems of race formation, then, archaeology and its sister

sciences are going to be of greater value to the physical anthropolo-

gist in understanding prehistoric populations than extrapolation

17 Coon, Origin of Races, 636ff.

18 F. B. Livingstone, “On the Non-Existence of Human Races,” Current
Anthropology, III (1962), 279-281.

19 S. L. Washburn, “The Study of Race,” American Anthropologist, no. 65

(1963), 521-531.
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from preconceived racial typologies. This inevitably means more

than just digging up the bones of prehistoric man; we must also, as

far as possible, reconstruct cultural behavior in particular environ-

mental settings. Tracing populations beyond historical horizons can-

not be accomplished solely by the traditional methods of compara-

tive skeletal morphology or by the newer method of comparing

present gene frequencies. Both of these depend implicitly, if not

explicitly, upon racial typologies of existing peoples, and the pheno-

typical configurations (much less the genetic ones) of earlier

peoples need not have been the same (and would not have been,

according to the almost universal rejection of the notion of “pure

races”). It is not claimed that these methods are not useful as ad-

juncts to a wider approach, but they do need to be seen in proper

perspective.

Comparative Morphology and Racial History

Skeletal morphology by itself is notoriously limited, even when
one is dealing only with modern man, since the soft tissues reveal

physical distinctions of racial significance much more clearly than

bones and because there is much overlap in the racial characteristics

of skeletal components. By questioning the validity of typologies for

the living, we automatically admit the drawbacks of skeletal classi-

fications, where the errors can only be compounded. While acknowl-

edging the fact that racial differences are genetic in origin, we do

not ordinarily approach genetic variation through bones because we
know too little of genetic factors relating to bone formation; and

other parts of the body such as the circulatory system have, up to

this point, been found more easily subject to investigation. Until we
know more about bone growth and function and their genetic bases,

examination of skeletal remains is bound to be of limited value. In

the meantime, we should not continue to divorce these remains

from their cultural contexts and thereby lose valuable data for

future genetic and morphological research.

With regard to documentation of prehistoric physical differences,

a few comments concerning the treatment of skeletal remains might

be made. One attitude contributing to confused interpretations of

such material is the obsession with racial typology, particularly in

the predisposition of most investigators to equate earlier sapiens
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groups with living ones. Thus we find “Caucasoids” as far afield as

East and South Africa and “Negroes” on the Italian Riviera. When
the typologies do not mesh, some prefer to invent new races, hence

the “Boskopoids” and “Australoids” of South Africa. Another alter-

native is to create hybrids, regardless of the probabilities of hybrid-

ization having taken place or the difficulties of recognizing them

skeletally. Added to this is the fact that few make sufficient allow-

ances for variation, an especially important point in view of the

small size of most samples. This shortcoming is apparent when
individual specimens are taken out of context (for instance, assign-

ing “Boskopoid,” “Australoid,” or “Caucasoid” characters to one or

two crania found with others that clearly show Bush-Hottentot affin-

ities). Le Gros Clark’s admonitions concerning the pitfalls of un-

necessarily multiplying genera and species ( in this case, races ) ,
and

underestimating ranges of variation when small samples or even

single specimens are involved, are just as pertinent to studies of

prehistoric races as they are to studies of fossil man.20

Furthermore, much of the prehistoric skeletal material in Africa

is subject to chronological uncertainties or is not properly placed

within a cultural context. This is sometimes the result of its having

been recovered under conditions in which cultural or chronological

associations could not be ascertained; but all too often it is a reflec-

tion of slipshod excavation.

Gene Frequencies and Racial History

The possibility of deducing racial histories from tabulations of

gene frequencies alone is now seen to be dangerously oversimpli-

fied. The optimistic enthusiasm for this approach a few years ago21

has lessened appreciably, although some individuals seem to be

holding out.22 The breakthrough toward a real understanding of

the selective nature of human genetic structure came with the work

20 W. E. Le Gros Clark, The Fossil Evidence for Human Evolution (Chi-

cago, 1955), passim.
21 W. C. Boyd, Genetics and the Races of Man (Boston, 1950), passim.
22 W. C. Boyd, “Four Achievements of the Genetical Method in Physical

Anthropology,” American Anthropologist, no. 65 (1963) 243-252; R. R. Gates,

“Racial Genetics: A New Branch of Anthropology,” Current Anthropology, IV

(1963), 208-209.
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of Allison and others on the sickling trait in Africa.23 The Rh system

was known to be subject to selection from the first, and the adaptive

nature of the ABO system, although still imperfectly understood,

has thrown this whole problem into sharper focus.24 Further infor-

mation has been gained through the study of abnormal hemo-

globins.25 The result of these findings is that we cannot assume

gene frequencies to remain constant through time, and therefore

they can be used effectively only with other kinds of evidence. The
geneticist is in no position to become a cultural historian, as is pop-

ularly believed; on the contrary, he requires detailed cultural his-

torical facts in order to work out the history of specific genes.

Livingstone’s history of the sickling gene, based on ecological and

cultural considerations, is the classic example of this.26

In all probability, gene-frequency calculations alone can accom-

plish but two things: to help to demonstrate relatively recent his-

torical connections between different groups of people or to show

broad distinctions between major geographical populations (say,

Africans versus Europeans or Asians). More important is the eluci-

dation of the bases for genetic and morphological variation in dif-

ferent populations as determined by genetic analysis in conjunction

with other kinds of evidence.

23 A. C. Allison, “Protection Afforded by Sickle-Cell Trait Against Sub-

tertian Malarial Infection,” British Medical Journal

,

I (1954), 290-294. The
sickling gene, which causes a severe form of anemia, is largely restricted to

populations of Sub-Saharan Africa.

24 A. M. Brues, “Selection and Polymorphism in the ABO Blood Groups,”

American Journal of Physical Anthropology, XII (1954), 559-597; J.
A. Buck-

waiter et al., “Natural Selection Associated with the ABO Blood Group,”

Science, no. 123 (1956), 840-841; F. B. Livingstone, “Natural Selection,

Disease, and Ongoing Human Evolution, as Illustrated by the ABO Blood

Groups,” Human Biology, no. 32 (1960), 17-27.

25 W. W. Zuelzer et al., “Abnormal Hemoglobins,” in Progress in Hema-
tology, ed. I. Toncantins (New York, 1956); J.

A. Hunt and V. M. Ingram,

“The Genetical Control of Protein Structure: The Abnormal Human Hemo-
globins,” in Biochemistry of Human Genetics, ed. Wolstenholme and O’Connor

(London, 1959); F. B. Livingstone, “Balancing the Human Hemoglobin Poly-

morphisms,” Human Biology, no. 33 (1961), 205-219.
26 F. B. Livingstone, “Anthropological Implications of Sickle-Cell Gene

Distribution in West Africa,” American Anthropologist, no. 60 (1958), 533-562.
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Causes of Human Variability

Of the four recognized causes of evolutionary change—mutation,

selection, gene flow, and gene drift27—only the first seems fairly

immune to cultural practices (if we ignore modern means of in-

creasing mutation rates through indiscriminate use of nuclear

devices, chemical insecticides, and the like). As we have already

seen, selection—culturally as well as naturally induced—cannot be

ignored. However, some of the “climatic” explanations of race28 are

probably oversimplified and even reflect a basic lack of anatomical

and physiological knowledge.29 But if some of these particular

theories are ill-considered, one must look at human variability in

terms of the reciprocal effects of the human organism, environment,

and culture upon one another. Human ecology can never be quite

the same as that of animals.

Birdsell has argued that current anthropology tends to play down
the environmental determinants of human biology and culture to too

great a degree.30 One must agree with him that environmental

factors undoubtedly impose more restrictions on foraging popula-

tions than on agriculturists, but this only qualifies rather than

negates the cultural contributions to change. An alteration in mating

preferences could still be of more consequence genetically than a

shift in climatic patterns, which might be met effectively even by

food collectors.

As Washburn indicates,31 there is no such thing as an adaptive

gene; it will be adaptive or nonadaptive under specific conditions,

and these conditions will not necessarily remain static. The Bush-

men, for example, have avoided picking up the sickling gene not

27 Gene flow: intergroup mating. Gene drift: random fluctuations in gene

frequencies occurring in small, isolated populations.
28 C. S. Coon, M. Garn, and

J.
B. Birdsell, Races (Springfield, 1950), passim

;

D. F. Roberts, “Body Weight, Race and Climate,” American Journal of Physi-

cal Anthropology, n.s. no. 11 (1953), 553-558; P. T. Baker, “Climate, Culture,

and Evolution,” Human Biology, no. 32 (1960), 3-16.
29 Washburn, “Study of Race,” 525-527.
30

J. B. Birdsell, “On Population Structure in Generalized Hunting and Col-

lecting Populations,” Evolution, XII (1958), 189-205.
31 Washburn, “Study of Race,” 525.
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because of any distaste for mating with Negroes who have it, but

probably because their settlement patterns (possibly developed

through experience) have tended to keep them away from rivers

and other areas where malaria is endemic.32 This in turn has pre-

vented the creation of the conditions in which the sickling gene

flourishes as part of a balanced polymorphism (the sickling gene

appears to be associated with greater resistance to falciparum

malaria, and so individuals possessing such a gene are selectively

favored in this sense).

We have never been quite sure just how much effect the random
alterations in gene frequencies known as gene drift have had in

the promotion of racial differences in humans, but this is essentially

a function of population size and isolation, both of which reflect

cultural behavior. Technology and subsistence have as much bear-

ing on the size of breeding populations as environment, and social

behavior as well as geography can isolate them. It is possible that

some of the morphological differences between human remains from

different levels of the same archaeological sites could have resulted

from gene drift; it is said to account for differences of the same

order among Australian aborigines, who probably all descend from

the same Upper Pleistocene immigrants.33

Birdsell comments at some length on the longer periods of nurs-

ing infants among most food collectors and the relation of this to

the size of effective breeding populations (and therefore to gene

drift).34 He estimates that the low variance in the number of off-

spring per mating (0-6) is about one half that of agricultural

peoples. Whatever the causes, and they could be cultural, Kalahari

Bushwomen seldom produce more than five children even though

they are normally married at puberty.35 Also relevant to the size

of breeding population is the infant-mortality rate, which is obvi-

ously subject to cultural influences in the form of diet, birth prac-

tices, infanticide, and so on. Both cultural and natural inducements

to a higher mortality rate may be more pronounced among hunter-

32 R. Singer, “Some Biological Aspects of the Bushman,” Zeitschrift fur

Morphologie und Anthropologie, no. 51 (1960), 4.

33 Singer, “Boskop.”
34 Birdsell, “Population,” 193-194.
35 Singer, “Biological Aspects,” 5.
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gatherers like the Bushmen who have lived, or are living, under

stringent conditions with a limited technology. According to

Singer,36 infant mortality among the Kalahari Bushmen runs to

about 50 per cent. In a collection of 182 Stone Age ( Oranian
)
skele-

tons at Taforalt, Morocco, nearly 53 per cent of this 13,000-year-old

population were infants.37 Vallois indicates that of a total sample of

163 Oranian individuals, including some from Taforalt, 62 per cent

died before reaching 21 years of age.38

On the other hand, gene drift, like mutation, selection, and migra-

tion, can be overworked as an explanation of racial differences. It

is quite possible that we sometimes stress the isolation of food-

collecting groups more than we should, for they are often exoga-

mous and range over large areas. There is some evidence of the

territory covered by prehistoric hunters and gatherers in South

Africa in the form of rock paintings done by the same artist as much
as 65 miles apart, and depictions of marine animals up to 100 miles

from the sea.39 Likewise we may be guilty of placing too much
emphasis upon similarities between prehistoric food collectors and
living Bushmen, whom we know to have been driven out of the

more desirable areas into the most marginal types of environment.

This change, which has occurred largely in the past few centuries,

has reduced the Bushman population south of the Zambezi alone

to perhaps a twentieth or less of its original size40 and probably

could not help but also cut down the size of local groups. In the

36 Ibid.

37 D. Ferembach, “Les Restes Humains Epipaleolithiques de la Grotte de
Taforalt (Maroc Oriental),” Comptes-Rendus Hehdomadaires des Seances de
VAcademie des Sciences, CCXLVIII (Paris, 1959), 3465-3467.

38 H. Vallois, “Vital Statistics in Prehistoric Population as Determined from
Archaeological Data,” in Heizer and Cook, eds., The Application of Quanti-

tative Methods in Archaeology (Chicago, 1960), 195-196.
39

J. D. Clark, The Prehistory of Southern Africa ( Harmondsworth, 1959),
217.

40 Tobias has estimated the number of living Bushmen at about 55,000. P. V.

Tobias, “On the Survival of the Bushmen,” Africa, no. 26 (1956), 174-186.

Singer feels that this figure is too high, but guesses that there must have been
at least a million Bushmen south of the Zambezi in early historic times—when
decimation of their numbers surely must have been underway already. Singer,

“Biological Aspects.” Actually, Singer’s own figure seems rather high from an

ecological point of view.
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final analysis, prehistoric population size and settlement patterns

can only be defined by more extensive and careful archaeological

investigation.

Gene flow tends to break down dissimilarities between different

groups by introducing the same genes to numbers of local popula-

tions. Geneticists have been rather prone to invoke migrations also,

but genes, like culture traits, can be transmitted without widespread

population movements. Local-group exogamy, warfare, slavery,

and trade all aid in breaking down genetic barriers that might

contribute to phenotypical differences of a racial order. As far as the

social dynamics relating to population structure are concerned, it

should be possible to construct models that could be used to illus-

trate the genetic significance of exogamy or other cultural factors

even in prehistoric levels.41

The amount of gene flow in Africa is to be seen in the fact that

one can recognize an African population and distinguish it from

those of other major areas in the world. Newman, quoting Roberts,

cites the following genes common to populations south of the

Sahara: high frequencies of Rh chromosome cDe(R0 ), blood group

P, the Kidd gene Jk
a

,
low frequencies of S (MNS system), and the

Duffy gene Fya
.

42 To these he adds the relatively high frequencies

of the Hunter (Hu) and Henshaw (He) genes, gene v in the Rh
system, Duffy subtype Fy, Js

a (Sutter blood group), abnormal

hemoglobins S (sickling) and C, and haptoglobin Hp1
.

43 The essen-

tial “African-ness” of Sub-Saharan peoples is further underlined by

the fact that it seldom proves possible genetically to distinguish

very clearly or consistently even among such morphologically

diverse groups as Bushmen, Pygmies, and Negroes. At the same

time, gene frequencies do not seem to indicate a close relationship

between morphologically similar Melanesians and African Negroes44

or between African and Oceanic Negritos.45

41 Birdsell, “Population.”
42 M. T. Newman, “Geographic and Microgeographic Races,” Current An-

thropology, IV (1963), 189-207; D. F. Roberts, “The Distribution of Some
Human Serological Characters in Africa,” British Association for the Advance-
ment of Science, no. 51 (1956), 194-196.

43 R. Singer, “Serum Haptoglobins in Africa,” South African Medical

Journal, no. 35 (1961), 520-523.
44 T. Dobzhansky, Mankind Evolving (New Haven, 1962), 259.
45 Boyd, “Four Achievements,” 250-251.
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In summary, the question of racial origins in Africa, as elsewhere,

is a complex one that has been complicated by the confusion of

biological attributes with those of a cultural nature and the over-

worked projection of untested migration theories as an explanatory

device. The perpetuation of these approaches in African studies is

difficult to understand unless it is that some historians remain un-

willing to credit black Africans with any significant accomplish-

ments of their own, and thus feel compelled to introduce "Cauca-

soids” whenever possible. Above and beyond this, however, there

are important problems relating to the identification of races and

their reconstruction through time. Apart from the shortcomings of

inadequate morphological data pertaining to prehistoric populations

and our inability to utilize genetic factors in the manner envisioned

by Boyd and others, we still know far too little of the prehistoric

cultural and environmental backgrounds contributing to human
variability. More intensive investigation of these can lead to better

understanding of earlier Africans, although we cannot expect to find

that such populations will necessarily coincide with stereotyped

racial groups of modern times. The conclusions, and indeed the

motivation, of such research will relate primarily to the unraveling

of individual trait distributions, and these may or may not be

directly applicable to problems of racial history in the conventional

sense.

2. North and East Africa

Turning now to the evidence pertaining to prehistoric popula-

tions, we can examine some of the major collections of material and

the theories relating to them. There are surprisingly few sapiens

fossils or subfossils that can be confidently assigned to a period of

time before the end of the Pleistocene. Ignoring such highly dubious

examples as Leakey’s Kanam and Kanjera remains, we find only a

handful of examples which may possibly be of Upper Pleistocene

date. Before describing the skeletal materials from different areas,

it should be said that this scarcity of Pleistocene specimens does

not necessarily betoken a later appearance of Homo sapiens in

Africa than in Europe or Asia, as some have argued. There are

serious dating problems to be dealt with, and the corpus of material

is small and scattered. In fact, only the Maghreb, Kenya, Tanzania,

Zambia, and South Africa have given us any pre-iron Age human
remains of value up to this point, excepting a few from the Sudan
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and interior Sahara. The skeletal material recovered from the Egyp-

tian Predynastic and Neolithic appears seldom if ever to have been

adequately described. It is desirable that we do not forget this

skewed geographical representation, for it may unduly influence

our interpretation of population distributions.

North Africa

In North Africa, numbers of human remains have been found in

association with Oranian and Capsian (Mesolithic) industries over

the years. The majority of such sites are concentrated in the Con-

stantine region of northeastern Algeria (see the accompanying

map). It should be noted that much of the total skeletal material

has been lost or destroyed without being properly studied, so that

the actual amount of available specimens is less than one might

suppose.

There has been considerable controversy over the respective age

and origin of the Oranian and the Capsian. The former is largely

restricted to the littoral between Atlantic Morocco and the Gulf of

Gabes; the Capsian occurs farther inland and is not found as far

westward. The only C-14 dates for the Oranian are from Taforalt,

Morocco, where they average 11,000 b.c. Capsian dates from Tuni-

sian and Algerian sites range from 6650-4950 b.c. This, as well as

some stratigraphic evidence, suggests the Oranian began earlier,

although it lasted at least as long as the Capsian.46 Certain au-

thorities have maintained for years that the Oranian was nothing

more than a coastal variant of the Capsian, as in a sense it was

during its final stages.

Briggs and Coon seek the origins of the Oranian in southwestern

Asia;47 McBurney derives it from the final Upper Paleolithic of

southwestern Europe on the basis of its geographical proximity and

the absence of Oranian-type industries between Cyrenaica and

Palestine. All three seem to agree that the Capsian, directly or in-

directly, must have come from the Near East also, but the same

46 C. B. McBurney, The Stone Age of Northern Africa ( Harmondsworth,

1960), 213-216.
47 L. C. Briggs, “The Stone Age Races of Northwest Africa,” American

School of Prehistoric Research (Peabody Museum, Harvard University), Bul-

letin, no. 18 (1955), 58; Coon, Origin of Races, 604.
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objections apply since it is confined to Northwest Africa, except for

a few weak expressions along the Gulf of Sirte between Tunisia and

Cyrenaica. On the other hand, the typological and technological

resemblances between the Capsian and European microlithic indus-

Late Stone Age Sites

With Human Remains

ONW AFRICAN CAUCASOIDS
• NEGROIDS

BUSH-HOTTENTOTS

indeterminate;

EAST AFRICAN "CAUCAS-
OIDS” - THE LARGE

RECTANGLE ENCOMPASSES

THE AREA IN WHICH ALL

OF THESE BUT THE OLDUVAI

SKELETON OCCUR.

tries of Tardenoisian type have always been recognized. One is

inclined to suggest, on the basis of the facts now at our disposal,

that Northwest Africa from earliest Oranian through late Oranian-

Capsian times (and to some extent during the Neolithic also) was

part of a western Mediterranean cultural province, whatever the

mechanics of diffusion may have been. That the Straits of Gibraltar
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constituted a greater barrier to diffusion than fifteen hundred miles

or so of arid coastline is almost beyond belief, especially since the

Maghreb belongs to much the same ecological zone as the rest of

the western Mediterranean.

Briggs has dealt with the Northwest African skeletal remains most

exhaustively.48 With fifty-six more or less usable crania, he has

defined four “types” which, in order of chronological appearance,

are (A) Palaemediterranean, (B) African Mediterranean, (C)

African Alpine, and ( D )
Mechta-Afalou. With some qualifications,

he has upheld the notion that the Oranian and Capsian were asso-

ciated with distinct physical types. However, in his scheme, this is

true only insofar as the A type does not occur in Capsian sites.

Types B, C, and D are found in both Oranian and Capsian deposits.

Briggs's analytic approach to these materials was based on the

system employed by Hooton for his Canary Islands and Pecos

Pueblo studies, in which skulls were visually sorted into types and

then subjected to statistical examination for verification. It is to be

doubted whether this division into types or the quantitative treat-

ment of them is valid.49 Briggs, in a later work, perhaps rings the

knell himself when he says: “The skeletal material that we have

just discussed is both inadequate in quantity and too widely scat-

tered geographically to serve as a sound basis for any final conclu-

sions, and, what is worse, almost none of it can as yet be dated

except within broad and uncertain limits.”50 To this one might add

the observation that if some of the Oranian sites containing skeletal

material are 5000-7000 years older than Capsian sites, as radio-

carbon dating suggests, we could well expect to find differences in

the makeup of the populations in question.

One should also underline the fact ( as Briggs admits
)
that, of the

forty-five specimens actually included in his type series, thirty are

from Afalou-bou-Rhummel and five of the remainder from Mechta-

el-Arbi. Even to the casual observer, this simply would imply that

48 Briggs, “Stone Age Races.”
49 F. C. Howell, Review of Briggs’s “Stone Age Races,” American Anthro-

pologist, no. 58 (1956), 584-585; J.
T. Robinson, Review of Briggs’s “Stone

Age Races,” Man, no. 55 (1955), 174.

50 L. C. Briggs, “The Living Races of the Sahara Desert,” Papers of the

Peabody Museum, XXVIII (1958), 12.
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we are dealing with a somewhat heterogeneous population which

resembles contemporary prehistoric populations of the Mediter-

ranean area in general. Just in looking at Briggs’s photographs of

type specimens, it is difficult to be impressed with the distinctions

between them, and I would add that the existence of three or four

different racial types, supposedly of different geographical origins,

in the same site (and presumably belonging to the same time

period) defies reason.51

Without going into this classification any further, there are two

final points to be noted. One is that traits reminiscent of populations

farther south are said to be present in the first three types. If these

are indicative of non-Caucasoid intrusions, one cannot help but

wonder where they may have come from. An interesting speculation

(even if totally devoid of factual support) is that the Upper Paleo-

lithic Aterian industries of the Sahara and Northwest Africa were

produced by basically Negroid peoples who perhaps left their mark
on the Oranians and Capsians. There is no demonstrable continuity

between the Aterian and the later industries, which are supposed

to have been of outside origin, and the Aterian does show the same

retention of Levalloisio-Mousterian flaking techniques as most late

Upper Pleistocene industries in Northeast, East, Central, and south-

ern Africa. The western Sahara seems to have been less of a barrier

during the Pleistocene than the Libyan Desert,52 and there is now
believed to have been a period of increased humidity during Aterian

times ( as well as the wet phases of the late Acheulian and Neolithic

periods), which would have promoted diffusion and population

movements across the Sahara. 53 Secondly, Briggs notes similarities

between his North African specimens and Leakey’s Kenya Capsian

and Elmenteitan crania. Other investigators also accept this associa-

tion, but it is open to criticism. ( I shall return to this shortly.

)

Neolithic remains in North Africa are even scantier. In the

Maghreb, Briggs finds a modified version of his Mechta-Afalou type

51 Briggs, “Stone Age Races,” 29.

52 McBurney, Stone Age, 78.
53 In viewing the Sahara as a physical barrier between the two parts of

Africa, one must not assume the area has always been as it is today. At times,

it has supported savannah-type flora and fauna, and signs of human occupation

are correspondingly more numerous.
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still predominating and expresses the opinion that this group con-

tributed most heavily to the makeup of the eastern Berbers.54 The

addition of Neolithic projectile point forms, pottery, polished stone

tools, and perhaps domestication to a Capsian-Oranian base he

judges to be the result of diffusion rather than of migration, prob-

ably quite correctly. “Negroid” elements are again noted, but the

explanation is simpler here. Briggs’s “Neolithic of Capsian (or

Oranian) Tradition” appears to coincide with the Neolithic wet

phase of about 5500-2500 b.c., when the desert interior was much
more intensively settled, and one can see indications of cultural ties

all the way from the Maghreb down to the Sudan and eastward to

the Nile. In fact, much of the cultural diffusion from the Nile area

to Northwest Africa is likely to have been through the Sudan and

southern Sahara.

About all one can say now of Northwest African Stone Age pop-

ulations is that they probably were related to others of the Mediter-

ranean basin. There is no real amount of information on the role

played by these people in the Sahara before historic times. Exclud-

ing relatively recent intrusions of whites, Negroids appear to have

been dominant in the Sudan and Sahara at least as far back as

5000-3000 b.c., and probably earlier. The contributions of Mediter-

ranean whites and Sudanese Negroids in ancient Egypt is still not

clear, although indications of cultural influences from Southwest

Asia and the Sudan-Sahara region suggest that both were involved.

The Sudan and Sahara

In this area, although most of the skeletal material has been

assessed as Negroid, there are precious few specimens. The Asselar

skeleton, found without cultural associations north of the Niger

Bend, used to be thought Upper Pleistocene, but is now regarded as

probably Neolithic. Boule and Vallois see it as a “generalized Negro

type” not identical to present-day Sudanese Negroes.55 This state-

ment underscores the hopelessness of attempting to project modern
physical types backward very far in time, even if we were able to

agree on what constitutes a type.

At Tamaya Mellet in Niger, very fragmentary remains of fifteen

54 Briggs, “Stone Age Races,” 76, and “Living Races,” 14.

55 M. Boule and H. Vallois, Fossil Men (New York, 1957), 432-433.
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or so individuals have been assigned Negroid status.56 At Uan

Muhaggiag, in the Fezzan, the desiccated burial of a Negroid child

has been radiocarbon-dated at 3500 b.c .
57 The Khartoum Mesolithic

inhabitants, represented by seventeen fragmented burials, are also

described as Negroid.58 These probably date to a time around

4000 b.c., but may be earlier.

It is widely believed that the varying degrees of Negroid features

in current Saharan populations go back to at least the Neolithic,

although slaving in more recent times has undoubtedly contributed

its share. People such as the Bella (Haratin) agriculturists may
actually represent Sudanese intrusions of Neolithic date, although

this is difficult to prove. The Negroid appearance of the Teda

pastoralists also is hard to explain wholly in terms of slave raiding.

While some of the Negroid elements may be late, this is just as true

of predominantly white populations, such as the Tuareg, who reflect

population displacements resulting from Arab intrusions since the

eighth century.59

I find unconvincing the commonly expressed viewpoint that,

because we have no Negro skeletal remains from an early date, this

variety of African must have been “the last to evolve.” For one

thing, this places too much emphasis upon the identification of

“typical” Negroes in prehistoric horizons. For another, it tends to

ignore the fact that we have no material from the West or Central

African forest regions, where indigenous peoples today show the

greatest clustering of traits ordinarily regarded as Negroid. Looking

at the map, one can see that preserved remains of prehistoric peo-

ples are entirely on the northern, eastern, and southern peripheries

of the continent. Only the handful of Saharan and Sudanese sites

just cited are exceptions, and these are clearly on the fringes of the

zone where “Negroidness” is now most heavily concentrated.

East Africa

Prehistoric sapiens remains in East Africa are not numerous and
tend to be quite localized. From a general anthropological outlook,

56 Briggs, “Living Races,” 13.

57 F. Mori and A. Ascenzi, “La Mummia Infantile di Uan Muhaggiag,”
Rivista di Antropologia, XLV (1959), 125-148.

58 A. J. Arkell, Early Khartoum (London, 1949).
59 Briggs, “Living Races,” 85.
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the Stone Age material from this area is taken as support of early

“Hamitic” invasions. This assumption is certainly subject to some

qualification, even if direct refutation is difficult. I shall not attempt

to define “Hamites” at the historical level (although this problem

requires re-examination
)
but only to treat their presumed Stone Age

predecessors.

One point to be considered is that, culturally speaking, the region

as a whole is essentially part of the Stillbay-Magosian-Wilton con-

tinuum of the eastern side of the continent. The Kenya Capsian

blade-and-microlithic industries are limited to the highland regions

of Kenya and northern Tanzania, and the succeeding Elmen-

teitan assemblages are more restricted still. Only relatively minor

blade increments are found in the Horn, where the Hargeisan in-

dustries of the Somali Plateau60 may parallel the Kenya Capsian,

although no real relationship can be proven. None of these indus-

tries is adequately dated; nor is there any means of determining

how or if they came to East Africa either from Northwest Africa

or the Near East. As Clark indicates, one cannot really say much
more about them than that they, together with the Dabban blade

industries of Cyrenaica, may have been part of a spread of blade

traditions from the Near East at a time very close to the end of the

Pleistocene. 61 It is conceivable that what might have been a rather

feeble intrusion of blade techniques into East Africa was reasserted

and amplified in the obsidian-rich areas where the Kenya Capsian

is located, simply as the result of having finer raw material ad-

mirably suited for blade and microlithic tools. Another viewpoint is

that the Kenya Capsian was a purely local development. Whatever
the answer, it seems unlikely that direct migrations from Asia are

required to supply an explanation.

Another question to be asked is whether we have enough proof

of these supposed population movements in anatomical evidence

alone. Much has been made of the “Caucasoid” character of skeletal

materials from Gamble’s Cave, the Bromhead’s Site, Naivasha,

60
J. D. Clark, The Prehistoric Cultures of the Horn of Africa (Cam-

bridge, Eng., 1954).
61 Clark, “Africa South of the Sahara,” in Courses Toward Urban Life, ed.

R.
J. Braidwood & G. Willey (Chicago, 1962), 9. But the Dabban industry is

now radiocarbon-dated at 38,000-31,000 b.c.
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Olduvai, and certain Neolithic sites, but it seems reasonable to ask

what is being implied by the use of this term. The combination of

skeletal and cultural resemblances, however superficial, to material

from the Mediterranean area is naturally conducive to the con-

struction of migration theories, but clear intermediate links with

either Northwest Africa or Southwest Asia do not exist. More im-

portant is the obvious fact that “Caucasoid” traits in this instance

(which is rather different from the one in Northwest Africa) are

seen in cranial characteristics and in nothing else. It is questionable

whether we can explain “Caucasoid” features in pigmentation or

facial structure of certain modern East Africans simply as the result

of hybridization between Negroids and these ancient “Caucasoids,”

any more than we can explain in these terms the combination of

Negroid and Caucasoid traits of Australian aborigines. The indica-

tions are, in the absence of sound support for extensive population

movements from the eastern and western Mediterranean, that the

majority of East Africans who display some morphological overlap-

ping with whites are nonetheless African and Negroid, and there

is not yet sufficient basis for the outright assumption that these

so-called Proto-Hamites represent anything other than one of a

number of variables among perfectly indigenous prehistoric peoples

of eastern Africa. That Briggs can find his “African Mediterranean”

type all the way from Morocco to South Africa only emphasizes this

point. 62 In short, skeletal material alone, in this tenuous business of

reconstructing prehistoric populations, cannot always provide

enough evidence. No real proof exists that either Capsian man or

Capsian culture was derived from Northwest Africa or from Asia

via the Horn.

If we accept the Pore Epic mandible as Neanderthaloid, there are

no sapiens remains from the Horn (which further complicates the

migration question), excepting a badly fragmented skeleton from

Bur Hakaba in Somalia.63 Cole’s statement that “the bones were too

fragmented to determine their racial type” but that the person was
“almost certainly Hamitic”64 is self-contradictory, and another ex-

ample of the tenacity with which the Hamitic theory is embraced.

62 Briggs, “Stone Age Races.”
63 Clark, Prehistoric Cultures.

64 S. Cole, The Prehistory of East Africa ( Harmondsworth, 1954), 104.
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Leakey has described most of the Kenya material in some detail.65

Briefly, his five skeletons from Gamble’s Cave are all thought to

have been associated with the Upper Kenya Capsian C, which he

believes to be of Upper Pleistocene date (the presence of pottery

in the earlier A-B levels, among other things, gives us some reason

to doubt this ) . These people were long-headed, narrow-faced indi-

viduals with prominent chins and nasal bones, who, as I have said,

are considered to be the prototypes of the hypothetical East African

“Caucasoid stock.” The Naivasha Railway skeleton found in 1940

and the Olduvai skeleton recovered by Reck in 1913 are regarded

as comparable types.

The succeeding Elmenteitan people, known from burials at the

Bromhead’s Site, Nakuru, combine two types—the presumably

earlier Capsian one and a broader-headed one that appears to be

“reminiscent” of the “Proto-Bushmen” of South Africa.66 This dual

pattern of morphology is continued into the early Neolithic at Hyrax

Hill. Ultra-dolichocephalic individuals are said to have been more

characteristic in the later (Gumban A) Neolithic at Willey’s Kopje

and Makalia, but the brachycephalic strain reappears again at Njoro

River Cave, the only dated site (ca. 970 b .c.).
67 More Bush-like in

appearance are skeletons from Wilton C shell middens on Lake

Victoria, which are complemented by the Singa skull found near

the Blue Nile in Sudan,68 although this may be of Upper Pleistocene

date.

While there possibly was a limited extension of Mediterranean-

related populations into the East African highlands, this requires

further investigation. Also, until we have some absolute dates, we
cannot determine its antiquity with any degree of certainty. Still

further extensions of such peoples southward into the Rhodesias and

South Africa are even more dubious and cannot be proven on the

basis of physical, cultural, or linguistic evidence now at our disposal.

In Northwest Africa, it can be argued on cultural, ecological, and

65 L. S. B. Leaky, Stone Age Races of Kenya (London, 1935), passim.
66 Cole, Prehistory of East Africa, 102.
67 L. S. B. Leaky, Excavations at the Njoro River Cave (Oxford, 1950),

passim.

68 L. H. Wells, “The Fossil Human Skull from Singa,” in Fossil Mammals
of Africa, no. 2 (London, 1951), passim.
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physical grounds that post-Pleistocene Stone Age populations prob-

ably were, to a large extent, part of a western Mediterranean con-

tinuum. Although Briggs’s morphological series is too elaborate for

the data on which it is based, it is likely that Oranians and Capsians

as a whole were more Caucasoid than Negroid. Farther south, into

the Sahara and Sudan, it is possible that Negroid peoples played a

larger role, although the evidence is still fragmentary. It is clear

that we cannot offhandedly assume Negroid populations to have

been latecomers, since the critical forest areas are all but unknown
in this respect.

Regarding East African "Caucasoids,” there seems to be no real

means of settling the issue at present, but it can be said that proof

of such intrusions is scarcely convincing and that these long-headed,

long-faced people may well have been more closely related to mod-

ern Nilotic peoples than to Hamitic ones, real or imagined. To find

this kind of continuity between the southeastern Sudan and the East

African highlands would be less demanding with respect to geo-

graphic considerations as well as others (such as the presence of

Masai and other Nilotes in East Africa).

3. Central and Southern Africa

Congo Basin

The greatest gap in the prehistoric record is the total absence of

any material that can be definitely linked to the Pygmies. Their

historical distribution from the Cameroons and Gabon over the

Rwanda, and even down as far as the lake country of Zambia,69

suggests they must have played a major role in the Central African

Stone Age. Murdock’s attempt to identify them with the Upper
Pleistocene Sangoan and Lupemban industries of the forest zone is

interesting,70 but there is nothing to substantiate it ( especially since

there is reason to think that Negroes were also associated with this

forest area). The sole skeletal remains from the whole region are

two mandibles and a few cranial and jaw fragments which de
Heinzelin recovered from the Ishango shell middens on Lake Ed-
ward (ca. 6500-6000 b.c. ). These are described by Twiesselmann,

69
J. D. Clark, “A Note on the Pre-Bantu Inhabitants of Northern Rhodesia

and Nyasaland,” Northern Rhodesia Journal, I (1950), 42-52.
70 Murdock, Africa, 48.
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who seems to conclude from this unsatisfactory sample that the

inhabitants were more Bushmanoid or Negroid than Pygmoid. 71

Two partial crania from Chipongwe, near Lusaka, Zambia, have

been described by Toerien as having Pygmoid affinities, but they

appear to have as many or more Bush characteristics. 72 The high

cranial index of Chipongwe I and the prognathism of Chipongwe II

are not traits limited to Pygmies. These remains are likely to be of

Iron Age date, even though associated with a stone-tool industry.

The origin of the Pygmies can only be a matter for speculation

at this time, since we know nothing of them except in an ethno-

graphic sense. Toerien explains them as Bush-Negro hybrids, on the

basis of his studies of mixed populations in South Africa. 73 Coon,

on the other hand, believes Negroes arose through “a backcross

between an original proto-Negro stock and Pygmies.”74 Clearly both

cannot be right. Nor do we know much more about their relation-

ships with Negritos in Southeast Asia and the Pacific, who have

been alternatively viewed as descendants and ancestors of the Afri-

can Negritos. It has been argued that African and Asian Negritos

could not derive from the same ancestry because of differences in

their blood-group frequencies. Congo Pygmies are high in R0 (0.63),

whereas it is almost absent in Asia; r (ede, or Rh-) is relatively

high in African Pygmies (0.101) and lacking in Asian Negritos;

M and N are represented in about equal proportions among pyg-

mies but differ sharply in Asian Negritos; and Ri, which is extremely

common in the Pacific groups (0.85 to 0.92) is low (0.074) in the

Congo.75 However, it is doubtful whether these distinctions are

altogether meaningful. Assuming any possible connection to be of

some antiquity, differential selection, gene drift, or gene flow could

account for the differences. Where the African and Asian Negritos

do vary is in the same direction as the other populations in their

71 F. Twiesselmann, “Les Ossements Humains, Site Mesolithique dlshango,”

Exploration du Parc National Albert, V, no. 5 (1958), passim.
72

J. D. Clark and M. J. Toerien, “Human Skeletal and Cultural Material

from a Deep Cave at Chipongwe, Northern Rhodesia,” South African Archaeo-

logical Bulletin, X (1955), 107-116.
73 M. J. Toerien, “Bush-Bantu Hybrids and Central African Pygmies,” South

African Journal of Science, no. 57 (1961), 215-217.
74 Coon, Origin of Races, 655.
75 Boyd, “Four Achievements,” 250.
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respective areas. This is not to say that all Negritos have a common
origin, but simply that the genetic proof advanced against it is

insufficient. Perhaps a more fruitful approach would be an ecolog-

ical one, as expressed in the suggestion that the physical character-

istics of present-day Negritos reflect adaptation to phosphorus- and

calcium-deficient soils in the equatorial forest zone.76

Southern Africa

The remainder of the continent, from the Rhodesias down to the

Cape, appears to have been dominated by Bush-Hottentot peoples

and their progenitors prior to the Iron Age, which began only about

the time of Christ and later. The consensus of opinion today is that

the Bushmen, if not the Hottentots, originated in southern Africa

and not in the northern part of the continent, as Schapera, Coon,

and others have contended. The former view accords with almost

all of the evidence at our disposal, not only that from archaeology

and paleontology but also as seen in modern population distribu-

tions.

Tobias believes the Bush-Hottentot group (or groups) to have

developed out of a “gerontomorphic” fossil line represented by the

Broken Hill and Saldanha skulls,77 but it is probably futile to spec-

ulate on the actual relationships of these or the Florisbad specimen

to later peoples. 78 Wells has summarized the chronological state of

affairs relating to men of the South African Middle Stone Age ( final

Upper Pleistocene) and reaches the conclusion that few if any

known specimens are really that early. 79 The Florisbad skull frag-

ments from the Orange Free State may be Middle Stone Age or

possibly earlier; 80 on the other hand, they may be a more recent

76 M. T. Newman, “Ecology and Nutritional Stress in Man,” American An-
thropologist,

,
no. 64 (1962), 22-23.

77 P. V. Tobias, “Some Developments in South African Physical Anthropol-

ogy,” in Galloway, The Skeletal Remains of Bambandyanalo (Johannesburg,

1959), 43.

78 R. Singer, “The Future of Physical Anthropology in South Africa,”

South African Archaeological Bulletin

,

no. 17 (1962), 209.
79 L. H. Wells, “The Problem of Middle Stone Age Man in Southern Africa,”

Man, no. 59 (1959), 244.
80 R. Singer and J. R. Crawford, “Archaeological Discoveries at Hopefield,”

Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, no. 88 (1958), 11-19.
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intrusion. There has never been agreement as to how the Florisbad

skull relates to its presumed contemporaries. Boule and Vallois treat

it as fully sapiens; 81 others have regarded it as a close relative of

Broken Hill or, conversely, as a quite distinct, though chronologi-

cally equivalent, pre-sapiens type. Radiocarbon dates of 37,000

years and more are felt to be excessively high as the result of con-

tamination from Palaeozoic carbon derived from formations under-

lying the mineral springs in which the skull was found. 82

The Boskop skullcap from the Potchefstroom district of the Trans-

vaal has also been termed Middle Stone Age,83 although there is no

proof of this other than a single instrument of the Middle Stone Age
type found nearby. 84 This fragmentary cranial specimen has been

regarded as an ancestor of the Bushman and has given rise to the

concept of a “Boskopoid race.”

The Tuinplaats (Springbok Flats) skull from north of Pretoria,

first described by Broom, may belong to the later part of the Middle

Stone Age. 85 Some have compared this with the East African

“Caucasoids” and thus make him the earliest of the South African

“Hamites
”86

Near Cape Town there were found two other skulls previously

given a Middle Stone Age date. Both are now placed in the post-

Pleistocene period. The Cape Flats ( Philippi
)
cranium87

is probably

Later Stone Age, according to its high nitrogen content. Drennan

called this “Australoid”; Singer feels it combines Negroid and Hot-

tentot features.88 The Fish Hoek skull from Skildergat is probably

81 Boule and Vallois, Fossil Men, 462.
82 K. P. Oakley, “The Dating of the Broken Hill, Florisbad, and Saldanha

Skulls,” Proceedings of the Third Pan-African Congress on Prehistory (London,

1957), 78.

83 S. H. Haughton, “Preliminary Note on the Ancient Human Skull Remains

from the Transvaal,” Transactions of the Royal Society of South Africa, VI

(1917), 1-10.

84 C. van Riet Lowe, “An Artefact Recovered with the Boskop Calvaria,”

South African Archaeological Bulletin, IX (1954), 135-137.
85 R. Broom, “The Transvaal Fossil Human Skeleton,” Nature, no. 123

(1929), 415-416.
86 Clark, Prehistory of Southern Africa, 92.
87 M. R. Drennan, “An Australoid Skull from the Cape Flats,” Journal of the

Royal Anthropological Institute, no. 59 (1929), 417-427.
88 Singer, “Boskop.”
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of Magosian date (early post-Pleistocene
)
and has usually been

aligned with the Bush-Hottentot group in one way or another. 89

The six Zitzikama crania90 from the Cape Coast west of Port

Elizabeth are no longer regarded as Middle Stone Age and in fact

are felt to be undatable. These have been included in the Boskopoid

category and should be interpreted as Bush-Hottentot, inasmuch as

Boskopoids fall in that range.91

The Ingwavuma, or Border Cave, skull from the Zululand-Swazi-

land border is unlikely to be earlier than Magosian.92 Briggs and

others have seen in it resemblances to his "African Mediterraneans,”

but Wells does not agree with this.93

Among the better-known and larger series of skeletal material are

those from Matjes River Rock Shelter and the Oakhurst Shelter on

the Cape coast. The Matjes River collection includes thirteen skel-

etons from three distinct cultural levels.94 The earliest of these

levels, formerly thought to be Middle Stone Age, is now interpreted

as Smithfield A ( early Later Stone Age ) . Radiocarbon dates for this

horizon are surprisingly high—8550 and 9300 b.c.—and would align

it with the Magosian elsewhere (ca. 10,000-6000 b.c.). While crania

from this and the third level are essentially Bush in character, those

from the second level have been compared both with Hottentots

and with Leakey’s East African Caucasoids. These constitute

Meiring’s “Wilton race,” since the cultural deposits belonged to this

phase of the Later Stone Age. Radiocarbon dates for this second, or

Wilton, level are 3450 and 5765 b.c. The third level, which has been

assigned to Smithfield B, has no C-14 dates. The value of this

89
J.

A. Keen, “Report on a Skeleton from the Fish Hoek Cave,” South

African Journal of Science, no. 38 (1942), 301-309.
90 H. S. Gear, “A Further Report on the Boskopoid Remains from Zitzi-

kama,” South African Journal of Science, no. 23 (1926), 923-934.
91 Singer, “Boskop.”
92 H. B. S. Cooke, B. Malan, and L. H. Wells, “Fossil Man in the Lebombo

Mountains, South Africa. The ‘Border Cave/ Ingwavuma District, Zululand,”

Man, no. 45 (1945), 3.

93 Briggs, “Stone Age Races,” 65; Wells, “Late Stone Age,” 184.
94 A. J. D. Meiring, “The Wilton Skulls of the Matjes River Shelter,”

Soologische Navorsing, Nasional Museum Bloemfontein, no. 1 (1937), 51-93;

A. Keith, “A Descriptive Account of the Human Skulls from Matjes River Cave,

Cape Province,” Transactions of the Royal Society of South Africa, no. 21(2)
(1934); Lowe, “Artefact Recovered,” 135-137.
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assemblage of skeletal remains has been diminished through poor

excavation and inadequate publication.

The Plettenberg Bay skull, regarded by Tobias as a Later Stone

Age “Boskopoid,”95 was found about four miles away from the

Matjes River site and fits into the general pattern of morphology

seen at the Matjes Shelter; it compares favorably with Bush-Hotten-

tot crania collected from the same area.96 The Oakhurst Shelter, in

contrast to the Matjes River site, was well excavated by the late

A.
J.

H. Goodwin, and Drennan describes the skeletal material in

considerable detail.97 The Oakhurst occupants were also associated

with Smithfield and Wilton industries and have been likened by

some to the Wilton people at Matjes River. Drennan regards both

as Hottentot. The males conform with Hottentots in the size and

shape of their skulls; the females are somewhat more Bush-like in

appearance ( five males and four females provided most of the com-

parative evidence on adult morphology).

Moving beyond the frontiers of South Africa, the amount of data

falls off radically. Nothing whatever has come to light in Angola,

Southwest Africa, or Mozambique. Elsewhere I have briefly sum-

marized the materials of the Central African Later Stone Age and

will make only a few comments here.98 The total Central African

sample is concentrated in the southern part of Zambia, and since

1960 at least three quarters of these remains have been recovered

from two adjacent sites at Lochinvar in the central Kafue River

Basin. A single skull (no. 7418) from Inyanga in Southern Rho-

desia99 and two skeletons from Hora Mountain in northern

Malawi, 100 associated with a Nachikufan Later Stone Age industry,

are the only human remains found thus far outside Zambia. Only

95 P. V. Tobias, “Physical Anthropology and Somatic Origins of the Hotten-

tot,” African Studies, 14 (1955), 1-22.

96 Singer, “Boskop,” 4.

97 A.
J. H. Goodwin, “The Archaeology of Oakhurst Shelter, George,” Trans-

actions of the Royal Society of South Africa, no. 25 (1938), 229-334; M. R.

Drennan, “The Cave Dwellers and Children of the Cave Dwellers,” in ibid.,

259-293.
98 C. Gabel, “Further Human Remains from the Central African Later Stone

Age,” Man, no. 63 (1963), 44.

99 P. V. Tobias, “Skeletal Remains from Inyanga,” in Inyanga, ed. R. Sum-
mers (Cambridge, Eng., 1958), appendix.

too Wells, “Late Stone Age,” 183-185.
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one site in the whole group has been dated by radiocarbon, and

this is the one containing the largest number of usable specimens:

Gwisho A at Lochinvar, with dates ranging from 2750-2300 b.c.

The Maramba skeleton and Mumbwa skulls IV. 1 and IV.2 may
possibly be Middle Stone Age; the remainder are clearly Later

Stone Age. Virtually all are allied to the Bush-Hottentot group, and

all with clear cultural associations, except the Hora Mountain skel-

etons, are Wilton. Toerien, as we have seen, sees some Pygmoid
traits in the Chipongwe material, and Wells has claimed Caucasoid

status for Mumbwa skull IV.3 and at least one of the Hora Moun-
tain skeletons. 101

Below is a list of published Central African Later Stone Age
materials. 102

Name Location Original description

Chipongwe Lusaka, Zambia Bushmanoid, with some
Pygmoid traits.

2 partial crania.

Gwisho A Lochinvar, Zambia Bushmanoid. 14

skeletons; 6

crania suitable for

analysis.

Hora Mountain northern Malawi Bushmanoid, with some
possibly Negroid

and Erythriote

traits. 2 skeletons.

Inyanga Inyanga Ruins, eastern

Rhodesia

Bushmanoid, possibly

with some Negroid

and Boskopoid

traits. 1 skull.

Leopard’s Hill Lusaka, Zambia Bushmanoid. 1

occipital fragment.

Maramba Livingstone, Zambia Bushmanoid. 1 in-

complete skeleton.

101 L. H. Wells, “Fossil Man in Northern Rhodesia,” appendix in Clark,

Stone Age Cultures of Northern Rhodesia (Claremont, 1950); Wells, “Late
Stone Age.”

102 T. R. Jones, “Human Skeletal Remains from the Mumbwa Cave, North-
ern Rhodesia,” South African Journal of Science, no. 37 ( 1940), 313-319; Wells,

Fossil Man, and “Late Stone Age”; Clark and Toerien, “Human Skeletal and
Cultural Material ’; Tobias, “Skeletal Remains”; Gabel, “Human Crania from
the Later Stone Age of the Central Kafue Basin, Northern Rhodesia,” South
African Journal of Science, no. 58 (1962), 307-314.
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Location Original description

Mumbwa, Zambia Bushmanoid, except

IV.3 (said to

be related to the

East African Cauca-

soids). 3

partial crania and

fragmented remains

of a dozen or so

other individuals.

In addition, the Rhodes-Livingstone Museum has recovered twenty

burials from the Gwisho B site at Lochinvar, no more than a few

hundred yards from the site now known as Gwisho A and excavated

by me in 1960-1961. These new remains are reported to be predomi-

nantly Bushmanoid, although they have yet to be studied in

detail. 103

While the southern and south central parts of the continent have

yielded more human remains up to this point than the rest of Sub-

Saharan Africa, the samples are small and do not represent the

entire area. Yet the similarity of most of the material to Bush and

Hottentot populations of South Africa is inescapable. It has been

argued that certain specimens—Tuinplaats, Border Cave, Mumbwa
IV.3, Hora Mountain—are ancient “Caucasoids” reflecting migra-

tions of East African “Hamites” and, further, that peoples such as

the Kakamas Hottentots and Herero are modern survivals of these

hypothetical migrations. Others, such as Cape Flats and occasionally

even Florisbad, have been called “Australoids,” and Broom de-

scribed the Korana Hottentots as Australoids also.104 More robust

Bush-like examples that do not show the same amount of “pedo-

morphism” as modern Bushmen have often been lumped together

in the “Boskopoid” group. Singer, in attacking the concept of a

Boskopoid race, has made some observations that can apply to the

acceptance of any of these exotic racial elements in the Stone Age
of southern Africa.105 An essential precondition for assessing these,

103 B. Fagan, personal communication.
104 R. Broom, “A Contribution to the Craniology of the Yellow-Skinned

Races of South Africa,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, no. 53

(1923), 132-149.

105 Singer, “Boskop,” passim.

Name

Mumbwa Caves
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as he points out, is determination of the amount of variability among
recent Bush and Hottentot peoples. It is shown that, on the basis

of our current knowledge, “Boskopoid” and “Australoid” crania fit

well within the Bush-Hottentot range of variation; probably the

same can be said of the “Hamitic” inhabitants. Singer notes that

when these supposedly non-Bush-Hottentot skulls have been found

with others, the latter are usually Bush-Hottentot. This in itself

throws some suspicion on contrary placement of the exceptions, and

as long as they can be fitted into the Bush-Hottentot range there

seems little reason to treat them otherwise.

Acceptance of these skeletal remains as representative of anything

apart from Bush-Hottentot is necessarily contingent upon the ori-

gins and relationships of the Hottentots, who have been cited in

whole or in part as a variant of the Bush group, as “Hamites,” and

as “Australoids.” Presumably the first designation acknowledges a

South African origin. As Hamites, the Hottentots are visualized as

East African immigrants or hybrids resulting from such a population

movement. As Australoids, they might be seen as an indigenous but

essentially non-Bushmanoid group. This last possibility probably

need not concern us greatly, since rather few specialists have ever

wholeheartedly espoused the Australoid cause. The second alterna-

tive, however, cannot be ignored. Part of the apparent support for

this view is linguistic and cultural evidence, which unfortunately is

not always used with proper discretion. The linguistic support is

actually nonexistent; the Hottentots are Khoisan, not Hamitic, as

some maintain. Nor is their speech a special branch of Khoisan, for

the division of Khoisan into northern, central, and southern sub-

families cuts across both Bush and Hottentot populations. 106 It

would be difficult also to imagine a technologically more advanced

group of people, in this instance “Hamitic” cattleherders, adopting

the languages of resident hunter-gatherers. The fact that the Hot-

tentots had cattle and fat-tailed sheep does not necessarily make
them East African “Caucasoids” either, since we do not know when
they became pastoralists and have little reason to assume that this

change in subsistence pattern was the result of migration rather than

diffusion. There is no reason, for example, why these animals could

not have been obtained from early Bantu-speaking neighbors. Such

106 Greenberg, “Languages of Africa,” 44.
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cultural traits as stone bowls in Southwest Africa, and Nama pottery

reminiscent of the East African Neolithic, may indicate contact to-

ward the northeast, but not necessarily migration. On the other side

of the ledger, the presence of Bushman-like remains at Singa and

Lake Victoria, the continuation of Magosian and Wilton industries

as far as the Horn, the Bush-like Nebarara skull from Tanzania, 107

and the Hadza and Sandawe of Tanzania with their physical,

cultural, and linguistic similarities to the Bushmen,108 strongly sug-

gest major Bush-Hottentot occupations of East Africa. (With this

evidence, incidentally, one might just as well conclude that the

Kenya “Proto-Hamites” were also Hottentots and simply a Bush-

manoid variant in an area settled mostly by Bushmen.

)

Particularly in view of the “robust Bushmanoid” characteristics of

most Stone Age skeletal remains in southern Africa, there seems

every reason to see the historical Hottentots as a local development

in that part of the continent. The Hottentot groups, however vari-

able, do show resemblances to the Bushmen. Keen and others have

outlined the similarities and differences between the two popula-

tions, the differences being primarily in the greater length, higher

cephalic index, and longer face of the Hottentot. 109 Comparing fig-

ures given by Keen for 205 Bush and Hottentot skulls with those

for two of the largest and most widely separated Stone Age sam-

ples, 110 Oakhurst, 111 and Gwisho A, 112 shows clearly that all basic

cranial and facial measurements and indices are in close agreement.

The Oakhurst and Lochinvar skulls, from an osteometric viewpoint,

not only fall within the Bush-Hottentot range but are close to the

107 A. Galloway, “The Nebarara Skull/' South African Journal of Science,

no. 30 (1933), 585-596.
108

J. C. Trevor, “The Physical Characteristics of the Sandawe,” Journal of

the Royal Anthropological Institute, no. 77 (1947), 61-80; Greenberg, “Lan-

guages of Africa,” 72-73.
109

J. A. Keen, “A Statistical Study of the Differences between Bantu, Hot-

tentot and Bushman Skulls,” Soologische Navorsing, Nasional Museum Bloem-

fontein, I (1947), 191-199; J. A. Keen, “Craniometric Survey of the South

African Museum Collection of Bushman, Hottentot and Bush-Hottentot Hy-
brid Skulls,” Annals of the South African Museum

,
no. 37 (1952), 212-226.

110 See Table 1, in Keen, “Craniometric Survey.”
111 See Table 3, in Drennan, “Cave Dwellers.”
112 See Table 1, in Gabel, “Human Crania.”
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median part of it. It may be noted also that some individuals in each

of the two prehistoric groups, especially the females, appear more

Bushman-like, while others are closer to the Hottentots.

Looking at the skeletal material from the Bushman side, it is quite

obvious that the modern Bushman is not well represented even as

late as the earlier part of the Later Stone Age, when a larger body

type as well as bigger faces and heads still seem to have prevailed.

Some of the earlier men are therefore closer to modern Hottentots

than to the Bushman in cranial and facial features. It is judged that

the smaller, modern Bushman is a relatively recent development.

The explanation for this change has not been determined. It would

be tempting to interpret it as a response to life in the desert, with

consequent cultural and biological adjustments, if we did not know
this adaptation to be so recent. We might hope to learn more about

it from growth studies such as Drennan was able to make on the

Oakhurst people, a good proportion of whom were children from

0-7 years of age.113 Further data of this kind, combined with bio-

logical surveys of existing Bushmen114 and archaeological studies of

technology, subsistence, and social organization among their prede-

cessors, could lead to a much better understanding of the end

products as seen skeletally or in the flesh.

At present, one can only observe that pre-iron Age populations

of southern Africa were overwhelmingly Bush-Hottentot and that,

if there were Negro or “Caucasoid” contributions during the Stone

Age, we have yet to demonstrate this with any degree of certainty.

Furthermore, there is a distinct difference if we judge these addi-

tions to have been made some thousands of years before Christ ( as

would be the case with Tuinplaats or Border Cave) or at 1400-1600

a.d. It must be admitted that stone bowls, East African ceramic

types, the Herero, hybridization between Bantu and Hottentot (or

between Bushmen and “Caucasoids”), and linguistic borrowings

(if any, in fact, exist) could well have been very late in date and
would not disenfranchise the Hottentot as a native South African.

It is likely, therefore, that Bush-Hottentot populations predom-

113 Drennan, “Cave Dwellers.”
114 Singer, “Biological Aspects” and “Future of Physical Anthropology”;

P. V. Tobias, “Studies of Bushmen in the Kalahari,” South African Journal of
Science, no. 57 (1961), 502-506.
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inated during pre-iron Age times in southern Africa at least as far

northward as Zambia. In addition, there probably were extensions

of these people up into Tanzania, Kenya, and perhaps even the

Horn and southeastern Sudan. The physical and cultural evidence

implies considerable continuity of Stone Age populations all along

the eastern side of the continent.

4. Archaeology and Human Variability

From the foregoing observations, it is quite clear that skeletal

evidence alone contradicts the notion that the physical attributes

of earlier populations must coincide with those of modern Africans,

even where a genetic relationship is regarded as likely. Oranian and

Capsian peoples were not identical to historical Maghrebians; the

Bushman's ancestors were larger and less “infantile”; and Asselar

Man was a “generalized” Negroid. This confirms the theoretical

position, held by physical anthropologists for many years, that racial

characteristics are not static but change through time in response to

selective pressures, by mutation, and as the result of gene flow or

gene drift. Where associations can be made between prehistoric

and recent populations, they are bound to be somewhat vague, and

this should not be a cause of concern to an extent that requires the

formulation of new races or unwieldy migrations. Migration the-

ories, in order to be taken seriously, must be based on the fullest

possible documentation and not fabricated to serve as an easy

means of explaining similarities and differences.

Those of us whose interests are primarily archaeological can be

of help not only in testing migration hypotheses but in providing

background information for the spread of specific genes—especially

those with known or suspected adaptive values, such as the abnor-

mal hemoglobins—or the development of particular morphological

traits. Most certainly work of this kind is in an embryonic stage,

but, as archaeological techniques and interpretation improve along

with those of human biology, one can see a productive future ahead.

The greater concern of archaeologists at the present time for recon-

structing human ecology in terms of environment, total technology

(as opposed to artifact typology alone), food sources and diet,
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settlement patterns, population structure, and social organization115

should eventually supply the physical anthropologist with much
significant data for assessment of genetic and morphological varia-

tion.

Excavation of more sites like Oakhurst, with good skeletal series

in clear cultural contexts, might well lead to a better understanding

of growth patterns and physical makeup of local Stone Age popu-

lations. The intensive work around the Gwisho Springs at Lochinvar

in the Kafue Basin will provide us with one of the most detailed

pictures of Later Stone Age man in Africa. The three sites excavated

thus far have been extraordinarily rich in cultural and natural-

historical remains as well as having produced the largest collection

of Stone Age skeletal material in Central Africa.

The framework for studying Later Stone Age populations is rela-

tively broad, since most individual cultural traditions persevered

for thousands of years. Dates for Oranian and Smithfield industries,

combined with what we know of their late survivals, suggest a time

span of around 10,000 years, or something on the order of four

hundred generations. The Tshitolian industries of Equatoria go back

to about 10,000 b.c. and must have persisted in some areas until very

late. Radiocarbon dating shows that the Wilton and Nachikufan

industries probably covered at least five to six thousand years. Thus

there is no lack of time for environmental and cultural influences

to have left their mark on the peoples producing these technologies.

Within this framework and with proper archaeological research, we
should be able to establish the probable size of local groups and the

distribution of settlements, and to calculate patterns of social orga-

nization through comparison with technologically similar peoples

of the historical period, so as to grasp something of population

genetics in prehistory. More easily still, we should be able to pin-

point environmental factors, food habits, and technological details

that might have some bearing on human physical variation.

115 For instance, R.
J. Braidwood and C. Reed, “The Achievement and Early

Consequences of Food-Production: A Consideration of the Archaeological and
Natural-Historical Evidence,” Cold Spring Harbor Symposia on Quantitative

Biology, no. 22 (1957), 19-31; J. D. Clark, “Human Ecology during Pleisto-

cene and Later Times in Africa South of the Sahara,” Current Anthropology, I

(1960), 307-324; Heizer and Cook, Application of Quantitative Methods in

Archaeology (1960).
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During the preparation of the paper on the dynamics of feudalism

in Bornu history which follows this one, I encountered the problem

of the historiographic validity of traditional Kanem-Bornu king

lists.
1 It was my aim to show that monarchs who obtained the throne

from their own fathers ruled for longer periods than those who
obtained the monarchy through nonfilial succession. Hence these

different varieties of royal recruitment were counted and compared

in various prior lists: first in Barth’s king list, then in Urvoy’s.2

Differences in the predicted direction appeared in both, but only

weakly in Urvoy. To maintain a conservative balance, I used the

Urvoy list in presenting the material: very little is known about the

validity of these king lists, and I decided to use Urvoy because his

list gave the least amount of support to the hypothesis maintained

in this essay. Urvoy obtained his list by collating those of Barth, I

Landeroin, and Palmer, while Barth gathered his material in Bornu

in the 1850s. However, a question remains as to which list is more

accurate, or whether greater accuracy and more historical insight

can be gained by a closer scrutiny of all the Bornu king lists avail-

able in the literature.

The problem of this paper is thus a historiographic one, and by
derivation a historical and anthropological one. First, can we assess

the reliability of the Bornu king lists, and, second, can these be
made to yield historical information valid enough for purposes of

generalization?

For purposes of analysis, I decided to enter all the kings men-

1 This essay and the one which follows owe much to discussions with Daniel

McCall and to the assistance of Helgi Osterreich who drew up the composite
table of king lists. Raoul Naroll, Fred Voget, Norman Chance, and Robert Hess
made valuable comments and suggestions, and Jeffrey Butler edited the final

draft.

2 H. Barth, Travels and Discoveries in Northern and Central Africa (London,

1857); Y. Urvoy, “Chronologie du Bornou,” Journal de la Societe des Afri-

canistes, XI (1941), 21-32.
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tioned by all authors on a unified table. At the same time, genea-

logical charts of the major lists were constructed so that diagram-

matic representation of discrepancies and agreements could be more

easily observed in the lineage segments.3 In addition, I examined

the means by which the various authors had collected their infor-

mation. Finally, I constructed my own king list from the composite

table of information about the major lists available in print, and

attempted some analysis and generalization.

1. The Sources

As in other parts of Africa, and indeed in other parts of the world,

in Bornu the lineage history of the monarchy was considered the

responsibility of specialists, who were usually in the entourage of

the king. Court scribes under the Kanem-Bornu monarchy wrote

this history out in Arabic script, and praise-singers passed it on

orally from father to son and from master to apprentice. Written

historical documents are referred to in the literature as diwan and

oral traditions as girgam. In the country itself I found only a few

people who used any single word other than girgam to describe all

historical information, which may reflect the fact that court his-

torians are not as important or as recognized a group today as they

were traditionally. The Kanuri have a reverence for written docu-

ments and keep them for long periods. Thus I met peasants who
had somehow or other managed to keep court-fine receipts for ten

years. Sacred and valuable documents are held by the heads of

households and recopied when they are in danger of being lost.

It is by this copying technique that Kanuri written records going

back to at least the sixteenth century and perhaps beyond have been

carried down to the present day. Having given little systematic

attention to this subject when in the field, I can only say that it is

my impression that ( 1 )
there are manuscript records in Bornu that

have not yet been gathered, and (2) there is very little, if any,

recopying of these documents going on today.

The various European sources of the Bornu king lists span nearly

a hundred years, but they are only partially independent of one

3 These turned out to be less useful than expected because the entire list was
too bulky. When diagrammatic representation was required, I simply made
sketches of that section of a king list under study at the time.
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another, except for Barth, of course, who had no earlier work by an

outsider to compare with his own.4 Barth visited Bornu in the early

1850s, Nachtigal in the late 1870s, Landeroin came with the Tilho

expedition in 1906, and Palmer collected his material over a period

of twenty-six years up to 1930. Later in the 1930s and 1940s Urvoy

started to work on Bornu history and published a list of his own in

1941. No one of these authors completely agrees with any other.

Although Urvoy
1

s list does result in part from his study of previous

lists, it is considered independently here because Urvoy made judg-

ments about the materials based on his own studies in Kanem-Bornu

history.

The ever-careful Barth devotes an entire chapter to the validity

of his historical materials, as he rather ponderously says, “to con-

tend against the strong prejudices of numerous critics who are

accustomed to refuse to believe whatever is incapable of bearing

the strictest enquiry.”5 His main source is a chronicle or diwan that

related the entire history of Kanem-Bornu from its earliest begin-

nings to the end of the Magumi Sefuwa dynasty. He reports that

this is supposed to be an abridgment of a much larger work that

never appeared, and that various parts of it are said to have been

composed at different times. 6 Barth notes that, from Imam Ahmed’s

work in the latter part of the sixteenth century,7
it is evident that

no written documents existed before the reign of Idris Katakarmabi

(first half of the sixteenth century). The oldest Kanuri author of a

written history mentioned is Masfarma Omar ben Othman, who
wrote a history of Idris Katakarmabi’s reign. 8 In other words, Barth

felt that Kanem history was in the oral tradition and always had
been. This must not be taken to mean that the people of Kanem-
Bornu had no knowledge of writing before the sixteenth century.

Arabic sources reveal a letter from Bornu, written shortly after the

Magumi had left Kanem, addressed to the Mamluk Sultan of Egypt

4 Barth, Travels, II, chap. 29.

5 Ibid., 253.

6 Ibid., 255.
7 Later presented by Palmer: H. R. Palmer, History of the First Twelve

Years of the Reign of Mai Idris Alooma of Bornu ( 1571-1583 ), by Imam Ahmed
ibn Fartua (Lagos, 1926),

8 Barth, Travels, 256.
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in 784 a.h. (1392 a.d. ), and asking for help against Arab slave

raiders in Bornu.9

However, whether or not there were written history or documents

before the beginning of the sixteenth century, Barth was deeply

impressed and elated by the very high correspondence between the

pre-sixteenth-century king list in the diwan and the list given by

Imam Ahmed, court historian to Idris Alooma, for his monarch's

own genealogy. Barth also had two other short chronicles (diwan)

that varied greatly from the longer one. These he judged to be

unworthy of attention except with regard to the fifty-ninth king on

his list, whose “well established reign” he added to his other infor-

mation. 10 By “well established” Barth meant that it was present in

the oral tradition and was part of the lore of interested court officials

with whom he could discuss the matter in Kanuri. Barth of course

also used any outside source he could and mentions specifically Ibn

Said (1282 a.d.), Ibn Batuta (1353), Ibn Khaldun (1385), Makrizi

(1400), Leo Africanus (1528), and a document published in Paris

in 1849 concerning embassies established in Tripoli by Bornu

monarchs. 11

In order to obtain his chronology, Barth took the best estimates

of the documents on the length of reign for each ruler and counted

backwards from the death of Dunama in 1818. He then checked his

dates with the few absolute dates found in Arabic writing and found

a striking correspondence between Bornu traditions and information

given by Arabic writers. For example, he studied a fisting of Kanem
monarchs given in Makrizi, then compared dates, names, and the

order of succession. He found that, with the exception of a “slight

discrepancy in the order of succession of the later kings, whose reign

was of very short duration,” there was a “surprising harmony” be-

tween his own material gathered in Bornu and that of Makrizi, who
had obtained his information much earlier and most probably from

merchants or pilgrims passing through Egypt. 12

Several decades after Barth, in the early 1870s, Nachtigal visited

9 The letter is given in English in H. R. Palmer, Bornu, Sahara and Sudan
(London, 1936), 218.

10 Barth, Travels, 258.

11 Ibid., 254.
12 Ibid., 264.
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Bornu. His host was Ahmed Ibn Brahim, a courtier of Shehu Omar.

Omar ordered Ahmed to seek out historical documents and make
them available to Nachtigal, who worked out his king list on this

basis, although he reminded his readers that his material was not of

very great accuracy. 13 This was his own view, and it is especially

true of all the kings on his list before his twenty-eighth, for whom
he could obtain no proper dates. It is difficult to know what weight

to put on Nachtigal’s assessment of his own work as inaccurate. It

could have been the result of his understanding of the methods by

which it was obtained or its lack of agreement with Barth’s material,

which he published with his own for comparative purposes, or a

combination of the two. Actually, its partial independence from

other works makes it valuable since it adds weight to correspon-

dences when these occur and makes us ask questions when there is

lack of agreement.

Just after the turn of the century, Landeroin accompanied the

Tilho expedition to the Chad basin and recorded a wide variety of

ethnological and historical material. His own compilation of the

political history of nineteenth-century Bornu is quite extensive, an

invaluable source for anyone interested in this period of Kanuri

history.

Landeroin made no attempt to combine the various sources

already available, although he allowed the reader to compare his

material with that of previous workers. During his stay in the area

he obtained a document purporting to give the entire Bornu king

list, plus all principal events of world history from its creation up
to the inception of the first Kanem-Bornu dynasty. He had this

document translated (into French), and his published king fist was
taken directly from it. He made very little comment one way or

another about the accuracy of the material, being content merely

to present it. Landeroin suggested that his document was first writ-

ten sometime near the beginning of the seventeenth century, 14 but

13 G. Nachtigal, Sahara und Sudan (Berlin, 1881), II, 392.
14 Landeroin, “Du Tchad au Niger. Notes Historiques,” in Tilho, Docu-

ments Scientifiques de la Mission Tilho, II (Paris, 1911), 342. Landeroin quotes
the document as saying that there are 1080 years from Jesus to Mohammed,
and 600 years since that time or 1630 years in all. In a footnote on the same
page he then corrects this by suggesting that there may be 622 Gregorian years
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after a number of futile attempts I had to abandon any attempt to

follow his reasoning on this point. Since the list ends with a first

dynasty king who reigned around 1812, it seems obvious that,

whether or not the document was in fact first committed to writing

in 1600, it has been added to since.

In order to obtain his dates, Landeroin counted backwards from

1900, after adding the known dates to the second Bornu dynasty.

According to his account, elder informants in Bornu could not

remember very clearly beyond the founding of the second dynasty

at the beginning of the nineteenth century. It should be noted that

Landeroin’s ability or inability to date exactly when this document

was first committed to writing could have no clear relation to the

reliability of the document itself. That particular difficulty was one

of interpretation, whereas errors in the documentary material itself

would have been based on faulty translation into French or on

faulty recital of the king fist—their lengths of reign, the royal

parentage, or the order of kingly succession; the author made no

specific mention of these points.

Palmer was a British colonial official in northern Nigeria who col-

lected historical documents and oral traditions from 1904 to 1930.

In his own words, his work represents “a conspectus of widely held

Sudanese beliefs about the past, viewed in the light of relevant data

and a historical perspective . . . inaccessible to Sudanese erudi-

tion.”15 Palmer used much of the same material as Barth and trans-

lated it along with other documentation that he discovered and

published in his Sudanese Memoirs16 and his later work, Bornu

,

Sahara and Sudan. I have used the list published in his later work,

since he added to earlier material in this publication. Palmer trans-

lated from the Arabic and published Barth’s diwan of Bornu, 17

which he copied from the original in Leipzig and checked against

and 1008 Moslem years in this calculation, and if this is so then the date should

be corrected by using the formula 622 -f- [(1630-622) X 32]/33, which works

out to 1599 or 1600 a.d. in round figures. This calculation was checked by the

Islamic Institute, McGill University, and authorities there state they cannot

recognize or follow Landeroin’s reasoning on this point.

15 Palmer, Bornu, chap. 8.

16 H. R. Palmer, Sudanese Memoirs (Lagos, 1926).
17 Ibid., 96-111.
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Blau’s version of the same document. He compared girgams (oral

traditions
)
and mahrams

(
grants of privilege given by Bornu mon-

archs to their subjects) against Arabic, Egyptian, and classical

sources, in order to produce the revised list and historical summa-

tion that he presented as the major portion of his Bornu
,
Sahara and

Sudan. In discussing this revision he claimed that it was very similar

to Barth’s, but more complete. 18 He noted that, of all European

sources, Barth’s was the only one having any degree of accuracy.

Nachtigal’s list he branded as "very corrupt,” and claimed that

Landeroin’s list was also suspect since he used materials taken from

secondary sources written during the nineteenth century. 19

As far as general validity is concerned, Palmer recognized the

exceptional difficulties in writing accurate African history. He noted

that in the eighteenth century, if not well before, court historians

began remembering the kings in groups descended from one or

another of the famous rulers, thus distorting the sequence and the

chronology.20 In other words, lineage segments tended to be

bunched together in the oral traditions, and this must have had a

continuous smoothing or leveling effect on king-list material that

otherwise would reflect interlineage competition and conflict for

the throne. Because of such errors, Palmer admitted that he was
dealing with a tangled skein that must always involve some error.

However, since he was fairly sure that he had some documents
written at earlier times (for instance, Imam Ahmed’s work for the

latter sixteenth century), and corroboration from Arabic historians,

he felt justified in claiming a high degree of accuracy for his

material.

Parenthetically, two comments should be made about Palmer’s

work. First, Palmer has had a very strong influence on the older

men in Bornu who are interested in oral traditions. Indeed, my own
copy of Bornu, Sahara and Sudan was obtained from a district

head’s follower in rural Bornu. Others in the capital told me that

Palmer was the man to consult if I wanted to know anything about
Kanuri history. This means that the oral traditions have been

is ibid., 105.
19 Ibid., 108.
29 Ibid., 106.
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affected by the work of Palmer, and it would be difficult, if not

impossible, to discover the exact nature of these distortions. Second,

Palmer’s philological reasoning, and the myriad of classical refer-

ences he used, make his works very difficult reading. However, he

collected a large amount of primary material that should now be

given more careful study.

In the late 1930s and the 1940s, the French historian Urvoy

worked steadily through a large mass of the historical materials of

the western Sudan, especially those concerned with the history of

Kanem-Bornu. In 1941 he considered all the Bornu king lists and

published a revision based on his own work.21 He used various

Arabic sources, the works of Imam Ahmed (the sixteenth-century

Kanuri historian),22 mahrams, and girgams published in Palmers

works.23 He also used the Barth, Nachtigal and Landeroin king lists

in his attempt to come up with an improved synthesis. He noted

that the greatest difficulty in historical reliability came in the period

between the mid-thirteenth and the early sixteenth century. For this

period there is much disagreement among the sources. Urvoy ex-

plained it to some extent by claiming that many of the names had

been changed for this period. However, he felt that the agreement

between the diwan of Barth and the work of Imam Ahmed was

sufficient ground for using Barth over any other source. Urvoy noted

that, in both Nachtigal and Landeroin, all members of a collateral

line of siblings tended to be set down in royal succession, then those

of another branch line, then another, and so on.24 On the other hand,

in Barth’s list there is a good deal of alternation in the succession

between various lineage segments. He concluded from these differ-

ences that Barth’s greater lack of pattern was closer to the truth,

while the more systematic pattern of succession in Nachtigal and

Landeroin was a simplification of the actual events of dynastic

history. Nevertheless, Urvoy felt that he could still make use of

Landeroin, especially for dating the length of reigns.

21 Urvoy, “Chronologie.” See note 2 above.

22 Palmer, History. See note 7 above; and Palmer, Sudanese Memoirs, I.

23 Palmer, Bornu; Sudanese Memoirs, II, III.

24 Urvoy, “Chronologie,” 25.
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2. Analysis of the Lists

The sources do not differ appreciably in the names given to any

particular king, and most of them give several names for each

monarch. These generally include a Kanuri name and an Arabic one

as well, although for the first twenty-one kings only seven are given

Moslem names, and of these only the first two are exclusively

Moslem. After the coming of Islam to the area, it may be assumed

that all monarchs had a Moslem name, whether or not this name
has been remembered. In a few cases the king is remembered only

by some convenient appellation, such as “the great.” This is because

it is a traditional Kanuri practice to be known publicly by a name
that reflects some quality of one's role or status, or a quality con-

nected with the person after whom one has been named. In Bornu

today, a large number of men are called abba gana (small father,

or father's younger brother ) ,
which means that they are named after

a male grandparent or their father’s younger brother. More often

than not it is the grandparent, and since the child's parents have a

nonreciprocal name avoidance with their parent generation, they

must use the circumlocution “small father” when addressing or

referring to their child rather than his “real” name, which they must

avoid. Similarly, in the king lists numbers twenty-three and twenty-

four on Barth's list are Kanuri names that refer to sibling seniority.

Kure gana means kure the younger, and kure kura is kure the elder.

This also means that the throne went first to a younger, then to an

elder, brother. Kure means “formerly” and could refer to the fact

that the younger came first in the succession so that he was the

“small one” (gana) formerly, but through prior succession he be-

came the bigger or senior one (kura).

Not all the Kanuri names given in the lists have meanings that are

understood at present. However, both Sabm25 and Dunama are well

known; Sabm means dark or dark-skinned, as opposed to kime or

lighter and more reddish in color; Dunama means “the strong” or

“the great.” Both terms may refer to a quality of the person to whom
it is attached, or to the person after whom they were named. It

should be remembered in dealing with such fists that it is impos-

25 The a in salam is phonetically similar to the oo in look or book.
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sible, without other kinds of evidence, to attribute qualities given

in names to the person bearing the name. One interesting paradox

in these two names is the fact that in two out of three cases Sobm
is coupled with the Arabic name Djilil (the magnificent), which

should more logically belong with the name Dunama. The reason

why this should be so is not known, although it suggests a meta-

phorical meaning for the word Sobm that spreads its connotations

well beyond the simple translation of the word as dark or dark-

skinned.

One final caution should be emphasized concerning the names

on the king lists. Although there are more indigenous Kanuri names

at the beginning of the lists and more Arabic names toward the end,

this must not be considered anything more than a very rough

measure of the spread of Islam in the area. Those remembering the

king lists, many of whom spoke Arabic, could easily have ascribed

Arabic names or common equivalents to earlier monarchs who,

during their own lives, did not possess them.

In order to represent the various European sources comparatively,

I present all the king lists together in one table. Each item in a col-

umn, except for the name, is described under a subcolumn labeled

B (for Barth, 1857), P (Palmer, 1936), U (Urvoy, 1941), L (Land-

eroin, 1911), and N (Nachtigal, 1881). This order was chosen be-

cause on inspection it seemed to be the order of agreement. With

the table it is possible to assess the exact nature of agreement and

disagreement among the various historical sources. I have combined

Barth and Palmer, who rarely disagree, and Nachtigal and Land-

eroin, since they tend to agree with one another when they dis-

agree with the others. As a separate synthesizer, who had been

working with many sources on the Sudan, Urvoy is kept separate.26

Table 1 illustrates the degree of agreement or disagreement between

the five king lists of Barth, Palmer, Urvoy, Landeroin, and Nachtigal.

The divisions of the table are as follows: Section 1 compares the paternal

lineage as given by each author; Section 2, the maternal lineage and the

length of reign; and Section 3, the dates of reign for each king. In order

to scan the complete data for any one king, therefore, the reader must

refer first to the appropriate monarch in Section 1, then to Section 2, and

finally to Section 3.

26 Urvoy, “Chronologie.’
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Comparing Urvoy with Barth and Palmer combined, and counting

all differences except those of sequence, there is an over-all agree-

ment of 93 per cent. Doing the same thing with Urvoy on the one

hand and Nachtigal and Landeroin on the other, there is a 75 per

cent correspondence. If we take Barth and Palmer on the one hand

and Nachtigal and Landeroin on the other, there is a 71 per cent

agreement between the two combined sets of data. Breaking the

lists down into sections of high and low agreement gives us further

insight into the material. Using Barth’s order of kings, all the sources

are in complete agreement for the first seventeen Kanem-Bomu
monarchs, except for Landeroin and Nachtigal who omit king no. 7.

This gives Landeroin and Nachtigal a 94 per cent correspondence

with the others for this period. The period from the mid-thirteenth

century to the early sixteenth, that is, from king no. 18 to no. 48, on

Barth’s list shows the greatest variation among sources. Nachtigal

and Landeroin mention or omit twelve monarchs not mentioned or

not omitted by Barth and Palmer for this period. In other words,

they vary from Barth and Palmer by 40 per cent, not counting dif-

ferences in order or sequence, which would bring the differences up
to over 50 per cent. Urvoy differs from Barth and Palmer in three

cases (10 per cent) for this time span, and from Landeroin and
Nachtigal in ten cases (30 per cent). In the final section of the

king lists, nos. 49 to 68 on Barth’s list, Palmer differs from Barth in

only one case, while Landeroin and Nachtigal differ from Barth and
Palmer in seven cases (29 per cent). However, in this time span

Landeroin and Nachtigal differ from one another in five cases (25
per cent). Urvoy differs from Barth and Palmer in only three cases

(15 per cent), and from Nachtigal and Landeroin in eight cases

(40 per cent), for this period. Finally, if we arrange all the authors

singly and the percentage similarity they bear to one another, we
get the results shown in Table 2. This table27 indicates that Palmer

27 This type of table has been used in archaeology to determine time se-

quences by G. W. Brainerd, “The Place of Chronological Ordering in Archaeo-
logical Analysis,” American Antiquity, XVI (1951), 301-313; and by W. S.

Robinson, “A Method of Chronologically Ordering Archaeological Deposits,”
ibid., 293-301; and in social anthropology by H. E. Driver and W. C. Massey,



68 Ronald Cohen

is most similar to Barth, Urvoy is next similar, then Landeroin, and

then Nachtigal. The regular descending order of figures also means

that each of the sources is similar to all the others in the order given

in the table. This was my guess in constructing the original table,

but there was no means of proving it until this lenticular table was

constructed. Incidentally, Table 2 also shows that, if we simply had

the published works of these various authors and no dates of publi-

cation, it would be plausible to claim their actual order of publica-

tion to be that given in the table ( if we knew Barth was first ) ,
and

to add that Landeroin and Nachtigal are closer to one another than

they are to any of the others.

TABLE 2. Percentage Similarities Between King Lists

B P U L N
B 93 91 74 72

P 88 75 72

U 78 76

L 88

N

In making my own king list I followed Urvoy’s axiom that the

course of history, like love, is often a tortuous one. Thus I was sus-

picious of fraternal succession series that ran from one sibling to the

next until all had been on the throne consecutively. This I felt to be

especially true if there were several lineage segments all of which

had possible contenders. In three cases I merged two of the kings

for what I considered good and sufficient reasons. For example, king

no. 20 on my list is given to two separate names, Djilil (Arabic) in

Nachtigal and Biri (Kanuri) in Landeroin. These are the only

sources to mention these kings in this position, and each king is

accorded the same place by both authors, given the same father

and the same length of reign. If such a reign existed at all, it is

probable that it was held by one man, no matter how many names

he is remembered by. On other occasions, I felt it wise to make

“Comparative Studies of North American Indians,” American Philosophical

Society, Transactions, XLVII, 2 (1957), 163-465, to determine the relative

order of change among various aspects of social organization.
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only a very provisional decision. Thus, king no. 42 is said to be a

son of Othman, and there are no other clues as to which of the three

Othmans in the preceding generations he might belong (nos. 30, 31,

or 39). Traditions record that he was murdered by his brother.28

But since the term “brother” can apply to brother or cousin, we can-

not tell whether no. 42 is closely or distantly related to no. 43, his

alleged murderer, who is also attributed to be a son of one of three

Othmans. Urvoy and Palmer both make a choice in this case, and

each a different one, without indicating why they have done so. In

fact, the documented or genealogically logical choice is unavailable.

It would seem more accurate simply to make it clear that we are

ignorant about some things. My own revised king list is given with

explanatory notes at the end of this essay.

TABLE 3. Father-Son as Compared with Nonfilial Succession

in the Bornu King Lists

List

Father-Son rule Nonfilial rule

SignificanceN
Mean years on

the throne N
Mean years on

the throne

Cohen 15 16.5 41 9.6 .05 level

Barth 16 17.4 34 9.7 .05 level

Palmer 15 18.6 35 8.7 .01 level

Urvoy 15 11.1 41 10.4 not sig.

Landeroin 20 11.5 31 11.8 not sig.

Nachtigal 21 14.3 27 10.3 not sig.

In all cases I began counting with king no. 17 and ended with

no. 72 on my own list. All reigns of one year or less were counted as

half a year. Table 3 shows the differences between father-son as

opposed to nonfilial succession in all of the various king lists. The
letter N in the table refers to the number of monarchs included in

this category, so that there are, for example, fifteen monarchs who
inherited the throne from their own fathers as against forty-one who
did not. The significance level is an indication of the difference be-

tween the means, which takes into account each separate rule con-

sidered per list and the variation of each from the mean itself. The
standard .05 and .01 levels of significance are used to show that, on

28 Barth, Travels, II, 642.
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two of the lists, the difference between means could have occurred

only five times in one hundred by chance, and in one of them

(Palmers) this significance level is even higher. On three of the

lists, those of Urvoy, Landeroin, and Nachtigal, none of the differ-

ences among means was great enough to reach the .05 level, al-

though all, excepting Landeroin, are in the predicted direction.

The differences in the lists are the result of choices made by the

authors or of variations in their material. Urvoy copied a misprint

in Barth for king no. 17 and gave him a reign of fourteen years in-

stead of forty. He differs from Barth, Palmer, and me on the length

of two other reigns, each of which effectively cuts down his father-

son score and, indeed, makes insignificant the over-all difference

between the two types of inheritance. Nachtigal and Landeroin, as

indicated in Table 3, simply have more father-son succession and

fewer nonfilials in their lists, thus giving the father-son successions

more chances to share in the shorter reigns and making them quite

similar in this respect to the nonfilial successions. Although there are

still some difficulties, it seems more solidly established now to claim

that my original supposition was correct, and that father-son succes-

sions to the throne are longer-lasting than other varieties and are

thus more stable.

Two other points of anthropological and historical interest seem
worthy of mention at this point. First, it is clear that there is an in-

verse relationship between the range of the royal genealogy (num-
bers of rulers per generation) and the size of the kingdom. When
the range is narrow, the kingdom is large; when it is wide, the king-

dom has collapsed or is diminishing. This points to the simple fact

that a large number of contenders at any one time causes internal

dissension, so that tributary states and tribes are less vigilantly in-

cluded in the hegemony of the kingdom. This relationship can be

seen in the accompanying maps of Bomu power at different dates.

(The maps are taken from Urvoy, “Histoire de Tfimpire du Bor-

nou.”29 The accuracy of this material should be subjected to the

same scrutiny as the king lists themselves. However, this is the

best estimate we have at present without going into detailed his-

toriographic analysis.)

29 Y. Urvoy, Histoire de VEmpire du Bornou, Memoires de l’lnstitut Fran-

cais d’Afrique Noire, No. 7, Librairie Larose.
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Map 1. Kanem-Bornu in 1300.

Map 2. Kanem-Bornu in 1450.
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Map 3. Kanem-Bornu in 1600.

Second, the early periods of Kanem-Bornu king lists make con-

siderable mention of the clan or ethnic background of the rulers

mother. This seems to diminish and die out after the end of the

twelfth century, and in its place the lineage properties of the king’s

mother are emphasized, especially if she herself is related to the

royal line. This is admittedly insufficient evidence on its own, but it

may reflect a clan background to Kanuri political life that lost im-

portance as state centralism and the importance of royalty increased

through time.

As far as historical research is concerned, absolute dating may be

a summum bonum to a historian, but to an anthropologist, most of

whose historical information comes from archaeology or ethno-his-

tory, such desirable goals are virtually unobtainable. In some ar-

chaeological work it is considered a highly successful result if one

can arrive at valid relative dating or sequential dating, and this may
involve years of study if sites are shallow and unstratffied. Given the

fact that in only five instances in all the king lists are all authors
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agreed on the exact length of any rulers reign, it seems overly

ambitious to attempt to distill absolute dates for all the various

reigns of the Bornu kings. Indeed, the only absolute date given for

the death of a monarch in the pre-nineteenth-century period, that

of Ali Gajedeni, differs in Palmer (April 3, 1503) and Urvoy (March

29, 1507 ) . Dates given by outside sources are again lacking in exact

agreement, and it is difficult to fit the entire fabric of dates into

some meaningful whole without in the end arbitrarily choosing one

over another. Consequently I have lowered my sights and aimed

for a set of discrete historical periods whose validity is attested to

by many sources, although there would probably be some disagree-

ment among them about the exact beginning and end of any one

period. On the other hand, it should be noted that, unlike those

anthropologists who must use only archaeological or ethnological

data, we are in the case of Bornu much closer to the orthodox his-

torian since we do in fact have calendrical dates for many events,

which, if not in exact agreement, are quite close to one another.

I have divided the history of the first Kanem-Bornu dynasty into

six periods, using the kings as units within a period and as boundary

points for their beginning and end.

I. Legendary Period—Earliest Times to the End of the Eleventh

Century. The first period of Kanem-Bornu history has no known
beginning, and it probably goes back to at least classical times, when
the Carthaginians were contacting the Garamantians in the southern

Fezzan. This is a period for which we have very few outside dates

or references to indicate that any of the kings from no. 1 to no. 11

has any real historical validity. More than likely, most of the future

research for this period will have to come from archaeology and

comparative ethnology, in which social and political developments

are deduced from comparative sociocultural and ecological relation-

ships.

II. The Beginnings of Political Consolidation—1100 to 1250. This

period begins with the reign of king no. 12 and runs through to the

death of no. 17 on my list, that is, from the eleventh century to the

middle of the thirteenth. It is marked at its beginning by the reign of

Mai Hume, who is supposed to have been a Moslem and to have

died in Egypt on his way to Mecca, according to Kanuri traditions.

Palmer questions this and says that Islam did not come to Kanem



74 Ronald Cohen

until the time of Dunama Dibalemi (no. 17 on my list).
30 Whatever

the actual dates, this period may validly be said to bear witness to

the recognition of Kanem as a developing state, with an expanding

hegemony in the central Sahara, and the inception of Islam as a

state religion.

111. Period of Imperial Florescence and Competition Between the

Kade and Kachim-Biri Royal Segments—1250 to 1350. This short

period from king no. 18 to no. 27, or from the middle of the thir-

teenth to the mid-fourteenth century, marks the florescence of

Kanem-Bornu power in the central Sahara. In the shape of a boom-
erang, the kingdom covered almost the entire north-south depression

in which the Chad-Tripoli trade was established; it curved west-

ward at Chad to cover the major trade routes to Hausaland and

perhaps the area directly north of it. The competition between the

Kade and Kachim-Biri segments is mentioned as such only by in-

ference, since no record of great conflict has come to my attention.

The use of this term is only a relative one, for the earlier periods

have nothing but a single line of kings who have no ruling sibling

segments.

TV. Period of Conflict and Competition Between the Idris and

Daud Segments of the Kachim-Biri Line—1350 to 1475. This period

of some one hundred years’ duration is widely recognized as one of

Sturm und Drang. On my list it runs from kings no. 28 to no. 52.

Kachim-Biri s line finally won out or outlasted that of Kade in the

previous period, and Bin s son, Ibrahim Nikale, had four sons who
ascended the throne. Two of these, Idris and Daud, created seg-

ments containing relatively large numbers of monarchs. The Daud
segment has ten, perhaps eleven, rulers in it before it dies out, and

the Idris segment produced at least twelve kings before the period

came to a close. Needless to say, the period is replete with short

reigns, usurpations, assassinations, and rebellions, one of which led

the Magumi Sefuwa rulers to abandon Kanem and move to Bornu.

V. The Second Period of Imperial Expansion, The Bornu King-

dom—1475 to 1750. From the late fifteenth century to the middle or

even late eighteenth century (from king no. 53 to no. 69 or 70),

Bornu rebuilt its hegemony in the Chad basin and the central Sa-

30 Palmer, Bornu, 159.
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hara. The period is ushered in by the long reign of Ali Gajedeni and

the founding of the capital of Birni Ngazargamo. Bornu may not

have been the enormous power it seems to have been in the 1250-

1350 period, but the empire was still one of the great military and

political powers in the Sudan. Some writers tend to depict Bornu as

declining in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. However, it

should be remembered that in the mid-eighteenth century Bornu

was sending military expeditions into the Hausa country and pre-

sumably elsewhere as well. 31 Boahen claims that of all the trans-

Saharan trade routes, the Fezzan-Chad one was the most active

from the beginning of the seventeenth right up to the early nine-

teenth century.32

VI. The Collapse of the Magumi Sefuwa Dynasty—1750 to 1846.

The end of this period is too well documented to spend much time

in discussing it here. Its end, and the demise of the dynasty, was

brought on by the rise of the Sokoto Fulani and the concomitant

rise to power in Bornu of the Kanembu Shehus. King no. 70 on my
list, who reigned from approximately 1750 to 1790, seems to have

ushered in a period of military weakness, which became acute just

as the Fulani threatened Bornu. The fact that trade from Tripoli to

Bornu flourished until at least the 1820s indicates that the decline

was a gradual one, and that latter-day greatness maintained the

power of the state even after its military might was not equal to the

task of its imperial sovereignty.

3. Conclusions

This essay began as an exercise in historiography from which his-

torical and anthropological problems were derived. I began the

work on the king lists because it seemed impossible by any simple

reference to the lists to prove or disprove a hypothesis about the

length of reigns. It was predicted that father-son succession would,

on the average, be associated with longer and more stable mon-
archies. Closer study of the king lists as historical documents has

given me a more reliable basis for making the generalization. How-
ever, since reigns are much shorter than periods, and since there

si Ibid., 253.
32 A. A. Boahen, “The Caravan Trade in the Nineteenth Century,” Journal

of African History, III (1962), 349-359.
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are very few outside sources to corroborate the length of reigns,

the entire subject is open to some doubt unless we can assume an

equal number of mistakes of all kinds, randomly spread throughout

the king lists of each author. If there is any reason to suspect that

father-son successions are biased toward lengthiness of rule, or that

other kinds of succession are biased toward shortness, then of course

the hypothesis has not been validated. Luckily, my material is

actually biased heavily against the hypothesis in those cases where

it has not been upheld. Urvoy considerably reduces the length of a

number of father-son reigns, while Nachtigal and Landeroin in-

crease the number of these reigns, consequently giving some of the

shorter reigns a greater chance to appear in this category and mak-

ing it more probable that father-son successions will not indicate

any distinct features. In other words, there are reasonable grounds

for understanding why the hypothesis does not operate on those lists

for which it must be rejected.

At least two other anthropological generalizations have been

made more conclusive during the preparation of this essay. First,

there is an inverse relationship between the numbers of contenders

for the throne during any generation and the range or scale of sov-

ereignty exercised by the state. A widely ranging, or increasing,

number of royal contenders is associated with a declining or shrink-

ing state power. Second, it seems likely that clan and ethnic identi-

fication was more important in early Kanem-Bomu and died out as

state centralism and royalty became a more important part of the

national life. Since patrilineal clan organization is very strongly asso-

ciated with nomadic pastoralism, it may be that this decline in the

importance of the clan is also a reflection of a change from pastoral

nomadism to a more sedentary agricultural way of life.

In historical terms, the amount of agreement among all the

Kanem-Bornu king lists is very strong, indeed so strong that some

historical validity must be attributed to these documents. The fact

that there is very high agreement amounting almost to congruency,

as well as straight-line father-son sucession, for the oldest portions

indicates that (1) this part of the king list is probably closer to

legend than fact, and (2) there have probably been several omis-

sions at this level, which have become standardized in the tradi-

tions. The increased disagreement among all sources during the
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period of conflict suggests that king lists are less reliable when they

are wider in range per generation level. The fact that there is quite

high agreement among the sources for the periods since the rule of

Ali Gajedeni at about the end of the sixteenth century, and never-

theless some disagreement too, indicates that this part of the king

list is probably the most reliable, and this is attested to by other

sources as well.

Nachtigal and Landeroin differ in a number of periods with re-

spect to their order of succession, and these changes in order are in

the direction of the smoothing and bunching of consecutive rulers

into lineage segments. It is likely that oral as opposed to written

records will tend to smooth and bunch the sequence of kings on a

remembered list. Further, since Nachtigal and Landeroin do this

more often than the others, it seems plausible to conclude that their

material, even though it comes mostly from written documents, has

been more distorted than that given by other sources; it is probably

more closely related to oral traditions than to written ones. I would

suggest that this stems from the fact that dynastic information is

most easily remembered in segments of siblings descended from a

common parent. It is one thing to remember all of the names in a

dynastic list, and quite another to remember the order of succes-

sion. Remembering the dynasty in terms of lineage segments tends

to interfere with the possibility that the succession can be awarded

to anyone in a royal line whose father has been on the throne. The
names of a group of royal siblings are certainly remembered long

after the order of their succession to the throne. Thus there is a

smoothing and bunching effect in oral traditions of dynastic rule,

such that full and half brothers from each segment of the royal

lineage are named in succession because they are remembered as a

group. In general, then, the more this type of succession appears

to be the case in a royal genealogy where there is no such rule, the

less trustworthy is the historical validity of the information. Critics

of such a generalization may say that brother-to-brother succession

was in fact a Kanuri pattern of some sort. Yet there is no evidence

anywhere in the history of Bornu to support such a criticism.

On the other hand, my lenticular table and the historiographic

information itself indicate that Barth, Palmer, and Urvoy are very

close to one another, while Nachtigal and Landeroin are closer to
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each other and differ from the others. Barth faced the same problem

when he decided to trust documents that were in agreement, and to

take less cognizance of the two shorter lists of kings that disagreed

with the others. Certainly this seems to have been a wise choice

and, if we follow it, we should give greater weight to Barth, Palmer,

and Urvoy, especially when Nachtigal and Landeroin show internal

evidence of distortion. However, if this had not been the case then

we should have expected the lenticular table to form itself into the

order of publication of the sources: Barth, Nachtigal, Landeroin,

Palmer, and Urvoy. It did not because these writers are interrelated.

This of course leads to a dilemma: agreement among sources whose

authors are unknown (as is the case in many of the African ma-

terials
)
could be due to contact between them rather than to greater

validity of the material. This obviously means that larger samples

of oral traditions, king lists, and such, are required to make sure

that not the least but the most amount of disagreement is present;

common features then begin to emerge in sharp outline.

One more speculative point could be made about the sources. It

is rather disappointing that the authors did not sort themselves out

in the lenticular table in the order in which they published, although

this was not expected. Had it happened, and had each author been

equally independent in his data collection, then the table would

have shed light on the rate of distortion of such material over time.

This, it seems to me, is a possible next step in this kind of research,

not only for king lists but for other cultural materials as well. A
lenticular table can be of use both in ordering the data and in in-

dicating the precise amount of agreement, thereby giving us a rough

measure of the rate of change.

Finally, from the point of view of an anthropologist, I suggest

that the establishment of periods in African tribal history may be a

first step toward a greater understanding of African history in par-

ticular and cultural history in general. To be of real theoretical and

empirical significance, the establishment of a period must be based

on a theory that is worthy of investigation. The concept of a period

involves that of “type,” a degree of unity such that the culture in-

cluded within the time span differs significantly as a whole from

that in other periods. The unity of the type means, analytically, that

there are a number of discrete correlations that are felt to exist
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within the type; these also differ from type to type and, therefore,

from period to period. It is for this reason that anthropologists do

not go on creating more and more types or periods, since these are

not simply names but theories which must be proven true or false

by the presentation of empirical evidence. Thus the periods de-

veloped here, if they are at all helpful, should imply significant

differences in Bornu society from period to period, and different

kinds of internal conditions and interrelations between the various

sectors of society and culture. Periodization, then, is a first step

toward a theory of change and its constituent elements for a par-

ticular society. Whether or not the periods of Bornu history presented

here do in fact meet these criteria is still unknown. But they are put

forward on the basis of present information in the hope that they

will provide a working theory.

In a geographical region, periods established for one tribe serve as

a standard against which to compare the historical development of

other groups. Such intraregional comparisons reveal problems

of similarities and differences at similar time periods, and problems

of different historical sequences that must be explained. The work
of synthesizing a number of sequences of periods, usually referred

to in anthropology as “developmental sequences,” brings the anthro-

pologist close to one of his ultimate goals, that of producing gen-

eralizations about cultural history as a natural process .

33 Historians

and anthropologists can be of great assistance to one another in this

task. Speaking as an anthropologist, I would hope that historians

will criticize the historical methods and validity of the anthro-

pologist’s work, as well as contributing actual histories so that the

data required for widely applicable theories of culture change will

become available to those interested in generalizations based on his-

torical research. On the other hand, it seems to me that historians

can gain a great deal from the general categories of classification

that anthropologists have developed for describing social and cul-

tural life, and from methods of historical research developed by
anthropologists who are accustomed to working with few if any
written documents.

33 See R. Cohen, “The Strategy of Social Evolution,” Anthropologica, IV
( 1962 ), 321 -348 .
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APPENDIX. A Revised Bornu King List

King
Father’s

name
Mother’s

name

Length oi

reign

( approx-

imate

years)

Dates and
period

1. Seif Dhu Yazan _ 20 To end of 11th

2. Ibrahim Seif Aisa 16 century. Leg-
3. Dugu Ibrahim Gafalua 52 endary period.

4. Fune Dugu - 60
5. Aritse Fune Fukalchi 50

6. Katuri Aritse — 20

7. Adyoma Katuri Tumayu 20

8. Bulu Adyoma Ganjaya 16

9. Arid Bulu Azasenaa 44
10. Shu Arki Teksuwa 4

11. Sotama Shu Bure?a 4

12. Hume Soloma Tigiram 12 End of 11th

13. Dunama Hume Kinta 54 century to mid-

14. Biri Dunama Fasama 27 13th century.

15. Abdalla Bikur

16. Soloma (Abd-
Biri Zainab 17 Beginnings of

political con-

el-Jilil)

17. Dunama
Abdalla Bikur Huwa 20 solidation.

Dibalemi Sohma Dibala 40

18. Kadeb Dunama Matala 20 Mid-13th cen-

19. Biri, Othman,
Kachim-Biri

Dunama Zainab 20 tury to mid-

14th century.

(Djililc Dunama — Period of im-
20

- {Biri Dunama - M perial flores-

21. Dirke-Kelem Dunama - 20 cence and

22. Ibrahim

Nikale

Biri (no. 19) Kagudi 20 competition

between the

23. Abdalla Kade (no. 18) Fatima 20 Kade and Ka-

24. Soloma Abdalla Kime 4 chim-Biri royal

25. Kure Gana Abdalla - 1 segments.

26. Kure Kura Abdalla - 1

27. Mohammed Abdalla Kagala 1

28. Idris Ibrahim
Nikale

Hafsa 25 Mid-14th cen-

tury to late

29. Daud Ibrahim
Nikale

Fatima 10 15th century.

Period of con-
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A Revised Bornu King List ( continued

)

King
Father's

name
Mother’s

name

Length of

reign

( approx-

imate Dates and
years) period

30. Othman Daud — 3 flict and com-
31. Othman Idris (no. 28) Famafa 2 petition be-

32. Abu Bekr

( Idrisd
Daud
Daud

- 1

8
i

tween the Idris

and Daud seg-
33. (Dunama Ibrahim, son

of Daud
ments of the

Kachim-Biri
34. Umar Idris (no. 28) - 5 line; involves

35. Said Idris? (no. 28

)

e - 1 the move to

36. Mohammed Idris (no. 28) — 1 Bornu.

37. Kade Afunu Idris (no. 28) — 1

38. Biri Othman Idris (no. 28) — 33
39. Othman

Kalinumawa
Daud (no. 29) — 1

40. Dunama Umar (no. 34) — 2
41. Abdalla Umar (no. 34) - 8
42. Ibrahim Othman - 8

43. Kade Othman — 4

44. Biri Dunama
(no. 40?)

— 1

45. Dunama Biri (no. 38) - 4

46. Mohammed — Matala 1

47. Amarma,

Ume, Amer
— Aisa 1

48. Mohammed Kade (no. 43) — 5

49. Ghaji - Imala 5

50. Othman Kade (no. 43) - 5

51. Umar Abdalla

(no. 41)

— 1

52. Mohammed Mohammed - 5

53. Ali Gajideni Dunama
(no. 45)

Zainab 33 Late 15th cen-

tury to mid-

54. Idris Katar-

gamabe
Ali Gajideni Aisa 23 18th century.

The second pe-

55. Mohammed Idris K. Zainab 20 riod of imperial

56. Ali Idris K. Zainab 1 expansion: the

57. Dunama Mohammed
(no. 55)

Fanna 20 Bornu king-

dom.
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A Revised Bornu King List ( continued )

King
Father’s

name
Mother’s

name

Length of

reign

( approx-

imate

years

)

Dates and
period

58. Abdalla Dunama — 7

59. Aisa Kili1 ? — 7

60. Idris Alooma Ali (no. 56) Amsa 35
61. Mohammed Idris A. Fanna 16
62. Ibrahim Idris A. Gumsu 7

63. Haj Umar Idris A. Fusam 18

i
Birie Umar (no. 63) — ?

64
(Haj Ali Umar (no. 63) - 40

65. Idris Ali — 20
66. Dunama Ali - 18

67. Haj Hamdun, Dunama — 14

Haj Dunama (no. 66)

68. Mohammed Haf Hamdun - 15

Ergama
69. Dunama Gana Mohammed? - 2

70. Ali Haj Dunama _ 40 C. 1750 to the

(no. 67) death of Ibra-

71. Ahmed Ali — 17 him (1846).

72. Dunama Ahmed — 7 Collapse of the

73. Mohammed Ali (no. 70) - 3 Magumi Sefu-

74. Ibrahim Ahmed - 28 wa Dynasty.

75. Ali Ibrahim — ?

a Bure is mentioned by Palmer and no one else, although she is given clan af-

filations by Palmer and Barth.

b Kade’s position is discussed in note c in the composite table (Table 1).

c See text.

d I have merged these rulers because they seem to be only vaguely remem-
bered and are not reported in Barth or Palmer. Nachtigal and Landeroin give

the same length of reign to each of them and the same paternity. I suggest that

they are not really in the king list, or one reigned for a short time during the

reign of the other, or they are the same person.
e All sources except Barth agree on the paternity of this ruler. However,

usurper is such a strong designation that I have labeled this case doubtful.

f Aisa Kili is spoken of by Barth as the Magira, or queen mother, who built

the palace of Gamburu near Birni Ngazargamo and helped to raise Idris

Alooma. The mother of Idris was Amsa as indicated in his name, “Amsami.” To
be a queen mother and not his own mother would mean that she was his

mother’s co-wife. It may also be that Aisa and Amsa are variants of the same
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name. I have separated Aisa because there is no valid way of knowing ex-

actly who she was.

8 Biri is omitted from all lists except that of Landeroin. I have joined him

to Haj Ali on the similar logical grounds as the previous case of Dunama and

Idris above: they are either the same person, or Biri did not exist, or there was
a short Biri rule during the reign of Haj Ali.
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The idea of feudalism as applied to Africa seems to be a recurrent

one among a number of works having to do with its traditional state

societies. But much of this work has bogged down because of the

lack of a theoretical approach to feudal society that will be able to

cut across differing cultural traditions and social histories. A few

brief examples from some of the recent literature will serve to illus-

trate this point. E. P. Skinner mentions C. Stephenson’s eight char-

acteristics of feudal society: (1) fief-holding with vassalage, (2)

homage and fealty, ( 3 )
mutual obligations between lord and

vassal, (4) military service from vassals, (5) inheritance of fiefs by

heirs of vassals, usually by primogeniture, (6) subinfeudation, (7)

attendance at court, and (8) wardship and marriage arrangements

by which fiefs could be held in trust for minors and, in the case of

female heirs, husbands who could render homage for them. 1 He
then notes that the Mossi have the first six of these but lack the

last two; that is, using Stephenson as a measure, the Mossi are about

75 per cent feudal compared with the original model. Skinner recog-

nizes that this is obviously not a settled question, and asks that the

whole problem of feudalism be kept open until more material from

Africa is available for comparison.2 This deferral is particularly

necessary when it is realized that Stephenson’s categories are not

universally accepted and cannot be applied uniformly over the

whole of feudal Europe.

More recently E. M. Chilver has used her understanding of Euro-

pean feudalism to caution us that analogies between feudal societies

in Europe and elsewhere turn out to be superficial when examined

more closely.3 Although wide-ranging political and social conditions

1 E. P. Skinner, “Analysis of the Political Organization of the Mossi People,”

Transactions of the New York Academy of Sciences, ser. 2, XIX (1957), 748;

C. Stephenson, Medieval Feudalism (Ithaca, 1956), chap 2.

2 Skinner, “Analysis,” 749.

3 E. M. Chilver,
“
‘Feudalism’ in the Interlacustrine Kingdoms,” in A. I.

Richards, ed., East African Chiefs (London, 1960), 392.

87
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like feudalism may recur, they are not adequate descriptions of each

separate historical entity covered by the generalization. Thus she

says that Bantu states cannot be said to arise from the breakdown

of previously larger units, as was the case in Europe; or again that

the judgment of a vassal was carried out by his peers in Europe and

by his superiors in Buganda; or that warfare was in the hands of a

professional fighting class in Europe but not in Buganda; and so on.

In other words, at close range the Bantu states are quite different

in many of their basic social and political relationships when com-

pared to European feudal societies.

My chief criticism of such discussions is that they utilize discrete

features as diagnostic qualities of feudalism. In so doing it is fairly

easy to come across variant forms, and then one must either move
to a higher level of abstraction, as Macquet has done,4 or declare

African states to be feudal but perhaps only partially so, as Skinner

suggests, or call them dissimilar in detail, as Chilvers has claimed.

This variety in interpretation indicates the weakness of a purely

formal comparison, and yet it can be seen in the work of other writ-

ers as well. 5 If social or political structures are viewed theoretically

as the products of organizational problems in human society, it

would seem more fruitful to obtain generalizations by examining the

processes by which structures emerge from common sets of prob-

lems, rather than by simply studying the structures at any one point

in time.

Perhaps the best known generalization concerning process and

feudalism is that put forward by R. Coulborn: he sees feudalism as

a form of government based on the lord-vassal relationship and a

process of development based on the decay of a highly organized

empire or centralized kingdom. 6 Anyone familiar with the African

material can see immediately that such a generalization does not

hold for the African states, since very few if any of them are

products of decaying empires or result from the breakdown of state

4
J. J. Macquet, “Une Hypothese pour l’Etude des Feodalites Africaines,”

Cahiers d’Etudes Africaines, II, no. 6 (1961), 292-314.
5 S. F. Nadel, Black Byzantium (London, 1946); L. A. Fallers, Bantu

Bureaucracy (Cambridge, 1956).
6 R. Coulborn, ed., Feudalism in History (Princeton, 1956).
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centralization. Indeed, many historians would dispute its applica-

bility to Europe as a whole.

Here then is the problem. If we define feudalism by structural

type, it is soon apparent that the systems we wish to compare differ

significantly in detail. If we use the generalization put forward by
Coulborn,7 it does not apply to the African material. Yet there are,

as Skinner suggests, many correspondences. 8 In order to escape this

dilemma, and to maintain the goal of comparability among societies

we call “feudal,” we should look for general processes that will

apply to all of the cases now thought of as being possible examples

of feudalism. These processes must be specific enough so that they

can be used to explain the major structural variations which differ-

entiate feudal societies from one another. Parenthetically, to suggest

as Goody does9 that feudalism is not a useful concept in African

studies begs the question. Some correspondences among a number
of very widely separated societies around the world do exist, and

Goody himself says that the “extent to which developments in

Africa resembled those that occurred in Western Europe is certainly

worth pursuing.”10 Whether we call such resemblances feudal, cen-

tralized, or anything else is really irrelevant to the problem at hand
—that of identifying the nature of the similarities and differences.

To begin with, let us start with the general model of feudalism

put forward by Macquet. 11 There are three12 important elements in

Macquet’s model:

7 Ibid.

8 Skinner, “Analysis.”

9 Jack Goody, “Feudalism in Africa,” Journal of African History
, IV (1963),

11 .

10 Goody, “Feudalism,” 16.

11 Macquet, “Hypothese.”
12 A fourth proposition by Macquet—that feudalism cannot be found in a

despotic state—is too contentious at present to be useful. Thus H. Codere, in

“Power in Ruanda,” Anthropologica, IV (1962), 45-85, feels that Ruanda
society was an extremely ruthless one, and indeed despotic, while Macquet, in

The Premise of Inequality in Ruanda (New York, 1961), points out that the
same society was based on a great deal of reciprocity between rulers and
ruled.
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(1) An interpersonal bond involving unequal power between

persons, with the superior giving protection, on the one hand,

and the subordinate giving loyalty and service on the other.

(2) A political system in which these feudal social relations are

used as a basis for government.

(3) Possible compatibility with the state or with a state that is

breaking down.

These postulates, however, do not say very much about the proc-

esses that maintain such a system or that tend to propel its develop-

ment in the direction of one set of alternatives. In this essay I should

like to carry Macquet’s thesis one step further by emphasizing a

point already implicit in the model, 13 namely that feudal social rela-

tions and feudal government are quite different and should be kept

separate for purposes of analysis. When stressing this point we find

that feudal social relations are based on a diffuse interpersonal bond
between superiors and subordinates, and that the exact form of a

feudal government is not a product of these relationships. By
diffuse, I mean relationships involving many as opposed to very few

activities. All varieties of feudal polities have these relationships

and probably depend upon them as functional prerequisites, but so

do other so-called nonfeudal polities such as modern Japan. 14 In

other words, this analysis is based on the proposition that feudal

social bonds (item one in Macquet’s model) and the type of govern-

ment present in societies having such relations (item two) are

related, but only to the extent that the governmental system is

always made up of such social relations between persons. This is

what Macquet means when he claims that feudal relations are a

basis for government. On the other hand, as we shall see, whether

there is more power at the center or less, whether there is trial by a

man’s peers or his superiors, and a host of other conditions, depend
on factors not specifically noted by Macquet.

Examined theoretically and stripped of its medieval flavor, the

feudal relationship involves two people, a superior and a subordi-

13 Macquet, “Hypothese,” 299.
14 I. Ishino, “The Oyabun-Kobun: A Japanese Ritual Kinship Institution,”

American Anthropologist

,

LV (1953), 695-704.
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nate within a large interrelated network of these, in which the

superior exchanges protection, economic security, and a position in

the society in return for loyalty, obedience, and service from the

subordinate. The maintenance and development of such a system

of relations depends not on the governmental system so much as on

personal insecurity, a lack of widespread use of payment for specific

purposes, lack of adequate social control outside such relationships,

and the inability of kinship units to perform all the required and

desired services for individuals.

On the other hand, the government of a feudal society can vary

in character. It may take a path of development that leads it toward

greater fragmentation, 15 or it may move toward increased central-

ization, as in the case of Kanem-Bornu. It is my hypothesis that

fragmentation or centralization in feudal government is related to

the manner in which succession disputes come to be settled, and

the consequent effect that such developing customs have throughout

the society upon the monarch’s right of revocability. In other words,

though feudal government may not necessarily be that of a decaying

state, 16 I am concerned to know why it does decay in some cases and

not in others.

In what is to follow, material is presented to show that, both in

Europe and among the Kanuri, feudal social relations depend on

common social conditions. We shall also see that Europe, partic-

ularly France, and Bornu took alternate paths of political develop-

ment within the common feudal framework because of differing

developments in their succession rules and a correlated increase or

decrease in the power of the monarch, and indeed of all superiors

in the political organization.

The Kanem-Bornu state is one of the many empires that devel-

oped at the southern edge of the Sahara, as far as we know, during

the first millennium a.d. It flourished in Kanem northeast of Lake
Chad in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, during which its

influence extended from Murzuk in the north to Kano on the west17

15 See Coulborn et al., Feudalism.
16 Macquet, “Hypothese.”
17 Y. Urvoy, “Histoire de l’Empire du Bornou,” Memoires de I’Institut

Frangais d’Afrique Noire, VII (Dakar, 1949), fig. 3, p. 43.
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and Darfur on the east. 18 Essentially because of internal problems,

the kingdom broke up and its power declined rapidly in the fifteenth

and early sixteenth centuries; the Kanuri emerged again in present-

day Bornu and achieved a second strong empire in the sixteenth

and early seventeenth centuries. A second period of slow decline is

supposed to have followed, and at the turn of the nineteenth cen-

tury the Fulani jihad of northern Nigeria pressed hard on Bornu;

this resulted in the rise to power of the Kanembu Shehus, who
replaced the ancient dynasty and finally abolished the original royal

line. The Shehus were in their turn toppled by Rabeh, a Sudanese

slave raider, in 1893. However, he and his descendants were stopped

in their attempts to found a third dynasty by advancing French

colonial forces, and the Kanembu Shehus were restored after 1900.

The economy was based on peasant and slave agriculture, craft-

work, and trade. The use of money was restricted right up to the

colonial period, 19 and there were never any salaried positions, as

such. The king had final authority in the state, although the exercise

of his power was tempered by the nobles, royal relatives, religious

advisers, followers both slave and free, and strong national adver-

saries. Fiefs were given out to nobles and loyal followers; taxes were

collected through the fiefs as well as by other means; and the pop-

ulace was liable to military service under the nobles, who served as

a cavalry force in the army. Military campaigns were an annual

feature of state fife during strong monarchies, though less frequent

at other times. Personal relationships had always been of the feudal

variety, encompassing all facets of society, and this continues into

the present.

1. Feudal Social Relations

In Europe of the ninth to eleventh centuries, neither the state nor

the family could provide adequate security for the individual. Com-
pared to other periods in the medieval era, these two centuries were

generally marked by a sharp increase in disorder. Even the village

community was barely strong enough to maintain order within its

18 A. J. Arkell, “The History of Darfur, 1200-1700: The Influence of Bornu,”

Sudan Notes and Records

,

no. 33 (1952), 129-155.
19 Ronald Cohen, “Some Aspects of Institutionalized Exchange: A Kanuri

Example,” Cahier d’Etudes Africaine, V, no. 19 (1965), 353-369.
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borders, although the village did afford some protection against

outsiders. Everywhere the weaker man felt the need of a protector,

and even men with followings could not totally ensure their own
positions without some connection to an even more powerful leader.

The result of all this was that, over a period of time, there was built

up an intricate system of personal relationships that interrelated all

levels of the state into hierarchical relationships, in which loyalty

and obedience were exchanged for benefits, protection, and jus-

tice.20 Much of the economic organization was carried on through

these same relationships, or ones very much like them, because

money was not widely used and salaried positions were relatively

rare.

In Bornu, the literature and the statements of older informants

tell a uniform story. Social life in precolonial Bornu was similar in

many respects to that of today, except for one overriding difference:

personal security. A man had little or no protection against raiders,

war service, robbers, overzealous tax collectors, and a judiciary that

often favored those in authority. Ibn Fartua in his contemporary

description of sixteenth-century Bornu military campaigns notes

how villages were attacked, men killed, and wives and children

taken as slaves.21 Over two centuries later Denham described this

same method of warfare: “On attacking a place, it is the custom of

the country instantly to fire it; and as they are all composed of straw

huts only, the whole is shortly devoured by flames. The unfortunate

inhabitants fly quickly from the destructive element, and fall im-

mediately into the hands of their no less merciless enemies, who
surround the place; the men are quickly massacred, and the women
and children lashed together and made slaves.”22 Later Denham
witnessed the plundering after a battle in which two hundred wives

and concubines of the opposing army were captured and distributed

among the leaders of the Bornu army. Barth also describes scenes

in northern and western Bornu in which whole towns were razed

20 M. Bloch, Feudal Society, L. A. Manyon, trans. (London, 1961), 142-150.
21 H. R. Palmer, Sudanese Memoirs (Lagos, 1926), I, 63. It is significant

that this reference refers to such action against Moslems, since it indicates that

this was a general practice and not limited to pagans.
22 Major Denham and Captain Clapperton, Travels and Discoveries in

Northern and Central Africa (London, 1826), I, 224.
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by enemy forces,23 and even situations where local political leaders

“as soon as they have any debts to pay undertake a predatory excur-

sion, often selling their own subjects.”24

Informants in remote Bornu hamlets during 1955-1957 called my
attention to these facts and others like them during discussions con-

cerning the coming of Nigerian independence. They exclaimed that

life in Bornu before the British was terrible for the common peasant,

Houses could be burned down, wives and daughters taken away,

and goods or crops confiscated almost at will by political superiors.

The only hope in such times, they said, was to have the protection

of a powerful man, or to be under the leadership of a man who was

in his turn the protected subordinate of another. Even then, chang-

ing fortunes and political upheaval made all personal attachments

continually insecure.

In terms of every-day social life, this meant that families could be

broken up at any time, either at home from raids or on the battle-

field ( to which a man brought at least one wife or female slave, and

she her young children). To give some basis for residential and

familial solidarity, it was habitual for the weaker to flock to the

banners of the stronger. Leaders sought subservience, followers

readily gave it, and frequent switching of loyalties became a neces-

sary part of life. Thus Denham reported in the 1820s that, on the

eastern boundaries of Bornu, townspeople “who have now . . . after

military defeat ... as if by magic, all become staunch supporters

of the sheikh [Shehu Leminu].”25 On a previous occasion, wives of

the Bornu chiefs sent messengers to Denham privately, saying that

they would come to him for protection if the Bornu army lost and

if their husbands were killed.26 On another occasion, deserters from

the Bagirmi army to the east of Bornu led the Kanuri “to the pillage

of their own brethren,”27 and thirty years later, in the 1850s, Barth

met a large number of Kanembu near the west bank of Lake Chad
who had moved south into Bornu to obtain the protection of the

23 H. Barth, Travels and Discoveries in Northern and Central Africa, I

(London, 1857), 211.

24 Ibid., 553.
25 Denham and Clapperton, Travels, II, 34.

26 Ibid., 32.

27 Ibid., I, 317.
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Kanuri leaders.28 Life was cheap, and the best, perhaps the only,

protection was that to be obtained from the strong, the wealthy,

and the powerful.29

In the economic sphere, Barth reported that as late as the mid-

nineteenth century currency was restricted, and that barter was still

a widespread form of trade in the markets.30 But only a small pro-

portion of needs could be satisfied in the market place, and there

were no salaries as we know them. Land, marriage, shelter, occupa-

tional training, and a host of other goods and services were, and to

a large extent still are, obtained through organized superior-sub-

ordinate relationships. Since a person could not pay for these vital

goods and services with a generalized currency, he used labor and

obedience instead. In a complex society like that of the Kanuri, this

is one of the few means of assuring the flow of goods and services.

Thus all social relations, political, kinship, and economic, tended to

be diffuse: a subordinate in any political or economic organization

would not be at all surprised to find his superior arranging for his

marriage or seeing that he obtained a plot of land or an occupation.

There were other conditions that support the continuation of

these hierarchical relationships in Bornu, although they are some-

what peripheral to the present discussion. Perhaps the basic use of

such relationships occurs in the Kanuri household organization.

Here individuals could, and still do, join households as subordinates,

and if they prove loyal and accept their subordination they even-

28 Barth, Travels

,

II, 67.

29 It is interesting to compare this generalization with that made by F. R.

Wingate, Mahdism and the Egyptian Sudan (London, 1891), 74-75, when he

described the actions of Sudanese troops during the Mahdist revolt: “Nothing is

more extraordinary in the campaigns of the Great Pasha in the Bar el Ghazal

than the facility with which the troops fought alternatively on his side, and on

the side of Suliman Zubeir. Gessi would have one day 15,000 men in his army;

but on the mere report of a stronger force being opposed to him, on the mere
report that Suliman had found some means of success, 10,000 of these would
be arrayed against him in Suliman’s army. And in a like manner, when he in-

flicted a defeat upon Suliman, sometimes even before, so keenly did they watch
the scale, he would at once enroll almost the whole army opposed to him.” It

should be remembered that Gessi Pasha was a European associate of Gordon’s,

and that Suliman Zubeir was the former superior of Rabeh who took a number
of Suliman’s troops and later conquered Bornu in 1893.

30 Barth, Travels

,

II, 56.



96 Ronald Cohen

tually obtain land, a wife, and a compound of their own, ideally

close by within the expanding organization of the original house-

hold head. Kanuri towns, and probably Kanuri clans, developed in

this way. Such relationships were also used for apprenticing boys

to craftsmen. When the boy was to learn an occupation other than

that of his father, he was placed in the household of a practitioner

of the craft. Men who wished to get ahead in any field placed their

services at the disposal of powerful men. The pattern was, and is,

very similar for a large gamut of activities, including most important

political positions. The person hoping to obtain a new and better

position obtained acceptance as a tada (son, boy, subordinate,

servant, follower
)
of the superior. At first he carried out very menial

tasks while being watched carefully for signs of disloyalty. If he

wished to stay and made a good impression, he was given a more

responsible job; after years of service he might become quite an

important person in his own right.

2. The Problem of Succession

In early medieval Europe, primogeniture resulted from the desire

to preserve holdings intact, even though this form of succession ran

counter to the “ordinary rules of the law of succession, which in the

greater part of Europe favored the equality of heirs of the same

degree .”31 Although there was opposition at its inception, and vary-

ing paths to its general application, the rule was widely instituted

throughout European society by the end of the twelfth century.

Before this time, an heir was customarily chosen from a group of

eligibles if there was only one item, such as an office or a small fief.

If there were a number of prerogatives, the heirs divided the estate

among them. In both cases conflicts and competition could easily

arise. In France, and for a short time in post-Conquest England, a

system known as parage was introduced to solve such problems by
the traditional rules of succession. The eldest brother among a

group of sons paid homage to his deceased father’s superiors, and

thus assumed his father’s responsibilities and status while accepting

in his turn homage and subordination from his younger brothers for

their portions of the estate. However, after several generations the

31 Bloch, Feudal Society
, 203.
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kin ties were so weak among the descendants of the original

brothers that fragmentation occurred. Strict primogeniture finally

became the rule. Fragmentation ceased, and disputes over succes-

sion were minimized by this jural delineation of a person among the

possible heirs to whom the rights of succession must fall.
32

There was in Kanem-Bornu before the nineteenth century only

a single dynasty, the Magumi Sefuwa, and this descent group is

supposed to have held a ruling position for at least a thousand years.

Unlike Europe, no rule of primogeniture ever developed in Kanem-
Bornu, and every succession witnessed a competition among pos-

sible heirs to the throne. The basic criterion for succession was ( and

is) the kingly status of one's own father. In practice, the status of

the mother's family and her personal character also helped to deter-

mine the choice, but the good opinion of the court was absolutely

necessary. Thus in the 1884 succession, Urvoy notes that the court

officials designated one heir (Abba Mustafa), then replaced him
with his brother the next day, ‘probably because his investiture gifts

... to the nobles . . . were too meagre."33 Traditions record a tend-

ency on the part of the monarch to designate his own successor. In

Bornu there was a title
(
chiroma

)

given to the named heir-

apparent, and in the nineteenth century Shehu Laminu named his

sons in order of their priority to the throne while he was still alive.

In practice, however, this designation never became a firmly en-

trenched part of the proceedings, at least not so firm as to stop com-

petition for kingly office.

If the successions in the first dynasty are counted from ruler 16

(the first to have a named patrilateral relative) to number 72 on

Urvoy's list, there are 15 successions from father to son and 41 from

a monarch to a relative other than own son.34 The average length of

reign is 11.2 years for a father-son succession and 10.2 for others.35

However, a large proportion of the very short reigns were begun by

32 Ibid., 199-208.

33 Urvoy, “Histoire,” 113.

34 Y. Urvoy, “Chronologie du Bornou,” Journal de la Societe des African-

istes, XI (1941), 21-31. This list was chosen before serious work was initiated

on the various lists, because it gave the least confirmation to the thesis ex-

pressed here.

35 Ibid.
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nonfilial succession. There are 18 monarchs in this category who

ruled for less than 5 years; only 4 rulers who obtained the throne

from their fathers ruled for such a short time. Thus, although the

average length of reign is somewhat similar, owing to a few long

reigns by strong monarchs who obtained the throne from other than

their own fathers, succession from father to son generally marked a

more stable and longer-lasting reign for the successor. If this is so,

why are there so many fewer of them than of the non-filial variety?

From a formal point of view, if no individual person in a lineage

is appointed to the throne, and a rule exists that a successor’s father

has to be king, then competition between lineage segments is built

into the system. This can be seen most clearly in the “times of

trouble” between 1350 and 1470, in which 22 kings are listed, most

of them with very short reigns. On several occasions the throne was

held by usurpers; several kings were deposed by the kaigama, or

head of the state military organization. There were also a number

of assassinations, and civil as well as external wars. Thus members

of the royal lineage and even nonmembers were ready to fight for

the privileges of royalty. Indeed, the whole process of competition

was self-accelerating in its intensity. As soon as there were more

nonfilial relatives who obtained the throne, then an even greater

number of next-generation descendants appeared to claim it (as-

suming that each succeeding generation of the dynasty produces a

larger number of male offspring than the preceding one )

.

The only way such competition could diminish was when a strong

man ruled for a long time, then passed the rule on to his son. Count-

ing back only two generations from Ali Ghajedini (a late fifteenth-

century monarch ) ,
there were eight lineage segments of the dynasty

that lost their royal status. The fact that Ali Ghajedeni, his son, and

his grandson all succeeded one another, and altogether ruled for

about seventy years, ensured their own line of continuity and caused

many others extinction from the dynasty. This did not mean that

these families lost all power in the state. The heads of these noble

households supported themselves through income derived from the

fiefs remaining to them, from their slave settlements throughout

Bornu, and from commerce. At the same time, they attempted to

maintain some influence in the state through judicious alignments

and realignments to powerful or potentially powerful factions.
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Indeed the “times of trouble” are supposed to have been triggered

off by a revolt of the Bulala, from Lake Fitri east of Chad, who
were led by a dissident segment of the Magumi Sefuwa dynasty

that had lost its royal status early in Kanem history.36 Even if this

story is not true, it reflects the traditional Kanuri view that segments

of the dynasty that lose their royal status are potential sources of

revolt.

As noted, the competition could be diminished by a strong ruler;

but it is equally important to note that it could never be stopped

completely. There were always heirs beyond the filial ones. All of

these possible successors were the heads of factions in the state.

The moment any dislocating factor such as famine, disease, or un-

successful warfare produced a threat to the state, the factions began

to advance the cause of their leader in his claim to the throne. The
death of a monarch produced competition among factions, and if no

faction was stronger than another, then shorter or longer “times of

trouble” could result.

Whether or not this tension was useful for the perpetuation of the

state is beside the point; probably it worked both ways. A strong

man of the dynasty, with the ability to enlist the support of large

numbers of followers, would always have a chance to obtain control

of the throne. On the other hand, there were succession disputes

and civil wars that periodically destroyed the stability of the state.

The tension between filial and nonfilial heirs was in turn determined

by ( 1 )
the greater number of nonfilial heirs compared to filial ones

for any ruler, (2) the external tensions facing the state, (3) the

support that heirs could muster among the population and the

nobles, and (4) the self-accelerating quality that produced an in-

creasing number of heirs once the instability developed.

In the society as a whole, although details of succession disputes

from other sources in the political system are less easily obtained,

it is likely that all succession, especially in families having access

to political power, was beset with the same difficulties. Some evi-

dence for this point comes from the many stories of assassination

and intrigue told to me about the family histories of present-day ajia

(district heads). Some of these concerned relations between an-

36 Barth, Travels, II, 640.
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cestors of ajia and the monarch, but others pointed to competition

among agnates for the office and prerogatives of a dead relative,

especially between a dead man’s brother and his son. Even today in

Bornu, succession and inheritance disputes between a dead man’s

brothers and sons over property is one of the most common inheri-

tance problems. Informants felt this to be a basic problem in their

own society, claiming that its only resolution lay in a customary, but

not jural, preference that sons should have rights over their parental

uncles for their dead father’s estate.

3. Revocability

One of the great turning points in the development of early Euro-

pean feudalism was the loss of the power of revocability by supe-

riors. In the Lombard kingdom of northern Italy in the eleventh

century, the conflict over revocability versus inheritable rights gave

rise to a civil war, which was resolved, as the conflict was elsewhere,

by the recognition that fiefs were inheritable rights within the

family line of the holder. At first, superiors “insisted on the life

character of a grant ... [of a fief] and its constant revocability.”37

By the twelfth century, however, the conflict was over, and the

rights of a superior, even if he were a king, had to give way to those

of the vassal dynasties of patrimonies. This is one of the basic de-

terminants in the development of fragmented power within the

centralized state in the medieval period, for it deprived the king of

his right to maintain loyalty and obedience through the constant

threat of confiscation of the rights and privileges of his subordinates.

It is interesting to note that this desire to build up large consoli-

dated patrimonial holdings led to both subinfeudation and to a

plurality of superiors for subordinate lords and nobles. Because of

the real possibility of warfare between one’s superiors, this charac-

teristic resulted eventually in the restriction of obligations between

feudal subordinates and their superiors, which led to what we know
today as rent, and to the inception of more specific ties between

lords and vassals .

38

There are indications that the trend in Bornu was exactly the

reverse of that in Europe. In early Kanem, the exact details of

37 Bloch, Feudal Society, 198.
33 Ibid., 208-218.
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government organization are not at all clear. However, Urvoy does

feel that members of the royal lineage always had certain territories

reserved for themselves, of which they were the “uncontested

masters.”39 Formally these territories were given for life, but it

seems that in reality they may have been held for long periods of

time by royal lineage segments, as patrimonies. Barth40 recounts

traditions which suggest that the early Kanem monarchy was
strongly limited in power by a council of twelve nobles, without

whose assent nothing could be undertaken by the king.41 After their

expulsion from Kanem in the fifteenth century, the Kanuri monarchs

created a large number of honorific titles for their close relatives,

but “strained to empty these of all territorial powers.”42 Traditions

suggest that Ali Ghajedeni (late fifteenth century) kept the nobles

in his new capital of Birni Ngazargamo and broke up their estates.

The various regions of the kingdom, and the administrative hier-

archy from a regional level upward, he tried to put into the hands

of his own followers, “whose modest origins made them totally de-

pendent upon the prince.”43 It should also be noted that in theory,

if not in practice, all titles in Bornu have always been revocable by
the monarch, although granted to the incumbent for life.

44

Exactly how old the fief system of precolonial Bornu may be is

difficult to document. However, it is quite apparent from all ac-

counts that it involved the fragmenting of holdings (with the

notable exception of the galidima of northwest Bornu, who held a

border territory). Nobles living in the capital were given rights to

tax villages spread over the entire kingdom. These were admin-
istered by chima gana, or subordinates of the fief holder who
resided in the fief. Furthermore, other titled persons, who were the

heads of ethnic groups or clan groupings were often given the right

to a small tax from members of their group in a number of specified

villages. This hierarchy seems to have cut across villages considered

as units, so that one village might contain several of these ethnic or

39 Urvoy, “Chronologie,” 38.
40 Barth, Travels, II, 647.
41 Arkell, “History of Darfur,” 137.
42 Urvoy, “Chronologie,” 38.
43 Ibid.

44 Ibid., 39.
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clan groups. Whether or not this tax form represents an earlier form

of social organization is a tantalizing question. The important point

for this discussion, however, is the fact of fragmentation, which

made it impossible for anyone beneath the monarch to obtain terri-

torially based subordination.

The development of revocability in Bornu was in all likelihood

hastened by the displacement of the older Sefuwa dynasty by that

of the Kanembu Shehus.45 Many of the ancient titles that persisted

into the second dynasty of the nineteenth century were given as

“decorations to esteemed followers.”46 For example, the title of

kaigama, formerly chief military leader of the state, and a noble

whose antecedents had often deposed monarchs, was given to a

minor chief, while the official functions were taken over by Kachella

Bilal, a slave follower.47 The title of yerima, a powerful noble in the

Magumi Sefuwa court who administered the northern part of the

kingdom, existed by name only. His functions were taken over by

the digma, a title given to a household slave of the ruler. On the

other hand, the two eunuch titles of very high rank in the old king-

dom, that of the yuroma and the mustrema, were kept as slave titles

and even gained in importance and power.48 In other words, titles

were for the most part placed in the hands of followers personally

loyal to the Shehu, rather than in the hands of noble members of

the realm who might revolt and threaten the monarch.

That the Shehu did have dramatic powers of revocability can be

seen in an episode observed by Denham in northern Bornu in

1823. 49 A chief slave follower of Shehu Laminu, Barca Gana, who
had many male and female slaves of his own, and a number of dis-

tricts of the kingdom under his control, was stripped of all power

and ordered by the Shehu to be sold as a common slave, after he

had reacted resentfully to a royal request. Although this order was

later rescinded because of the entreaties of other courtiers, it seems

clear that the monarch had a right to do just as he wished with the

45 Urvoy, “Histoire,” 100.

46 Ibid., 115.

47 Ibid.

48 Ibid., 116.

49 Denham and Clapperton, Travels, I, 235-237.



The Dynamics of Feudalism in Bornu 103

rank of his subordinates, if there was any hint of insubordination.

There is no evidence that his right was challenged.

According to Benton, part of the investiture ceremony of a Shehu

involved the giving of districts to various titled officials.50 Thus in

1880, when a follower of the dead Shehu Umar gave the robes of

office and other regalia to Umar’s son Bukar, thus making him the

new monarch, the follower is supposed to have said, according to a

traditional custom, “What province will you give me?” This par-

ticular province was presumably an area not previously under this

courtier’s jurisdiction. Such redistribution by revocation and reallo-

cation serves, of course, to maintain some of the relations between

the throne and those most closely associated with it, but it also indi-

cates the final authority that the monarch had over the appointment

of state officers.

Further documentation of this point, showing its extension

throughout the political system, comes from the 1920 report of a

perplexed young British official, who was assigned the task of find-

ing the rightful claimants to districts (fiefs) and village headships.

He reported that there was practically no evidence of hereditary

rights to political office in Bornu. Instead, “these were held by the

Chimas ( fief holders
)
simply during the pleasure of the Shehu, and

were liable to be taken away and bestowed elsewhere on the slight-

est excuse. A son of the Shehu, a slave, a free born noble, are to be

found following each other as the holders of single fiefs. And with or

without change in the holder of a fief the size of the fief was liable

to be changed, towns in the original fief being taken away and given

to another fief holder.”51

4. Conclusion

This analysis suggests that in Europe the development of primo-

geniture and feudal patrimonies from the twelfth century onward
meant that it was impossible for superiors to enforce obedience

through the threat of revocation of a subordinate’s rights and privi-

50 P. A. Benton, trans., The Sultanate of Bornu, by A. Schultze (London,
1913 ), 275 .

51
J.

R. Patterson, “Report on Magumeri District” (MS), in Magumeri Dis-

trict Notebook, Provincial Office, Maiduguri, Bornu Province, Nigeria.
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leges. In Bornu, exactly the reverse situation obtained. The monarch

gained office as one individual among a group of eligibles. Through-

out most of Bornu history, traditions record that father-son succes-

sion occurred in only a minority of cases. Thus a new monarch was

often faced with a potentially disloyal administration because of its

attachment to another branch of the royal family. This led to the

increased use and reliance on personal followers for government

offices as against nobles and royal relations, and thus to such a

strengthening of the royal powers of revocability that monarchs, and

by custom all superiors, could replace disloyal subordinates with

loyal ones. The process was accelerated greatly by the need of the

Kanembu Shehus in the early nineteenth century to found a new
dynasty upon the remains of an older one.

To close with some points of general interest: Feudal societies

are ones in which relationships are typically of the so-called lord-

vassal variety. The maintenance of this relationship does not depend

upon the structure of feudal government. It is dependent, however,

upon (1) forces that create insecurity in continuous interpersonal

relations, such as warfare and slave raiding, and (2) forces that

tend to make interpersonal relations diffuse rather than specific,

such as a lack of salaried positions and currency, that is, forces tend-

ing to increase rather than diminish the number of activities in-

volved in an interpersonal relationship.

The central structure of feudal government is primarily a result

of the means by which succession problems come to be solved, at

the level of jural rules governing the selection of new offices. This

problem exists in all feudal societies. In some, probably the minority

of cases, succession is settled by giving a lineage, and through

primogeniture one person within the lineage, the right to succeed to

the power, territory, and office of another. This includes the

monarchy but is most strongly supported by the king’s subordinates

and leads to the fragmentation of the state through the building up
of noble patrimonies. In other feudal societies, like Bornu, the suc-

cession to the office of monarch remains a choice among a group of

eligibles. This leads to competition and the maintenance of royal

revocability, so that state positions can be used as rewards for

loyalty to the monarch. This becomes the pattern for all relations,
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and the state itself is maintained as a centralized expansionist

monarchy.

Indeed, in the light of this analysis, a great deal of European

feudalism after the twelfth century was not so feudal after all

—

that is, if we think of the lord-vassal relationship and its ideology as

central to the definition. Once the superior lost the power of revoca-

bility, the lord-vassal relationship became more and more of an

empty form, and this applies to most of the medieval period. In a

society like Bornu, however, the superior has always had the right

to withdraw his support from a subordinate, and this has main-

tained the strength of superior-subordinate relations throughout the

country’s entire history.
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In 1873, Sm Bartle Frere arrived in Zanzibar, sent by the British

government to negotiate with the sultan, Sayyid Barghash, a treaty

to end the export of slaves from the mainland dominions of the

sultan to his islands of Zanzibar and Pemba, the only legal sea-borne

slave trade then permitted in the territories under his control. 1

Frere left Zanzibar without accomplishing his mission, and, accord-

ing to a noted scholar, “the honour of thwarting Frere’s diplomacy

was a Frenchman’s.''2 This Frenchman was Charles de Vienne, con-

sul at Zanzibar.

Any analysis of De Vienne's role in the negotiations of 1873 must

take into consideration the extended period of friction between the

British and French in Zanzibar. Although the British were never

seriously challenged, the French consuls in Zanzibar, often going

beyond their instructions,3 did furnish British representatives with

grounds for believing that France had designs upon the island. In

1862, both powers agreed by treaty to respect the independence of

the sultanate, but this did not put an end to their mutual mistrust

of each other's motives.4 Britain’s policy was aimed at suppressing

the slave trade in East African waters, and the French regarded it,

with much justification, as a calculated political device: the British

could gain control of Zanzibar while at die same time avowing that

1 For the treaties regulating the slave trade, R. Coupland, East Africa and
Its Invaders (Oxford, 1938), 186ff.

2 R. Coupland, The Exploitation of East Africa, 1856-1890 (London, 1939),

195.

3 This opinion is based upon the dispatches concerning East Africa in the

Zanzibar file of the Archives des Affaires Etrangeres (AAE), Paris, and the

files of the Ministere de la Marine (MM), held in the Archives de l’Ancien

Ministere de la France d’Outre-Mer, Paris.

4
J. D. Hargreaves has said of the British and French in Africa: “conscious-

ness of cultural differences and memories of recent political traditions might

still prevent mutual confidence between individuals,” in Prelude to the Parti-

tion of West Africa (London, 1963), 104.
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humanitarian considerations ruled all their actions. 5 Britain actually

had no serious thought of annexation in this period, but her diplo-

mats saw no reason why a policy designed to end the slave trade

should not contribute to the over-all aim of British supremacy in the

western Indian Ocean through the power this policy gave over the

sultan of Zanzibar. 6

1

Charles de Vienne arrived in Zanzibar to face this uneasy situa-

tion in mid- 1869. The French then had no definite information

about British plans for a renewed effort against the slave trade, but

they had apprehensions of such a move. Bishop Maupoint of Re-

union, who was in close contact with the French missionaries then

working in the sultan’s dominions, 7 sent his views to the Ministry

of Foreign Affairs, a step arising from information he had secured

of a potential combination of the British and French consuls to end

the public sale of slaves in Zanzibar. The bishop reminded the

ministry of the alleged abuses committed by the Royal Navy in its

efforts to deal with the slave trade of the Indian Ocean as proof of

Britain’s hypocrisy on this issue8 and, in general, gave the advice

that any joint move by the two nations would serve only to weaken

the independence of Zanzibar, a development that would strengthen

the already dominant British position in East Africa.9 De Vienne

agreed. 10

As De Vienne gained experience in Zanzibar, he became even

more convinced that his country should not cooperate with Britain.

5 The Americans in Zanzibar held similar views. See N. R. Bennett, Studies

in East African History (Boston, 1963), 34-35; for French suspicions, see, for

example, Jablonski to Drouyn de Lhuys, March 25, 1865, Politique, Zanzibar, t.

3, AAE.
6 For British policy, see Roland Robinson and John Gallagher with Alice

Denny, Africa and the Victorians (New York, 1961), 41ff.

7 Bennett, Studies, 54ff.

8 For this problem, see ibid., 33-34; Raymond Decary, VIsle Nosy Be de

Madagascar (Paris, 1960), 50ff; Owen Chadwick, Mackenzie’s Grave (London,

1959), 10-12.

9 “Note pour le Ministre,” Nov. 20, 1869, Polit., Zanz., t. 3.

10 De Vienne to Ministere des Affaires Etrangeres (MAE), April 21, 1870,

ibid., t. 4.
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Positive that any measures against the slave trade would damage

the authority of the sultan, he went so far as to inform the British

representative, John Kirk, that his acts of interference could be

interpreted as violating the treaty of 1862. Kirk reported to his gov-

ernment De Vienne’s refusal to discuss the matter, a decision certain

to increase the suspicions of his French counterpart. In addition,

according to Kirk, De Vienne began to talk to the sultan about re-

sisting the constant pressure. 11 Thus De Vienne was led to follow

a policy in Zanzibar that ran counter to official French policy in

that area: the consul had, in 1870, presented a dispatch to the sultan

from his government stating its disapproval of the slave trade. 12 But

he now felt compelled to act differently, since he saw the chief

rivals of his country gaining additional influence over the sultan

through their action against the slave trade. 13

De Vienne returned to France in 1872 as the British Foreign Of-

fice initiated steps that culminated in the Frere mission to Zanzi-

bar. 14 Dispatches were sent to British representatives in countries

with interests in East Africa—France, the United States, Germany,

Portugal—instructing the diplomats to inform the governments con-

cerned that the state of the slave trade in that region was “altogether

unsatisfactory.” The representatives were to emphasize that action

was necessary to negotiate a new treaty since the previous agree-

ment, that of 1845, was obviously not working; an estimated 16,000

slaves a year were leaving Zanzibar ports for the slave markets to

the north, in spite of its provisions. They were then to ask for the

cooperation of each country in rectifying the situation, stressing the

fact that Britain preferred a joint effort to force the sultan to act. 15

11 Kirk to De Vienne, June 6, 1871, E-61; Kirk to Foreign Office (FO),
June 6, 1871, ibid.; De Vienne to Kirk, June 12, 1872, E-55, Zanzibar Archives

(ZA); De Vienne to MAE, July 12, 1871, with enclosures, Polit., Zanz., t. 4.

12 De Vienne to MAE, Oct. (?), 1870, ibid.

13 See, for example, De Vienne to MAE, June 10, 1871, and July 12, 1871,

ibid. Other grounds for suspicion were the sending of slaves taken from Arab
vessels to a British estate in Zanzibar. See De Vienne to MAE, June 2, 1871,

ibid.

14 The background to the Frere mission is given in R.
J. Gavin, “The Bartle

Frere Mission to Zanzibar, 1873,” The Historical Journal, V (1962), 122-148.
15 Granville to the British representatives in France, etc., Feb. 16, 1872, FO

84/1386, Public Record Office, London.
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In France, after some delay caused by the vagueness of the British

dispatch, the foreign minister, De Remusat, promised the assistance

of his country.16 Instructions were soon on the way explaining the

new policy to the acting consul, Alphonse Bertrand. The minister

noted that France had agreed to assist the British in this antislave-

trade endeavor because France, after all, was as much against the

trade as Britain. He pointed out that, though the French govern-

ment did not know the exact details of the treaty Frere was bringing

to the sultan, it would probably not be incompatible with the in-

dependence of that ruler. Bertrand was instructed to use his full

influence in aiding Frere, while simultaneously investigating and re-

porting back to France all of Frere’s doings in Zanzibar. 17

But, at the same time, De Remusat was trying to learn the details

of Frere’s instructions. Lord Granville accepted this desire as valid

and promised to have Frere communicate them to the French gov-

ernment so that more precise instructions could be sent to Zanzi-

bar. 18 Frere stopped in Paris on his way to Zanzibar to meet with

De Remusat; but their conversations were not very fruitful, Frere

reporting that the minister informed him there were no available

copies of the instructions sent to Bertrand. Frere concluded: “I took

leave of His Excellency under the impression that no very active

cooperation was to be expected from the French Government.”19

The attitude of the French is understandable, since they never

had received clear information on Frere’s plans. But De Remusat

did demonstrate his desire to cooperate by informing Frere that De
Vienne was then in Paris and that, if the consul were informed of

the nature of the British instructions, he would do everything pos-

sible to aid the mission. Frere rather curtly noted that he merely

sent the British ambassador, Lord Lyons, a memorandum contain-

16 De Remusat to Sackville West, Oct. 31, 1872, in Sackville West to Gran-

ville, Nov. 5, 1872, FO 84/1387.
17 MAE to Bertrand, Nov. 24, 1872, Polit., Zanz., t. 4. See also De Remusat

to Pothuau, Nov. 6, 1872, OI 14/56, Archives de l’Ancien Ministere d’Outre-

Mer. This dossier contains much information on French suspicions of British

policy in East Africa.

18 Granville to Lyons, Nov. 14, 1872, Lyons to Granville, Nov. 15, 1872,

FO 84/1387.
19 Frere to Granville, Nov. 24, 1872, FO 84/1385.
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ing the points he considered useful for the consul; then he left Paris,

feeling there was nothing further to be gained. The contents of his

memorandum affirmed that the sultan was violating the treaty of

1845 and that Britain was determined to end this situation; the sultan

was to be urged to prohibit the sale of slaves in public markets; all

Zanzibari vessels violating the new agreement would be seized and

condemned; and Britain desired the French to take action to pre-

vent the abuse of her flag by slave traders.20 This reply, however,

did not detail the steps that would be taken to secure these ends, an

omission that troubled the French since the course followed would

affect the sultans independence. The British ambassador recognized

the unsatisfactory nature of the reply by asking his government for

a sketch of Frere’s instructions so that the French could send out

similar orders to Zanzibar.21

Because of Frere’s attitude, the French sent no further instruc-

tions to Zanzibar. The omission was not too important, however,

since De Vienne was to return to Zanzibar as consul, agreeing when

the ministry asked him to reconsider his earlier decision to leave

that post.22 He was given a dispatch to the sultan expressing France’s

interest in ending the slave trade,23 but his own instructions from

De Remusat were somewhat less than positive. The minister passed

on what information the British had provided, adding that France

did not differ from Britain in its goal—the ending of the slave trade.

Then De Remusat added a reservation: “we naturally reserve our

freedom of judgement on the means of attaining the desired re-

sult.” He thought this necessary owing to his fear that Britain would
leave the sultan with only a shadow of his former authority. French

policy, De Remusat concluded, aimed at a solution leading to ef-

fective measures against the slave trade without interfering with

20 Ibid., enclosing the memorandum dated Nov. 24, 1872. Other secondary

matters mentioned were the establishing of stations for the landing of captured

slaves and the taking of steps to prevent Indians from holding slaves. The
complaint against slavers abusing the French flag had often formed the sub-

ject of dispatches in the years before the Frere mission. See Kirk to Gonne,

April 10, 1869, E-57, Tucker to Cumming, June 14, 1872, E-55, ZA.
21 Lyons to Granville, Nov. 25, 1872, FO 84/1387.
22 De Remusat to De Vienne, Dec. 19, 1872, Polit., Zanz., t. 4.

23 President de la Republique to Sultan of Zanzibar, Jan. 12, 1873, ibid.
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Zanzibar’s independence—in other words, a solution in accord with

the treaty of 1862.24

2

Frere arrived in Zanzibar on January 12, 1873. During the next

few weeks frequent discussions were held with the Zanzibari gov-

ernment, but with no appreciable result. Sultan Barghash recognized

his difficult position; he said that he was given the choice of “sealing

the doom of his country [by ending the slave trade] or incurring the

displeasure of the British.” But the British kept pressing, and by

early February John Kirk was convinced that the sultan was coming

round to their side. Then on February 11, Barghash gave the British

a decided refusal, an action they claimed was prompted by the as-

surance given by De Vienne, only recently arrived, that France

would act to preserve the sultan’s independence.25

It is understandable that the British reacted in this way. When
Frere’s party arrived in Zanzibar, it did not receive an overly friendly

reception from the resident consuls, all of them being very sus-

picious of British motives. Bertrand, who had received no instruc-

tions, largely because of the delays caused by Frere in Paris, was

forced to tell the mission that he could not act without them.26 The

British, of course, had to bear the blame for this delay.27 De Vienne

arrived in the midst of the impasse, on February 9, to resume con-

trol of the consulate. He asked Frere to allow him a delay of three

days so that he could be brought up to date on Zanzibari affairs

by Bertrand, who was returning to France, before discussing meth-

ods of procedure for the negotiations. But this decision led to an

extremely poor result. Frere sent an aide, Clement Hill, to visit De
Vienne, and the two had an unfortunate meeting. The suspicious

24 MAE to De Vienne, Jan. 13, 1873, ibid. See also the minister’s wish that

the French navy be represented in Zanzibar during the Frere mission, again

based on fears of British motives, in MAE to MM, Feb. 11, 1873, ibid.

25 Coupland, Exploitation, 186-196; Gavin, “Frere Mission,” 145.

26 Frere to Granville, Jan. 14, 1873, FO 84/1389; De Vienne to Frere,

March 14, 1873, Polit., Zanz., t. 4, states that the full instructions did not

arrive until March 9, 1873.
27 The Americans also complained of a similar lack of information. Bennett,

Studies, 37-38.
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British official pressed De Vienne on the delay in meeting Frere;

then he asked if his instructions authorized him to work for the

immediate abolition of the slave trade. According to Hill, De Vienne

declined an answer to the latter question, but intimated they did

not; moreover, he refused to exchange instructions with Frere, even

though Hill informed him of the British plans.28 De Vienne, in view

of his instructions, could go no further without knowing whether

the British planned to use force to secure their aims. Kirk, in a

separate dispatch, supported Hill and, at the same time, reported

that there were rumors in Zanzibar that France was opposed to

British demands. 29

De Vienne reported differently concerning his meeting with the

British. He had finally visited Frere on February 14, but he stated

that, although courteously received, he was given no information

about Frere’s mission and was not told what cooperation was ex-

pected from the French.30 This shifting of the blame to the British

was not accepted by Frere: when he sent home his version of the

visit, he claimed that De Vienne had delayed visiting him until just

before he was preparing to leave Zanzibar for a visit to areas south

of the island. Frere said the long delay had made any French co-

operation useless and, in addition, noted that De Vienne came to

visit unofficially so that it was not possible to talk on positive action

for the future. Frere continued that the French consul made no

reference to Hill’s visit or to Frere’s earlier efforts to meet him, con-

cluding that he had not felt it necessary to impart any information

on his plans.31

28 Hill’s memo of Feb. 10, 1873, in Frere to Granville, Feb. 10, 1873; Frere

to Granville, Feb. 1, 1873; De Vienne to Frere, March 17, 1873, in Frere to

Granville, March 24, 1873, FO 84/1389.
29 Kirk to FO, March 17, 1873, FO 84/1374. Bishop Steere of the Universi-

ties Mission to Central Africa (UMCA) reported the rumors: “They [the Arabs]

say that the French Consul has told Seyed Barghash not to mind what the

English say for . . . the other Europeans don’t go along with them.” Steere to

Ann Steere, March 13, 1873, Diocese of Zanzibar, A. 1, I, Archives of UMCA,
London.

30 De Vienne to De Remusat, Feb. 27, 1873, Polit., Zanz., t. 4. For his

protest on this treatment, see De Vienne to Frere, March 13, 1873, in De
Vienne to De Remusat, March 17, 1873, ibid.

31 Frere to Granville, March 24, 1873, FO 84/1389.




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































