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INTRODUCTION

Slavery and slave societies have been the focus of a growing body of literature by
anthropologists, historians, and sociologists during the last decade. Yet, as Pat-
terson (1977:438) concluded in his survey of the social science literature, the vast
majority of slave societies are still known only through nominal rather than
ordinal data. Since Patterson’s survey, several studies have contributed new data
for West Africa (e.g., O’Sullivan 1980; Roberts and Klein 1980; Sannch 1979)
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and Asia (e.g., Watson 1980), the two regions of the world which have had the
highest incidence of slavery (Goody 1980:25). Despite its generally high quality,
most of the recent literature shares a weakness with that of the decade’s literature
as a whole, namely, a tendency to overgeneralize the individual case studies; the
result is an extremely wide range of conflicting definitions of slavery and as-
sumptions about the origins of slavery in general. As Klein and Lovejoy
(1979:183) point out, many of the case studies taken together ipdicate that
slavery was a changing institution manifesting great variation ovEr time and
place. Availability of rich and exciting new literature, especially on West Africa,
offers the opportunity to place specific cases in the comparative context of
similar regional adaptive settings and time periods—a step essential to building a
general theoretical understanding of the origins, nature, and dynamics of slavery
(Patterson 1977:436; Meillasoux 1978:37; Roberts 1980:143—145). The follow-
ing description and analysis of slavery in the kingdom of Wuli, a Mandinka
society of 19th-century Senegambia, have this step as the primary goal (see
Figure 1).1

Slavery is examined herein as a dynamic aspect of the political economy of the
kingdom of Wali in the 19th century.? The end of the Atlantic slave trade around
the first decade of the 19th century in Senegambia and the growing market for
groundnuts in industrializing Europe and America are shown to have increased
the value of agricultural labor. The kingdom’s response to the new demand
involved a dramatic shift from the exclusive production of high-bulk/low-value
subsistence crops to a system also producing a high-bulk/low-value commodity,
groundnuts. In this new system, both crop types were produced primarily
through the management of a social order based on slavery.

Slavery cannot be effectively analyzed except in the context of the stratifica-
tion system of which it is a part and which utilizes slaves, to whatever extent, as
a basis of production (Wolf 1982:99; Goody 1980:17). The condition of slavery
is examined here in the context of the social stratification system. The three
major statuses of slaves are defined according to their differential uses as labor.
The intensification of the swidden-based agricultural system to yield more cash
income through the increased use of labor and land for groundnut production is
shown to have generated increasing upward pressure on costs of production.
Purchasing larger amounts of food became necessary, and the marginal utility of
producing groundnuts for export versus producing local food diminished, es-
pecially during the last quarter of the 19th century. The colonial period, with its
cash taxes and laws against internal slavery, accelerated the demise of slavery in
the latter part of the 19th century. Within a decade of the beginning of the
colonial period in 1894, the systematic use of slaves as a primary source of labor
for production ended, slavery collapsed, and the slaves gained full control over
their labor.

In the course of this article, other 19th-century societies of the West African
savannah in which slaves constituted for significant periods the majority of the
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THE KINGDOM OF WULI BEFORE 1800
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significantly greater during than before the Atlantic slave trade period (see Ter-

ray 1974, Coquery-Vidrovitch 1976; Meillasoux 1975).

NINETEENTH-CENTURY WULL: THE SHIFT TO LARGE-
SCALE INTERNAL SLAVERY

The British-enforced cessation of the export slave trade and thus the cessation of
such an important source of income and European goods for Wuli and other slave
trade—oriented states resulted in a century of relatively rapid political fluctua-
tions, realignments and, for many states other than Wuli, collapse (see Quinn
1972). The cessation, proclaimed by Britain in 1807 and supported by France
starting in 1817, was gradually enforced during its first two decades (Klein
1977:349). Until 1830, Wuli continued to raid for captives, some of whom were
traded to African states along with cloth, beeswax, and other *‘legitimate’’ goods
it also exchanged with European traders. Despite the new trade in legitimate
commodities, Wuli had lost much of its export income as well as much of the
income it had formerly acquired from its tax on all trade caravans, as the value of
their goods and their frequency diminished.

During the first two decades of the 19th century, Wuli kings showed little
interest in the development of legitimate, commodity trade with Europeans (Gray
and Dochard 1825) (see Figure 2). However, during the 1830s, after the installa-
tion of a new monarch, Wuli sought trade ties with the British which resulted in a
signed agreement promising an end to Wauli participation in the slave trade and,
more importantly for Wuli’s economic future, the rental to British factors of land
centered at Fattatenda (see Figure 1). While the British also sought to increase
trade through Wuli with Bundu, a large state to the east, the agreement marked
the beginning of the modern groundnut export trade for Wuli (Gray 1966:339,
341).

The export of groundnuts rapidly became the foundation of trade on the
Gambia River after 1830 (see, Hopkins 1973:125—140; Brooks 1975; Klein
1977:351: Roberts and Klein 1980:206). Wuli gradually increased its participa-
tion in that trade and its military activities in order to replace its Joss of slave
trade income. While Wuli was weaker throughout the 19th century than during
the previous one, it was politically more stable than any other Mandinka state in
the region. It was the only Mandinka state to continue to be ruled by its founding
royal lineage through most of the 19th century (Quinn 1972:33, 118; Venema
1978:7, 174). Around 1875, however, the Wuli capital at Madina was destroyed
by the Wolof state of Jollof, and Wuli’s royalty with their clients and slaves were
scattered among three other towns of the kingdom. Wuli never again existed as a
unified state. Furthermore, with knowledge of the impending British—French
division of Wuli’s former territory, two rival royal lineages founded a new
capital at Bantunding aro1md 1890 in what became the British Protectorate of






