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Revisiting Slavery and the Slave Trade
in Ethiopia

GIuLI1A BoNAcc, Institut de Recherche pour le Développement, URMIS, Nice
ALEXANDER MECKELBURG, Hiob Ludolf Center for Ethiopian Studies,

University of Hamburg

ABSTRACT

Slavery remains one of the blind spots in the historiography of the Horn of Africa
in general and Ethiopia in particular. This is peculiar in light of the fact that in
the territories of the Horn slavery left a significant imprint on the sociocultural
fabric, and that the ports along the Horn of Africa coast fed the slave trade to the
Arab, Ottoman, and Indian Ocean worlds for many centuries. In this article, we
highlight some of the research trends on slavery in Africa and discuss slavery
and the slave trade in different Ethiopian regions. We also question the public
silence around the legacies of slavery in the country. By means of introducing
the articles of this special issue, we point towards new, pending, or unresolved
research questions.

Slavery Studies and Africa

In slavery studies, the areas most represented are North and South America
(United States, Brazil), and the Caribbean region (insular and coastal).
Since the pioneering work of W. E. B. Du Bois, Eric Williams, Pierre Verger,
Philip Curtin, and Orlando Patterson, historical, anthropological, economic,
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political, literary, and artistic enquiries on Atlantic and American slavery
have demonstrated ongoing dynamism and maturity.' In 1979, Frederick
Cooper noted that Africanist research was largely “anxious to disassociate
slavery in Africa from its bad image in the Americas.” As a matter of fact, the
dominance of the Atlantic model, supported by the accessibility of primary
sources including a number of exhaustive databases® was challenged by a
growing scholarship on slavery in Africa, i.e., on the slave systems internal to
African societies. Since the work of Suzanne Miers and Igor Kopytoff, Claude
Meillassoux, and Paul Lovejoy, the longue durée of the history of internal
slavery in Africa is firmly established.*

In the last three decades, a number of detailed monographs have im-
proved our knowledge of slavery in Africa and of the challenges of eman-
cipation in the twentieth century, in particular in the West African region.
Authors like Martin Klein, Roger Botte, or Benedetta Rossi, among many
others, have been instrumental in this regard.® In North Africa and the Middle
East, the enslavement of sub-Saharan Africans, once nearly invisible, is now
coming to the fore.® The Central African region remains underrepresented
in the field despite some groundbreaking works.” In East Africa and on the
Swabhili coast, slavery studies were launched thanks to the work of Edward
Alpers and Frederick Cooper,?® followed by a few others, including Laura Fair
and Elisabeth McMahon.® Although there is a social reluctance to face slavery
in Kenya, and although the political mobilization of slave descendants is
not as prevalent as in West Africa, recent works on issues of resistance and
emancipation portray the civil societies’ claims in relation to inherited slave
status.® In fact, attention to the legacies of slavery in contemporary Africa,
and to the struggle of slave descendants for citizenship rights is fueling new
research on African societies."! In addition, a recent trend in Kenya is to
institutionalize the tangible heritage of slavery with the aim of promoting
tourism among concerned communities."

In this context of significant growth of the literature on slavery in Africa,
Ethiopia remains a blind spot. Despite Ethiopia’s remarkable involvement in
the global slave trade, and slavery’s structuring impact on social relations in
the country, the historical patterns of slavery and their contemporary con-
sequences remain largely unaddressed in Ethiopian studies. The literature
on Ethiopia offers multiple mentions of the practice of slavery but does not
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grant it much critical attention. The foundational studies, published between
the 1960s and the 1980s, are few and scattered. They are largely descriptive
and tend to focus on the trading dimension rather than on the multiple
systems of slavery that coexisted in Ethiopia.’®

Sources may seem scarce for medieval Ethiopia up to the eighteenth
century (see Ayda Bouanga in this volume), but they are abundant for
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with a significant input made by
colonial-era writings. Many important contributions use specifically British
documentation to back their arguments. Ethiopian sources, replete with
references to slavery, need to be read anew in order to produce alternative
narratives and perspectives on the practices of slavery and slave trading,
and on their historical significance.” In fact, in this special issue, Hagar
Solomon analyzes proverbs as alternative sources, Peter Garretson sheds
new light on Ethiopian abolitionism thanks to little-known private sources,
and Alexander Meckelburg and Solomon Gebreyes give attention to the
context of an overlooked British document of 1884 in Amharic. A young
generation of scholars has begun to produce new and challenging case stud-
ies, but much remains to be accomplished in order to add quantitatively
and qualitatively to our understanding of the multifaceted dynamics of this
phenomenon as it operated in Ethiopia and the Horn.'® For example, the
precious attention now given to the memories of former slaves or of slave
descendants does not yet inform the national discourse.”” To make such
an impact would entail acknowledging the ways in which slavery frames
today’s social fabric, and in particular how it influences the interethnic
relations between former slaves and their descendants on the one hand,
and former masters and their descendants on the other. We may ask: could
today’s Ethiopia be analyzed as a “post-slavery society,” like other African,
European, or American societies? The term “post-slavery” refers to the
historical and social circumstances identifiable “in contexts where slavery
was a fundamental social institution and its legal abolition was followed
by resilient legacies of past hierarchy and abuse.”® Can we document the
relation between past evidence of slavery and contemporary patterns of
discrimination, exclusion, and servitude in Ethiopia? The absence of any
discourse—scientific or public—on Ethiopia’s past with regard to slavery
should indeed be addressed. In this introduction, we give a brief overview
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of the literature related to slavery and to the end of slavery in Ethiopia
before introducing the articles of this special issue.

The Contours of the Study of Slavery in Ethiopia

An overview of the intertwined topics of slavery and the slave trade needs
to be chronological, thematic, and regional. A brilliant example is produced
by Henri Médard who assesses the state of knowledge on slavery and slave
trade in the East African region and the Indian Ocean.” Some of the themes
he tackles, like the influence of slaves on the modes of production, the aboli-
tion of slavery, slave resistance, and identities (gender, ethnicity, diaspora)
could structure any enquiry on slavery in Ethiopia. Most of the examples
he relies on are drawn from the Swahili coast, Central Africa, Mozambique,
the Cape Colony, and the Indian Ocean islands (Madagascar, Mascareignes,
Seychelles); Médard also acknowledges how limited is the research on
slavery in Ethiopia.?® What his approach illustrates is that Ethiopia would
“fit” neatly in a regional approach, and Ethiopia’s historical characteristics
should be articulated in reference to the wider patterns of slavery and slave
trade in Eastern Africa. In fact, any research on the topic should deepen
case studies and local situations, without losing sight of the wider context,
issues, and patterns.

The Encyclopaedia Aethiopica offers a comprehensive overview of
sources and issues related to slavery and the slave trade in Ethiopia in five
subsections: “Slave trade from ancient times to 19th century”; “Red Sea slave
trade in the 19th century”; “Slave raiding in the 19th century”; “Domestic
slaves and court slavery”; and “The slavery question in politics.”* The articles
summarize the recent state of knowledge of this complex field and the
various issues that arise from the study of the institutions of slavery and
slave trade in Ethiopia. They highlight the antiquity of the trade in slaves
from the region: Pliny mentioned slave exports from the Aksumite port of
Adulis, and the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea reports on the shipment of
slaves from the ports of the Gulf of Aden. According to the Egyptian traveler
Cosmas Indicopleustes in the early sixth century, most slaves exported from
the Ethiopian region came from “Sasu, perhaps the inland country south of



Revisiting Slavery and the Slave Trade in Ethiopia m 9

the Blue Nile."””? Arab writers from the tenth to the twelfth century like Ibn
Hawgqal and al-Magqrizi report on slaves being received by the king of Yemen;
and slaves are identified as “some of the principal merchandise of Aden.”*
The question of the existence and the survival of an Ethiopian slave diaspora
in the Indian Ocean is not resolved, despite noteworthy works on the issue.*
The centuries-old presence of black people in Oman, in India, where they
are called “Habshi” or “Sidi,” or in South East Asia, testifies to the complexity
of the dispersion in the Indian Ocean.?® Ethiopia connected the Nile Valley
with the maritime space and was a hub for the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean
trades, and for the Ottoman world. There were three main outlets for slaves
in Ethiopia: Mdtdmma on the Sudanese border, Massawa catering for the
Red Sea trade, and Taguira for the Indian Ocean.?

In the larger East African region, the nineteenth century saw a dramatic
increase in the volume of the Red Sea and Indian Ocean trades, as the region
became more closely integrated into global commercial structures.?” As
a corollary to the increasing volume of the trade, the nineteenth century
witnessed as well a sharp increase in documentary sources on slavery, and in
particular of colonial sources. Although these have to be taken with precau-
tion and contextualized within the dominant discourses of abolitionism
for humanitarian or colonialist purposes, it is not surprising that Western
missionaries took interest in the slaves. Memoirs of manumitted slaves taken
into missionary service are some of the most intimate sources we can find on
the condition of slaves in Ethiopia.? Travelers and diplomats observed the
changing configuration of a number of polities that were directly threatened
by the expansion of the Ethiopian empire and suffered from the violent raids
of soldiers taking away people to enslavement.?

There is a tendency to assign to Muslims a major responsibility in the
development of slavery and slave trade since medieval times. In fact, Muslims
represent a convenient screen behind which other actors can hide.®° As the
coast of the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aden and the port of Zayla‘ were under the
authority of Muslim sultanates, there can be little doubt about the involve-
ment of Muslim traders in this commerce (see Bouanga in this issue). In
the nineteenth century, though, the emphasis of European travelers and
abolitionists on the demand for slaves in the Arab world, and on the role
of Muslim traders in meeting that demand, is evidence of their bias against
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Muslims, with a racial tinge. For example, upon his visit to Tagura, traveler
Charles Johnston concluded, “the male inhabitants of Tajourah have no other
occupation than the traffic in slaves. . . .”! British diplomat Walter Plowden
characterized the Muslim slave traders of Massawa as living “entirely by
their trade with the Abyssinians in slaves and other articles of commerce,
and are fanatical Mahomedans.”*> However, groundbreaking research on
fifteenth and sixteenth century Ethiopian Christian literature demonstrates
that Christians too were involved in the production, consumption, and
the trade of slaves. Therefore, slavery should be understood as a system in
which Christians and Muslims participated for both competing and shared
interests.*

Various other polities and kingdoms in the Ethiopian region practiced
slavery and participated in the slave trade. For example, the Omotic king-
doms and the Gibe states of the south were already slave-holding societies
long before their integration in the Ethiopian kingdom: “Wilaytta royal of-
ficers, slaves by their nominal status, served as majordomos and treasurers of
the kawa (king).”* In the kingdom of Kiffa, the state involvement in the slave
trade was such that the king institutionalized an office to oversee the slave
trade, the guge raso, the “Sklaven-Vogt (“slave governor”).®> Among the Had-
diya, former specialists of the production of eunuchs for the international
trade, the redemption of the slaves “could be achieved by extraordinary
merits. ... If their owners agreed, slaves could participate in warfare and also
carry the insignia of killers.”¢ However, examples of slaves reaching to high
positions does not indicate the flexibility of the slave system, but rather, as
Frederick Cooper underlined, its failure, i.e., the inability of slave owners to
control their subordinates.%

In this complex system, the definition of who was a slave, what enslave-
ment entailed, and what the other social and legal statuses of dependency
were is indeed central. This is a particularly arduous question in the Ethio-
pian region. Research on sixteenth-century Ethiopia showed how the Ge'ez
term gabr was translated as slave.® The first meaning of gabr is actually
servant, and peasants were then called gdbbar, a class of people who only
had usufruct of the land and had to pay tribute to landlords. The blurring
of meanings between slave and gabr points to the imbrication of land-
related status and servitude, a topic only recently explored in the literature.®
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Although there is a marked difference between a captive (dewew), a war
prisoner, a slave (gabr), and a slave at the court, it is interesting to note
a distinction between gabr (a male servant or slave) and ‘amat (a female
servant or slave), sometimes called garad as well. This points to a complex
gender-based set of dependency statuses.

With the southern conquests of Emperor Manilok II at the end of the
nineteenth century, the gabbar system, peculiar to the northern highlands
of the country, was harshly imposed on southern territories and societ-
ies.’ Forms of nonfree labor did exist in these southern areas prior to the
expansion of Ethiopian imperial rule; however, the implementation of the

» o«

gdbbar system, the “unremitting exploitation of the peasantry,” “operated
as the mechanism by which the ruling class appropriated the surplus of the
peasants’ produce.”* Peter Garretson studied the case of the Maji areas, 4?
and recently Alexander Meckelburg and Abdussamad Ahmad demonstrated
how the gdbbar system and its associated imposition of tax and tributes
actually fueled the trade in humans in Bela Sangul. When Bela Sangul was
conquered by the Ethiopian troops led by Ras Makwénnen, §ays Hwagali
al-Hasan managed to become the administrator of the tributes paid to
Addis Ababa annually. The tribute extraction accelerated the local systems
of slavery as children were often handed over in lieu of tax. Child tributes
were levied on lesser landlords of the region, and on the subordinate peasant
population unable to pay tax in another form.** With the center demanding
all sorts of tributes, sayh Hwagall increasingly raided the population, and
he “revived the slave raiding and hunting, and gold mining using slave
labor."#* Bahru Zewde measured the increasingly exploitive forms of this
central Ethiopian institution and concluded that “cultural oppression was
coupled with economic exploitation.”* The paradigm of the gdbbar system
overrode earlier characteristics and stakes of slavery in areas historically
prone to slave extraction. And what numerous scholars did identify as
feudalism, serfdom, or exploited peasantry further blurred the distinction
among slaves, peasants, and dependency statuses related to land. We can
only follow Donald Crummey, who remarked: “with respect to the question
of basic class relations, in a very general way the cultivators occupy vaguely
comparable positions in the two social formations on the continuum running
from slavery to wage labor.”
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With the expansion of the Christian empire, the state “became the
largest owner of slaves in the country” and used slaves as laborers in its
palaces, on the fields and farms.*” But individual soldiers or armed men
could also launch brutal raids in the frontier regions, or during periods of
political instability, and make a living out of it. Aside from the Christian
state, numerous Ethiopian societies were major actors in the production and
trade of slaves, making slavery the matrix of many economic and cultural
practices in the region. Many local rulers in the wider region lived off the
taxation of trade routes, including the trade in slaves. What was attested
for the Gibe kingdoms by Fernyhough holds true for the state of Kiffa, the
Oromo kingdoms of Leeqa Qéllim and Naqamtee, the sheikdoms of Beni
Sangul, and many other chiefdoms and kingdoms that demonstrated some
territorial control. Also, kings in the Ethiopian highlands gained revenues
from the taxation of trade through their territory, like the kingdom of Sawa.
With the southern conquests of Manilak II, the growing Ethiopian empire
was able to connect to the slaving infrastructure, tax local trade, receive
tributes in form of slaves, and benefit from slave labor in its peripheries. In
addition, slaves were also used in all sorts of domestic labor in the houses of
Ethiopian royalty, of Ethiopian nobility and more widely in other households,
placing slavery in yet another perspective, that of domestic labor, still very
much alive in the country today. It is quite ironic that the former slave
quarters called Qera, located around Manilok’s Palace in Addis Ababa, were
razed in the 1990s to make room for the construction of the first modern
luxury hotel in Ethiopia, the Sheraton.

The End of Slavery in Ethiopia

The end of slavery is intimately related to the issue of dependency of a polity
on slaves, and therefore can only be assessed once we understand whether
Ethiopia was a society with slaves or a slave-based society (or a society
composed of slave societies).* Gimma, the most powerful and ancient of
the Gibe kingdoms, is an interesting case and some studies have looked at its
slave economy using the observations of several nineteenth and twentieth
century visitors. Gimma exemplifies many of the contradictions intertwined
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with the study of slavery and the slave trade.®® Although Timothy Fernyhough
argued that the control of the trade routes, including the slave trade, was
“the primary cause for the expansion of the Gibe states,” he added that none
of the Gibe states relied solely on the export of slaves or on slave produc-
tion.*® Tekalign Wolde Mariam, on the other hand, using an interpretation
of a variety of oral and written sources, concluded that the economy of
Gimma was not based on “tolls and dues” from the slave trade, but instead
that “slavery, as opposed to the slave trade, could be said to have occupied a
crucial position in the economic system of the kingdom.”! He characterizes
Gimma as a slave economy, “in which slave labor significantly affects the
production process.” The example of Gimma raises several questions on
the incorporation of slave production and labor in the expanding Ethiopian
Empire, and on abolition and the end of slavery in Ethiopia as a whole. In
fact, the abolition of slavery may have provided Hayli Sollase I with a pretext
to annex the coffee-rich kingdom; but what was really at stake was the expan-
sion of the market economy, and the rise of coffee as a major export crop in
the 1920s.%® The work of Jon Edwards is critical in this regard. He argues that
the decline of slavery was the result of increasing wage labor.>* According to
his argument, slaves became too expensive and consumed too much of the
local surplus required to generate cash. Furthermore, “a considerable and
log-term decline in the supply of slaves induced a slave-price inflation and
encouraged a reorganization of the export economy from slaves to coffee
and hides.”>>At this stage, the idea of a continuum between slavery and
wage labor, in which the peasantry would be diversely placed depending
on the region and the time period seems a solid hypothesis to pursue when
enquiring about dependency statuses.

The use of sources produced in a politicized context makes the study of
the abolition of slavery especially difficult, a concern that Guluma Gemeda
pointed out regarding the inflated British public interest in slavery in Ethio-
pia in the 1920s when slavery was actually declining in the country. In the
context of Ethiopia’s application to membership in the League of Nations,
most of the foreign sources have to be analyzed against their ideological and
political bias. By the 1920s, slavery and its abolition had become a matter of
international debate with geopolitical dimensions, an imbrication of various

and conflicting imperatives that Suzanne Miers synthesized as follows:
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The French feared on the one hand that the British agitation was the
prelude to an attack on Ethiopian independence, and on the other that
a determined attack on slavery by the government of Ethiopia might
provoke rebellion. ... The Ethiopians thought membership in the League
would ensure their continued independence, give them support against
the British Tana demands and Italian economic and territorial ambi-
tions, as well as end the slavery agitation. . . . Britain strongly opposed
Ethiopian admission to the League believing that its application was a
French plot to flood the country with arms on the pretext that they were
needed to fight slavery. The rationale for this was that, once admitted,
Ethiopia could apply to be allowed to import arms under the Arms Traffic

Convention like other governments.”

The international dimension of the abolition of slavery has fueled quite
some research.>® At the same time, though, this focus has suppressed much-
needed research on the Ethiopian abolitionist agenda and the indigenous
attempts to suppress slavery (see the contribution of Peter Garretson in
this issue).* In fact, the pattern of attempts to abolish slavery in Ethiopia
has recently been dated back to the time of King Galawdewos, who issued a
treaty to outlaw the trade of slaves through his dominions in the sixteenth
century.®® But it was really only during the nineteenth century, with the
international impact of Britain’s abolition of the slave trade in 1807 and its
application in 1812 in the Indian Ocean,* that the abolition of slavery became
a cause for political debate in Ethiopia. With the decline of the Ottoman
Empire, slave trade was outlawed in the Red Sea thanks to a treaty signed
between the British and Egypt in 1860. Emperor Yohannes IV, representing
Ethiopia, signed a first official anti-slavery treaty in 1884 as part of the peace
negotiations with Egypt, under the influence of the British government (see
Meckelburg and Solomon Gebreyes in this issue). Submitting to international
demands, Moniloak II also committed to the abolition of the trade in humans
at the beginning of his reign in the late nineteenth century.

This posture was reinforced by edicts signed by Ras Téfari Mak“annen,
then regent of Ethiopia in 1924 and again in 1931-32. The 1924 edict was an
important step to appease the Tripartite powers in Ethiopia’s attempt to join
the League of Nations. In 1931-32, Hayl Sallase I established an Anti-Slavery
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Department (headed by the Swiss advisor Frank De Halpert) and invited the
chairperson of the British Anti-Slavery Society to Ethiopia in a move to pacify
the concerns of the League of Nations.®? The Anti-Slavery Department was “to
supervise the implementation of the slavery laws, to register slaves and look
after those who were freed, as well as run a special police force and slavery
courts.”®* Hayli Sollase I adopted a strategy of gradual abolition, navigating
among the reluctance to pursue abolition by the privilege-owning classes
(nobility, royalty, Church); the geopolitical implication of membership in
the League of Nations; and the colonialist appetites of European powers.

However, the slavery courts functioned only until 1936% and De Halpert
withdrew disappointed, “finding his department at a standstill, and his
advice unheeded.”®® Although there were showcases against slave traders in
some provinces,* the situation in the peripheral provinces remained unsat-
isfactory, at least in the eyes of Western abolitionists, as the state apparatus
in the provinces was weak.®” In addition, local governors were themselves
involved in the business of slavery. The governors of the provinces lived off
the unpaid labor of the peasants and despite the efforts of the anti-slavery
commission “took bribes and showed more zeal in punishing those who
stole slaves from their masters than in meting out justice to slave dealers.”s
In his discussion of abolition in northern Ethiopia, James McCann showed
that freed slaves often formed a new labor force, termed yd zar barya (grass
slaves). These freed slaves gave themselves into the service of officials who
had freed them or, lacking oxen and seeds, had little choice but to join
households for shelter and food, “a continuation not very different from
that of slavery.”®

The overall situation and challenges to abolish slavery left much room
for Italian agitation against the “last bulwark of slavery” and in favor of their
“civilizing mission.”” At the beginning of their rule the Italians set up so-
called “freedom villages,” in which they settled and supported freed slaves.”
Plenty of propaganda material appeared praising the humanist mission and
forecasting the well-being that would be bestowed upon the slaves by the
Italian presence. In some parts of Ethiopia, Italian authority ousted local
governors and ndftdriria, who were the staunchest opponents of abolition
before 1935. In an interesting twist, though, Italians themselves were using
forced labor in the attempt to exploit the mineral resources of the country,
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forcing corvée labor on the population, and caring little for the lives of the
people they claimed to liberate.” Furthermore, Ethiopian colleagues have
hinted—in personal communications—that a major consequence of the
Italians’ abolitionist agenda was not so much to abolish slavery, but to push it
further underground, making clandestine slavery undetectable in foreigners’
gaze. Following the liberation of Ethiopia and the return of Hayli Sallase I
to the throne, a new edict reaffirmed the abolition of slavery in 1942. This
date is usually seen as the official ending of slavery in Ethiopia.

But this is not the end of the story. What happened to the freedom
villages? What happened to yd zar barya and to former slaves? And how do
legacies of slavery continue to shape interethnic relations in today’s post
slavery society? In the 1980s, Igor Kopytoff questioned the disengagement
of anthropologists in the study of slavery.” And we may ask why, in light
of so much existing data, no disciplines other than history have fully
engaged in the study of slavery, the slave trade, and its legacies. Fortunately,
some researchers, anthropologists and ethnohistorians are producing new
data on slavery and its legacies in the region. Their approach represents
a turning point in our understanding of slavery, in particular as Wendy
James reminds us that: “The overwhelming majority of writings on slavery,
whether empirical or theoretical in focus, have been biased in the sense that
they have taken as their main field the slave holding society, and their main
angle of view the perspective of the owners, or as sometimes expressed,
the hosts of slaves.”™

In fact, recent engagement with the history of slavery demonstrates that
memories of slavery, if occulted in the public sphere, remain largely alive
and accessible in the field.” The use of oral history in crafting historical
and contemporary narratives is no longer contested as a viable scholarly
tool, and former slaves and their descendants do have a history, and more
often than not are willing to share it.”® “Much historical information about
ex-slaves and the transition to freedom is recoverable only in informal oral
and life histories, or in uncovering symbolic or significant tidbits in daily
conversations.””’

Oral history allows new perspectives on the institutionalization of slav-
ery, of its networks, of its markets and routes, and of its cultural practices in
the Ethiopian region (see the article by Hagar Salamon in this issue). Orality
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and memory are inevitably shaped by current contexts and ideologies, and by
the ethnopolitics ruling Ethiopians for the past thirty years. This context ac-
tually represents an additional rationale for the study of slavery and if not its
end, its legacies. For example, Arnaud Kruczynski convincingly demonstrates
how, during the second half of the nineteenth century, the label “guragué”
designated a large proportion of the slaves sold in the highlands and beyond.
The “guragué” slave acted as an archetype of the “red” slave, a person that
would phenotypically look like the majority of the northern population.
But rather than designating a specific set of people, or an ethnic group, this
label was imposed on all the slaves who passed through the region named
Guragué. This example deconstructs the usual representation of Guragué
as a region and a people devastated by raids, razzias, and enslavement, and
gives them agency as significant intermediary actors of the trade. Going a
step further, Kruczynski explains how the popularity of “guragué” slaves
surely prepared the ground for the enrollment and integration of migrant
workers coming from the administrative region of Guragué in the major
urban centers of the country in the early twentieth century.”®

For medieval Ethiopia, it seems impossible to understand the human
context of the slaves, their family ties or their absence, their inclusion or
exclusion from society, their cultural otherness;™ but for the nineteenth
century until today, it is certainly possible to get insights into the social life
or death of a slave. For example, Bosha Bombe has explained how among
the Ganta of the Gamo highlands, slave ancestry is experienced today
through social deprivation and exclusion. Slave descendants can undergo
redemption rituals (wozzo) that purify them from their slave ancestry and lift
them out of the stigma of servitude in order to become part of mainstream
society. Ritual experts and religious leaders conduct this redemption and
make financial profit from those costly rituals involving the revitalization
of cultural practices.® Slavery is not only a southern concern. For example,
in Goggam, Laury Belrose collected testimonies of individuals on the labor
of the slaves, whether agricultural or domestic, and about the promiscuity
between slaves and masters.®! Oral history and memory represent a range
of sources that once seen against the background of the numerous written
sources, especially for the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, offer a vast
landscape for further research. The state of slavery studies in the Ethiopian
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region could be summed up in the words of Donald Crummey: “The fields
are ripe, the harvesters few.”s?

Silence and Slavery

As is often the case in many contemporary societies, slavery is an em-
barrassing topic as it encapsulates experiences of domination, exclusion,
violence, and immorality. Through the twentieth century, various forces have
worked in different ways but with the same objective: forget about slavery
in Ethiopia. After the victory of Adwa in 1896 and the survival of Ethiopian
independence, slavery became the ultimate tool with which European
powers tried to impose their ideological agenda and their political influence.
The British showed great concern for slavery and abolition but reacted only
when the illicit slave trade crossed the borders of their colonial territories.
The League of Nations deemed abolition a criterion for membership. Ital-
ian fascist propaganda heaped defamation on the last sovereign state of
Africa as a prelude to the war of 1935—-41. In turn, the Ethiopian crown and
government officials had to find ways to silence slavery, and to cover it with
a veil of secrecy.

Black intellectuals and activists in the Americas rejected the idea of
slavery existing in Ethiopia: Ethiopia, the beacon of Pan-Africanism and the
archetype of many black identities could not be a slave society.®® Slavery
must belong only to European imperialism and the American plantations,
and not to this territory, royalty, and lineage enshrined in the Bible. Follow-
ing that logic, Ethiopia, a state that promoted and hosted the foundation
of the Organization of African Unity in 1963, could not be associated with
issues of servitude and exclusion. Even in the 1980s, when a military junta
ruled the Ethiopian state, the Ddrg gave much attention to the tyranny of
the former regime, and radically transformed the system of land tenure,
but the complexities of local slaving societies were overshadowed by the
“national question” and the liberation of cultures from the feudal order.
Class distinctions as well as political affiliations obstructed the discussion
on slavery. Ethiopian intellectuals, who have so often been at the forefront
of social and political change, seem to be still refusing the idea that slavery
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was widespread in the country. The public sphere and the media give no
room to questions about slavery and its legacies. The social, intellectual,
and political reluctance of Ethiopia to address slavery forms a wall of
silence around the role of slavery in shaping the country’s social fabric and
interethnic relations. What is the meaning of this silence? The reluctance to
acknowledge the silence seems evidence in itself that much is to be found
there, in the place that slavery holds at the sensitive core of Ethiopia’s
history and societies.

The Contributions in this Special Issue

This special issue is part of an ongoing collective scholarly initiative tying
together slavery studies and Ethiopia. A number of research seminars and
panels dedicated to slavery and slave trade in Ethiopia were organized at
Addis Ababa University (2011-14), and at the International Conference of
Ethiopian Studies in Dire Dawa (2012). In addition, Ethiopia was represented
at the “Slavery in Africa” (SLAFCO) international conference, held in Nairobi
in 2014; and in the SLAFNET network, funded by the European Union’s
Horizon 2020 program, which was launched in July 2017. SLAFNET has the
objective to facilitate dialogue and collaboration between European and
African researchers on the topic of slavery in Africa. As such, the four articles
presented in this special issue represent the start of the publication of the
results produced by this scientific initiative. They cover several centuries
and focus on different regions, putting to good use very different sources,
written, printed and oral, Ethiopian and foreign, and they are presented here
in a chronological order.

The article of Ayda Bouanga revisits Damot, a little known though
powerful polity south of the Blue Nile, between the thirteenth and the
sixteenth centuries. Through an attentive reading of the sources, she analyzes
the entanglement between gold production and slave production, and she
maps the trade routes from Damot to the port of Zayla“. The confrontation
of Damot with the expansive Ethiopian Christian state is staged until the
final demise of the polity, whose population was in turn raided, enslaved,
and subjugated to economic and cultural domination.
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The nineteenth century saw a peak in the production of slaves and
their long-distance trade. Moreover, slavery in Ethiopia became an interna-
tional and diplomatic issue, in particular because of the concern of British
abolitionists and the colonial interests of Britain in the region. Alexander
Meckelburg and Solomon Gebreyes revisit British colonial archives and
present a critical edition of the anti-slavery protocol attached to the “Hewet
Treaty,” signed by the British and Emperor Yohannas IV in 1884. Abolitionism
and imperialism became intertwined and the “issue of slavery” in Ethiopia
became a means for the Christian ruler to position himself in the wider
network of colonial politics.

With the article by Peter Garretson, we are taken back to Ethiopian
sources. Hakim Wargenéh played a key role in establishing the Fagranna
Agdlgalot Mahbdr (Love and Service Organization), probably the first Ethio-
pian nongovernmental organization in the 1920s. Composed of progressive
members of the Ethiopian elite, including women, this mahbdr was dedi-
cated to ending slavery, freeing slaves, and establishing a school for former
slaves. Although more efforts would be needed to end slavery in Ethiopia, the
mahbdr represents an early Ethiopian initiative toward raising conscious-
ness about slavery in the country. The article challenges existing notions of
abolition being a “Western” endeavor and brings to attention the Ethiopian
abolitionist agenda.

The article by Hagar Salamon illustrates the depth of information
that can be found in oral sources located in northwestern Ethiopia. She
analyzes the analogy made among slaves, salt, and chili pepper by relying
on a collection of proverbs in Amharic, and on the discussion conducted
about them with local interviewees. Unique ways to reach deep cultural
meanings, these proverbs actually expose the hierarchical relations between
masters and slaves and enable the processing of particular contradictions
inherent in the system of slavery that has left its mark among the rural
people of this region.

These articles present new analyses of the history of slavery and the slave
trade. They feed the debate on indigenous Ethiopian slavery by drawing on
understudied sources on medieval Ethiopia; they investigate the abolition of
the slave trade in the light of late nineteenth century diplomatic history; they
offer new insights on Ethiopian initiatives in abolitionism; and they explore
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the cultural depth of the institution of slavery from a folklore perspective.

The evidence presented in these articles demonstrates that the study of
slavery in Ethiopia represents a major field of knowledge to be pursued.
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