
Slavery And Emancipation In Islamic East
Africa - The Untold Story
Slavery is a dark chapter in human history, and its impact is still felt today. While
the transatlantic slave trade is widely discussed and taught, another important
aspect of slavery that receives less attention is the history of slavery in Islamic
East Africa. This article aims to shed light on this often-overlooked topic,
examining the origins of slavery, its prevalence in the region, and the eventual
emancipation of slaves in Islamic East Africa.

Before delving into the topic, it is important to clarify what exactly is meant by
Islamic East Africa. It refers to the coastal regions of modern-day Somalia,
Kenya, Tanzania, and Mozambique, which were significantly influenced by
Islamic culture and traditions due to centuries of Arab and Persian trade and
settlement.
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Slavery was not new to Africa when Islamic traders arrived in East Africa. Various
African societies had practiced forms of servitude and forced labor prior to the
arrival of outsiders. However, the of Islam brought about a significant change in
the nature and scale of slavery in the region.

# Origins and Spread of Slavery

The origins of slavery in Islamic East Africa can be traced back to the early
interactions between the Arab and Swahili traders with local African communities.
Arab traders, primarily from Oman, established trade networks along the East
African coast, which led to an increase in the demand for slaves to be used as
laborers, concubines, and soldiers.

Slavery in Islamic East Africa had a complex racial and ethnic dimension. While
many of the initially enslaved individuals were captured during intertribal wars,
there was also a significant number of Africans who were sold into slavery by
their own chiefs or willingly offered themselves for enslavement due to economic
hardships. As the demand increased, slave raiding expeditions to the African
hinterland became more frequent.

# Life as a Slave

The experience of slavery varied greatly depending on the specific circumstances
of an individual's enslavement. Some slaves were treated relatively well,
integrated into the households of their masters, and given certain rights and
privileges. Others, however, endured harsh conditions, abuse, and forced labor
without any rights or freedoms.
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The system of slavery in Islamic East Africa was also influenced by Islamic
teachings. Slaves were allowed to convert to Islam, and in some cases, this
conversion could grant them certain degrees of freedom and protection from
mistreatment. However, the conversion process itself was often coerced, and the
status of a slave was still significantly inferior to that of a free Muslim.

# Resistance and Revolt

Slavery in Islamic East Africa was not accepted blindly by the enslaved
individuals. There were numerous instances of resistance, rebellion, and escapes
from bondage. Slave revolts, although relatively rare, occurred, and some slaves
managed to establish their own communities or integrate into existing African
societies away from the direct control of their masters.

# Emancipation and Its Impact

The emancipation of slaves in Islamic East Africa was a gradual process
influenced by various factors. The efforts of European colonial powers, such as
the British, in the 19th century played a significant role in pushing for the abolition
of slavery. Additionally, changes in the economic structure of the region and the
decline of the Arab-Swahili trade networks also contributed to the demise of the
slave system.

The emancipation of slaves, however, did not lead to immediate equality and
integration into society. The legacy of slavery continued to shape the social,
economic, and political dynamics of the region for many years to come.

# Remembering the Past and Moving Forward



The history of slavery in Islamic East Africa is an often neglected aspect of the
broader narrative of slavery. By acknowledging and understanding this history, we
can gain a more holistic perspective on the experiences of enslaved individuals
and the impact of the slave trade on African societies.

It is essential that we continue to shed light on this untold story and ensure that
the voices and stories of those who suffered through slavery in Islamic East Africa
are heard. By learning from the past, we can work towards a more inclusive and
equitable future.
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Examining the process of abolition on the island of Pemba off the East African
coast in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this book demonstrates
the links between emancipation and the redefinition of honour among all classes
of people on the island. By examining the social vulnerability of ex-slaves and the
former slave-owning elite caused by the abolition order of 1897, this study argues
that moments of resistance on Pemba reflected an effort to mitigate vulnerability
rather than resist the hegemonic power of elites or the colonial state. As the
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meaning of the Swahili word heshima shifted from honour to respectability,
individuals' reputations came under scrutiny and the Islamic kadhi and colonial
courts became an integral location for interrogating reputations in the community.
This study illustrates the ways in which former slaves used piety, reputation,
gossip, education, kinship and witchcraft to negotiate the gap between
emancipation and local notions of belonging.
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