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Prologue


Many years ago, the demographers of the United Nations sounded the alarm: since the 1990s, the world population has been growing by an average of 82 million people a year, which is roughly equivalent to the population of Germany. But this also means that the earth’s population is increasing by 1 billion people every twelve years. Until the eve of the Industrial Revolution, global population development was still relatively calm: in 1800, the world population was just an estimated 1 billion. By 1950, it was already 2.5 billion people. Since then, there has been a steep rise in the population curve, which reached its first peak in the mid-1960s (see Diagram 1). Today (2023), the world population already comprises 8 billion people. According to the UN’s median population projection, there will probably be 9.7 billion people on earth in 2050 and as many as 11.2 billion by the end of this century. This naturally leads to the anxious question of how many more people our – from a space perspective – “blue planet” can cope with.


More than 90 percent of the global population increase is taking place in third-world countries and fast-developing nations. While Europe has been stagnating in terms of population for some time, birth rates in Africa are at an astonishingly high level thanks to an average fertility rate of (2018) 4.6 children per woman. In many sub-Saharan African countries, the annual population increase is well over 3 per cent. For example, the desert state of Niger has more than doubled its population in the last twenty years (from 9,799,000 in 1997 to 20,673,000 in 2016), while in the same period the oil state of Nigeria has increased its population from 117,597,000 to 185,990,000. The predictions are even more stirring: according to a recent UN estimate, by 2050 Nigeria, which had a population of just 37.8 million as recently as 1950, will have 401 million inhabitants, and by 2100 as many as 733 million, soon ranking third among the world’s most populous states after India and China. How the African states south of the Sahara will deal with the growing population pressure is written in the stars.


In 1950, 227.8 million people lived on the African continent and its offshore islands. Today (2020) there are already 1,340.6 million. While the population increase on the other continents will slow down noticeably or even stagnate in the coming decades, the population figures south of the Sahara are literally exploding. The African population is expected to double in 2050 (2,489.3 million). By the end of our century, some 4.3 billion people will live there, unless they disperse to other continents, especially Europe, in a huge, historically unprecedented wave of migration. It is hardly likely that these mass migrations will proceed peacefully in the age of climate change. Whereas after the end of the Second World War only one in ten of the world’s population was African, by 2100 one in three people will be African (see Chart 2). Nigeria alone, although barely three times the size of Germany in terms of area, will have almost twice as many inhabitants as the European Union, if the expected mass exodus to Europe does not materialize.


Although these figures suggest a bleak future scenario, the problem of the population explosion in sub-Saharan Africa is hardly reflected in the public discourse. In view of the almost weekly refugee dramas in the Mediterranean, the German government under Chancellor Angela Merkel has taken it upon itself to fight the causes of flight, but when listing the causes of flight, there is almost regularly no reference to the rapid population increase in almost all sub-Saharan states, which, along with climate change, are the real breeding grounds for the numerous famines, the flight movements destabilizing the northern world of states and the intolerable civil war-like conditions in West, Central and East Africa. For ethical, religious and international law reasons, the political elites of the highly developed countries, as well as the most important media, keep quiet about the population issue or at best mention it only in passing. After all, the commandment to “grow and multiply”, which still made sense for the time around the birth of Christ, is part of the core of Christian teaching. And the right to decide for oneself how many children to have and when to have them is a guaranteed human right – first formulated in 1968 at the UN Human Rights Conference in Tehran and reaffirmed in 1994 at the UN International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo. But at the time, the implications of these resolutions were obviously not yet overlooked.


Among Africanists and even among many demography experts, the topic of the population explosion in sub-Saharan Africa (49 out of a total of 54 African states), unprecedented in world history, still does not seem to have arrived, as shown, for example, by Leonard Harding’s treatise “History of Africa in the 19th and 20th Centuries”, designed for students of history. Whereas the renowned researcher still gave a concise overview of “Approaches to the Study of Population Development” in the 1st edition of 1999 under the heading “Basic Problems of Research”, he does not include this topic at all in the third edition of 2013: he has simply deleted this chapter instead of bringing it up to date.


The aim of this study is to trace population development on the African continent from its beginnings to the present day as accurately as possible and, as far as the rather scanty sources allow, to focus on the causes for the respective increase, decrease or stabilization of the population in the different epochs and regions of the continent. In examining the pre-colonial period, the main question is which basic patterns of social coexistence were dominant at the time, in order to perhaps discover parallels to today’s political, social and cultural phenomena. The main aim is to work out mental continuities that also survived the colonial era in order to contribute to a deeper understanding of today’s problems in Africa, which are by no means disregarded in African studies. Using the example of a few particularly conspicuous sub-Saharan states (Congo-Kinshasa, Nigeria, Uganda, Central African Republic and Sudan as representative of the crisis-ridden post-war history of most African states), the eventful political, economic and socio-cultural development of Africa after the Second World War is traced in due brevity. However, this overview does not ignore success stories, such as those of Botswana and Mauritius. The human, political and economic situation in the crisis regions of sub-Saharan Africa, all of which are suffering from a population explosion that has gone largely unnoticed by the world public, is then vividly brought home to the reader on the basis of current reports. The focus is on the search for the reasons for the slide of many sub-Saharan states into permanent crisis mode (systemic corruption, outflow of capital from Africa, misappropriation of the handsome development funds by the elites, lack of willingness to invest, little sense of the political elites for the welfare of the people, rampant poverty, ethnic and linguistic diversity, permanent threat to the population by heavily armed rebel militias with an ethnic background and, last but not least, the growing population pressure that is already overburdening most sub-Saharan states). Particular emphasis is placed on the fact-oriented elaboration of the various factors for African population dynamics and repeated reference is made to the consequences of overpopulation that are already beginning to be observed. Finally, an attempt is made to outline possible strategies to curb population growth, as they have been suggested from time to time in journalism and are still awaiting a broader public discussion.


There is hardly a humanities discipline that is fraught with so many controversial positions as African studies. This is shown by the debate on the evaluation of the colonial era alone, which – depending on the political-ideological orientation of the scholars – ranges from absolute condemnation (“the greatest crime in world history”) to well-differentiated positive judgements, which in turn are met with great indignation by some Africanists. Prejudices and taboos often obscure the reality of the current situation in Africa. Nevertheless, many academics spread a rather positive image of Africa, precisely because they are probably bound by certain taboos. For example, during a public lecture on Africa today, an audience member asked the speaker, a professor of African studies, about the problem of the numerous civil wars and child soldiers, and she frowned and said: “That’s racism”.


For many homosexuals, for example, Africa is still a dark continent. Homosexuality is punishable in 34 of the 54 African states, and in two of them – Mauritania and Sudan – proven homosexuality is even punishable by death. In Uganda, homosexuals face life imprisonment on the basis of a penal code article dating back to the British colonial era, which stipulates that same-sex sex is “against the natural order”. For some parliamentarians in this East African state, this article does not go far enough: they announced that they would introduce an amendment to the law in the House of Representatives that would even provide for the death penalty for homosexuals in individual cases. Already eight years ago, a law became legally binding in Nigeria, according to which homosexuals who enter into a permanent union with each other have to expect a prison sentence of 14 years. Men who are alleged to have an “amorous relationship” are to be put behind bars for ten years. However, thanks to the widespread corruption in all segments of society in Africa’s most populous state, there seem to have been no criminal trials based on this law to date. As the international organization Human Rights Watch recently noted, the cases would not even come to trial because the Nigerian police officers would release the arrested persons accused of homosexuality after paying bribes [Dieterich, Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger, 6.12.2019].


Concern about the uncertain future of our present generation of grandchildren has driven the author of this study. After collecting all the data currently available on the population, economic and environmental situation in sub-Saharan Africa, the impression solidified in his mind that today, in view of the continuous increase in the world’s population, which is taking place primarily in Africa, we are facing decisive global political decisions and that, if we miss the moment to initiate meaningful population policy measures, human civilization could face extinction in the very next generation. During the research, it became increasingly clear that there is a stringent connection between the breathtaking growth of the world’s population and the currently much-discussed climate change, indeed that the population explosion and the ideology of economic growth, with which one wants to absorb the negative consequences of an unrestrained population increase, are the actual motors for global warming, which is inimical to humanity. If these engines are not turned off – and there are no signs of this at the moment – climate change will be irreversible and will irrevocably herald the end of the Anthropocene, i.e. the human age that began with the end of the Stone Age. This train of thought is not new, but it is far from having arrived in the consciousness of the global public and especially in that of the political elites. “We are living in a time of ‘great acceleration’ of human impacts,” says WWF Germany’s Living Planet Report 2018. “This phase is so far unique in the 4.5 billion years of Earth’s history. It is characterized by a population explosion and economic growth that is bringing about unprecedented changes with enormous hunger for energy, land and water. Because these influences are so profound, many scientists speak of a new Earth age, the so-called Anthropocene.” And every age comes to an end.


Max Frisch already summed up the subject matter under discussion here in 1957 in “Homo faber”: “Natural overproduction (when we give birth without restraint like animals) becomes a catastrophe; not preservation of the species, but destruction of the species. How many people does the earth feed?” [p. 129]. Today, the all-important question would be: How many more people can our earth cope with before humanity collapses?




1. Africa before the Colonial


Era: The Right of the Strongest


With a total area of around 30 million square kilometres, Africa covers one fifth of the earth’s land area, which is three times the area of Europe. The second largest continent on earth stretches 8,000 kilometres from north to south and over 7,600 from west to east.


According to all we know today, the cradle of mankind lies in East Africa, where a relatively small group of evolved hominids lived 2 million years ago. These are the human species Homo habilis and Homo rudolfensis, which have only been preserved in fossils and already used stone tools and hand axes, but only had half the brain size of modern humans. The anatomically modern Homo sapiens appeared about 120,000 years ago. With him began the migratory movements to other continents that had hitherto been devoid of humans, apart from the Neanderthals, who populated Central Europe between 150,000 and 30,000 BC and already knew how to wear clothes. About 100,000 years ago, our ancestors left Africa to settle first in West and South Asia, then in East Asia, possibly as early as 60,000 years ago in Australia, and from about 45,000 years ago also in Europe. Later, humans also came to North and South America, but the timing of their arrival is still not fully understood. This global spread led to an increase in humanity to 4 to 5 million at the end of the Palaeolithic, i.e. about 12,000 years ago [Münz/Reiterer 2007: 49]. Europe was hardly populated at that time. A research group at the University of Cologne recently found out that around 42,000 BC only about 3,300 people inhabited the European continent. In the following period, depending on natural events, there were repeated upward and downward fluctuations despite the great fertility of the Stone Age women; once there even seems to have been a decrease to 1,000 people [Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger, 15.3.2019].


With the abandonment of the nomadic way of life around 10,000 years ago, the first major population surge in human history occurred. During the Ice Age (115,000-12,000 BC), all people were still hunters and gatherers, but in a period of global warming, the first groups of people became sedentary at the end of the last Ice Age. They practised agriculture and livestock breeding, first in the Near East, with sheep and goats, later also with cattle. This gradually led to the development of societies based on the division of labour. In the course of this development, there was also stronger population growth, because the settled people not only had more children: the constantly improved food production also enabled more people to survive. Thus, 7,000 years ago, there were already an estimated 7-10 million people living on our planet. It was the time when the first cities or city states emerged – first in Mesopotamia, a little later in India and China, and since about 3,000 BC also in the lower Nile valley; at that time the Egyptians began to develop their “sacred signs” (Greek: hieroglyphics). The written language enabled complex social, political and military organization and an increased degree of division of labour. This in turn accelerated population growth, so that at the beginning of our era around 256 million people may have lived on earth.


Outside Egypt, which had seven million inhabitants in the year of Emperor Augustus’ death [Tarver 1996: 26], and the Mediterranean regions inhabited by Berbers and Libyans, Africa remained sparsely populated. For the year 14 AD, the population of Africa is estimated at 23 million, which corresponded to about one tenth of the world population at that time. Europe still had 40 million at that time, but was already falling behind the Black Continent (30 million) in 350 AD with 28 million. The population decline in Europe was a consequence of the civilisational regression in late antiquity, caused by the migration of peoples. It reached its peak around 600 AD, when our continent had only 19 million inhabitants as a result of the mass death caused by the Justinian plague (542-600 AD) – while Africa had 37 million inhabitants at the same time [Tarver 1996: 19]. At the beginning of the High Middle Ages, the population of Europe began to grow again (1200: 45 million; 1340: 77 million), favoured by a warming climate. In the middle of the 14th century, however, there was another lasting demographic slump. This cannot be explained solely by the great plague epidemic of 1348/50 brought to Italy by the Genoese, which depopulated entire landscapes and claimed a total of 25 million lives; this development was so intensified in its effect by regularly recurring epidemics and other catastrophes (e.g. the Hundred Years’ War) that there can be no talk of a demographic recovery until modern times. While the European population decreased by 15 million between 1350 and 1500, the Black Continent increased by the same number during this period, from 70 to 85 million. A quarter of all Europeans died at the turn of the Middle Ages to modern times from the recurring epidemics, in some urbanized regions even by half. On German soil, the population was decimated above all by the Thirty Years’ War: Between 1618 and 1648, almost 40 % of all inhabitants of the country fell victim to it [Münz/Reiterer 2016: 153]. In 1650, the world population comprised half a billion people: Africa accounted for 100 million, Asia for 305 million and Europe for only 75 million, two million fewer than in 1340.


A look at the population development in Africa in the period between 1650 and 1850 reveals something astonishing: while the world population more than doubled in those 200 years (from 516 million to 1.17 billion), and almost tripled in Europe (from 75 million to 208 million), the number of inhabitants in Africa fell from 100 to 95 million. In 1800, it even reached a low of 90 million. The reasons for the decline in the number of inhabitants, which had risen continuously until then, are undisputed in research: it has mainly to do with the slave trade, which had flourished since the 16th century and was usually associated with extremely loss-making slave hunts by the native potentates. In 1713, Great Britain had secured an English trade monopoly for the import of slaves into Spanish America. Between 1701 and 1800 alone, the peak of the inglorious transatlantic slave trade, 6.1 million slaves were deported to America and the Caribbean. Moreover, several million – mostly women and children – were trafficked to the Arab world by Arab traders via the Sahara and the Red Sea ports. According to serious estimates, a total of 19 million slaves were sold by African chiefs to European and Arab traders and taken outside Africa. This bloodletting is also reflected in the population statistics. While the African population increased by 30 million in the period between 1340 and 1650, it decreased by about 10 million in the following two centuries [Tarver 1996: 19] and only recovered during the colonial period.


Governments in Europe did not stand idly by as the slave trade violated the Christian ethos. As early as 1807, the British Parliament passed a law banning the transport of slaves on British ships. In 1833, slavery was abolished throughout the British Empire. Before that, Napoleon Bonaparte had ordered the abolition of the French slave trade in a decree of 29 March 1815, although France did not free all the slaves in its colonies until the revolutionary turmoil of 1848. The freed slaves were settled in Libreville in Gabon. More than half a century earlier, England had already begun to settle its freed slaves in Freetown, capital of the British colony of Sierra Leone since 1808. And in 1820, the resettlement of freed US slaves began in Liberia, which was then able to proclaim its independence in the form of a republic in 1847. As Franz Ansprenger put it, these three measures “introduced the word freedom into the history of modern Africa” [Ansprenger 2004: 50]. Of course, the slave trade from the Portuguese colony of Angola to Brazil continued unabated for most of the century (until 1888). Through Arab traders, slaves and especially female slaves continued to arrive in the Arab world from East Africa well into the 20th century. Arab traders, who also controlled the Sahara routes, had been at the centre of the slave trade since 900 AD: according to a conservative estimate, about 7.2 million black Africans passed through their hands from the 10th to the 20th century [Tarver 1996: 28].


Alarmed by the worldwide population increase at the end of the 18th century, which in his view was bound to lead to a major catastrophe threatening humanity in the long term, the English priest Thomas Robert Malthus (1766-1834) was the first scholar to devote his entire life to population science. In his “Law of Population”, which he first presented in his anonymously published Essay on Population in 1798, he believed he had deciphered the natural mechanisms of a periodically recurring increase and decrease in population. This natural law, according to Malthus, prevents the population of any country from “growing beyond the measure of food which it can produce or acquire”. When this law is disregarded, famines, pestilences and wars occur which help to reduce the population of a country to a reasonable level. After such catastrophes, there is usually a baby boom that compensates for the preceding population decimation. However, if the birth surplus was too strong, those “positive checks” would automatically reappear. Malthus’ credo was that healthy population growth had to be oriented towards the subsistence resources available at any given time, and that crossing this red line would inevitably lead to huge human catastrophes. As a “preventive obstacle to population increase”, Malthus recommended to his readers greater sexual abstinence and, above all, a “postponement of marital union out of prudential considerations” [Malthus 1905: 466-485].


The unprecedented growth of the world population in recent decades shows how justified the priest’s concerns were. However, modern developments also expose the inadequacies of his “population law”, since the “positive checks” no longer seem to apply. Even the two world wars with their 50 million deaths, the many bloody civil wars, the numerous famines, recurring epidemics and pandemics such as the Spanish flu of 1918/20 and the immune disease AIDS, and targeted birth restriction measures such as in China have not been able to slow down the global population growth, whose driving force is primarily Africa. What answers would Malthus, holder of the first chair of political economy in England, have had to our problems today?


The population development in Africa, as he was able to observe it from his angle, seemed to have confirmed the validity of his “population law”. Despite the good agricultural and climatic conditions and although “the Negro women are extraordinarily fertile”, Malthus stated in the 8th chapter of his work (“On the Impediments to Population Increase in Various Parts of Africa”), the demographic development on the Black Continent had remained fairly constant, because after birth surpluses there were always phases of marked population declines. His observations were based primarily on the contemporary travel reports of the Scottish physician Mungo Park (1771-1806) and the African explorer James Bruce (1730-1794). Bruce had travelled through Egypt, Ethiopia and the Sudan on his way to the sources of the Nile in a long expedition (1768-1773), while Park had set out from the mouth of the Gambia in 1795 to look for the estuary of the Niger on behalf of the London African Society.


Bruce painted a grim picture of the areas he had travelled. The entire coast of the Red Sea was extremely unhealthy. The people were constantly suffering from violent fevers, which often ended in death on the third day. Smallpox wreaked havoc everywhere, especially among the peoples on the borders of Abyssinia, where it sometimes destroyed entire tribes. Hunger was the constant companion of the people: “One evening we arrived in a village whose inhabitants had all died of hunger in the past year; their miserable carcasses were unburied and scattered over the ground where the village had once stood. We camped among dead men’s bones, as no place could be found where there had been none.” According to Bruce, life expectancy was very low (in some areas, 22-year-old women were considered old), and mortality was extremely high due to incessant wars and countless armed robberies of peaceful villages. Widespread polygamy was a means to prevent the ethnic groups from bleeding to death. The survival strategy included, above all, the abundance of children: “Agow women start bearing children at the age of eleven. They generally marry at this age, and something like infertility is not known among them. In Dixan, one of the border towns of Abyssinia, the only trade is the sale of children. There are 500 sent to Arabia annually, and […] at times of need, four times as many.” [Malthus 1905: 150].


In the 18th century, not much was left of Africa’s pride, the empire of the pharaohs that had set high cultural standards for thousands of years. The Mamluks, who had ruled Egypt since 1249, had run the country into the ground to such an extent that it was one of the poorest provinces of the Ottoman Empire. The canal system built by the pharaohs, which served to irrigate the shore landscapes and prevent unwelcome floods, was rotten, and the people groaned under the tax burden of the Mamluk tyrants, who did not respect the property of their subjects and enriched themselves without restraint. Added to this was the “evil of constant civil war”. In 1773, Egypt was ravaged by the plague, and in the two following years there was a “terrible famine” because the Nile had not carried enough water in the rainy season. Malthus took the following account of the situation from a French traveller: “The streets of Cairo, which at first were full of beggars, were soon cleared of all these people, who either perished or fled. Many of these wretches, to escape death, scattered over the surrounding districts, and the cities of Syria were inundated with Egyptians. The streets and public places were filled with starving and dying people, emaciated to skeletons. They also resorted to the most revolting means to satisfy the gnawing of hunger. The most disgusting food was devoured with ravenous hunger. […] The depopulation during these two years was estimated at one-sixth of all the inhabitants.” [Malthus 1905: 157].


Park did not know of such famines during his almost three-year exploratory journeys through West Africa (1795-1797). He encountered largely flourishing landscapes south of the Sahara, which, although predominantly fertile, were not too densely populated. Everywhere he encountered large herds of cattle herded by slaves and caravans of indigenous merchants, which suggested a lively trading life. The agriculture, which was mainly carried out by slaves, usually provided a sufficient basis for nourishment. In contrast, the political conditions in this part of the continent were not very clear. West Africa disintegrated into dozens of small kingdoms and semi-autonomous urban settlements. There were no fixed borders; they shifted constantly, depending on the war situation. Added to this was the confusion of languages, which made communication between the various potentates difficult.


Wars and predatory incursions were among the constant afflictions of the black population there. Longer periods of peace were unknown. “In a country,” writes Park, “which is divided into a thousand little states, independent of each other, where every free man is skilled in arms and loves the warlike life, where every youth who has handled spear and bow from childhood desires nothing more ardently than an opportunity to show his prowess, it is natural that wars should very often arise from trifling causes.” In Africa, Park continued, there are two kinds of war: “The one which bears most resemblance to our European wars is called Killi, which means to challenge, because these wars are open feuds and are declared beforehand. However, such wars are ended in Africa by a single campaign. A battle is delivered, those overcome seldom think of reuniting, all the inhabitants are overcome with a panic terror, and the conquerors have nothing to do but bind their slaves and carry off their victims with the other spoils.” Defensible prisoners of war would be reduced to slaves for sale at some point, while the old and weak would be considered unsaleable and usually killed. The same fate often befell the leaders of the defeated. The other type of warfare, which was by far the most common, was called tagria, looting or stealing, according to Park: “A few determined people, led by one brave man, march quietly through the woods, raid some defenceless village in the night, and carry off the inhabitants with their belongings before their neighbours can come to their aid.” These brutal raids, which always end in the enslavement of the useful villagers, are particularly numerous towards the end of the rainy season and at the beginning of the dry season, “when the harvest work is over and food is plentiful everywhere.” [Park 1984: 203-06]. Understandably, there would then be counter-reactions, which in turn would lead to permanent feuds between neighbouring tribes, with heavy losses: “Such predatory incursions are always very soon repaid in the same way, and if you cannot get numerous parties together, some friends unite and fall into the enemy country to plunder and carry off inhabitants.” Sometimes individual warriors also took revenge on their own for the loss of close relatives: “Driven to revenge by his loss, the offended person goes out and hides in the bushes until a child or an unarmed person passes by, then like a tiger he pounces on his prey, drags him into the thicket and carries him away in the night as a slave.”


In pre-colonial Africa, the coexistence of the different ethnic groups, which had no common language – even today there are more than 2,000 languages in Africa – was shaped by the law of the jungle. There were no higher instances where one could have sued for one’s rights. The court assemblies, which are attested here and there, were made up of the freemen of the village community and dealt with internal legal disputes. Debtors and cheats could be excluded from the community of freemen by this body and enslaved like prisoners of war and then sold in silver. Protection against armed robbery was offered at best by high enclosures made of clay, which were to be found in many larger villages and urban settlements. Otherwise, the population had to live with the constantly threatening dangers from the outside as best they could, and, as Park reports, they did so admirably and without falling into trauma: “It is wonderful how quickly an African town is rebuilt and populated. […] When the country is devastated and the enemy has left the ruined towns and villages, all the inhabitants return one by one, hastily rebuilding the ruined walls and rejoicing to see the smoke rising again from their homeland.” Park repeatedly reports of popular festivities where there was much music, boisterous dancing and – at least in non-Muslim communities – copious drinking of mead until dawn.


According to Marxist ideology, African small and micro-states fulfilled all the criteria of “slaveholding societies” until the beginning of the colonial period (1880/85), although Marxist historiography has studiously ignored this point. According to the consistent observations of many travellers to Africa, the majority of the African population in pre-colonial times consisted of slaves without rights. Mungo Park believed to have observed for West Africa that slaves made up about three quarters of the population. Every free man had slaves at his disposal; the wealthier he was, the more slaves he could afford. He could use them as bonded labourers in his house, in the fields or in the pasture: “They have nothing to demand for their services but food and clothing, and may be treated kindly or harshly, according to their master’s disposition” [Park 1984: 201]. Within the slaves, similar to ancient Rome, there were meaningful gradations: House slaves, i.e. those born in the owner’s house, enjoyed a certain prestige in the community; they could not be readily sold by the owner unless they had been proven guilty of misconduct in a public trial (“palaver”). With appropriate merit, house slaves could even be freed. On the other hand, those who had been captured in war or bought on the market were completely without rights: “These unfortunate creatures are regarded as strangers who have no claim to the protection of the laws; the owner can treat them with the utmost harshness at his discretion and sell them to a stranger. There are regular markets where these slaves are bought and sold.”


For Park, war was “the most productive source of slavery”: “When the weaker warrior begs for mercy under the lifted spear of his opponent, he at the same time gives up all claims to freedom and thus buys his life” [Park 1984: 203]. But famine, debt and crime could also drive a free man into slavery. Famines often arose after a lost war, when the enemy had devastated the land and robbed the cattle herds: “There are very many examples of people voluntarily renouncing their freedom to save their lives.” Often, during periods of famine, impoverished families would also part with some of their children in order to survive in this way: “As parents have an almost unlimited power over their children, it often happens in all parts of Africa that some of them are sold in order to provide food for the rest of the family.” African merchants who could not repay money borrowed from their neighbours also easily fell into the clutches of slavery, since according to traditional African law, creditors had access not only to the property but also to the person of the debtor. Murder and adultery were similarly atoned for: “Once a murder has been committed, the nearest relative of the person killed has it in his power either to kill the murderer with his own hand or to sell him into slavery.” [Park 1984: 208]. In cases of adultery, “the offended party was at liberty either to sell the guilty party or to demand such a ransom from him as would seem to be a compensation for the wrong suffered.” In the course of his more than two years voyage of exploration, Park learned of some cases in which the slave owner set a deserving slave free again, for example when the latter brought two slaves back from a battle as ransom. Far more often, slaves gained their freedom by escaping, “for when a slave sets his mind on escaping, he usually succeeds,” though perhaps only after several years. To reduce the risk of escape, slaves were readily bought from distant regions. The surest way to make money out of slaves was to sell them, extremely profitably from the point of view of the indigenous slave traders, to the European buyers who transported them to North and South America and the Caribbean. At the time Park was in West Africa, however, the transoceanic slave trade does not seem to have been particularly intense. Often, to the despair of the black slave traders, no English or American ship had docked on the West African coast for months, and the annual export volume “now [1799] amounts to scarcely a thousand” [Park 1984: 30].


To prevent the slaves from running away, the African traders (“slatis”) always put their valuable objects of sale in iron chains: “You usually put the right leg of one and the left of the other in the same iron. They can walk if they hold their shackles up with a band, but it is slow. Likewise, four and four are always fastened together with strong cords of twisted straps at the nape of the neck. At night they put another iron on their hands.” In addition, the slaves for sale were guarded at night by the owner’s house slaves. As Park repeatedly observed, some bore their fate with astonishing equanimity, “but the greater part were very dejected, and sat all day, their eyes fixed to the ground, in gloomy melancholy.” For their departure, their iron shackles were taken off so that they could act as porters in the caravan. Of course, for safety’s sake, they were tied together in groups of four with a rope around their necks, constantly guarded by at least one armed warrior. Unruly slaves were whipped, in some cases even killed. At night, the iron shackles were put back on the slaves.


With the abolition of the transoceanic slave trade in the first half of the 19th century, the African population also began to grow again. There is widespread agreement in research that the black African population increased by around 20 percent from 1800 to 1880 [Speitkamp 2009: 148]. However, the absolute figures are the subject of fierce controversies. For example, estimates of the total population of Africa in 1850 vary between 100 and 190 million (out of a world population of 1.2 billion), but for sub-Saharan Africa they are sometimes given as only 50 million. The population increase can be explained on the one hand by the subsiding of epidemics and pandemics south of the Sahara, and on the other hand by the structural changes on the slave market. As a result of the outlawing of the slave trade by the Europeans, the outflow of the population from the continent was decisively reduced, but within Africa the slave trade initially increased significantly, especially since new captives were always being made and enslaved during the permanent wars, who could now no longer be exported. As in the centuries before, women were also enslaved and integrated into the slave-catching societies, not infrequently as wives in the polygamous states. This in turn led to an increase in the birth rate, so that in the affected regions of black Africa the population grew, at least temporarily.


The Europeans’ ban on the slave trade had drastic political and economic consequences for the continent, indeed it paved the way for colonialism in the long term. The enforcement of human rights inevitably led to a stronger European presence on the coasts and to growing direct interference in inner-African relations. As we know today, the British first attempted to persuade native rulers to renounce the export of slaves through treaties. When these were of little use, they resorted to the use of force. In 1851, for example, the British bombed the small town of Lagos, now a city of millions in Nigeria, in order to drive the local rulers who clung to the slave trade out of office. As early as 1849, the British had appointed a consul for the Bay of Biafra who, supported by the Royal Navy, was to monitor the slave trade ban. Negotiations with King Ghezo to end the human trade did not lead to any results, but the commander of the Royal Navy was able to conclude a corresponding treaty with smaller neighbouring potentates in February 1852: In it, the export of slaves was generally prohibited, and the British government explicitly reserved the right to enforce the ban by force of arms. To this end, British gunboats patrolled the coasts of West Africa until 1869, brought up slave ships and were always available as an effective military threat potential: “Thus the global abolition of the slave trade led to the de facto assumption of a political control function by the Europeans” [Harding 1999: 17]. In East Africa, however, the slave trade continued to flourish well into the 20th century, especially since the bans on the slave trade issued by the Ottoman sultan and the Ethiopian emperor in the 1850s were of little use. Only the European presence in East Africa gradually put an end to the profitable human trafficking there, although in the beginning the Europeans often enough looked the other way when the slave system proved to be economically necessary. In the German colonies, according to Horst Gründer’s research, there seems to have been no more slave labour on the private plantations, even though when recruiting the urgently needed local wage labourers, the so-called “labour recruiters almost openly practised human robbery and delivered their ‘goods’ to the coast for a predetermined bounty” [Gründer 1995: 167].


The main beneficiaries of the transatlantic slave trade were the African rulers, who had sufficient armed units to secure the capture and transport of slaves. The slaves were largely exchanged for modern weapons, which in turn were used to expand the territory under their control by subjugating neighbouring peoples. Thus the West African Ashanti Empire stood and fell with the slave trade. Its monarch, the Asantehene, is said to have held 20,000 captives at the time of the ban on the slave trade, whom he could no longer sell and at best use as military slaves. Other trade structures were now in demand. Instead of people, demand increased for palm products, palm oil and palm kernels, which were needed as raw materials for soaps and lubricants, peanuts and finally cotton and rubber. The monopoly on trade previously claimed and enforced by the African rulers could no longer be maintained in the changed trade situation, however, as those products were also sold by small producers and numerous new small traders were able to enter the intermediary business between the interior and the coast and prosper. The princes now lost their main sources of income, which led to a shaking of their authority. Great kingdoms, like the Ashanti Empire, collapsed because they could not adjust to the new demands in time. Since the Asantehene did not want to give up its suzerainty over the small, mostly tributary coastal states, but the British insisted on free trade, a series of conflicts and violent clashes ensued. In 1874, the British finally attacked the Ashanti residence of Kumasi, defeated the Asantehene and secured privileged access to coastal trade in the Formena Peace Treaty [Speitkamp 2009: 151]. Subsequently, the Gold Coast became a British colony.


In North Africa, Egypt increasingly became the focus of European interests because of its favourable geographical location. The construction of the Suez Canal (1859-1869), which decisively shortened the sea route to India, plunged the country into a severe financial crisis, which was mainly reflected in its debt to French creditors. In 1878, the Egyptian government could no longer afford the interest payments, so an international control authority took over the inspection of Egyptian state finances. In order to secure the India route, England intervened politico-militarily in 1882 by occupying the canal zone and forcing a regulation of the canal passage under international law. The Convention of Constantinople (29.10.1888), signed by nine states, guaranteed free passage through the Suez for merchant and warships of all flags in time of war and peace. British dominance in the canal region gradually led to a protectorate over Egypt, which was enlarged to include Sudan, until the outbreak of the First World War. The political changes in North and West Africa finally led to the partition of the African continent in the last years of the 19th century, with almost all southern and western European states satisfying their increasingly pronounced colonial hunger (“scramble for Africa”) there. In Angola and Mozambique, Portugal was firmly established as the old colonial power, and in South Africa, England was able to substantially expand its Cape Colony, founded in 1806, in the struggle with the Boers. Between 1880 and 1900, the rest of the continent was then divided up according to the rules of the game established at the Berlin Congo Conference (1884/85). In addition to the English, Portuguese and French, the Belgians, Spaniards, Italians and Germans were now the new masters of the Black Continent. Only Ethiopia and Liberia, founded in 1847 as an independent republic, retained their independence under international law.
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About 70 years after Mungo Park, who drowned in the rapids of the Niger near Bussa on his second expedition in 1806, the German explorer and botanist Georg Schweinfurth (1836-1925) ventured from Khartoum into the then completely unexplored region of what is now Southern Sudan (1868-1871). He did so as the protégé of a rich Muslim merchant from Khartoum, whose ivory caravans along the lower course of the White Nile he temporarily joined and in whose fortified trading posts (“seribas”) he repeatedly found shelter. Like Park, Schweinfurth was constantly confronted with the phenomenon of internal slavery. While the freedom-loving and warlike Dinka, who lived off their huge herds of cattle, were completely spared slavery, the peace-loving Bongo people, who lived off agriculture, had largely been enslaved. Their masters were Khartoum trading companies, which infiltrated Bongo land east of the Albert Nile from 1856 onwards and profited from the decentralized structure of the country, which was divided into numerous small districts and completely independent communities. The Nubian merchants, who always moved in the company of their warrior compatriots, erected their forcing castles similar to seribas all over the Bongo country, forced the inhabitants to move their residences close to those fortifications and considered them “serfs”. Strategically, the Bongo territory in what is now northern Uganda was ideal for the Nubian businessmen: “Bordered to the south by the Niamniam and to the north by the Dinka, the Bongo territory offered the trading companies from Khartoum the desired terrain for the establishment of permanent settlements, in order to be able to combine a location far inland with the closest possible proximity to the end point of the waterway and to be able to set up trains to the ivory-rich south with greater convenience. According to Schweinfurth, hardly half of the people succeeded in escaping slavery through mass emigration: “In the first years of the conquest, the Nubians must have wreaked havoc in the country, as can still be seen from the traces left by the formerly extensive cultivated areas and the numerous villages in a large part of the country to make way for a barren wilderness. Many thousands of boys and girls were led directly into slavery to remote countries.” [Schweinfurth 1874/1984: 83].
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