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Chapter 4

SLAVE TRADE AND SLAVERY ON 
THE SWAHILI COAST, 1500–17501

Thomas Vernet

A great deal of research has been carried out on the slave trade and 
slavery on the Swahili coast. John Middleton wrote, “Slavery has been 

perhaps the best-studied of all Swahili institutions.”2 The great majority of 
these works, however, deal only with the nineteenth century.3 Contrary to 
the previous centuries, economic upheavals occurred in the region during 
this period, because from the 1810s onward a plantation economy flourished 
on the coast, which demanded plentiful servile manpower. The slave trade, 
centered on Zanzibar, developed on an unparalleled scale in Eastern Africa, 
and an actual slave mode of production became widespread on the coast.4

Conversely, very few publications have dealt with the slave trade for 
the period from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries. Almost all deal 
with the second part of the eighteenth century, mostly from the 1770s 
onward. During this time the French from the Mascarene Islands developed 
an intense slave trade with the Swahili coast, mostly from the port towns 
of Kilwa and Zanzibar, giving new momentum to the slave trade in East 
Africa. In the same period the Omani imposed their sovereignty on Zanzi-
bar and progressively took over the entire coast. They controlled more and 
more of the trading networks and encouraged new trends to the slave trade. 
Historical documentation on the Swahili coast is a little more prevalent 
for the last third of the century, with an increasing number published in 
English.5 The first half of the eighteenth century has received much less 
attention from the historians. Finally, the few existing treatises on the slave 
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trade before the nineteenth century have mainly studied slave demand from 
the French or the Omani, but not the role the Swahili had in it.6 

Debates have occurred concerning the number of slaves exported from 
the East African coast before the nineteenth century, but they were limited 
in scope and have not led to deep historical investigation. Coupland’s book 
is the only one to tackle the slave trade in detail over a long period of 
time. He claims that the East African slave trade had been continuous and 
massive since antiquity, led by the “Arabs” who according to him settled 
on the coast and began trading in the interior. A “prodigious” number of 
slaves had been exported, contributing to the depopulation of East Africa, 
and exceeding the transatlantic slave trade.7 Such allegations, which aimed 
to justify British colonization, have been seriously criticized for lack of 
evidence. Rejecting Coupland’s thesis, some historians have minimized the 
slave trade and its economic impact before the eighteenth century.8 Because 
of the lack of explicit evidence, they even question the existence of the 
slave trade on the Swahili coast before the Omani settlement on the coast 
in the eighteenth century.9 Other scholars contest the claims of Alpers and 
Freeman-Grenville and have asked for a revaluation of the slave trade.10 
Nevertheless, most of the historians of the Swahili world have generally 
adopted a prudent position, admitting the existence of the slave trade, but 
maintaining that before the end of the eighteenth century, it remained a 
minor part of the coastal trade compared to the trade in ivory or gold.11

The lack of interest in Swahili historiography on this issue can be 
explained by the proportionally small amount of research conducted on the 
sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, which have not aroused 
as much debate as the origins of Swahili civilization or its evolution in the 
nineteenth century. Studies on ancient social and political organization are 
few, and are often too linked to nineteenth-century historiography and eth-
nography.12 Moreover, works on this period so far undertaken have often 
neglected contemporary documentation, mostly Portuguese, although it 
can be a rich source of information. For the most part, historians have 
relied on a few useful, but incomplete, publications.13 As such, it is reveal-
ing that the three historians who have recently rediscovered the Portuguese 
sources have all mentioned the existence and the importance of the slave 
trade or servile work.14 Several studies dealing with Madagascar tackled 
the slave trade between Madagascar and the Comoro Islands and the 
Swahili coast,15 but they were neglected by Swahili historiography, which 
is too often separated from the Malagasy and Comorian historiography.

Since the 1970s the revival of Swahili historiography has often 
ignored these matters. For a long time a major goal of Swahili studies has 
been to demonstrate the sociocultural proximity of Swahili society with 
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the African interior. Thus, studies of the East African slave trade and the 
use of slaves have emphasized Omani participation and influence as well 
as French demand. Moreover, the controversial status of Swahili popula-
tions in the modern states of East Africa, and more generally the issue 
of African involvement in the slave trade, remain sensitive issues, which 
have probably inhibited research on this matter. Last but not least, until 
recently the slave trade in the Muslim world was rarely investigated and 
often underestimated.16 This study reconsiders the slave trade and slavery 
on the East African coast before the second half of the eighteenth century, 
mostly through Portuguese sources. It focuses on the region from Cape 
Delgado in the south to the Lamu archipelago in the north, because this 
area is the heart of cultural debates about Swahili civilization. Yet this does 
not mean that Swahili communities inhabiting other parts of the coast, in 
particular the Mozambique area or the Comoros, were not concerned with 
the slave trade.

Between the early sixteenth century and the first half of the eighteenth 
century the Swahili were widely involved in slave trading networks. Most 
captives came from northwestern Madagascar and were destined to fill 
demands for servile labor in Arabia, the Persian Gulf, and the Swahili city-
states, and from the late seventeenth century, the Omani. This study pri-
marily examines the nature of the slave trade organized by Swahili traders, 
especially its scale, its role in the development of prosperous new trading 
networks of some coastal city-states. In addition, it will shed more light on 
the movements of some Swahili and Hadrami groups on the East African 
coast. Conclusions arising from these investigations largely question the 
earlier assumptions about and estimations of the East African coast slave 
trade. 

So far historical sources are too few to estimate the scale of the Swahili 
coast slave trade before the sixteenth century. The famous Zanj rebellion 
in Iraq (869–883) is often cited to attest the antiquity and importance of 
the slave trade at this time and its decline after the uprising. 17 A rarely 
cited study by G. H. Talhami, however, has shown that slaves imported 
from the Swahili coast formed a very small minority in these rebellious.18 
Moreover, most of Africans involved came from other regions of Africa 
or were of free status. According to Talhami, Arab and Persian geogra-
phers did not mention slave trading between the East African coast and 
the Arabian peninsula before the tenth century. Buzurg ibn Shahriyar, who 
wrote around 950, is the first to state that Zanj slaves were caught or pur-
chased in the area between Sofala and Zanzibar to be sold in Oman. Later 
in the mid-twelfth century al-Idrisi wrote that 
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Arab traders captured Zanj to enslave them, but generally speaking, 
medieval geographers rarely mentioned the slave trade on the Swahili 
coast, although they often did so for other regions, particularly western 
Africa.19 For instance, Ibn Battuta reported the existence of slaves in 
Kilwa in 1331, but not their trade.20 Thus before the sixteenth century most 
of the slaves shipped by merchants from southern Arabia probably came 
from the Horn. A recent study based on the exceptional Rasulid adminis-
trative documentation has shown that the port town of Zayla, in present 
day Somaliland, was the coastal terminus of major slave routes from the 
Ethiopian highland. Slaves, including eunuchs, were then shipped to Aden 
on small ships. This maritime route between Zayla and Aden was very 
prosperous between the thirteenth and the fifteenth centuries. Conversely 
the Rasulid documentation tells very few about Zanj slaves.21 

Between the tenth and fifteenth centuries the presence of African 
slaves is documented in Arabia and the Persian Gulf, as well as in China 
and India in smaller numbers, although it is difficult to determine their 
origins, due to the ambiguity of the word Zanj. 22 Most of them seem to 
have come from the Horn of Africa or Nubia.23 Thus, by the end of the 
fifteenth century the slave trade was already an established practice on 
the Swahili coast, probably continuous for around five centuries, but in 
relatively small proportions in comparison with other trade commodities 
or other parts of Africa.

tHE swAHILI sLAvE trAdE froM 
MAdAgAscAr to ArABIA In tHE 
sIxtEEntH And sEvEntEEntH 
cEnturIEs

Portuguese accounts are our main sources for the sixteenth and seven-
teenth century period; yet they do not mention much about the slave trade 
since Portuguese merchants were not as involved in the trade in slaves as 
they were in other commodities like gold or ivory. This relative lack of 
evidence about the slave trade, and the fact that what trade did exist was 
centered on the Comoro Islands and Madagascar, has probably resulted in 
the underestimation of the Swahili slave trade during that era. Neverthe-
less, slave trading was noteworthy during the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, mainly due to a steady demand for slaves in Arabia and the 
Persian Gulf. These slaves were Islamized and assigned various roles, 
such as servants, soldiers, guards, craftsmen, sailors, dockers, or pearl 
divers in the Persian Gulf as well as concubines who seem to have been 
widespread.24 Slaves were also employed for agricultural tasks, notably in 
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the palm groves and the maintenance of the irrigation systems. Before the 
expansion of Omani agriculture in the late seventeenth century, however, 
agricultural slavery seems to have been relatively limited.25 Some Por-
tuguese authors report that captives imported in Arabia, whether males 
or females, often children or adolescents, were trained in their master’s 
home. 26 Emancipation was considered an act of piety, and slaves could also 
be redeemed, which explains the need for a continuous flow of slaves.27 
Important Swahili and Arab trade networks based in Malagasy as well as 
the Horn of Africa supplied these slaves. 

Then the northwestern shore of Madagascar from Maintirano to the 
Cap d’Ambre was sporadically settled by an Islamic population known 
by the Malagasy name “Antalaotra”. The Antalaotra inhabited a few port 
towns, mostly situated in the region from the Bay of Boeny to the Bay of 
Ampasindava. Although the composition of this community was vague, it 
seems to have been influenced by Swahili civilization, sharing an adher-
ence to Islam, the Swahili language, some Shirazi traditions, and a similar 
material culture. The trading ports of this mercantile society appeared 
around the eleventh century, expanded from the end of the fourteenth 
century and increased in the fifteenth century.28 In the early sixteenth 
century the main Antalaotra town was Langany, located in the Bay of 
the Mahajamba, probably founded in the fifteenth century.29 Around the 
1580s Langany was supplanted by Boeny, another port city, founded at 
this time and located on the island of Antsoheribory in the Bay of Boeny. 
This town was often referred to as “Mazalagem Nova” by the Portuguese, 
or “New Masselage” by the English (from the Antalaotra name Masalajy), 
as opposed to Langany, which the Europeans began to call “Mazalagem 
Velha” or “Old Masselage.”30 Boeny was very prosperous during the 
seventeenth century and attracted most of the maritime trade in the area. 
The Jesuit friar Luís Mariano, who had traveled several times to the town 
between 1613 and 1620, describes it as a Muslim city with an estimated 
population of 6,000 to 7,000, which engaged in trade with Swahili and 
Arab ships. Townsmen spoke both the “Buque” language (that is Mala-
gasy) and the tongue of “the Malindi coast,” the Swahili language. 31 Other 
sources corroborate these details. The smaller Antalaotra port towns also 
engaged in the coastal trade, in particular Sada (Anorotsangana) and the 
region of the Bay of Ampasindava in the north.32

It seems that the prosperity of these towns was largely based on the 
slave trade. Some kingdoms situated in central Madagascar continuously 
waged war on each other. Capturing slaves was certainly one of the main 
purposes of these conflicts, because the numerous war prisoners were 
intended for sale to the “Moors” of Langany or Boeny.33 Moreover, the 
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aim of these sorties was “to capture rather than kill.”34 Most of the slaves 
seem to have been driven to the shore by inhabitants from the interior and 
the highlands named “Hova,”35 who were certainly settled in the region 
later called Imerina.36 An account dated 1640 states that every year the 
Hova came down the river Mahavavy, south of the Bay of Boeny, forming 
“caravans” of 10,000 heads of cattle and 2,000–3,000 captives to be sold 
in Boeny.37 The Antalaotra monopolized the trade with the island inhabit-
ants like the Swahili did with the African mainland. 38 Thus, the intense 
slave trade in northwestern Madagascar in this period can be explained 
by this continuous and massive supply of slaves from the center of the 
island. According to Philippe Beaujard fortified villages appeared in 
the highlands around the fifteenth century and the growth of humid rice 
cultivation may have sustained a demographic growth and indirectly the 
slave trade.39 Although this traffic may have originally been linked to a 
troubled political situation, it is beyond doubt that this trade was supported 
by conflicts that became razzias, if not actual enslaving wars, to supply the 
slave market controlled by the Antalaotra. They then sold the captives to 
Swahili and Arab traders in the port towns of Langany, and later Boeny, 
and sometimes in the region of Sada.40

The Comoro archipelago, particularly the islands of Anjouan and 
Mohely, was the second area frequented by Swahili or Arab slave traders 
because it acted as a platform for redistributing northwestern Madagascar 
slaves. That trade was one of the principal incomes of the archipelago, 
which enjoyed great trading prosperity in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries and stood apart from Portuguese claims.41 As early as 1521 there 
are references that Comorian traders bought slaves in Madagascar, along 
with rice, meat and cattle, and then sold them to the ships reaching the 
archipelago.42 It even seems, if we accept the claims of Turkish author 
Piri Reis, that slaves were not only stocked but also encouraged to breed 
before their export.43 This raises the issue of whether slaves owned by 
Swahili or Comorian masters could be sold after they had spent some time 
as domestic or field slaves during which time they had undergone some 
acculturation. This problem, more broadly linked to the general issue of 
African slavery, needs further research.44

The Arab traders visiting Madagascar and the Comoro Islands during 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries mainly came from the Red Sea and 
the South Arabian coast. Yet most of the slave purchasers were Swahili 
from cities of the “Malindi coast,” that is from Mombasa to Mogadishu. 
This trade is mentioned as early as 1506, and some seventeenth century 
sources specify that they went to Madagascar each year.45 Other goods 
were bought by the Swahili traders in the northwestern part of the island: 
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chiefly rice, cattle and meat, which were plentiful; however, the modes of 
transaction between the Swahili and the Antalaotra are not well known. 
Slaves and other commodities might have been bartered for Indian cloth 
and metals.46 There was also a permanent trade in agricultural goods or 
slaves between the Comoros and the Swahili coast.47

Among the Swahili merchants, traders from the Lamu archipelago 
apparently dominated the Malagasy slave traffic to the East African coast. 
The trade of the city of Pate with Madagascar is mentioned for the first 
time in 1589,48 followed by more frequent references during the sev-
enteenth century. Pate Island and the towns of Lamu and Faza are also 
cited.49 Furthermore, when Dom Jerónimo Chingulia, the rebellious king 
of Mombasa, took refuge in Boeny in 1635, he was defended by numerous 
Swahili from Pate, Lamu, and Siyu.50 More broadly, the accounts about 
Chingulia between 1633 and 1637 are explicit on the networks between 
Pate, northwestern Madagascar, the Comoros, and the Hadramawt, mostly 
operated by the political elites of the Swahili city-state.51 According to 
Mariano in 1616 and 1619, and Buckeridge in 1663, Pate ships sailed 
almost every year to Boeny to load slaves.52 According to Buckeridge, 
an estimated 2,000 slaves were shipped each year from Boeny and Sada 
by Pate island merchants, but a Portuguese report dated 1663 (cited by 
Axelson) gives a higher estimate of around 3,000–4,000.53 Very likely 
traders from the Lamu archipelago formed a powerful and active com-
munity in Boeny. We do not know if they resided in large numbers in the 
town outside the winter period, but we know that they were an influential 
element in town politics. In 1619 they were blamed by the Portuguese for 
the troubles that arose between the Jesuit missionaries and the Antalaotra 
leaders.54 Lamu merchants were also much involved in the Comoro Islands 
slave trade. In 1620 the French trader Beaulieu met two ships off Ngazidja 
(la Grande Comore) coming from Mayotte and heading for Lamu, their 
port of registry: they were loaded with a great quantity of rice, smoked 
meat, and “many slaves.”55

The tight connections between Madagascar, the Comoros, and the 
Swahili coast, particularly the Lamu archipelago, may be explained by the 
trading networks established by Hadrami and Yemeni lineages during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. At that time, probably from the years 
1520–1540, many clans of sharifs and shaikhs, originating from Mogadi-
shu, Barawa, Yemen, and most of all, from Hadramawt, settled on the East 
African coast. Renowned for their piety, they had great charisma. Often 
their first port of call was Pate where they founded lineages, as they did in 
Lamu and other towns in the region. During the seventeenth century most 
of these groups also settled on the rest of the coast from the Lamu archi-
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pelago, notably in the Comoros, especially the islands of Anjouan, Moheli, 
and Ngazidja, where they sometimes ruled small sultanates. These clans 
took part in the sea traffic and trade as far away as Indonesia. According 
to B. G. Martin and Randall Pouwels, from the sixteenth century on, they 
created complex trade networks that were run by lineages settled in various 
places on the coast where they played prominent roles in local politics. 56

We can surmise that these networks were partly based on the Malagasy 
slave trade. Considering their experience in the slave trade with the Horn 
before 1500, as evidenced by Eric Vallet, Yemeni and Hadrami merchants 
probably reoriented part of their traffic towards the Swahili coast and Mad-
agascar after sometime around that date. This hypothesis could explain 
the vitality of the trading connections between the Lamu archipelago, the 
Comoros, and Madagascar as shown by much of the evidence. This does 
not mean that the Hadrami and Yemeni migrants had been responsible 
for establishing the slave trade from Madagascar, for the Antalaotra port 
cities, which had Shirazi foundation myths like the Swahili coastal cities, 
had already been in existence since the end of the fourteenth century and 
sometimes earlier.57 It thus appears that the Malagasy slave trade existed 
before the sixteenth century.58

Besides the Arabic and Swahili chronicles cited by Martin and 
Pouwels, the Portuguese sources attest to tight trading links between the 
Swahili coast, the South Arabian peninsula, the Red Sea, Madagascar, 
and the Comoros. As early as 1570 Monclaro mentions the dense traffic 
between Pate and the Red Sea.59 In the early seventeenth century Diogo 
do Couto clearly corroborates these connections. According to him, the 
island of Ngazidja was divided into twenty kingdoms, ruled by “Arab 
Moors” (Mouros Arabios—some perhaps were lineages of Hadrami and 
Yemeni origin) who had reached the “coast of Malindi” before settling 
on the island. Each year traders from “Mecca” (the Red Sea) came to the 
island to obtain slaves and various products.60 As mentioned before, the 
Arab merchants going to the Comoro Islands mostly came from southern 
Arabia, and slaves were principally exported to that area, mainly to Mocha, 
Aden, al-Shihr, and Kishn.61 For instance, a 1611 English account states 
that four small ships sailed each year to Mocha from the “coast of Swahell” 
loaded with slaves (purchased in Madagascar), ivory, and ambergris.62 
These port towns were the principal Arabian commercial centers linked 
to the East African coast before the advent of Oman as a naval power in 
the late seventeenth century. One of their functions was to re-export to 
the Red Sea and Egypt the products of the western Indian Ocean trade, 
like Indian cloth, and also slaves, as implied by some of the evidence: Piri 
Reis explicitly mentions Yemen and Jidah as importing Comoro slaves.63 
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Merchants from Mogadishu, Barawa, Malindi, Mombasa, the Lamu archi-
pelago, and of course the Comoros, traded in Madagascar, some of them 
certainly descended from the Hadrami and Yemeni lineages settled in 
those regions. 

Two documents confirm this hypothesis more firmly. According to 
Barreto in 1667, the traders from “Mecca,” Barawa, and Mogadishu who 
visited the port cities of Madagascar to buy slaves were “cacizes.”64 In Por-
tuguese texts, this expression, transcribed from the Arabic qasis (priest), 
or its Swahili equivalent kasisi, usually refers to a Muslim religious figure, 
possibly a sharif or other person believed to have religious charisma. A 
statement by São Domingos in 1630 is even more explicit: “To this island 
of Pate come ships, on their way from Mecca to the island of Saint Lau-
rence [Madagascar] with sharifs, who are their cassizes [qasis], and who 
spread their sect there, and take back many Buques [Buki —Malagasy], 
pagan children, to bring them to Mecca.”65 This extract sheds light on 
the connections between the Red Sea, the Lamu archipelago towns, and 
Madagascar or the Comoros. These trading networks appear to be partially 
run by sharifian groups, settled from the south of the Arabian Peninsula to 
the slave exporting lands. Even if evidence fails to identify the specific lin-
eages that settled in Madagascar, there is no doubt that Swahili and Arab 
migrants settled there in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, attracted 
by trading opportunities.66 Moreover, in the early eighteenth century, after 
the Sakalava conquest of northwestern Madagascar, links remained strong 
between the region and the Lamu archipelago. An Antalaotra tradition 
maintains that an Islamized Sakalava princess married an “Arab” from 
Pate.67

Chronicles and oral traditions dealing with the prestigious Hadrami 
and Yemeni clans that settled on the Swahili coast during this period date 
back to the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. All insist on their fame 
and religious proselytism, their role as political mediators, or their decisive 
help to the Swahili against the Portuguese and the Oromo.68 Trade, par-
ticularly the slave trade, was probably their main goal in settling in eastern 
Africa, but it is not surprising that such traffic would not be mentioned in 
traditions or written accounts from the late nineteenth century.

We do not have detailed information on the way the Swahili sold the 
slaves to the Arab merchants. Possibly the latter did not make the long 
journey to Madagascar and the Comoros, but rather obtained slaves in 
the Swahili port cities where they also purchased other products, chiefly 
ivory. The slave trade is rarely mentioned by the Portuguese in the six-
teenth century, maybe because it was much less than it would become in 
the next century. Indeed, the Portuguese did not have a great interest in the 
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slave trade. Before the end of the sixteenth century there are few accounts 
of the Swahili coast trade in the archives. These accounts deal mostly with 
the regions of Kilwa, Mozambique, and Sofala where the slave trade made 
up a minor part of the sixteenth-century trade. Yet we know that the two 
Ottoman expeditions, which sailed as far as Mombasa, visiting several 
ports along the way in 1585–1586 and 1588–1589, obtained slaves from 
the Swahili.69 In the seventeenth century the Lamu archipelago dominated 
the Swahili slave trade from Madagascar and the Comoros; it appears to 
have been the main port of call for coastal slave traders, probably since 
the end of the preceding century. An estimated 2,000–3,000 slaves were 
said to be exported annually to the island of Pate, so the scale of the traffic 
was quite considerable. While sojourning in Pate in 1606, Gaspar de São 
Bernardino was told that “Arab Moors” had reached the city to purchase 
young slaves, and Nicolau de Orta Rebelo, who accompanied him, men-
tions in his own account that the ship that took them from Pate to Hormuz 
was loaded with many slaves.70 In addition to the Portuguese evidence 
and Buckeridge’s account, an English source dated 1645 states that slaves 
were cheap in Pate and Barawa.71

The preeminence of the Lamu archipelago as a redistribution port 
of Malagasy slaves can be explained by existing trading networks with 
Madagascar and the Comoro Islands, as well as its outlying position 
from Portuguese headquarters on the Swahili coast. From the early 1590s 
Mombasa was under the control of the Portuguese who often visited and 
patrolled the region located between the town and Mozambique until the 
late seventeenth century.72 Arab ships certainly reached the outlying parts 
of the Lamu archipelago, because ships had to pay taxes in Mombasa, 
unlike Pate island (before the building of a custom house in Pate in 1633).73 
Lisbon complained that trading ships often frequented this region, which 
grew rich to the detriment of Mombasa.74 Likewise Arab ships generally 
avoided Mombasa because of trade restrictions instigated by the Portu-
guese. Finally, the Portuguese probably opposed the selling of slaves by 
the Swahili to the Arabs, because of their systematic Islamization, which 
was denounced by many authors. Thus, as noted by Buckeridge, slaves 
were abundant and cheap on the whole coast, except in the places where 
the Portuguese prevailed.75 As in the Comoros, the slave trade on Pate 
Island benefited from the reduced presence of the Portuguese who had 
been definitively expulsed from the region in 1660.76 Eventually all the 
factors favorable to the slave trade were linked: the Hadrami and Yemeni 
lineages settled in those areas where the Portuguese were not very influ-
ential, mainly the Lamu archipelago and the Comoros. We must add that 
other towns, principally Malindi and Mombasa, welcomed Arab slave 
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traders in the beginning of the sixteenth century, followed by Barawa and 
Mogadishu in the seventeenth century. Probably Swahili and Comorian 
traders also went to Arabia or the Persian Gulf to sell slaves.77 Bigger 
Swahili ships were able to sail to Arabia, and it seems very likely that, 
from time to time, the richest Swahili kings and traders sent their own 
ships to the western coast of India.78

It is difficult to estimate the scale of the Swahili slave trade between 
Madagascar and the regions of Mombasa and the Lamu archipelago. 
Because sources are so few for the sixteenth century, we may very likely 
underestimate the importance of slave traffic during that time. Yet it seems 
that the slave trade grew during the seventeenth century, for which we 
have more documentation. Portuguese sources comment more frequently 
on the slave trade by the Muslims. The growth of this trade was perhaps 
linked to the population growth of the towns in the Lamu archipelago in the 
seventeenth century, particularly Pate.79 Various accounts support claims 
that merchants from the Red Sea, Barawa, and Mogadishu exported an 
estimated 3,000 slaves a year in the mid-seventeenth century from Mada-
gascar.80

Slave export estimates are derived from accounts of the Malagasy 
highland trade, Barreto’s account, the trade by ships from Pate Island, and 
Portuguese accounts of trade with Mombasa, Malindi, Barawa, Mogadishu 
and other Swahili coastal towns. Armstrong proposes a rough estimation 
ranging from 40,000 to more than 150,000 slaves exported from Boeny 
during the seventeenth century, which takes into account the whole non-
European slave trade (Swahili, Comorian, and Arab).81 In such a context, 
we suggest that the estimate for the Swahili trade may have been 2,000 to 
3,000 slaves per year direct from Madagascar (in peak times), excluding 
the trade with the Comoros or by Comorians. Furthermore, such figures 
are credible when considering the loading capacity of East African ships 
or ships built elsewhere but used by Swahili merchants. For example, in 
1506 two ships belonging to leading inhabitants of Kilwa were inspected 
by the Portuguese, each capable of transporting 180 slaves.82 Likewise in 
1616 a great Pate merchant, calling at Anjouan en route for Madagascar, 
took on board his ship 250 to 300 shipwrecked Portuguese.83 An English 
document dated 1646 states that an Anjouan ship landed on the island 
with 500 slaves from Boeny, but this figure may be an overestimation.84 
Finally, some Swahili ships were big enough to be able to sail to Arabia, 
as mentioned above.

Prior to the eighteenth-century, slave traders (Portuguese, Swahili, 
Comorian, and Arab) also obtained slaves from the East African main-
land. The Portuguese obtained slaves from the Kerimba Islands and the 
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mainland populations of Mozambique, particularly the Makua, starting in 
the late sixteenth century. Besides the Malagasy slave supply networks, 
Swahili traders also obtained slaves from the coastal interior. It is likely 
that Swahili from the north of this region also bought slaves, as stated 
by Santos.85 When considered together, however, available sources show 
that the traffic in slaves was far from the scale of the slave trade in the 
eighteenth century. Previously, trade in ivory surpassed any other trade in 
the area.86

On the rest of the Swahili coast north of Cape Delgado, the slave 
trade with mainland communities was much reduced, if it existed at all. 
This situation continued until the nineteenth century, except for the Kilwa 
region. So far no sources have surfaced that deal with the Swahili coast 
trade between 1500 and 1800, apart from some evidence of rare and minor 
exceptions like Katwa, a population of Somali origin that settled in the area 
between the Lamu archipelago and Barawa in the seventeenth century. 
According to Santos they specialized in captive women and eunuch chil-
dren. In 1624 Lobo learned that slaves were sold in the Juba River area, 
in particular Katwa.87 The Portuguese also owned Katwa slaves.88 It is 
also possible that Oromo women from this region were purchased as con-
cubines, and this continued into the nineteenth century.89 This trade in 
very specific and expensive slaves remained secondary. As evidenced by 
numerous Portuguese documents, ivory, agricultural products, and other 
commodities were the main trades with groups in the hinterland.

In these areas Swahili traders never instigated war or razzia on the sur-
rounding populations for the purpose of getting captives for sale. Swahili 
society was principally mercantile and not warlike. Merchants obtained 
slaves from other Swahili communities in Madagascar or the Comoros or 
from the mainland populations themselves in the Cape Delgado or Juba 
River areas. The Swahili city-states often appear as weak military powers, 
frequently attacked by their mainland neighbors, or else dependent on 
military forces recruited among the mainland people for their defense.90 
Examples of this abound. In any case, it would have been unwise diplo-
macy for the Swahili to raid the pagan communities on the coastal main-
land with whom they had close clientele ties, based on essential trade, 
political, and military alliances and payment of tributes. 91 These clientship 
relations sometimes resulted in the Swahili imposing tribute payments in 
slaves. According to the traditions of the Pokomo, a Bantu-speaking people 
residing on the banks of the Tana River south of Lamu, sometime before 
the nineteenth century Swahili from the Lamu archipelago had imposed 
on Pokomo villages under their authority a tribute of two boys and two 
girls from each big village and one of each for small settlements.92 The 
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presence of Pokomo smiths of slave origin in Siyu seems to confirm this.93 
Slave labor of this sort, however, cannot be compared to the Malagasy 
slave trade, although it amounted to an oppressive clientship, forming part 
of the complex relations of dependence. Such tribute arrangements were 
limited and very rare. Later, traditions assert that this tribute was replaced 
by payments in bags of rice.94

Unlike the southern Swahili coast in the eighteenth century, slave trade 
networks between the deep interior and the coast to the north of Kilwa did 
not develop during this era. We can surmise that conditions of the main-
land trade routes, the political situation, and demographic dynamics of the 
area did not favor such a traffic, contrary to the situation in Madagascar, 
and later, the Mozambique and Kilwa regions. The demand for slaves was 
not sufficiently attractive to interest other areas of slave purchasing, for 
the Malagasy supply was large enough to meet existing demand.

PortuguEsE And IndIAn dEMAnds

We turn from our discussion of the Arab slave demand to evaluate 
Portuguese involvement in the slave trade.95 Apart from the Mozambique 
region, the Portuguese obtained many slaves in Sofala and its hinterland, 
whom they employed in their settlements in the area.96 Between the end of 
the sixteenth century and the beginning of the seventeenth century a large 
number of slaves also came from the regular trade between Mozambique 
and the port cities of northwestern Madagascar, and sometimes from the 
Comoros.97 This traffic was much smaller than the one run by the Swahili 
and the Arabs to supply the Muslim market, because the Portuguese pres-
ence on the shores of Madagascar was not as massive or as regular.98 The 
Portuguese also obtained slaves from the Swahili north of Kilwa. Most of 
the slaves were destined for Goa or other Portuguese settlements, where 
they were employed by the Portuguese administration as soldiers or sailors 
or sold as servants. 99 For instance between September 1623 and August 
1626, 39 Africans were baptized by Augustinian priests in the Portuguese 
settlement of Muscat: three are described as Katwa, four as Malagasy, the 
remaining are only mentioned as “Cafres.”100 Zanzibar appears to have 
been one of the main areas of slave purchasing for the Mombasa Por-
tuguese, a trade run by settlers established in Zanzibar and its Swahili 
inhabitants. It is possible that the slaves were born on the island as they 
were numerous according to Monclaro.101

It is difficult to estimate the scale of the Portuguese slave trade from 
the Swahili coast. Demand from India was small, probably around a few 
hundred slaves a year, as labor was abundant and cheap in India.102 Fur-



Slave Trade and Slavery on the Swahil i  Coast ,  1500–1750

51

thermore, it is highly improbable, for religious reasons, that the Portuguese 
would have been involved in the slave trade with Arabia. Nevertheless, 
they doubtless obtained captives on the Swahili coast itself for local use as 
servants, manpower for the administration, and perhaps agricultural labor. 
The Portuguese living in Mombasa around 1630 owned many slaves, 
Malagasy, Katwa or imported from the Zambezi area.103 Bocarro mentions 
that the Portuguese introduced slaves to Pemba for cultivation, as perhaps 
attested by an anonymous Pemba chronicle discovered at the beginning of 
the twentieth century.104 The slave trade between the Portuguese and the 
Swahili or the Antalaotra certainly contributed to the increase of the East 
African slave trade, as suggested by Pearson.105 But it was only a modest 
addition to the slave trade for Arabia, perhaps amounting to between a 
few hundred to one thousand slaves (at the maximum) per year intended 
for India or the Portuguese settlements in the Persian Gulf or on the coast. 
Moreover, the involvement of the Swahili in this trade was probably 
limited, since the Portuguese also obtained captives from non-Swahili 
populations on the mainland. The Portuguese maintained a monopoly on 
the Swahili coast trade; English and Dutch slave traders were confined to 
Madagascar.106

Indian merchants, both Muslim and Hindu (Vania), went each year to 
the Swahili coast where it is likely that they bought slaves from the Swahili. 
We know that African slaves were present in India, but the absence of 
evidence suggests that this traffic was very rare. A solitary account refers 
to the slave trade before the eighteenth century: in 1518 a ship from the 
Gujarat region, coming from Malindi and heading for Cambay, had slaves 
on board, although most of the freight was ivory and metals.107 Much later, 
in 1777 the French slave trader Morice says that Surat merchants were 
involved in the Zanzibar slave trade, but those slaves may have been des-
tined for the Persian Gulf where Indian traders were numerous. 108 African 
slaves were present on the western shore of India, outside the Portuguese 
settlements, but they were not numerous and most likely were exported 
from Arabia or the Persian Gulf and were born in the Horn.109 Thus, it 
seems almost certain that no direct significant slave trade existed between 
the East African coast and India from the sixteenth century to the end of 
the eighteenth century.

tHE IssuE of sLAvEry And sLAvE 
IMPortAtIon Into swAHILI socIEty

Probably the Swahili purchased slaves from Madagascar or the Cape 
Delgado and Juba areas for their own needs. Despite the fact that none of 
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the scholars working on the Swahili coast has examined that matter, most 
of them admit that there were small numbers of slaves in Swahili society 
before the nineteenth century.110 Both the slave trade and the status of 
slavery in Swahili society before that time requires further exploration, 
particularly the modes of dependency and servitude in Swahili culture, 
and their importance in the socioeconomic organization of the city-
states.111 In this study we suggest that imported slaves, as distinct from 
clients from the hinterland, were also employed by the Swahili, which 
does not mean that their status in Swahili society was totally different from 
the status of mainland clients. The information in the Portuguese sources 
makes it difficult to distinguish between “slaves,” who might actually be 
freeborn clients, from slaves who are kinless “absolute outsiders,” that 
is captives from raided societies.112 This problem stems from the fluidity 
and ambiguity of the status of dependent people in Swahili society: slaves 
were considered more like personal clients and much less like chattels.113 
Thus, for the nineteenth century, the distinction between slaves and other 
subordinates is difficult to perceive.114 The terms for various kinds of sub-
jection in the Portuguese sources include words like negros, cafres (from 
the Arabic kafir: infidel, pagan) and escravos (slaves), all of which often 
refers to clients as well as slaves.115 Other expressions are more explicit, 
most of all vassalos (vassals), or vassalos da terra firme (vassals of the 
mainland), which designate mainland populations tied to a city on a client-
ship base.116

Nevertheless, some sources are less ambiguous. Although generally 
it is not easy to distinguish the origin and the status of the individuals 
employed by Swahili patrons, some of them were probably slaves imported 
from Madagascar or the Cape Delgado region. Dependents and slaves were 
used in very diverse ways on the East African coast. They served as labor-
ers in some Swahili towns. Some servants in elite households probably 
came from slave origins.117 A 1773 Dutch account mentions, for instance, 
that the citizens of Anjouan “do not work, but have everything done for 
them by their slaves,” in the houses as well as in the fields. 118 Slaves might 
also serve as bodyguards, sailors, crafts workers, and sailors. 119 Among 
the Pokomo in Siyu some blacksmiths were slaves. The use of women 
slaves as concubines was certainly widespread. For example the mother 
of one of the sons of the king of Malindi in 1528 was a king’s slave of 
“Cafre” origins.120 

The majority of the clients were almost certainly employed in agri-
culture,121 but imported slaves were also employed. In particular a rather 
important servile population might have occupied the islands of Pemba 
and Zanzibar. Perhaps this might be explained by the fact that the Swahili 
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communities of those islands lacked contact with the mainland populations, 
so they had fewer mainland clients than the other city-states. Furthermore, 
the two islands were very fertile, particularly Pemba, which specialized 
in rice cultivation, and they traded agricultural products to Mombasa and 
other Swahili coast towns.122 According to Bocarro, who wrote around 
1634, the Pemba Swahili, like the Portuguese, had introduced “Cafres” 
to the island for cultivation.123 The anonymous Pemba chronicle supports 
these remarks. In a rather confusing account, it states that some Portu-
guese, Shirazi, and Nabahani had settled on the island in the early seven-
teenth century. Each group came with numerous slaves who were settled 
on the agricultural lands of the island. It should be noted that these slaves 
were inherited along with the properties, which clearly indicates that they 
were actual slaves, not assistants or helpers.124 We could perhaps see this 
chronicle as an account of the introduction of a kind of slave mode of pro-
duction on the island; however, this account should be used with caution, 
for it might have been linked to specific nineteenth-century claims.125 Kent 
assumes that the Swahili demand for Malagasy slaves might have been 
associated with their wish to develop rice-growing on the coast in order to 
be independent from the importation of Malagasy rice.126 While we lack 
sources to support this hypothesis, it seems credible in the light of Portu-
guese documentation. Apparently there was widespread use of slaves in 
the Comoros for domestic service and agricultural labor, which was cer-
tainly a consequence of the role played by the archipelago in the Malagasy 
slave trade. Two accounts, dated 1671 and 1673 respectively, mention 
the presence of slaves working on plantations of coconut trees and other 
fruit trees.127 Further, among the rare documents dealing with the use of 
slaves on the Swahili coast, two letters written in 1598 by the king and the 
“Prince” of Pate are quite explicit, stating that the town inhabitants refused 
categorically and fiercely to accept the presence of Portuguese priests in 
the city for fear that the priests would convert the “slaves” to Christianity. 
At this time missionaries did indeed purchase slaves and then emancipated 
them. According to Pate officials, slaves were meant to help the inhab-
itants in cultivation and were thus essential to their prosperity.128 Such 
slaves were certainly not mainland clients, as these latter would have been 
Islamized and so would not have been bought by the Portuguese priests. 
A Portuguese report states that in 1728 the islands of Mombasa, Pemba, 
and Zanzibar were inhabited by Muslims and pagan “captives” who had 
been bartered for cloth.129 Later in the 1770s French and English accounts 
show that there were both free and slave peasants in the towns of Kilwa 
and Anjouan. In particular, Morice explains that on the island of Kilwa 
agriculture was done by “Moors” and “slaves,” whereas the mainland 
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was cultivated by “Moors” and “free Africans.”130 Thus, the existence of 
mainland clients of free status, working side by side with Swahili patrons, 
did not exclude the presence of slaves brought into the coastal towns by 
the slave trade. To meet the need for laborers in agriculture or domestic 
service, the Swahili may have diverted for their own use slaves originally 
meant for the Arabian trade. Very likely, part of the 2,000 to 3,000 Mala-
gasy slaves, who yearly passed through Pate island during the second half 
of the seventeenth century, were absorbed by local demand. At this time 
Pate town underwent a great expansion and became the principal trading 
and political power on the Swahili coast after Mombasa.131

According to Pouwels, chattel slavery, as opposed to dependency based 
on client relationships, seems to have been introduced on the Swahili coast 
by foreigners: mainly Portuguese, Mazrui, and Nabahani, and this appears 
to be confirmed by the Pemba chronicle cited above.132 Although the evi-
dence for this is not conclusive, it is tempting to see a link between these 
newcomers in eastern Africa and the obvious (or accelerated) expansion of 
the slave trade and slavery in Pemba, Zanzibar, and the Lamu archipelago 
from the end of the sixteenth century. Nevertheless, it is extremely diffi-
cult to evaluate the proportion of imported slaves in Swahili society before 
the nineteenth century, and consequently, hard to suggest an estimation of 
the scale of the slave trade conducted in the Swahili towns. Yet it is clear 
that slave exports to these towns represented only a small part of the slave 
trade; most of it was intended for Arabia. There were abundant mainland 
clients who offered themselves for labor service to the Swahili.133 Further 
study of East African coastal slavery prior to the nineteenth century will 
surely expand our knowledge on this subject. 

oMAnI InfLuEncE froM tHE LAtE 
sEvEntEEntH cEntury to tHE 1750s

During the second half of the seventeenth century Oman became a 
crucial trading partner on the East African coast, notably in the slave trade. 
Omani slave demand arose from Omani needs as well as demands from the 
Muscat trade. In 1650 the Portuguese were expelled from the town. Fol-
lowing this, in just a few decades Oman became one of the main maritime 
and mercantile powers in the Persian Gulf and the western Indian Ocean. 
Moreover, the sovereigns of Oman, called imams, took a larger part in the 
maritime trade and the economic development of the country.134 Omani 
agriculture was mainly based on great date palm plantations, a complex 
irrigation system, and slave labor. It underwent a remarkable expansion 
through the efforts of Imam Saif bin Sultan (1692–1711).135 Chronicles 
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record that he greatly developed the agriculture. He owned one-third of 
Oman’s plantations, ordered the planting of around 30,000 date palms 
and 6,000 coconut trees, and ordered the renovation of a great part of 
the irrigation system. Its complexity and extent, as well as the size of the 
plantations, required the importation of a large force of servile manpower. 
Saif is said to have owned 700 male slaves, according to one report, and 
1700 slaves of both sexes according to another.136 Furthermore, according 
to Barendse, from the 1660s the cultivation of sugar cane may have greatly 
expanded in Oman. Based mostly on slave labor, the export of sugar from 
Muscat to the Persian Gulf might have boomed.137 As elsewhere in Arabia, 
there were numerous uses for slaves as concubines, servants, sailors, or 
pearl divers after the conquest of the region by Saif bin Sultan.138 Mili-
tary slaves of African origin belonging to the monarchs were also numer-
ous.139 Sheriff estimates that imports may have amounted from 500 to 
1,000 slaves per year in the eighteenth century.140 It seems clear that local 
demand increased substantially by the end of the seventeenth century.

At this time Muscat became a very active entrepôt for the whole 
Persian Gulf, being an ideally located port of call for the merchandise of 
India and East Africa. We can assume that the town became an impor-
tant center for the redistribution of the East African slaves for the Persian 
Gulf, and that Omani traders provided themselves with slaves from the 
Swahili trading ports. From the 1660s onward Omani merchants visited 
the East African coast perhaps every year. Contacts were mainly with the 
Lamu archipelago, independent from the Portuguese since 1660. Pate, in 
particular, had very close political and economic links with Oman. Ivory 
and slaves were certainly the main trading products. At this time Pate was 
largely involved in the Malagasy slave trade.141 For all these reasons, it 
is highly probable that the trading connections between Pate and Muscat 
were partly aimed to supply the Omani demand for slaves.

During the early 1690s Oman imposed its sovereignty over the island 
of Pate. Hamilton, who had traveled to Oman, stated that in the 1720s the 
Pate trade in ivory and slaves was exclusively intended for Muscat. He 
observed that the purpose of the Omani conquest of the city-state around 
1692 was to appropriate these two trades.142 After the siege of Fort Jesus, 
the Portuguese base in Mombasa, from 1696 to 1698, the Portuguese were 
expelled from the Swahili coast north of Cape Delgado. Thereafter, Oman 
dominated the Swahili shore and put garrisons and factories in Kilwa, 
Zanzibar, Pemba, Mombasa, and Pate. The first cause of Omani armed 
intervention in Mombasa was a military and trading alliance between 
the Omani faction in the town and some of the Mijikenda communities 
inhabiting the mainland to control the ivory trade.143 Despite this, we can 
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suppose that the control of the slave trade was an additional motivation 
for the Omani conquest, as Risso suggests.144 Because of the expulsion 
of the Portuguese, documentary accounts are scarce, and thus it becomes 
difficult to get a clear understanding of the trade structures on the East 
African coast between 1698 and 1750. Clearly, the Omani dominated this 
maritime trade, with slaves comprising the second exported commodity, 
after ivory. 

During the first half of the eighteenth century, northwestern Madagas-
car was still a slave exporting area, but this traffic decreased to the advan-
tage of the Cape Delgado region and Kilwa. At the end of the seventeenth 
century, probably around 1685, the Bay of Boeny area was subjugated by 
Sakalava conquerors coming from the south of the island. The Antalaotra 
kept trading, but they were henceforth under the power of the Sakalava 
monarchs. During the first decades of the eighteenth century the trading 
port of Boeny (Masalajy) was progressively challenged by the Bay of 
Bombetoka, but the slave trade continued in both areas.145 According to 
Dutch accounts dated 1694 and 1696, “Arab” traders bought numerous 
slaves in Boeny.146 Moreover, according to an account in a 1708 French 
travel journal, Muscat merchants seem to have been the main slave pur-
chasers in Antalaotra ports of trade.147 Until the mid-eighteenth century the 
slave trade remained active in northwestern Madagascar, run by Swahili, 
Omani, European, and sometimes Sakalava traders.148 Yet the Malagasy 
slave traffic to the East African coast appears to have diminished mark-
edly during the eighteenth century, perhaps because military conflicts on 
the island decreased.149 Thus, the slave trade between the Comoros and 
Madagascar continued on a small scale in the 1770s, but in the mean-
time the Comoro Islands ceased to be an important slave trading center. 
Although the Omani still visited the Bay of Bombetoka, they purchased 
very few slaves.150 By the end of the century slaves were even imported 
from the East African coast by the Sakalava.151

Conversely, the slave trade on the coast from the Kerimba archipelago 
to Kilwa increased appreciably in the beginning of the eighteenth century. 
Afterwards it largely supplanted the Malagasy slave trade. Information 
gathered by Portuguese settlers in Mozambique and in the Cape Delgado 
islands shows that the Omani actively traded in the area, looking for ivory 
and slaves from the Swahili or the Yao who had developed important 
trading networks between the interior and the coast.152 Ivory was the main 
commodity transported to the coast by the Yao, but we can reasonably 
assume that captives were also traded along these networks, which greatly 
expanded the scale of slave exports in the second half of the century. 
Between 1708 and 1711, the Omani were numerous north of Cape Delgado 
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and sometimes in the Portuguese territory, where they traded with Kilwa.153 
There the Omani also obtained slaves from the Swahili. In 1698 the Omani 
accused the queen of Kilwa of helping Portuguese refugees and demanded 
that she deliver a hundred slaves to them. Later in 1711 she was charged 
with aiding the escape of slaves belonging to the Omani.154

On the northern coast, Hamilton stated that Pate also provided slaves 
to the Omani. Moreover, when the Portuguese succeeded in retaking 
Mombasa in 1728, they found “innumerable” slaves during the looting 
of the Omani ward. Several accounts record that about 500 Omani sur-
rendered and that they had 1,000 male and female slaves in their service.155 
In 1729 the Portuguese were once again evicted from Mombasa. Until the 
1770s no sources are available to assist in establishing an estimate of the 
slave trade on the Swahili coast, particularly in the main coastal slaving 
port of Kilwa; however, we know that Swahili traders were active north of 
the Kerimba Islands where they purchased slaves, ivory, and other prod-
ucts for the mainland populations or for the Portuguese and Luso-Africans 
inhabiting the area. These Swahili merchants came from Kilwa, Zanzi-
bar, Mombasa, and Pate.156 A 1754 report states that slave trading was 
their principal trade.157 Although this traffic supplied slaves for the Omani 
living in East Africa and the Swahili themselves, its main purpose was 
certainly to supply the Muscat market, which had become the first outlet 
of the Swahili coast commodities of which slaves were prominent.158

While lack of sources makes it difficult to estimate the Swahili coastal 
slave trade in the first half of the eighteenth century, a few certainties 
emerge. We know that the Malagasy slave trade was important at the end 
of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the eighteenth century, 
but it was gradually supplanted by the increasing Swahili and Omani 
trade in Cape Delgado and Kilwa from 1698, mostly supplied by the Yao 
trading routes. By this time slaves were possibly the second most impor-
tant export from the coast, chiefly to Muscat. Thus, during the second 
half of the seventeenth century Oman established political domination 
over the Swahili city-states, which contributed to the reorientation of the 
slave trade networks. Probably these trade networks had been operated by 
lineages of Hadrami and Yemeni origins that had settled in the Swahili 
and Comorian towns and were largely oriented toward the Red Sea, but 
they began to be partially replaced by Omani with trading networks in 
Muscat. This trend increased in the last third of the eighteenth century, 
when Zanzibar, controlled by the Omani, centralized most of the slave 
trade. Swahili traders grew increasingly dependent on trade with Muscat. 
The Lamu archipelago, particularly Pate town, remained very active in the 
slave trade until the end of the eighteenth century, despite the drying up 
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of the Comoros and Madagascar slave trade; Pate merchants often visited 
Kilwa and the Cape Delgado for slave trading.159

After 1689 the changing political and economic situations of the East 
African coast suggest that the slave trade decreased somewhat at the begin-
ning of the eighteenth century. Omani domination did not always favor 
the trading interest of the Swahili who became increasingly dependent on 
the Muscat trade. Conflict frequently occurred between the Omani forces 
and some Swahili city-states from 1698 to 1727, sometimes degenerating 
into violent uprisings, particularly in Kilwa. The Swahili, once free from 
Portuguese suzerainty, resented the Omani occupying forces whom they 
accused of threatening their sovereignty and hindering freedom of trade. 
During the years 1700–1710 the Swahili also criticized the Omani for not 
sending enough merchant ships to the East African coast or for importing 
poor quality cloth, which prejudiced the Swahili trade.160

The coast trade with the Omani suffered severely from the 1720s to 
the end of the 1740s. This was partly due to internal affairs in Oman, for 
from 1719 to 1749 the sultanate was disrupted by several civil wars, which 
split the country into two rival factions in disputes about the succession 
of the imams. This had serious repercussions on the coast.161 In the 1720s 
the Omani factions in the Swahili towns tore at one another, sometimes 
involving the Swahili in the struggles. The Mombasa Omani even attacked 
those settled in Zanzibar, and ships belonging to one faction were banned 
from the port towns controlled by the opposing faction or by local Swahili 
authorities.162 This continued into the next decade. In 1734 Omani civil 
strife prevented ships from sailing to Mombasa, with the result that there 
was a shortage of cloth and other essential trade commodities for the 
Swahili towns. Again between 1739 and 1745 the Mombasa Omani did 
not receive reinforcements or textiles.163 

concLusIon

This reevaluation of the Swahili slave trade has shown that it was 
already important before French and Omani demands for slaves stimulated 
its expansion in the second half of the eighteenth century. It seems that the 
traffic grew from the end of the sixteenth century and then declined a bit 
in the first half of the eighteenth century. This rise and decline occurred 
for several reasons. In the early sixteenth century the Portuguese began to 
take over the thriving gold and ivory trade of the southern Swahili coast in 
Sofala, Mozambique, and Kilwa. From the 1560s onward, they had estab-
lished control over this area. Some Swahili merchants may have then turned 
to the slave trade to make up for the loss of this market. Another hypothesis 
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is that the slave trade from the Horn of Africa, once important,164 dimin-
ished in the second half of the sixteenth century, causing a rise in the Arab 
demand for slaves imported from the East African coast. As we say, slave 
trade networks existed between southern Ethiopia, where pagan populations 
were raided by Christians and Muslims alike, and the Red Sea.165 Perhaps 
the Oromo invasion of the region in the mid- sixteenth century considerably 
disrupted these networks and cut off access. Recent research has rediscov-
ered the networks of Muslim trading towns settled between the Red Sea 
and the Ethiopian highland, the vitality of their trade is now well evidenced. 
But we also know that these inland networks greatly declined after the mid-
sixteenth century, as did Zayla.166 The Yemeni and Hadrami may have then 
turned to the Swahili coast to obtain slaves, although it should be noted that 
the Horn slave trade continued during the following centuries.

Other factors contributed to increase the demand for servile labor. Por-
tuguese settlements in Mozambique, Mombasa, and India demanded East 
African slaves for household service or agricultural manpower. In addi-
tion, the new prosperity of some Swahili city-states, mainly in the Lamu 
archipelago, required slaves to work as builders, sailors, and peasants or 
as status symbols of conspicuous consumption as concubines, servants, 
guards, and craftsmen. Moreover, agricultural development in Pemba and 
Zanzibar seems to have begun at this time and probably required a certain 
work force of peasants of servile origin – though limited in number and 
working alongside freeborn clients imported from the mainland. Recent 
Hadrami and Yemeni migrants settled on the coast may have sustained 
and strengthened slave traffic to Arabia for they had intimate knowledge 
of both the demand in Arabia and Red Sea towns as well as the supply 
networks in Madagascar, the Comoros, and the Lamu archipelago. They 
had also experience of slave trading from Zayla. Lastly, during the second 
half of the seventeenth century the trading and economic growth of Oman 
further stimulated an increase in the demand for slaves.

Because of the lack of sources, it is not possible to estimate the scale 
of the slave trade in the sixteenth century. Figures do exist in the seven-
teenth century historical documentation; however, these derive from scat-
tered Portuguese and English sources that must be treated cautiously. A 
few scholars have offered estimates of the slave trade on the East African 
coast. Austen asserts that an average figure of 3100 slaves were yearly 
exported between 650 and 1920, but this covers such a large chronologi-
cal period that his estimate seems questionable, more so because he does 
not cite his evidence. 167 Lovejoy makes the assumption that around 1,000 
slaves were shipped each year to Arabia in the seventeenth century,168 but 
this appraisal is not supported by the assessments given in contemporary 
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documents. According to the estimation given for the Malagasy trade 
toward Boeny and the figures put forward by Buckeridge, Barreto, and 
the 1663 Portuguese account cited by Axelson, the Swahili slave trade 
from Madagascar amounted to between 2,000 and 3,000 slaves a year in 
the seventeenth century.169 If we add to these figures the direct trade run 
by Arabs and Comorians in the Antalaotra port towns, we can suppose 
that the whole Malagasy slave trade amounted to around 2,000 to 5,000 
slaves per year, not counting the European slave trade in the region. These 
estimates are corroborated by numerous sources of various origins, which 
very clearly show that slave trading was one of the main activities of the 
major port towns of northwestern Madagascar and the Comoros in the 
seventeenth century as well as between the Swahili coast and southern 
Arabia.

Thus, the scale of the global slave trade run by Swahili, Comorian, and 
Arab merchants, who provided themselves in Madagascar and the Cape 
Delgado and Juba areas, might have fluctuated between 3,000 to 6,000 
slaves a year in the seventeenth century, which was - again - a peak period. 
However I favor a low estimate of around 3,000 to 4,000 because of the bias 
of the sources, particularly the Portuguese accounts.170 Actually 4,000 slaves 
might be a possible figure for peak years only: it is impossible to be more 
precise.171 This appraisal includes the slaves sold for local use in Arabia and 
the Persian Gulf, in the Swahili towns, and in the Portuguese settlements, but 
it excludes the slave trade directly run by the Portuguese with the Antalaotra 
or the non-Swahili populations of the mainland. Moreover, we cannot assess 
the proportion of slaves shipped from or to each area. The Arabian Penin-
sula and the Persian Gulf probably absorbed the majority of the captives, 
followed by the Swahili towns, and finally, the Portuguese settlements.

Even though these estimates must be considered as approximations, 
they are far below the transatlantic trade in the seventeenth century. Yet 
there is no doubt that the extent of this traffic had important socioeco-
nomic consequences for East Africa. No doubt it exacerbated wars in 
Madagascar’s interior. It is obvious that the slave trade took a very large 
part in the wealth of the Antalaotra port towns of northwestern Mada-
gascar from the end of the sixteenth century. The slave trade, coupled 
with others like rice and cattle, stimulated urban growth in these towns in 
the fifteenth century through Swahili and Arab migration. The Comoro 
Islands may have experienced the same type of population growth at that 
time. Likewise, the rising prosperity of the Lamu archipelago merchants 
was mainly based on the ivory trade but also on the slave trade,172 for 
its location offered opportunities for strategic connections with southern 
Arabia, Oman, and the mainland polities.173 According to Pouwels, the 
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Hadrami and Yemeni immigrants markedly contributed to the wealth of 
the Lamu archipelago,174 and we can conclude that the slave trade took 
a significant part in this. Moreover, the Swahili traffic in slaves offered 
an easily accessible servile labor source that might have sustained the 
beginning of a slave-based agriculture on Zanzibar and Pemba and, more 
generally, the development of a kind of servile dependency on the coast, 
although other factors also contributed to this development.

This reappraisal of the slave trade before 1750 demonstrates that it 
was based on firm networks well rooted in the economic life of some 
Swahili towns. Thus, the Swahili coast economy was ready to handle the 
expansion in the slave trade from the 1770s up until the second half of 
the nineteenth century. Further, the growth of the plantation economy on 
Zanzibar and Pemba in the first decades of the nineteenth century intensi-
fied demands for slaves; perhaps the roots of this servile labor are older 
than previously thought. It is hoped that future research will elaborate on 
the issues explored in this chapter. 
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