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Ethnogenesis, Mobility and
Politics in the History of West
African Canoe Fishermen

Mariteuw Chimeére Diaw

One fundamental element in West Africa’s demographic history is
the complex process of ethnic fusion and fission through which
individuals, groups and communities became both assimilated
and differentiated along ever-changing new identities. This pro-
cess of ethnogenesis, nurtured by the considerable displacement
of people through vast expanses of African territory, has been a
fundamental element in the emergence of the State and in its abil-
ity to function efficiently during the Middle Ages. Fisherfolks
have been an integral part of this process despite their exclusion
from most historical accounts of that period. From the privileged
viewpoint of history, it can even be asserted that this dual process
of migration and ethnogenesis is still going on today and must be
inciuded into any comprehensive attempt to interpret contempor-
ary migration phenomena in fishing and to deal properly with the
issues related to migrant fishermen.

MIGRATIONS OF PEOPLES AND ETHNOGENESIS
(400 A.D.-1800 A.D.)

To understand the situation of West African fisheries, it is neces-
sary to keep in mind their distribution along the three major life
zones of West Africa and their subsequent position in the dense
and intricate political and economic developments of the precolo-
nial era.

The Sudanic Savanna Grasslands

States in West Africa emerged first inland, in the Western Sudan
where the Senegal and Niger river complexes provided the axis
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around which empire building was made possible.' Fishing folks,
such as the Bozo, Somono, Sorko and Sorkawa, who dominate the
history of inland fishing in the region, played a crucial role in this
process.

The Bozo are believed to be the most ancient inhabitants of the
interior delta on the western side of the Niger bend. Archeological
evidence found in Jenne-Jeno show that its first occupants (250
B.C.-A.D. 50) made use of iron, cultivated rice and were “heavily
reliant on aquatic resources including fish, tortoise, crocodile
and waterfowl” (Mclntosh & McIntosh, 1981:15). Whether these
people were Bozo, born out of the holes of the Delta, as suggested
by certain oral traditions, is not clear (Fay, 1989). Between 400 and
900 however, the central Delta underwent intense immigration
flows, and the beginning of this “second phase” of occupation
should be considered as the latest possible date of Bozo “arrival”
in the area.

By the 5th century A.D., the middle Niger was functioning as
an important north-south axis of riverine transport, which in fact
is congruent with seasonal migrations of Bozo fishermen, from
the Jenne region to areas beyond lake Debo, in pursuit of the oil-
rich Nile perch (Sundstrom, 1972). Original masters of all water
bodies, the Bozo (Sorogo, Tié and Kelinga) had an early interac-
tion with Nono autochtonous rice producers and exchanged ex-
cess production with later (Bamana, Soninke, Rimaibe, Pél) im-
migrants as well (Cissokho, 1966; Tymowski, 1970; Verdeaux &
Fay, 1987).

At about the same time, between the 5th and 11th centuries, the
Sorko, a skilled group of nomadic fishermen, were then following
a long north-west migration route along the eastern side of the
Niger bend. According to Boubou Hama?, the Sorko were coming

1. “It was the Niger which enabled remote provinces to be brought under con-
trol and administered, which gave access to markets and whose banks pro-
vided sites for the main towns (...). ‘C’est au fleuve que ces territoires doivent
leur cohésion politique et économique’ writes Tymowski” (Smith 1970). This
statement, which refers to Mali (12th-15th A.D.), Songhai (15th-16th A.D.)
and the Bamana States of the Middle Niger Valley (17th-19th A.D.), is also true
of Tekrur and Ghana which had emerged around the Senegal river by 500 A.D.
Contemporary of Mali and Songhai, or emerging from their respective break-
down, a host of smaller states (Kaabunke, Nyominka, Wolof, Mossi, Haussa...)
were also created in the area.

2. From personal notes; reference not available.
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gates.” The Banun, who probably are the most ancient ethnic for-
mation in the region and who occupied a vast territory stretching
from the Cacheu to the Salum rivers, were followed in the area by
a host of other groupings (Beafada, Bram, Bijago, Manjak, Man-
kan, Joola, Balant, Mandinka). By the 19th century, the three latter
groups (and 15th century Tukulor immigrants as well) had taken
over all Banun territory and had assimilated them in such a way
that the group was considered almost extinct” (Diaw, 1985).

North and south of the Casamance/Guinea-Bissau area, similar
phenomena were taking place. The Sereer, moving from the
Senegal river valley, had reached the Petite Cote and had even
pushed further into the Gandun island where they merged with
the local population (probably Banun as well as Mande) to form
the Nyominka entity. By the 12th century, the Sherbro were pre-
sent in Sierra Leone as well as the Bullom, who were the single do-
minant group of that area (Rodney, 1970; Stride & Ifeka, 1971). The
Baga, displaced from the Futa Jalon mountains, had reached their
present habitat in Guinea.

The end of the 8th-13th centuries’ wet periods (Brooks, 1981),
and various economic and political developments of the Western
Sudan at that time (Diaw, 1983), accelerated migrations toward the
coast, through the Futa Jalon mountains. This was the case for the
Susu®, who moved into the Futa Jalon after their defeat at the hand
of the Mandinka. They later left for the coast, under the pressure
of Fulani pastoralists. It is also during this period that the nature
of Mandinka traders’ and settlers’ infiltrations in the area is trans-
formed by Tirimagan Traore’s conquest and by the subsequent
foundation of the Kaabu and Nyomi dependencies of Mali. Other

6. Sereer myths and archeological evidence show that the whole coastal area
from the “Petite Cote” south of Cape Verde to the rivers of Casamance and
Guinea Bissau was the site of a common civilisation, “the civilisation of the
shell hills” (Gravand 1983).

7. The history of the Beafada, who in the past occupied about three-fourths of
the Guinea Bissau area and who are now reduced to hardly 12,000 people con-
centrated south of the Geba and Corubal rivers, is comparable to that of the
Banun. Both show a typical characteristic of ethnic relations on the Atlantic
coast, as migrations favoured intense processes of ethnic assimilation,
through war, competition as well as long Pacific interactions.

8. Among which were iron smiths looking for suitable species of hardwoods
necessary for the iron-making process (Brooks, 1981).
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Mande groups such as the Vai and the Kono settled further south
in Sierra Leone and Liberia.

The Atlantic was only minimally exploited and navigated until
the arrival of the Europeans at the 15th century. Consequently, the
social and economic history of the coast is marked by its links witi
the hinterland and its integration into the trans-Saharan trade net-
work. According to Rodney (1970), salt collected from mangrove
leaves, extracted from the soil by percolation or produced by direct
evaporation of seawater, was “the most important item fostering
contacts between the littoral and the hinterland” and had “the
ability to attract people through amazing distances”. Dried fish
and molluscs were part of the riverine and coastwise trade of kola
nuts, malagueta pepper and other forest products along the Petite
Cote, the Salum and Gambia rivers and the upper Guinea coast.
According to Brooks (1981), even gold, iron and cotton production
could have exerted a powerful stimulus for commerce with
riverine and coastal societies of the Guinea-Bissau region linked
by relay trade to the peoples of the forest.

By the mid-fifteenth century, Beafada mariners had developed a
seaborne commerce for kola, pepper and indigo which took them
as far as the river Nunez and even further south (Brooks, 1981). As
early perhaps as 700 A.D., Nyominka mariners of the Salum is-
lands were trading with Banun of the Gambia and Casamance (Li-
nares De Sapir, 1971). Banun also traded with Sereer and Wolof
traders up to Cape Verde “which marked the northernmost point
of coastwise navigation whence caravan routes extended north-
wards through Wolof territory to the Senegal river, to link with
trans-Saharan routes” (Brooks, 1981).

Besides navigation, fishing was also a regular activity of coastal
populations before the 15th century. It was practised up to 2-3
leagues from the coast while gear and boats were sufficiently di-
versified to suggest some significant exploitation of fish re-
sources. It is probable, however, that most of the fishing activities
were done inland in the fishing-grounds of protected estuaries, la-
goons and coastal lakes (Diaw, 1983; 1985). During that period,
only the Cape Verde and the Petite Cote on the Senegambian lit-
toral seemed to have offered secure conditions sufficiently
stimulating for the development of a more intense exploitation of
marine resources. For a significant sea-fishing activity to develop,
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around the Calabar river in the eastern delta) also found indig-
enous inhabitants of the area—”Umuale”—whom they had
either chased or absorbed by the 15th century (Stride & Ifeka,
1971).

Fishing people have been affected in at least three different
ways by the coincidence between the late advent of centralised
states "' in the Gulf of Guinea and the opening of the Atlantic
trade, which was responsible for chronic inter-state rivalries and
the expansion of the slave trade in the 17th and 18th centuries.

While Fante fishermen and Kru mariners seem to have generally
benefited from their position within the emerging Atlantic sys-
tem, fishing folks of ancient Dahomey’s lagoons were most nega-
tively affected by these occurrences. In 1727, the Xweda capital,
Sahe, was burned to the ground by a conquering Abomey army
and its main coastal outlet, Whydah, was captured. This was to
provoke a major exodus of Xweda people toward lake Aheme 2
and proved to be the beginning of a long period of persecution ac-
centuated by Abomey’s direct contact with the slave trade. Con-
tinuously hunted down, raided and dislocated, Xweda were
forced " to move always further into the swamp zones where they
met other refugees such as the Xwla and even some Fon. In these
refuge zones, the populations specialised in fishing and salt pro-
duction and were unable to form any structured political entity
(Pliya, 1981).

Peoples of the delta city-states lay at another extreme of the spec-
trum. Probably in response to environment conditions, they did
not develop centralised states but, instead, a myriad of settle-
ments and villages built around the “house system”, i.e. their
socio-political division into households and wards. The city-state
was a confederation of “houses” controlling a trading region in

11. Benin and Oyo in the 14th century; Abomey, Asante and other Akan states
such as Fante and Akwamu in the 15th-17th centuries. In 1629, there were 34
small states clustered in Southern Ghana, among which 28 were Akan states
(Adu Boahen, 1965; Stride & Ifeka, 1971).

12. Where they might have met Aizo hunter-agriculturalists coming to establish
fishing and agriculture settlements on the banks of lake Aheme (Pliya, 1981).

13. In spite of their resistance through ambush, blockades and other forms of
naval warfare used at different moments (1726-1727; 1753) in this conflict (see
Smith, 1970).
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the interior forest belt. It had two main activities, fishing and trad-
ing, and was part of the long-distance trade network.

With the development of the slave trade, the content of these
trading activities is profoundly modified as delta people become
major slave dealers, well organized within the “canoe-house”, a
fishing, trading and fighting corporation of kinsmen, strangers
and slaves. The canoe-house was essential to keep open the
strategic waterways linking the coast to the hinterland and be-
came the real foundation of wealth and state power in the delta in
that period. .

THE DEVELOPMENT OF MARITIME FISHING AND MODERN
FISHING MIGRATIONS

The development of maritime fishing in West Africa was not the
work of early coastal dwellers, who relied primarily on the system
of inland waterways, but of new migrant populations which did
not reach the coast before the full growth of the Atlantic trade at
the 17th century.

The Wolof-speaking Lebu'’s first contact with the sea took place

- only at that time, after they were chased from Cayor and reached

the Cape Verde and Petite Cote areas in Senegal. In St. Louis, Get-
Ndar, as a fishing settlement, was created even later, in the 18th
century, by Subalbe and Wolof fishermen from the Senegal river
valley. Freetown as a Kru settlement was also founded only in
1790, which is the period when the fame of the Nana-Kru as
mariners starts to be recognized on the coast. Until the middle of
the 17th century, the Fante Union was still an inland state control-
ling no more than three coastal outlets. Only thereafter does it be-
come a coastal society through the progressive occupation of pre-
existing villages." In the same vein, Anlo-Ewe were supposedly
not familiar with the use of boats when they came to settle on the
coast, east and west of the Volta river. As regards the Lewu, their
first stable boat was introduced in Anlo country in 1702 only, by
Amega Le and a group of migrants coming from Adangme and Ga

14. This is the case of Cape Coast, an Efutu settlement, and of Anomabu created
by the Guan, where Fante came to settle around 1662 and 1690, respectively.

[



‘(339 ‘a8erurew ‘adouejuayul ‘s3uiaes) sa1dajens
s1ydei3owap pue [R150S 0IDIW SE [[aMm Se (Sajel aZuerydxa Aiejououw ‘aInjonis
-exyur ‘saoud pue 2z1s jax1eW ‘$)S00 UoHINpoId Ul SaIUAIDYIP) SaNLIRdSIp I
-wouo0da [euoidal ‘suonipuod [ed130[0da pue sardajens Jurysy apnput asay ‘gl

‘(6861) UISUON LR 23S
‘BDLIJY 1Sap UI uawIaysy awnuew jo peasds s Aepoy jo Atewwns pood e 10 41

‘yons sy dryderowap 1o drwouodd ‘[edr3o[orq ‘[einioniys pue
[eanjoun(uod ‘sajqerrea jo xajdwod snoauadorajdy e uodn yuapuad
-9p S1 UOI331 3) JO SEAIR SULISALI pUE [RISEOD 31} JnoYy3noiyy sued
-3V 189\ Jo Ajrjrqow Y31y ayy pue uoynqrusip peaidsapim 3y,

NOISNTONOD

"(G861 ‘MeI(]) SALIaYS] Y} I19jud 0} s13lLreq
91sed UTWODISA0 3IIM I[N N dG[EqNG-UOU ‘ddUBIRSED) UT d[IYM
(6861 ‘2933 2 pnoqeyD) eruejLnejy ut euLny e Jo saLdYsy
I93sqo] aunrewr Jurpuedxa ay) ur Apjuadal [[jun punoj alam
aqreqng ‘Ajroeded UOISIIAUODAI I13Y} JO UOTIRIIPUT 183D B S (0461
‘4D ueA {0861 ‘@3uof 3 ‘G861 ‘me1() A1aysy-durtiys ayj jo juaur
-dojaaap ayj ut ajos1 jusaurwoid e pakerd pue 9)2/-212f 3y} JO UOISIAA
UMO 119y} PadnpoIjul oym ‘usauiiaysy (19[myny) aqreqng Aq eae
Y} UT pamo[[oj a1am A3y, (G861 ‘MeI(]) SOE Y3 Ul 12U 9[9J-9[9] HLIP
ayj 3unponur 1935e sjuesead eyuIpueA pue ajuefeg Juowe paj)
-19s Appuauewrad aaey Aay) azaym (ddurwese))) [eZaUdg UIIYINOS
ut juasaxd os[e are ouowog (06l ‘[9ANID) SINOT “I§ Se Y}Iou Iej
se ur108 a1am ouowog afiym ‘sarraysiy uoode| ayj Jo sasLId 1olew
0} paje[as st dduasaid 11ay) a1aym jse0)) AIOAJ JO suoidal [e}seod
3y premo) Suraowr uaaq aAeY uawWIdYsly 0zog ‘A1njuad ayj jo Suru
-u13aq ayj aduig ‘ssadoid s1yj jo jred os[e are UIULIDYSY IIATY

. 3urdojaaap are suon

-2I31W [BUOIIBUIIIUT PUR [EUId)UI SE pUE S3LIdYsT) a3 J1ajud adoad

alow se snoauadoi1ajay Ajdurseanur Juiyad st saldYsy ayj jo

dew druyya oy ‘(861 ‘uasuoyeep]) o3uo)) pue uoqen) ‘unordwe))

se 1ej se 3ui03 Mou are epamy pue e[MY 3Yj St Yons udwiaysy

uooge[ 1I9WLIO) ‘9dUIN[JUI J13Y) JAPU(] "UNOIdWED) 0} JUOIT BLIDIG
wolj eale 3[OYMm 3Yj IdA0D UdWLIAYSI amy pue djue] ‘Aepo],

(1861

“eA1]J) udauLIaysiy ajueq pue epy Aq pamoi[oj are Aayj a1aym (6961

G9 UIULIdYSL] 20UDD) UVILLJY JSIM JO Aa0jSIH

"01pd UeS P paysi|qeisa mou ‘(0961)

uawWIIaYS) NQaT Jo uoneIdiuw 19)e] a3 0s[e S pajou aq o], “Jurwody)Io] ‘merq ‘g1
‘eauInd jo Jind dyj 10j 061 ‘Ywig

/261 ‘Uasuadlsuyd) ‘qGgel ‘mei(] ‘eiquie8auag ayy 10j 78l neaaneyd) 3ag ‘gl

‘A31ng a(]) uruag urjuasaid ose are sueIFIW IMF-0[UY ‘SO Y3 U]
‘(£861 ‘Aeunea(q) A1injuad ayj jo SuruurBaq ayj 03 aqhew pue (661
‘uol1ag) sQE 2Yj 03 Joeq 3urod sjuawafyias BWIZN pue amy ‘ajueq
puy Aay3 a1aym , 3se0D) AI0A] Ul paisaye 3siy st dduasaid Iray
‘spg A[1ea ay) U “Tem ayj JO pua ay) a10jaq A[}10Ys aAea[ Aoy yorym
A1yeuo)) jo ya3rew ayj jo siarjddns urews ayj se pajrodar are usw
-19Ysy IepN 139 ‘I] 1eM PIIOM Suningg "(eggel ‘me1() sjau-[[13 pue
$}2U-}SED SE YoNS 1833 Mau 20N POoIJUT £31]} d19Ym ddurWESe) Y} JO
Axenjsa ayj ojur 3uUTWOD }1B)S UDULIAYST) IEPN-195) PUE Nqa Uaym
awny ayy osye st STy (1861 “@A1[J) suonerdiw niy pue eymy sjo3
-3113 1681 Ul NOUO0}0)) JO JIBYM 3Y) JO UOTINIJSUOD dY) “Utuag Uf,
‘AInjuad 3y} jo pua

“ay3 e Ansnput 3urysy awrnrrew ayjy ut adefd Junye; jre)s sadyeyd

dnjeweIp ‘yimord drwouodd juspuadap jo sajod mau ayj spiem
-03 sjuesead jo AJ[Iqow paseardul ue pue S)SE0D Y} UO UOIJeS
-tueqan Surmoid ‘Awrouoda aueydxa jsifejrded e jo yuawysijqeisa
3y} ‘aALIp [eIUO[0d 3y} Aq paf[ony ‘uondnpoid Ysij Jo 321nos urew
a3 A[qeqoad surewrar 3urysij [ejuaUTIUOD ‘AINJUId YIgT Y3 [N
(8861 ‘duda1D)
[[9M SE SIIT[JU0D 13je] pue siem o)y a3 Aq 691 1sed] je [pun papad
-wi1 ST$3180[0UYD3} Je0q MAU JO 3sN [[NJ Y} ‘AIJUNOD O[UY U] "S}SLOD
eauIinn) pue (zg6l ‘neaaneyd) uerquedauag ayjy jo syed [erd
-A3S Ul PadIjoU ST SANTATIOR dWILIRW JO UOISSaIZal e ‘dduejsur 10j
}Se0D 3jUR] Y} pue (IepN-199) SINOT "1§ Jo 3sodjno [eruojod ayj ut
Suidojaaap [[us are sjuawasoxrdwr uonyedraeu pue Jurysy I[IYM
*3s202 3y} Jo sjurod Juaragirp uo sypeduwrt SNOLIBA dARY AI[RALI S3)€)S
-I3JUl PaseaIdUl pue dperj aAe[S 3y} JO juawdo[PAap ay[, ., 'Sjuaw
-anoxdwit snopuawan y3nosyjy o3 ospe (jres pue s3u ‘Gurissed
-1eq) SO1UYOd) uonjediaeu pue Jurysiy {[LIJUID SIWODI] puR[IdUTY
ay) pue siapery ueadoiny usom}aq SILIBIPIULIdIUL SB S IUNW
-Ww0d [eJSEOD JO [0 dY) ‘AWOU0Id [eIONI] dY) O} Paje[dl SMoO[J
a8ueyoxa uiseadur pue SUMO] [BJSEOD MU JO UOIILAID 3} YIM
(G961 ‘uayeogq
LL61 SIMIT ‘T8I ‘MEIANEYD 8Q6L ‘UIAID qG8eL ‘MEI(]) SUMO)

mpi(] 24Uy MNJUDN $9




66 Mariteuw Chimére Diaw

these migrations are related to two essential forms of movement in
fisheries: “regulated fishing migrations” and “labour migrations”
(Diaw, 1983). History shows, however, that in the long run, these
movements could but be transitional forms of peoples’ migra-
tions,.a concept which refers to the historical and global mobility
of groups, nations or communities across the continent.

This point could prove essential to management polities, as ex-
pulsions of fishermen, caught in the midst of inter-state contradic-
tions or as scapegoats in limited electoral calculus, are still taking
place in many African countries. Such measures often result in
economic recession dand perturbations of the fisheries and local
economies.” They also fail to address a more fundamental issue:
the possibility of generating an endogenous and long-lasting de-
velopment in Africa without establishing integrated policies
transgressing the limited boundaries of national jurisdictions.
The expression “integrated policies” is both an evocation of the
concept of African integration (which has almost acquired a
mythical resonance after two generations of intellectual debates)
and a “clin d’eil” to people concerned with strategic issues re-
lated to Africa’s development. Two interrelated components are
implied by our use of the concept: regional integration and inte-
gration of the “informal” economy.

The success of canoe fishing in West Africa (which forecasted ex-
tinction and served as the basis of French colonial policies in par-
ticular, between the 1850s and 1945), and the vigor of the transna-
tional aspects of its dynamics, cannot be viewed just as some kind
of incidental peculiarity. Rather, they could be better understood
as an expression of the potential and the relevance of the so-called
informal economy (which | prefer to refer to as “the African sector
of the African economy”), and as a partial explanation for the fail-
ure of three decades of narrow micro-nationalist policies based on
an inadequate understanding of important historical experience.

A fetishist perception of the state has traditionally tended to
view a whole range of local as well as “trans-border” initiatives
and structural relationships (which logics often predate both its

19. Though neglecting the fisheries, Zachariah & Condé’s (1981) study of West
African migrations in the 60s and the 70s shows that large-scale immigration
has tended to accelerate growth in receiving countries, while expulsions of

workers have contributed to economic recession,
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birth and the Berlin Congress) as a threat to its territorial and
ideological legitimity. To call for an integration of policies is thus
to call for a progressive—Dbut not necessarily “non-traumatic” —
remodeling of economic, administrative and cultural policies
along the dynamic lines of concrete social experiences at the local
and regional levels.

Inoperational terms, and with regard to fishing, the concept has
thus little to do with issues such as “quotas” or “transnational
tenurial rights”, born out of the cultural context of capitalist ra-
tionality in European and North American fisheries. In our under-
standing of the West African situation, an integrated policy would
necessarily have a regional dimension and integration global is-
sues related to monetary disparities, customs and immigration
laws as well as other regional aspects of national policies. Its most
fundamental trait, however, should be the incorporation of
phenomena such as the “tontines”, the share system, “informal”
lending arrangements, local tenurial rights, communal organiza-
tions (such as those so efficiently run by Fante, Ewe and “Popoh”
international migrants), international movements of fishermen,
women fish traders and processors, ethnic solidarities, etc., into a
strategic frame for the development of the fishery sector.

By shedding some light on the tight interpiay between
cthnogenesia and mobility within regional politics, history might
be of some help in the definition of such a strategy for West Afri-
can fisheries.
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