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Abstract

In eighteenth and nineteenth century Senegal, women constituted most of the 
enslaved population. Despite this demographic overrepresentation, contemporary 
memories of enslavement are predominantly androcentric. This article highlights 
this androcentrism and ties it to changes in labour and gender that occurred under 
racial capitalism. A study of 100 newspaper articles published in Senegalese and 
French media during the last decade reveals that 55 percent of them were biased 
towards describing enslaved people as masculine figures, versus only 11 percent 
representing them as women. This androcentrism of memories can be attributed 
to the conflation of the trans-Atlantic trade with the local indigenous trade, the 
patriarchal nature of the Senegalese state inherited from colonialism, and the 
transition to racial capitalism under which women’s labour was rendered invisi-
ble. Today, these memorial processes hide the negative socio-economic legacies 
of enslavement on racialised working-class women and children. These findings 
illustrate the necessity to centre gender dynamics in studies of the memories and 
archaeology of enslavement.

Introduction

In north-western Senegal, most of the enslaved population throughout the 
late modern period was composed of women. In 1773, about 67 percent of the 
enslaved population in Saint-Louis (fig. 1), the main French trading post in West 
Africa other than Gorée, were women (Searing 1993). In 1845, there were still 
4241 adult women for only 2809 adult men among the enslaved population in 
Saint-Louis and Gorée (SEN XIV 13, ANOM) (fig. 2). Despite this overrepre-
sentation of enslaved women within local slavery, an analysis of 100 articles 
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related to enslavement published during the last decade in Senegalese and French 
newspapers reveals that enslaved persons are today mostly described as mas-
culine figures. This research therefore echoes the first lines of Robertson and 
Klein’s (1983: 3) Women and Slavery in Africa: “Most slaves in sub-Saharan 
Africa were women. But many accounts of African enslavement are written as 
though the slaves were exclusively men”.

The archaeology, memory, and heritage of enslavement in Africa has been the 
focus of an increasing number of publications over the past two decades (Akye-
ampong 2001; Apoh 2020; Araujo 2010; Frith and Hodgson 2015; Gqola 2010; 
Kusimba 2004; Lane and MacDonald 2011; Ly and Thiaw 2021; Marshall and 
Kiriama 2017; Ogundiran and Falola 2007; Schramm 2007; Thiaw 2011; Thioub 
2012). In Africa, and Senegal in particular, archaeological studies of enslave-
ment have often been conducted with great attention and sometimes in response 
to the ways enslavement is memorialised in society (Lane and MacDonald 2011; 
Thiaw 2011). Although historical and archaeological accounts have dealt with 
enslavement and gender in Africa (Campbell et al. 2005 ; Candido 2020; Crouch-
er 2007; Jordan 2005; Paton and Scully 2005; Robertson and Klein 1983), gen-
der has often remained a side note in studies of the memory and memorialisation 
of enslavement (see Hill-Yates 2012 for an exception). 

Using a Marxist, Black, and decolonial feminist framework, this article will 
demonstrate and analyse the androcentrism of memories of enslavement in Sen-
egal, tying it to historical changes in labour relations. Here, androcentrism means 
that these memories tell masculine-centred stories or universalise the masculine 
experience, a frequent issue which has been discussed in heritage studies and 
archaeology (Conkey and Spector 1984; Engelstad 2001; McAtackney 2018; 
Smith 2008; see Battle-Baptiste 2011 and Franklin 2001 for Black feminist per-
spectives). Social reproduction theory, which comes from Marxist feminism, 
will enable us to tie these androcentric memories to a discussion about changes 
in labour and gender under racial capitalism. Social reproduction refers to the 
activities often performed by women—preparing food, washing clothes, taking 
care of children, and so on—necessary to create and maintain all workers’ labour 
power. Under capitalism, while productive labour realised by men is official-
ly recognised, reproductive labour performed by women is rendered invisible 
(Bhattacharya 2017; Federici 1975; Mohandesi and Teitelman 2017; Sow 1986; 
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Vergès 2021). 

Androcentric memories of enslavement, and their relation to the invisibility 
of social reproduction under racial capitalism, will be analysed within the con-
text of the imposition of a ‘colonial/modern gender system’ (Lugones 2007; see 
also Oyewumi 1997) in West Africa. This does not mean that patriarchy did not 
exist in pre-colonial societies, but rather that European colonialism imposed new 
gender norms as well as a specific gendered division of labour suitable to racial 
capitalism. This had consequences for both the organisation of labour and its 
memorialisation, which will be analysed in this article.

The example of the historical region of Saint-Louis and its hinterland will be 
taken to illustrate this research, which relies on archival work undertaken in the 
Archives nationales d’outre-mer (ANOM) in Aix-en-Provence, France, and on 
the analysis of 100 newspaper articles about enslavement in Senegal published 
between 2011 and 2022 in the Senegalese and French press.

Predominance of women among the Senegalese enslaved population

Between the sixteenth and the twentieth centuries, there were three main 
slave markets in Senegambia with differences in gender ratio. The first was the 
trans-Atlantic slave trade, through which 498,500 Senegambians were enslaved 
across the Atlantic (Eltis 2001) and where between 61 and 64 percent of en-
slaved people were men (Geggus 1989; Lovejoy 1989). The two other markets 
were the trans-Saharan and the indigenous market (Robertson and Klein 1983). 
Through the trans-Saharan trade, about 98,000 people were extracted from Sen-
egal between 1400 and 1900 (Nunn 2008), most of which were women and 
children (Robertson and Klein 1983). Finally, regarding the indigenous mar-
ket, Klein (1998) estimates that about 35 to 40 percent of the total population 
of Senegal during the nineteenth century was enslaved, and that in some areas 
up to two thirds of the enslaved were women. The data from Saint-Louis and 
Gorée cited in the introduction illustrates these gender dynamics as well. This 
last form of enslavement, with enslaved Africans in service to African or Eu-
ro-African enslavers, boomed in response to the European trade, but adhered 
to a local caste system. It has been described as ‘African’, ‘internal’ (Robertson 
and Klein 1983), ‘indigenous’ (Kankpeyeng 2009; Thiaw 2011) or ‘domestic’ 
(Klein 1998). Enslavement was eventually forbidden in Saint-Louis and Gorée in 
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1848—although the illegal trade continued for several decades—and in the rest 
of French West Africa in 1903-1905. In some areas, indigenous enslavement still 
has deep legacies today with the continued existence of a lower social status and 
stigma associated with people of enslaved descent (Ames 1953; Bayart 2007; 
Klein 1998; Rodet 2010; Thioub 2012).

Saint-Louis and its hinterland are a good illustration of the indigenous en-
slavement system. Its economy relied, since its foundation, on enslaved labour. 
In 1845, for example, enslaved people and indentured labourers accounted for 
about 54.6 percent of the total population, of which over 60 percent were wom-
en (SEN XIV 13, ANOM). Similarly along the Senegal River, enslaved people 
represented about 50 percent of the population in the region of Dagana (north of 
Saint-Louis) and 26.2 percent of the population in Podor (east of Dagana) (Klein 
1998: 256), again, mostly women. Enslaved men in Saint-Louis were craftsmen 
or laptots (sailors), while enslaved women were pileuses (pounders of millet) 
or blanchisseuses (laundry women). In the countryside, both genders practised 
agricultural work (Klein and Roberts 2005) but women remained in charge of 
the majority of socially reproductive labour. This situation presents many sim-
ilarities with the documented condition of enslaved women in other regions of 
Africa. For instance in Cape Town, South Africa, enslaved women tended to 
be domestic servants. Jordan (2005) has excavated a washing place associated 
with these enslaved servants, showing how the various artefacts retrieved can 
be analysed as the material traces of enslaved women’s labour, and discussing 
how the location of this washing place outside the enslavers’ house allowed the 
washerwomen more freedom.

The reasons for the predominance of women among the enslaved population 
in West Africa has been debated by historians since the 1970s-80s (Miers and 
Kopytoff 1977; Robertson and Klein 1983). Meillassoux (1983: 49) hypothe-
sised that “in slavery, women were valued above all as workers, mostly because 
female tasks were predominant in production”. Moreover, while enslaved wom-
en could perform labour considered to be traditionally masculine, the opposite 
was seen as humiliating.

Klein (1983) elaborated on Meillassoux’s interpretation by arguing that en-
slaved women produced less wealth for their enslavers than men because they 
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also had to take care of domestic tasks, and so were preferred for their ability 
to create domestic units that integrated enslaved men. I believe this criticism to 
be partly biased and to rely on a distinction between productive (which would 
directly produce wealth) and socially reproductive labour that was not as present 
in pre-capitalist societies, as the sociologist Fatou Sow (1986) has, for instance, 
noted. The arguments of Klein and Meillassoux form two sides of the same 
coin: that is, enslaved women were valued because they performed tasks sim-
ilar to those allocated to enslaved men but additionally, they were also the ones 
in charge of most of the socially reproductive labour (preparing food, washing 
clothes, taking care of children, and so on).

Life and agency of enslaved women

Legal cases from the archives are incredibly revealing about the harsh life 
and physical conditions endured by enslaved women in north-western Senegal. 
These include frequent cases of gender-based violence against captive women, 
including sexual violence and beating (SEN VIII 13, ANOM). Many enslaved 
people also ended up in colonial prisons in Saint-Louis, such as Niacoura in 
1843, an enslaved woman and mother of a young child, who was sentenced to 
five years in prison for minor theft (SEN VIII 13, ANOM). Women—some still 
very young and recently enslaved during conflicts on the mainland—were also 
overrepresented in the post-1848 illegal trade in Saint-Louis. An 1875 case tells 
the story of Diama Thiam, a woman born into the blacksmith caste, who had 
been enslaved during the Kajoor War and was sold several times before arriving 
in Guet-Ndar (a neighbourhood of Saint-Louis). It is mentioned that her enslaver 
in Guet-Ndar mostly used her for domestic work and that she also faced violence 
from him. However, she eventually found relatives in Saint-Louis who encour-
aged her to seek freedom (SEN XIV 16, ANOM). Another case from 1875 con-
cerns Kounadi Diara, a 12-year-old girl enslaved during a raid in Kaarta (modern 
Mali) and brought to Guet-Ndar by Hassaniya Darmanko traders (SEN XIV 15, 
ANOM).

As shown by the case of Diama Thiam seeking freedom in 1875, most en-
slaved women were central agents in their own emancipation. In 1848, the 
French governor of Saint-Louis reported that enslaved people in the city were 
very organised and could express their collective power (Searing 1993). In the 
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Moniteur du Sénégal, which reported all liberations happening in Saint-Louis, 
mostly resulting from slave flights, almost 60 percent of the adults listed as freed 
between 1868 and 1888 were women (Klein and Robert 2005). Research such 
as that undertaken by Duke-Bryant (2019) on the case of liberated minor girls in 
the 1890s-1900s also shows the variety of strategies employed by freedwomen to 
build themselves new lives and new identities after emancipation, including by 
forming kinship ties and marrying outside of their enslaver’s households. Klein 
and Robert (2005) similarly show how some formerly enslaved women used 
colonial tribunals to their advantage to obtain divorces.

Androcentrism of memories

To assess whether the history of enslaved women is publicly remembered, and 
their roles recognised, I analysed 100 newspaper articles related to enslavement 
in Senegal. These articles were published between 2011 and 2022, mostly in the 
Senegalese press (in the newspapers Nouvel Horizon, Ndarinfo, Le Soleil, Sene.
News, Le Quotidien) but some also in the French or international press (in the 
newspapers Le Point Afrique, Jeune Afrique, L’Obs, Libération or Le Monde).

Articles with a masculine bias focused on traditionally-masculine enslaved 
occupations such as that of laptot (enslaved sailor) or ceddo or tiédo (enslaved 
soldiers of the crown). Otherwise, they directly named enslaved men, or they 
used ‘il’ (he) or ‘un’ (masculine indefinite article) to refer to the figure of the 
enslaved. The rare articles with a feminine bias mostly focused on specific indi-
viduals or historical episodes, such as the resistance of the women of Nder who 
in November 1819 preferred suicide to enslavement (five of the 11 articles with a 
feminine bias focused explicitly on this episode). Articles categorised as ‘neutral’ 
did not mention gender, while articles categorised as ‘mixed’ mentioned both en-
slaved men and women. A link to the full list of articles, with their categorisation 
and comments justifying it, can be found in the ‘Primary Sources’ section of this 
publication.

To give a precise example, between 2011 and 2012 in Ndarinfo (a Senega-
lese magazine published in Saint-Louis), seven articles regarding enslavement in 
Senegal were published. Two were about the trans-Atlantic trade, four about in-
digenous local enslavement, and one mentioned both. Of these articles, four had 
a masculine bias: they all used masculine articles or pronouns, three mentioned 
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specifically enslaved soldiers of the crown, and one mentioned the existence of 
cells for both enslaved men and women in Gorée but then went on to repeatedly 
refer to enslaved people as masculine. One was mixed, mentioning occupations 
traditionally performed by enslaved women and by enslaved men. Finally, the 
last two were focused on feminine figures: one remembering the episode of the 
resistance of Nder and one briefly mentioning a fictional enslaved woman.

The result of this analysis, presented in Figure 4, shows that 55 percent of 
all articles presented enslaved people in masculine ways, compared to only 11 
percent presenting them as women. Articles were therefore five times more like-
ly to represent enslaved people as masculine rather than feminine. The remain-
ing 34 percent of articles were either mixed or neutral. These results contrast 
dramatically with the historical reality of local Senegalese enslavement where 
most of the enslaved were women. This significant androcentrism of mainstream 
memories of enslavement reveals a widespread process of silencing the history 
of enslaved women.

Thiaw (2011) and Thioub (2012) have argued that the focus of governments 
exclusively on the commemoration of the trans-Atlantic slave trade participates 
in hiding the deep legacies of local slavery and caste systems in West African 
societies, as will be further discussed below. Following the same logic, it is easy 
to argue that the exclusive and over-focus of contemporary Senegalese memories 
on enslaved men hides the negative impact of the legacies of enslavement on 
women, and particularly racialised working-class women.

These dynamics also permeate archaeological studies, where women and 
their labour are too often silenced, this situation being even worse for racialised 
women (Battle-Baptiste 2011; Croucher 2007; Franklin 2001; Kent 1998). Some 
archaeologists working on the African continent have tried to address these is-
sues to varying extents (Croucher 2007, 2011; Jordan 2005; Thiaw 2003, 2008, 
2011), but this has often led them to come into direct confrontation with either 
official narratives or the limitations of the archaeological record itself.

Croucher (2011) for instance discusses the difficulty of identifying archae-
ologically forms of enslavement associated with women, such as enslaved con-
cubinage in nineteenth-century Zanzibar, and therefore the need to complement 
archaeology with other sources such as oral history.
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On Gorée Island, Senegal, Thiaw (2003) has conducted an archival and ar-
chaeological project which has led him to challenge national narratives that have 
little interest for the everyday life of the enslaved, and consequently keep quiet 
on the historical overrepresentation of enslaved women. In particular, his archae-
ological research has demonstrated how in the post-eighteenth-century period 
enslaved women likely played a central role in the diffusion of European trade 
goods on Gorée (Thiaw 2008), making them critical agents in changes in the 
local material culture.

Archaeologies of enslavement that attempt to re-centre women in their inter-
pretation therefore often come up against the androcentrism of official memories 
evidenced above, challenging decades of silencing enslaved women’s history.

Patriarchal society and conflation between trades

In the case of Senegal, two factors can initially be discerned to explain the 
androcentrism of memories of enslavement: the patriarchal nature of the state, 
and the conflation of the trans-Atlantic slave trade with indigenous slavery.

The roots of the presentation of enslaved people as masculine figures can 
be traced back to colonial times, because of the patriarchal assumptions of both 
male colonial officials and African elites. For instance, an inquiry into questions 
of enslavement and freedom in Senegal undertaken between 1842 and 1844 by 
the Commission of Colonial Affairs, later crucial in debates about emancipation, 
interviewed over 40 enslaved persons along the Senegal River (SEN XIV 13, 
ANOM). Of these, all were men, mostly laptots (sailors), despite the overrep-
resentation of enslaved women in the region. The voices of enslaved men were 
therefore already centred in colonial documents, echoing the ground-breaking 
analysis of Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1995) on how the making of sources and 
archives already begins the process of silencing certain voices.

The “masculine and patriarchal dimension of the [Senegalese] state” (Sow 
1997: 12)—heritage of these French colonial policies and of the imposition of 
the colonial/modern gender system (Lugones 2007), which is reinforced by the 
conservative views of part of the religious hierarchy (Creevey 1996)—perpetu-
ated this ideology through the present day. Moreover, both the people writing on 
enslavement (academics or journalists) as well as the people asked to remember 
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the enslaved (oral history interviewees) are most often men. For the 58 articles 
analysed in this study for which a gender could be assigned to the author, 53 
were written by men (i.e., 91 percent, with some authors having written up to 
five articles) against only five that were written by women. History being written 
by men, the misogynistic erasure of enslaved women, and the construction of 
androcentric memories, is far from surprising in this context.

Finally, the conflation of the trans-Atlantic slave trade with indigenous slav-
ery has been noticed by numerous researchers and heritage specialists across 
Africa (Lane and MacDonald 2011: 12; Thiaw 2011; Thioub 2012). However, 
men were demographically more represented within the trans-Atlantic trade than 
within the indigenous one. Men constituted about 64 percent of the enslaved pop-
ulation shipped from West Africa by the French (Geggus 1989; Lovejoy 1989), 
potentially because the preference of the African market for women and children 
meant that men were the ones sold to European traders (Klein 1983). The demo-
graphic overrepresentation of men within the trans-Atlantic trade, and the fact 
that this form of enslavement is today conflated with indigenous slavery and is 
the principal one commemorated (Thiaw 2011; Thioub 2012), partly explains 
the androcentrism that extends to the memories and narratives concerning indig-
enous enslavement.

Invisibilisation of women’s labour under racial capitalism

In addition to the two factors mentioned above, a third reason appears when 
one analyses today’s androcentric memories of enslavement within the historical 
context of the transition from an indigenous slave mode of production to a ‘racial 
capitalist’ one. Under capitalism, the (socially reproductive) labour of women is 
rendered invisible, having consequences for memories about past women’s la-
bour. The term ‘racial capitalism’ was put forward by Cedric Robinson (1983) to 
emphasise the centrality of ideas of race in the functioning of capitalism. Racial 
order, he argues, plays a central role in the organisation of labour under capital-
ism, and was one of the key forces behind its expansion into a world-system.

Some research has been done on this transition to a capitalist economy in 
Senegal, but most has been written from an androcentric standpoint. Babacar 
Fall (1993) has presented the labour transition that happened during the twentieth 
century as a triptych: slavery – forced labour – wage labour. Forced labour ex-
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isted officially from the early twentieth century until 1946 and is often described 
as a way for the colonial metropole to obtain cheap labour and prolong enslave-
ment under a derivative form (Fall 1993). However, the recruitment of women 
for forced labour was forbidden, although women and children were present on 
forced-labour sites to perform domestic tasks (Tiquet 2019). Women, who were 
a majority in slavery, became therefore (officially) absent from forced labour, 
and are today on the margins of wage labour. In 1979, only 2.67 percent of wage 
earners were women, of which more than half were underpaid domestic workers 
(Sow 1986). In 2020, the situation had improved but women still represent only 
39.4 percent of the labour force (ILO 2020). The triptych ‘slavery – forced la-
bour – wage labour’ therefore hides the disappearance of half of the labour force 
(i.e., women) from a group seen as central to production (enslaved women) to 
one conceptualised as having little relation to it, despite this being false, and ob-
fuscating the centrality of socially reproductive labour, care, and domestic work 
to the functioning of society. 

The existence of unwaged, unrecognised socially reproductive labour, mainly 
performed by women, is indeed essential in any capitalist system for surplus to 
be produced by men (Federici 1975). This is why after the abolition of slavery, 
men were able to integrate more rapidly than women into capitalist relations, as 
more waged jobs were open to them (Robertson and Klein 1983). Instead, do-
mestic work, mostly performed by racialised and overexploited women through-
out the world, was made invisible and disposable by capitalism (Vergès 2021).

The Senegalese sociologist Fatou Sow reached similar conclusions in 1986. 
Sow traced the current exploitation of Senegalese women to the disruption of 
the precolonial self-productive economies by the colonial capitalist economy. 
In the former, she argues, agricultural and pastoral production was performed at 
the family-level, and the labour of women was recognised as equally important 
to that of men. However, after the advent of the international specialisation of 
labour and colonial or racial capitalism, women’s labour became proletarianised 
and unrecognised (Sow 1986). Similarly, Paton and Scully (2005: 1) have noted 
that the “transition from slavery to regimes more compatible with free wage 
labor ideologies was crucially dependent on the gendered organization of ‘free’ 
labor which made women’s work invisible”.
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Even today, the labour of social reproduction, necessary for the survival of 
the whole family unit, falls disproportionately on women. Moreover, just as in 
the times of slavery, wealthy Senegalese families can delegate part of this domes-
tic work onto exploited working-class women, such as the mbinaanes (‘domestic 
workers’ in Wolof). When this continuity of legacies of exploitation appears in 
newspaper articles, specifically when contemporary occupations are compared 
to the condition of being enslaved, virtually all these occupations are realised by 
women and children. An article published in March 2021 in Nouvel Horizon de-
nounced the manslaughter of a 17-year-old mbinaane by her employer, mention-
ing how mbinaanes are often treated like slaves (Nhnews 2021). Another article 
published in the same newspaper in October 2020 mentioned two examples of 
what the author considered forms of ‘modern slavery’ in Senegal (Ndiaye 2020). 
These were the housemaids or mbinaanes, and the talibés—young boys from 
poor families sent to study with a marabout (Muslim religious teacher) but often 
ending up being exploited and facing abuse (Einarsdóttir and Boiro 2016; Manzo 
2005). Mainstream media can therefore reveal how forms of un-freedom still dis-
proportionately affect women and children, while at the same time masculinising 
the figure of the enslaved. This androcentrism of memories enables the continu-
ity between contemporary forms of un-freedom and past forms of enslavement, 
both disproportionately affecting women, to go unchallenged.

In summary, racial-capitalist gender norms, common to both the Senega-
lese colonial and post-colonial states, built an image of the man as worker and 
the woman as mother and housewife. This logic then penetrated contemporary 
memories, creating an erroneous image of the enslaved worker as essentially 
masculine.

Future possibilities and conclusion

Numerous groups and campaigns fighting for women’s liberation have de-
nounced Black and African women’s continued oppression and economic ex-
ploitation. We can think of feminist groups such as Yewwu-Yewwi in Senegal in 
the 1980s, emerging from the early Senegalese women’s liberation movement 
of the 1970’s, which self-defined as fighting against the patriarchy (Kane and 
Kane 2018). We can also think of groups among the Senegalese diaspora in 
France such as the Coordination des Femmes noires, created in 1976 which ad-
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dressed discriminations faced by Black women both in Africa and as immigrants 
in France (CdFn 1978), or the more contemporary afro-feminist group Mwasi 
Collective. Senegalese and African feminisms have gained increased traction in 
the last decades, successfully campaigning for the adoption in Senegal in 2010 
of a law on gender parity in political elections (Tøraasen 2019), and resulting 
in positive memorialisation, such as the Women’s Museum Henriette-Bathily in 
Dakar (fig. 5).

On a final note—and building upon the bridges of solidarity built by activ-
ist groups of Senegalese women and women from the Senegalese diaspora in 
France—it is worth noting the similarities that have emerged between andro-
centric memories of enslavement in Senegal and androcentric memories among 
the Senegalese diaspora in France. Most West African migrants to France come 
from the Senegal River basin, in the historic hinterland of Saint-Louis. The first 
to arrive were the tirailleurs (i.e., colonial infantry, recruited mainly among 
formerly enslaved people) from the First World War onwards. They were later 
joined by their families and wives, who often became domestic workers (Gonin 
2001; Petit 2002; Remy 1977). Vergès (2021) notes how the comfortable life of 
French white bourgeois women today is possible because thousands of exploit-
ed and racialised women, whose work is made invisible, maintain this comfort. 
It is therefore interesting to note how the 1996 sans-papiers movement, which 
entered into discussion with the French authorities to demand the regularisation 
of undocumented migrants, reclaimed itself from the debt owed by France to the 
tirailleurs (Bayart 2007). The history of the mass of Senegalese women whose 
labour enabled the building of the French empire, and who today still work as 
domestic workers in France, was therefore kept silent. This is just another illus-
tration of the emphasis put on androcentric memories during dialogues between 
people of Senegalese descent and the French authorities.

The androcentrism of memories of enslavement therefore hides the dispro-
portionate socioeconomic impact of the legacies of enslavement and colonialism 
on women, and especially Black and African working-class women. Contempo-
rary memories of enslavement should be reframed to centre the labour history 
of women. As described above, some of the factors behind this androcentrism 
include the patriarchal nature of the Senegalese state and the conflation between 
the trans-Atlantic trade and indigenous slavery, but above all the role of racial 
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capitalism in rendering Black women’s labour invisible. 

These findings, although here limited to public memories, have implications 
for the constructions of narratives in archaeology, history, and heritage studies. 
Authors must be wary of not reproducing mainstream androcentric biases, and 
should actively challenge them to avoid presenting accounts which would not re-
flect the historical reality as well as hide its potential contemporary legacies. Jor-
dan (2005: 218), studying enslaved washerwomen in Cape Town, offers a prom-
ising path noting how “the triple burden of race, gender and class has rendered 
slave women all but invisible”, but that archaeology, relying directly on material 
traces rather than archival documents, can offer “a partial solution to this prob-
lem of sources.” If anchored in the work of activist collectives currently fighting 
the oppression of Black and African women—and if coupled with material and 
systemic changes, including for instance wealth reparations from France to Sene-
gal—critical perspectives from heritage, memory studies, and archaeology could 
play a role in revealing and challenging the contemporary ideological bases of 
the oppression of racialised women and of contemporary forms of un-free labour.

Acknowledgements

The research was funded as part of a grant from the Cambridge-Africa Al-
borada Trust received by Prof. Paul Lane and Prof. Ibrahima Thiaw. I would 
like to express my gratitude to my numerous fellow students and scholars in 
Cambridge and in Dakar for their feedback and for helping develop my ideas. 
My gratitude also goes to the team at URICA for the opportunity to give a pre-
sentation on this topic at a workshop at the Institut fondamental d' Afrique noire 
(IFAN) in Dakar, Senegal, in May 2022.



104 Archaeological Review from Cambridge / Vol. 38.1

References

Akyeampong, E. 2001. History, memory, slave-trade and slavery in Anlo (Ghana). Slavery and Ab-
olition 22(3): 1–24.

Ames, D. 1953. Plural marriage among the Wolof of the Gambia. Unpublished PhD Thesis, North-
western University.

Apoh, W. 2020. Why forget us? Developing the Three-Town enslaved relics as alternative sites 
of commemoration in southeastern Ghana. Azania: Archaeological Research in Africa 55(4): 
458–474.

Araujo, A. L. 2010. Public memory of slavery. New York: Cambria Press.

Battle-Baptiste, W. 2011. Black feminist archaeology. Walnut Creek: Left Coast Press.

Bayart, J.F. 2007. Les chemins de traverse de l’hégémonie coloniale en Afrique de l’Ouest franco-
phone: Anciens esclaves, anciens combattants, nouveaux musulmans. Politique Africaine 105: 
201–240.

Bhattacharya, T. 2017. Introduction: Mapping social reproduction theory. In Bhattacharya, T. (ed). 
Social reproduction theory: Remapping class, recentering oppression. London: Pluto Press,  
1–20.

Campbell, G., Miers, S. and Miller, J. 2005. Women in Western systems of slavery: introduction. 
Slavery and Abolition 26(2): 161–179.

Candido, M.P. 2020. Women and slavery in Africa. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of African Histo-
ry. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Croucher, S.K. 2007. Clove plantations on nineteenth-century Zanzibar: Possibilities for gender ar-
chaeology in Africa. Journal of Social Archaeology 7(3): 302–324.

Croucher, S.K. 2011. ‘A concubine is still a slave’: sexual relations and Omani colonial identities in 
nineteenth-century East Africa. In Voss, B.L. and Conlin Casella, E. (eds). The archaeology of 
colonialism: intimate encounters and sexual effects. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  
67–84.

CdFn – Coordination des Femmes noires. 1978. Coordination des Femmes noires. Pamphlet. France.

Conkey, M. and Spector, J. 1984. Archaeology and the study of gender. Advances in Archaeological 
Method and Theory 7: 1–38.

Creevey, L. 1996. Islam, women and the role of the state in Senegal. Journal of Religion in Africa 
26(3): 268–307.



105May 2023 / Archaeology & Colonialism

Duke-Bryant, K. 2019. Runaways, dutiful daughters, and brides: family strategies of formerly en-
slaved girls in Senegal, 1895–1911. Women, Gender, and Families of Color 7(1): 37–55.

Einarsdóttir, J. and Boiro, H. 2016. Becoming somebody: Bissau-Guinean talibés in Senegal. Inter-
national Journal of Human Rights 20: 857–74.

Eltis, D. 2001. The volume and structure of the Transatlantic slave trade: A reassessment. The Wil-
liam and Mary Quarterly 58(1): 17–46.

Engelstad, E. 2001. Gender, feminism, and sexuality in archaeological studies. International Ency-
clopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences: 6002–6006.

Fall, B. 1993. Le travail forcé en Afrique-Occidentale française (1900-1946). Paris: Éditions Kar-
thala.

Federici, S. 1975. Wages against Housework. Bristol: Falling Wall Press.

Franklin, M. 2001. A Black feminist-inspired archaeology? Journal of Social Archaeology 1(1): 
108–125.

Frith, N. and Hodgson, K. 2015. At the limits of memory: legacies of slavery in the Francophone 
world. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Geggus, D. 1989. Sex ratio, age and ethnicity in the Atlantic slave trade: Data from French shipping 
and plantation secords. Journal of African History 30(1): 23–44.

Gqola, P.D. 2010. What is slavery to me? Postcolonial/slave memory in post-apartheid South Africa. 
Johannesburg: Wits University Press.

Gonin, P. 2001. Les migrations venant du Bassin du Fleuve Sénégal vers l’Union européenne. Brux-
elles: Colloque “Facteurs d’émigration, politiques d’immigration”.

Hill-Yates, E.A. 2012. What’s in a tale? Slavery, memory and the intersections of race, class and 
gender in coastal Tanzania. Race, Gender & Class 19(1/2): 336–352.

ILO. 2020. Labor force, female (% of total labor force) – Senegal. The World Bank.

Jordan, E.G. 2005. ‘Unrelenting toil’: Expanding archaeological interpretations of the female slave 
experience. Slavery and Abolition 26(2): 217–232.

Kane, O. and Kane, H. 2018. The origins of the feminist movement in Senegal: A social history of the 
pioneering Yewwu-Yewwi. African Sociological Review 22(1): 18–30.

Kankpeyeng, B.W. 2009. The slave trade in northern Ghana: Landmarks, legacies and connections. 
Slavery & Abolition 30(2): 209–221.



106 Archaeological Review from Cambridge / Vol. 38.1

Kent, S. 1998. Gender in African Prehistory. Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press.

Klein, M.A. 1977. Servitude among the Wolof and Sereer of Senegambia. In Miers, S. and Kopytoff, 
I. (eds). Slavery in Africa: Historical and anthropological perspectives. Madison: The Universi-
ty of Wisconsin Press, 335–363.

Klein, M.A. 1983. Women in slavery in the Western Sudan. In Robertson, C. and Klein, M.A. (eds). 
Women and slavery in Africa. Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 67–88.

Klein, M.A. 1998. Slavery and colonial rule in French West Africa. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Klein, M.A. and Roberts, R. 2005. Gender and emancipation in French West Africa. In Scully, P. 
and Paton, D. (eds). Gender and slave emancipation in the Atlantic world. Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 162–180.

Kusimba, C.M. 2004. Archaeology of slavery in East Africa. African Archaeological Review 21(2): 
59–88.

Lane, P. and MacDonald, K. 2011. Introduction: Slavery, social revolutions and enduring memories. 
In Lane, P. and MacDonald, K. (eds). Slavery in Africa: Archaeology and memory. Proceedings 
of the British Academy 1: 1–21.

Lovejoy, P.E. 1989. The impact of the Atlantic slave trade on Africa: A review of the literature. Jour-
nal of African History 30(3): 365–394.

Lugones, M. 2007. Heterosexualism and the colonial/modern gender system. Hypatia 22(1): 186–
209.

Ly, M. A. and Thiaw, I. 2021. “À quand la fin de l’indépendance ?” Notice sur les arènes mémorielles 
sénégalaises. In Kiti, P.C., Medegnon, D. and Ndiaye, A.R. (eds). La quête du sens. Ipswich: 
Star Editions, 369–391.

Manzo, K. 2005. Exploiting West Africa’s children: Trafficking, slavery and uneven development. 
Area 37(4): 393–401.

Marshall, L. W. and Kiriama, H. 2017. The legacy of slavery on the Swahili coast. In Wynne-Jones, 
S. and LaViolette, A. (eds). The Swahili world. London: Routledge.

McAtackney, L. 2018. Where are all the women? public memory, gender and memorialisation in 
contemporary Belfast. Crooke, E. and Maguire, T. (eds). Heritage after Conflict. London: Rout-
ledge, 154–172.

Meillassoux, C. 1983. Female slavery. In Robertson, C. and Klein, M.A. (eds). Women and slavery in 
Africa. Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 49–66.



107May 2023 / Archaeology & Colonialism

Miers, S. and Kopytoff, I. 1977. African ‘slavery’ as an institution of marginality. In: Miers, S. and 
Kopytoff, I. (eds). Slavery in Africa: Historical and anthropological perspectives. Madison: The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 3–82.

Mohandesi, S. and Teitelman, E. 2017. Without reserves. In Bhattacharya, T. (ed). Social reproduc-
tion theory: Remapping class, recentering oppression. London: Pluto Press, 37–67.

Ndiaye, S.M. 2020. LE FAIT DU JOUR – Esclavage moderne : Une réalité au Sénégal. Nouvel 
Horizon, October 21st, 2020.

Nhnews. 2021. La domestique de 17 ans tuée par sa patronne : Elle voulait « juste la corriger ». 
Nouvel Horizon, March 17th, 2021.

Nunn, N. 2008. The long-term effects of Africa’s slave trades. Quarterly Journal of Economics 
123(1): 139–176.

Ogundiran, A. and Falola, T. 2007. Archaeology of Atlantic Africa and the African Diaspora. Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press.

Oyewumi, O. 1997. The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western Gender Dis-
course. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Paton, D. and Scully, P. 2005. Introduction: Gender and slave emancipation in comparative perspec-
tive. In Paton, D. and Scully, P. (eds). Gender and slave emancipation in the Atlantic world. 
Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1–34.

Petit, A. 2002. L’ultime retour des gens du fleuve Sénégal. Hommes et Migrations 1236: 44–52.

Remy, G. 1977. Du fleuve Sénégal aux rives de la Seine: vers l’asservissement d’une société? Revue 
Tiers Monde 18(69): 158–162.

Robertson, C. and Klein, M.A. 1983. Women’s importance in African slave systems. In Robertson, 
C. and Klein, M.A. (eds). Women and slavery in Africa. Madison: The University of Wisconsin 
Press, 3–25.

Robinson, C.J. 1983. Black Marxism: The making of the Black radical tradition. London: Zed Press.

Rodet, M. 2010. Mémoires de l’esclavage dans la région de Kayes, histoire d’une disparition. Cahiers 
d’études africaines 197: 1–24.

Searing, J. 1993. West African slavery and Atlantic commerce: The Senegal River valley, 1700-1860. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Smith, L. 2008. Heritage, gender and identity. In Howard, P. and Graham, B. (eds). The Routledge 
Research Companion to Heritage and Identity. London: Routledge, 159–178.



108 Archaeological Review from Cambridge / Vol. 38.1

Sow, F. 1986. Femmes africaines, emploi et division internationale du travail: le cas du Sénégal. 
Travail, capital et société 19(2): 200–217.

Sow, F. 1997. Les femmes, le sexe de l’État et les enjeux du politique : l’exemple de la régionalisation 
au Sénégal. Clio: Histoire‚ femmes et sociétés 6: https://doi.org/10.4000/clio.379.  

Thiaw, I. 2003. Archaeology and the public in Senegal: reflections on doing fieldwork at home. Jour-
nal of African Archaeology 1(2): 215–225. 

Thiaw, I. 2008. Every house has a story: the archaeology of Gorée Island, Sénégal. In Sansone, L., 
Soumonni, E. and Barry, B. (eds). Africa, Brazil and the Construction of Trans-Atlantic Black 
Identities. Trenton: Africa World Press, 45–62.

Thiaw, I. 2011. Slaves without shackles: An archaeology of everyday life on Gorée Island, Senegal. 
In Lane, P. and MacDonald, K. (eds). Slavery in Africa: Archaeology and Memory. Proceedings 
of the British Academy, 147–165.

Thioub, I. 2012. Stigmas and memory of slavery in West Africa: skin color and blood as social frac-
ture lines. New Global Studies 6(3): 1–18.
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 Fig. 1. Location of Saint-Louis on a map of West Africa (© Google Earth).

 Fig. 2. Demographic table for Saint-Louis and Gorée from 1845, including the number of enslaved 
people by gender (SEN XIV 13, ANOM; scan by Elias Michaut).
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Fig. 3. Map showing the routes taken in the early 1870s by Diama Thiam and Kounadi Diara, from 
their enslavement to Saint-Louis (drawn by Elias Michaut).

Fig. 4. Bar plot showing the biases in gender representation of enslaved people, from a hundred 
articles published in selected Senegalese and international newspapers.
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Fig. 5. The Women’s Museum Henriette-Bathily in Dakar (photograph by Elias Michaut).


