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Introduction

The African diaspora, in its broadest terms, is the dispersal of people of African descent from Africa to other parts of the world – particularly Europe, America and Southwest Asia. The process has been occurring over much of the past 2,000 years in various ways, with different cultures and societies involved. 

Through much of this time, slavery has been the driving force behind the diaspora. The Roman Empire drew some of its slaves from sub-Saharan Africa. Arab slave traders drew slaves from northern sub-Saharan Africa and East Africa for more than 1,000 years, taking them to Southwest Asia. Slaves were taken from Africa by Christian slave traders to work in the Americas from soon after the time it was visited by Columbus (sometimes called the post-Columbian period) to the middle of the nineteenth century, when the trade was finally eradicated. 

This OpenLearn course provides a sample of Level 2 study in Arts and Humanities. 

Learning outcomes

After studying this course, you should be able to:

· understand the modern academic approaches to the study of African slavery

· show an awareness of the links between archaeology and related academic disciplines, such as history, in the study of the past 

· understand the classification of different forms of slavery in the past.

1 Why study slavery through archaeology?
The transatlantic slave trade has had a significant social and cultural impact on the modern Western world. But surely this is a historical question, so what can archaeology have to do with it? 

Archaeology has a distinctive position as a subject because it is essentially interdisciplinary, drawing upon the Humanities, Arts, Social Sciences, Sciences or indeed any other subject that might be relevant in order to investigate the human past through its material remains. Just as now, people in the past created all kinds of material traces of their lives and, because of this, archaeology can study literally anything that people have done. This freedom enables archaeologists to study things from any time in the past and, possibly more importantly, to evaluate how things have changed from one time to the next. 

Archaeology is also uniquely placed to study non-elite parts of societies through their material culture (be it from prehistory or historical periods). Written documents relating to the African diaspora to the Americas are overwhelmingly written by the enslavers, not the slaves. Archaeology has the opportunity to apply its particular approaches to the academic study of the subject. 

However, as you will soon see, it has been slow to take up the challenge. Although Greek and Roman slavery has long been studied, it is rarely given an explicitly African focus. There has been virtually no archaeological study of the East African slave trade (Alexander, 2001). The archaeological study of the transatlantic diaspora has only recently developed out of the archaeological interest in the first Western settlers in North America, and the remains of their colonial settlements. 

2 What is slavery?

Social inequalities have been a recurrent feature of virtually every society. From the first recognisable ‘cultures’, the Natufians, some people received different treatment after death. We may not know all that much about it, but it is a form of inequality. In the Inca empire, the Inca themselves were an exclusive elite and exploited other members of society to provide forced labour. This was a clear example of inequality between different sections of a society. 

Only very rarely has a society been identified as possibly ‘egalitarian’ (i.e. without an elite), for example the Indus civilisation. An extreme form of inequality, closely related to the African diaspora, is slavery. To be more precise, a specific form of slavery, ‘chattel slavery’, has been a feature of all the phases of the diaspora that have been discussed so far. There are various forms of slavery and chattel slavery, perhaps the most severe, has been deﬁned as follows: 

Start of Quote
‘A slave is a human being who is the property of, and entirely subject to, another human being under the religious, social and legal conventions of the society in which he or she lives.’ Being ‘the property of’ means that an owner, restricted only by the conventions of his society, is able to buy, sell, free, adopt, ill-treat or kill his slave whose children belong to their owner and can be treated in the same way. A slave has no freedom or personal rights and can become one voluntarily, by a legal decision or by force. 

(Alexander, 2001, p.45)

End of Quote
Slavery seems to have been a common, if not constant, feature of human societies. However, there are relatively few in-depth discussions of the subject in traditional archaeological literature. Perhaps one reason for this is that slavery is difficult to detect in archaeology – after all, it is an intangible expression of power and identity (master or mistress and slave), rather than an expression of material culture. Typically, the study of slavery has been approached through the study of historical documents, but although it may be challenging, it is not impossible to study slavery using archaeological methods. 

Start of Activity
Activity 1 Read and response exercise

Start of Question
Now read the article, ‘The Archaeology of the African diaspora’, by Charles Orser (Orser, 1998), linked below (right-click to open it in a new window or tab). 

The main purpose of this reading is to introduce you to a new area of archaeology and enable you to see how this field can be used to approach an apparently non-archaeological topic of contemporary importance. You will meet the concept of ‘maroon’ settlement – this refers to settlements established by escapee slaves. 

As you read, take brief notes on the major points that Orser makes regarding the phenomenon of slavery and its implications for modern. 

Click to open ‘The Archaeology of the African diaspora’. 

End of Question
View discussion - Activity 1 Read and response exercise 
End of Activity
Orser’s article was written in 1998 and the archaeology of slavery has moved on since then. Search the internet for ‘archaeology slavery’ for an update. In 2001, an edition of the journal World Archaeology was dedicated to the subject. 

Conclusion

This free course provided an introduction to studying the arts and humanities. It took you through a series of exercises designed to develop your approach to study and learning at a distance and helped to improve your confidence as an independent learner. 

Keep on learning

Start of Figure
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End of Figure
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Activity 1 Read and response exercise 

Discussion

Orser makes some big claims for his specialist area, but he does have some good points to make. It is worth noting that when he refers to ‘historical archaeology’ he means historical archaeology of (and in) the USA. He is not taking into account European medieval archaeology or industrial archaeology, for example. 

The first major point he makes is that the archaeology of the African diaspora is not simply the archaeology of slavery: slavery is only one part of a larger story of how people of African origin have spread around the globe. This is reinforced by the discussion of the positive potential of studying maroon settlements rather than the negative experience of slaves. 

Orser discusses the potential for employing archaeological approaches developed in the study of other cultures to address the material identification of African identity and the material aspects of maroon culture. However, there seem to be very few cases where it is possible to identify clearly a distinctive African material culture in the slave or maroon settlements. 

In fact, he rejects the simplistic equation of a people, ethnic or racial group with a distinctive type of material culture when he discusses the fact that the relationship between people and the objects they use has a complex nature. In parallel with this, Orser also considers that simplistic polarisations of racial categories are not a valid basis for the investigation of past identities. 

Orser also squarely addresses the fact that Archaeology can have a contemporary political and social relevance when it addresses topics such as race, and that it is not necessarily an isolated academic activity. 

Back to Session 2 Activity 1
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