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The Windmill of Slavery: The British and Foreign Antislavery 
Society and Bonded Labor in East Africa  

 

 

 Traditionally, scholars of British initiative against slavery and the slave trade have 

focused more upon the Caribbean and the trans Atlantic slave trade but have devoted less 

attention to British endeavors in other non Western parts of the world.
i
  For example, the 

historian Howard Temperley‟s much cited book, British AntiSlavery, only devoted six pages in 

the epilogue to British anti slavery in East Africa.
ii
  Although Suzanne Miers gives the East 

African slave trade more extensive treatment in her book, Britain and the Ending of the Slave 

Trade, the slave trade from East Africa and, for that matter, other non Western slave trades, are 

still treated as appendages to a more central metropolitan based British anti slavery project.
iii

  

This omission gives the impression that the end of the trans Atlantic slave trade in 1808 and 

slavery in the British territories in 1834 marked the end of British abolition.
iv
  This narrow focus 

elides, the fact that, slavery and slave trading continued in other non Western parts of the world 

shaded by the British empire after the trans-Atlantic abolition.  Moreover, unlike the trans-

Atlantic slave trade, the British efforts against slave trading in these areas were more lethargic 

and gradual and were conditioned more by specific, local circumstances than some amorphous 

but inexorable anti slavery logic.  Even after the eventual abolition of slave trading in these non 

Western societies, economic, social and political realities undermined British ideological support 

for free labor after abolition which made the application of free labor inconsistent.  As the East 

Africa labor historian, Frederick Cooper, has noted in his own work, the opposition of free 

versus slave labor was not always so fixed and was a social construction that was historically 
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defined.
v
   In fact, as Seymour Drescher sarcastically notes,“for most of human history the 

expression „free labor‟ was an oxymoron.”
vi
   The universalization of free labor was an 

outgrowth of humanitarian action against the slave trade and slavery and not a transcendent 

value.
vii

       

 Through the activities of the British and Foreign Anti Slavery Society, this paper 

provides an alternative analytical framework to these traditional constructions of British anti 

slavery by focusing upon British anti slavery activities of the coast of East Africa during the 19
th
 

century.  Spurred on by lurid tales of the East African slave trade, where the explorer David 

Livingstone proclaimed, “Satan has his Seat,”
viii

  the British and Foreign Anti Slavery Society 

(BFASS) had been pushing the British government to end the slave trade, and then later slavery, 

in East Africa since the mid nineteenth century.  The ethical foundations of the organization were 

rooted in a strong tradition of opposition to slavery and the slave trade.  This antagonism to 

bonded labor also included an assumption concerning the positive benefits of free labor.  The, 

seemingly, self evident morality that valorized free labor over slave labor, however, was one 

assumption by the Society that was continuously challenged by the social and economic vagaries 

on the East African coast.  Although the British government gradually ended the slave trade and 

slavery, it did not do so unilaterally, as had been the case with the trans-Atlantic slave trade.  As 

a result, BFASS' attempts to lobby the British government for immediate cessation of the slave 

trade and slavery ultimately failed due to the cultural, economic and diplomatic contingencies 

that governed the pace of abolition.            
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The Origins of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society 

The passage of the Slavery Abolition Act in 1833 was the culmination of the British anti slavery 

project and marked the nadir of the anti slavery movement.
ix
  However, despite emancipation, 

the problematic of bonded labor still remained.  What was to be done to protect the interests of 

newly enfranchised “child peoples?”  One positive answer that emanated from British 

humanitarian organizations was to continue the struggle but shift focus to the protection of 

former slaves and aboriginal inhabitants of British dependencies.  Now, the goal would be 

“native”
x
 protection.     

 In the wake of the emancipation act, the “burden” of “native” protection would now be 

carried by the ghosts of the old anti slavery lobby.  The BFASS was a direct outgrowth of the 

anti slavery movement.  Founded in 1839, many of its original members, like Joseph Sturge 

(1793-1849), Thomas Clarkson (1760-1846) and Thomas Fowell Buxton (1786-1845), had been 

prominent in the old anti slavery movement.
xi
  Furthermore, the core of the leadership of the 

organization were mainly Quakers, Baptists and Methodists with a decidedly Middle Class air.
xii   

These, of course, were the main social groups that bolstered the anti slavery movement.  

 The inchoate form of the Society actually began as a  “Committee on Slavery” created by 

William Wilberforce (1759-1833) and Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton to discuss the slave trade and 

slavery in general in British territorial possessions.
xiii

  This committee soon began to publish a 

journal, The Anti-Slavery Reporter, and eventually changed its name to “The Society for the 

Amelioration and Gradual Abolition of Slavery.”
xiv

  Following the decree abolishing slavery in 

1833, this committee
xv

 met in Exeter Hall in London on 17 and 18 April 1839 and passed certain 

resolutions which became the basis for the newly organized British and Foreign Anti-Slavery 
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Society.  Its stated focus was to continue to work for  

. . . the universal extinction of Slavery and the Slave Trade and the Protection of the 

Rights and Interests of the Enfranchised population in the British possessions, and all 

persons captured as slaves.
xvi

 

The strategies developed during the campaign against the trans-Atlantic slave trade would prove 

useful in the fledgling society‟s new business of “native” protection.  To combat slavery and the 

slave trade on the perimeters of the British Empire, the BFASS convened conferences, wrote 

memorials and editorials, distributed pamphlets, petitioned the home government and was active 

in many issues that affected the treatment of indigenous peoples.
xvii

   

Free labor Ideology and the BFASS 

Although BFASS agitation against slavery and the slave trade also extended to, so-called, 

aboriginal rights, the main focus of the BFASS always remained slavery and the slave trade.  The 

ideological attack of the BFASS emphasized free labor.  The society sought to influence 

governments to use “free grown produce, as far as practicable, in preference to slave grown and 

to promote the adoption of fiscal regulation in favour of free labour.”
xviii

  Free labor was the 

decisive issue that stimulated BFASS concern for aboriginal peoples.  The Society believed in 

the virtuous opposition of free labor against slave labor that, paraphrasing the historian David 

Brion Davis, progress in human civilization had apparently made self evident.
xix

  Slavery was 

seen as an archaic form of labor organization that had been bounded and made non appropriate 

for civilized Europeans through the efforts of humanitarianism and the will of God.
xx

  An early 

statement from the Anti-Slavery Reporter is illustrative: 

The Formation of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society constitutes an era in 

the history of human benevolence. . . . it identifies the two things, Slavery and the 

Slave-trade . . . equally to be abhorred and jointly to be exterminated.
xxi
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Slavery was the horror, but it was, also, seen as a less efficient form of labor and therefore an 

economic anachronism as well. 

 The aforementioned Joseph Sturge echoed the sentiments of many in the organization 

when he stated that, “the superiority of free over slave labor, is in fact now so generally known. . 

.”  there was no need to prove it.
xxii

  After the formation of the organization, a BFASS conference 

in 1840 on slavery, the slave trade and emancipation quickly reaffirmed the efficacy of free labor 

over slave labor.
xxiii   

During the 1840s the Central Committee of the BFASS campaigned 

vociferously against the lowered sugar tariff of 1841 precisely because the lowered tariff 

increased domestic demand for sugar grown with slave labor in non English colonies in the 

Caribbean.
xxiv

  England had ended slavery in its colonies in 1834.
xxv

   

 For the BFASS, then, commerce and free labor underpinned any strategies for ending the 

East African slave trade.
xxvi

  On the East African coast the BFASS attempted to put theory into 

practice.  During its campaign against the East African slave trade, the BFASS proposed several 

schemes designed to promote commerce and hence undermine slave trading by creating a so 

called “Liberia on the East Coast.”
xxvii

  As early as 7 September 1838, T. F. Buxton wrote a letter 

to his friend Lord Gleneld in the British Cabinet proposing that the British assume control of the 

island of Mombasa and turn it into “commercial settlement.”
xxviii

  Buxton‟s involvement with the 

scheme was part of his so called “New Africa” policy, which involved using commerce and 

Christianity to end the slavery in Africa.
xxix

  Practically, Buxton proposed using a treaty system 

with African leaders and establishing British settlements in Africa for the purposes of commerce 

and cultivation of the land.  Although this particular Mombasa scheme of Buxton‟s was 

dismissed as “a wild and crude idea” by Palmerston, the Foreign Secretary, the idea did not 
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die.
xxx

     

 Later, In March 1877, Gerald Waller of East African Expeditions delivered a letter to T. 

F. Buxton which contained an interesting draft of certain business concessions to be proposed to 

the Sultan of Zanzibar for the eventual suppression of the slave trade.
xxxi

  The draft concession 

called for the occupation of the Lake Victoria and Nyanza regions in the Sultan‟s name to check 

the spread of the Egyptian government.  When Buxton visited Zanzibar, he forwarded the plan to 

the Sultan through the British Consul at Zanzibar, Sir John Kirk, but nothing came out of this 

plan.  Despite these unsuccessful free labor adventures, the BFASS did not waver in its attempts 

to undermine the East African slave trade.  It merely returned to the tried and true methods 

developed during the era of the trans-Atlantic slave trade as it attempted to vanquish the chimera 

of slavery?  

 It is also of interest to note that, perhaps indicative of Britain's commitment to ending the 

slave trade, earlier in 1824, the British Captain William Owen had actually declared protectorate 

over Mombasa on the east African coast partly for the suppression of the slave trade.
xxxii

  Owen's 

Protectorate, as it became known, pressured the the ruling Mazrui governors of Mombasa into 

recognizing British protection in exchange for abolishing the slave trade in that area of the coast.  

Owen, however, declared the protectorate without prior government approval and this short lived 

adventure came to an end after only two years. 

The East African Slave Trade 

As mentioned previously, after the end of the trans-Atlantic slave trade and slavery in British 

territories, humanitarian organizations like the BFASS would turn their attention to other non 

Western slave trades.  The strident anti slavery, free labor orientation of the Society would be 
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seriously challenged by slave trade in East Africa.  The trade, itself, evolved around the Indian 

Ocean basin and was much older, dating from at least the 1
st
 century C.E., than the more 

notorious trans-Atlantic slave trade.
xxxiii

  Before the 19
th

 century slaves were traditionally taken 

from mainland East Africa and sold in markets in Southwest Asia, inclusive of the Persian Gulf, 

and India.  Unlike the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the East African slave trade to Asia 

concentrated mostly on women and young boys and was small in volume before the 19
th
 

century.
xxxiv

  During the nineteenth century, however, the qualitative and quantitative structure of 

the East African slave trade changed dramatically.
xxxv

   

 The 19
th
 century slave trade actually consisted of two parts.  The southern slave trade of 

East Africa centered around the Portuguese colony of Mozambique.
xxxvi

  It fed markets for slaves 

on the sugar plantations in Brazil and Cuba but also the French Mascarene Islands in the Indian 

ocean.
xxxvii

  Slaves were captured in the hinterland of Mozambique and shipped to entrepots like 

Quelimane on the Mozambique coast and then on to the New World or parts of the Indian Ocean.  

It is estimated that between 1815 and 1830, ten thousand slaves were shipped annually to Brazil 

and another seven thousand annually to French possessions in the Indian ocean.
xxxviii

   Although 

the volume of the Southern slave trade was significant,  BFASS attention was more focused on 

the northern or Muslim slave trade since it dealt more directly with territories under British 

control and perhaps, more importantly, was in the hands of non Christians.  As the English 

historian Reginald Coupland noted with patriotic fervor, “. . . the old Abolitionist movement in 

England. . .had done so much to kill the European Slave Trade and was now to kill the 

Arab.”
xxxix

  

 The northern, or Islamic slave trade, historically fed markets in South West Asia.  Slaves 
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were shipped to destinations on the Arabian peninsula and in the Persian Gulf region and 

performed a variety of functions.  In southern Iran they worked mainly as farm laborers.
xl
  In 

other parts of the Persian Gulf region slaves were used as soldiers, concubines, pearl divers and 

domestic servants.  During the 19
th
 century, however, the northern slave trade transformed as it 

began to supply the labor demands of the burgeoning clove industry on Zanzibar and Pemba 

islands off the East African coast.
xli

   The volume increased to a peak of approximately twenty 

thousand per year according to Abdul Sheriff, but now most of the slaves were retained in East 

Africa.
xlii

  

Great Britain and the East African Slave Trade 

Through its informal influence in Zanzibar
xliii

, Great Britain had been gradually limiting the 

Muslim slave trade in the Indian Ocean since the 1820's.
xliv

  However, its approach to ending the 

East African slave trade reflected a deeper commitment to political and economic factors than 

actual abolition.  The British were more concerned about the economic impact on slave owners 

that an abrupt cessation of the East African slave trade would have upon Zanzibar.      

 In 1822 and 1845, respectively, The British imposed the Moresby Treaty
xlv

 and the 

Hamerton Treaty
xlvi

 upon Zanzibar to gradually limit the trade in human cargo.  The Moresby 

treaty was intended to restrict the East African trade to Muslim countries while the Hammerton 

was intended to further restrict the trade to the East African littoral.  

 However, the treaties were ineffectual and did little to actually reduce the trade in slaves.  

Although the Sultan of Zanzibar passed these decrees limiting the slave trade, he could not 

enforce them.  Many Arab dhows sailed under different flags, such as that of the French, to avoid 

capture.
xlvii

  The vaunted anti slavery patrol of the Royal Navy in East Africa never had more 
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than six ships, with three active at all times, to patrol the vast 6,000 square miles of the African 

littoral.
xlviii

  The vast East African coastline coupled with a dearth of British cruisers, ensured that 

the British only intercepted roughly 3 percent of the traffic.
xlix

     

 Due to the ineffectiveness of these earlier treaties, on 5 June 1873, after much negotiation 

and intimidation, the British pressured Sultan Seyyid Bargash of Zanzibar
l
 to pass another decree 

ending the slave trade by sea.  With this new anti-slavery paper lion, slave traffic merely diverted 

to land routes.  One contemporary witness noted that after the decree in 1873, the slave traffic 

increased along the East African littoral.
li
  The gradualist process that began in 1822 with the 

signing of the Moresby treaty finally culminated in formal decrees prohibiting the sale, exchange 

and purchase of slaves on 1 August 1890.
lii

  However, the illegal trade in slaves continued to 

1899.
liii

   The decree of 1890 was kept secret and was not actually enforced until 1896.    

   The Issue of Slave Porters in the East Africa  

The winding pace of diplomatic abolition frustrated the BFASS, as mentioned previously.   

Before the 1890s there was trail of protest against the East African slave trade. However, during 

the 1890s BFASS protest against the East African slave trade dramatically increased after the 

Anglo-German Agreement of 1890 effectively made Zanzibar a protectorate of Great Britain.  

First under the Imperial British East Africa Company (IBEAC) and later the Foreign Office, 

British involvement with bonded labor in East Africa, juxtaposed against the ideals of its anti-

slavery initiatives, became more insufferable for the Society.  The contradiction came to a head 

over the issue of porterage.  

Historically, Britain had used Zanzibar as a proctor for political and diplomatic influence 

in the Indian Ocean since the Moresby treaty in 1822.  In essence, the British used anti slavery 
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ideology, through Zanzibar, as a cheaper way of promoting political and diplomatic influence in 

East Africa and the Indian Ocean basin.  However, when Germany entered the diplomatic arena 

in East Africa during the 1880's, this byzantine  pace of diplomacy came to a halt and signaled 

the end of Britain‟s “informal empire” on the East African coast and the beginning of dejure 

colonialism in East Africa.
liv

  Between 1880 and 1895 Britain and Germany divided up East 

Africa into Spheres of influence.
lv
  

Initially, both Great Britain and Germany manifested their political influence through 

chartered companies.  The IBEAC was responsible for administration of British territories while 

the Society for German Colonization played a similar role for the Germans.  Although the Sultan 

of Zanzibar nominally controlled a ten mile deep strip of coastal territory in both spheres of 

European influence, it was actually leased by both the IBEAC and the Germans.  Slavery existed 

in both the islands of the Sultan‟s domains and on the mainland.  Consequently, the IBEAC 

inherited the problem of slavery in East Africa.
lvi

     

When the IBEAC assumed its charter in East Africa, slavery and the slave trade were 

entrenched in the society.  The company's allies on the coast, like the Mazrui governors of 

Mombasa, owned many slaves and were heavily involved in trading slaves themselves. In 

addition, fugitive slaves and maroon societies were quite prevalent on the coast.
lvii 

  

Initially, when the IBEAC took control, it made a symbolic gesture by releasing 1421 fugitive 

slaves of the Church Missionary Society (CMS) station at Rabai on the coast.
lviii

  

 Despite this fact, as the historian Fred Morton has noted, the IBEAC was never 

committed to ending slavery in its coastal territories.
lix

  The company could not maintain policies 

which weakened slavery on the mainland, and it could not enforce them, anyway, against such 
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powerful recalcitrant chiefs like the Mazruis.  Instead, the company focused on a strategy of 

gradual amelioration of slavery.  The need for labor in East Africa was too great and the 

company had a vested interest in maintaining a stable labor force.  In East Africa, porters were 

frequently employed for expeditions and caravans.  On many occasions, the porters were slaves 

that were hired out their labor for the duration of the caravan journey with the stipulation that 

half of their wages would go to their masters.  The company, itself had a high demand for porters 

that could not be met by free labor alone.  For example,  the IBEAC itself was quite active in 

hiring slave porters and, actually, had a contract with Salim bin Khamis of Takaunga on the East 

African coast for the supply of slave porters.
lx
  The IBEAC thus tolerated slavery with a slow 

pace of diminution.  For example, on 15 May 1890 the MP, Sir George Campbell, asked, the 

Under Secretary of State  whether the IBEAC had actually abolished slavery in the territories 

under its influence.
lxi

  Sir John Ferguson, the Under Secretary was forced to admit that  “it is 

understood that the proclamation does not affect the status of slavery as now existent.”
lxii

  

The BFASS, with its long tradition of opposition to slavery in all its forms, readily 

criticized the British government for countenancing the use of slave porters.   On 6 May 1890 

Joseph Pease, an MP and member of the BFASS,  questioned the Under Secretary of State for 

Foreign Affairs, Sir John Ferguson, concerning the use of slave porters by the explorer H.M. 

Stanley‟s expedition to relieve Emin Pasha.
lxiii

   According to Pease, slave porters hired by 

Stanley were immediately returned to their owners upon completion of the expedition.  The 

porters wages were then garnished by their owners.  The reply from the Foreign Office, on this 

occasion, was that the slaves “voluntarily went back.”
lxiv

   The BFASS followed up with a formal 

letter to Salisbury bringing attention to the use of slave porters by the Stanley expedition and by 
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Harry Johnston, the British Commissioner for the Nyasaland Protectorate.
lxv

  The BFASS 

criticized British official for using slave porters on the grounds that it led to an augmentation of 

slavery and the slave trade, but they also criticized it for another reason.  The hypocrisy of 

British officials using slave porters according to the BFASS might “create confusion in the 

minds of the great Slave-trading chiefs.”
lxvi

   The matter was not decided by these protests, 

however.  On 1 June, Pease questioned the Under Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs again 

about Harry Johnston‟s use of slave porters.  This time the Under Secretary replied that : 

There is no regulation against the engagement of Slaves as porters, provided that 

contracts are made direct with them, nor would it seem desirable to deprive Slaves of 

the advantage of free labour under European leaders.
lxvii

  

The reply from the BFASS was predictable.  It pointed out that even though slaves were 

introduced to the advantages of free labor, the transaction still amounted to recognition of 

slavery.
lxviii

  In addition, the Society made an even more salient assertion.  British officials were 

forbidden from using slaves by governmental precedent.  The Society alluded to a 8 May 1841 

circular letter by Viscount Palmerston of the Foreign Office issued to British officials in slave 

holding countries stating that it would be “unfitting” of any officer of the British Crown to hold 

interests in slave property.
lxix

   

The BFASS was equally critical of missionary groups that used slave labor.  An article 

entitled “Do British Missionaries Encourage Slavery in Madagascar” appeared in the Anti 

Slavery Reporter  in 1883.  In the article the BFASS criticized missionaries of the Church of 

England in Madagascar for using slave labor.
lxx

    

Despite this general opposition to the use of slave porters, however, the BFASS was more 

forgiving of IBEAC transgressions regarding slaves porters, though.  As Joseph Alfred Pease 
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mentioned, “I wish to say that I believe that Company have pursued the best policy with regard 

to slavery that an enterprising company could pursue in Africa.”
lxxi

  The reason for this good 

feeling towards the IBEAC was perhaps revealed more clearly by Reverend Horace Waller of the 

Universities Mission to Central Africa  in a paper entitled “White Ivory and Black.”  Referring to 

the IBEAC and slavery,  Waller stated that, “ . . . the East Africa chartered Company is doing 

everything in its power to pit freedom against slavery.  Sir Fowell Buxton‟s connection with its 

efforts is alone a guarantee in this direction.”
lxxii

   Buxton sat on the board of the company, which 

was in keeping with his philosophy of promoting commerce and free labor in East Africa as a 

way of combating slavery.  In essence, the BFASS was able to look the other way regarding 

IBEAC use of slave porters in advancement of the greater good, promoting commerce and 

eventually free labor.   

The difficulties of transport, reflected in the use of slave porters, also brought to light the 

contradictory manifestations of free versus slave labor.  The BFASS had been preaching since 

1840 that free labor was more efficient than slave labor.  As stated in the Anti-Slavery Reporter, 

“Free labour and Slave labour have never worked well together, and the experience of those 

countries which employed slave labour has been that after Slavery was abolished production 

increased.”
lxxiii

  Slave porters contradicted this axiom, however.  In the East Africa it was very 

difficult to conduct the caravan trade without resorting to using slave porters.  

This inherent difficulty of free labor in East Africa perhaps explains why the the BFASS 

threw its support behind the construction of the Uganda Railway (1896-1902) to connect the city 

of Mombasa on the east coast of Africa (modern day Kenya) to Lake Victoria in the interior of 

the East Africa Protectorate.  The Society saw the railway as a two pronged approach to both 
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promote commerce but more importantly undermine slave labor by suppressing the need for 

slave porters.  Significantly, Joseph Pease argued, that the “. . .nation which first makes the 

railway will receive the commercial and political supremacy in Equatorial Africa.”
lxxiv

   By way 

of footnote, however, the aforementioned Henry Morton Stanley, in a maiden speech as MP for 

Lambeth North in London, spoke out against the building of the Uganda railway by blasting the 

BFASS and other “fanatics” who would drive the government into rash action as he put it.
lxxv

     

BFASS support of the Uganda railway was in line with their support of British 

colonization of Uganda.  In 1893 the Foreign Office sent Sir Gerald Portal to Buganda to report 

on the political situation in that kingdom in light of IBEAC‟s meddling in its political affairs.  

When he returned, Portal presented his report to parliament in March 1894.  His report became 

the basis for the assumption of a protectorate over Uganda.  Portal‟s report also pushed the issue 

of slavery in East Africa to the forefront, by way of Uganda.  In a despatch to the Earl of 

Rosebery, Foreign Secretary, on 1 November 1893, Portal called for the transfer of Buganda to 

the sphere of influence of Zanzibar as one of the ways of checking slave raiding and slave 

trading that was going on in the area.
lxxvi

   Many humanitarian organizations, like the BFASS, 

called for Britain to assume a protectorate over Uganda as a way of stamping out slave trading 

and raiding.  The BFASS felt that colonization of Uganda would stop the slave trade in the 

interior of East Africa.  As the MP Joseph Pease stated in a House of Commons supply debate,  

. . . if Great Britain declined to remain in Uganda a great opportunity would be 

afforded to the Arab slave raiders to pursue their horrible operations unrestrained in 

the center of Africa and to make Slave-raids in the district between Uganda and the 

Coast.
lxxvii

 

On 1 June 1894, in both houses of parliament, a debate on slavery erupted around the 

issue of British control of Uganda.  The basic question was should Britain assume a protectorate 
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over Uganda or leave “the country to fall back into barbarism.”
lxxviii

  The MP Joseph Pease, 

speaking on behalf of the BFASS, advocated British control over Uganda as a way of retarding 

the East African slave trade.
lxxix

  Ironically, despite his calls for the assumption of British control 

in Uganda, Pease did not favor immediate abolition of slavery in that territory as was the BFASS 

stated goal in Zanzibar.
lxxx

  In contrast to the BFASS' stance on slavery in Zanzibar, Pease 

maintained that domestic slavery was more prevalent in Uganda.  Consequently, domestic 

slavery required only the abolition of legal status as opposed to outright emancipation of 

slaves.
lxxxi

   Pease argued that outright emancipation would lead to economic hardship due to the 

sudden withdrawal of labor.  Abolition of the legal status of slavery, however, would be a much 

more subtle and gradual liberation of labor.  Pease‟s stance at this point would contrast with his 

later position on slavery in Zanzibar.  Pease's argument for gradual abolition of slavery in 

Uganda was a microcosm of the contradictions of BFASS protests against bonded labor in East 

Africa.  On the issue of colonization, however, Pease was consistent.  As H. R. Foxbourne, of the 

BFASS and Aborigines Protection Society, stated in a paper delivered to the Society‟s Anti-

Slavery Conference, “The sole justification for our exploitation of Africa, as of other uncivilised 

parts of the world, is that it shall, not merely aim at, but also result in the benefitting of the native 

populations.”
lxxxii

     

 

The BFASS and the Abolition of Slavery in the EAP 

In early 1895, due to lagging economic fortunes and mismanagement, the British government 

bought out the charter of the IBEAC for 250,000 pounds and also bought out the Sultan of 

Zanzibar‟s interests on the ten mile strip of the East African coast.  The East Africa Protectorate 
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(EAP) was born. With the declaration of the East Africa Protectorate (EAP) on 1 July 1895 the 

requisite question of slavery on the coast of Kenya became more of a pressing issue.   

 Slavery still existed in Zanzibar and on the ten-mile strip of coastal Kenya in 1895.   

Despite the 1890 decree that ended the exchange and sale of slaves, slaves were openly bought 

and sold.  An agreement of 1889 that ostensibly freed slave children born after 1 January 1890 

was also flouted.  The British government‟s policy regarding slavery in the EAP would follow 

the precedent set by the IBEAC and espouse a slow and gradual abrogation of slavery.  British 

Foreign Office officials in Zanzibar believed that slavery on the island was more benign than 

slavery in the West which influenced their approach to ending slavery.
lxxxiii

  This meandering 

approach to ending slavery in the EAP elicited waves of criticism from humanitarians that 

followed the anti slavery tradition of petitions, memorials, editorials and strategic application of 

pressure on political entities and personages.  

The first commissioner of the EAP and Zanzibar, Sir Arthur Hardinge (1895-1900), 

advocated a policy of gradual abolition of slavery.
lxxxiv

   Due to his prior experience in Southwest 

Asia, Hardinge believed that Asian or Arab slavery was a milder variant of bonded labor than 

that which was prominent in the New World during the era of the trans-Atlantic slave trade.  

According to Hardinge, slaves on the clove plantations in Zanzibar and Pemba were not worked 

that hard, and domestic slaves, since they were considered part of the family lineage, were 

treated better.
lxxxv

  As Hardinge stated in an 1899 letter to Lord Salisbury (Robert Cecil), the 

Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, “In many respects the state of the African slave is better or 

rather easier to him than the state in which many free born natives find themselves.”
lxxxvi  

Hardinge‟s views on East African slavery represented the evolving official position that 
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advocated a gradual pace of abolition.
lxxxvii

   

Due to the Society‟s contacts with sympathizers like Sir John Kirk, the former consul to 

Zanzibar (1866-1873) and Sir Euan Smith, a British agent on Zanzibar, the BFASS was aware of 

the continuing machination of slavery and the slave trade in Zanzibar and its dominions in direct 

violation of the various treaties that had been passed to limit the slave trade.
lxxxviii

  For example, 

in 1888 an exasperated Smith wrote to the Society admitting that   

I may tell you confidentially that in my opinion, the time has arrived when a great 

push should be made by the English people to bring about the abolition of slavery 

within the islands of Zanzibar and Pemba. . . I do, indeed, therfore trust that your 

Society will leave no stone unturned in having this question earnestly and 

vigorously impressed upon the English public and on H. M.‟s government.
lxxxix

   

 

The BFASS was soon petitioning the Foreign Office (FO).  In 1893 the BFASS sent a 

memorial to the Earl of Rosebery (Archibald Primrose), the Secretary of State for Foreign 

Affairs.
xc

  The memorial questioned Rosebery about the responsibilities Britain was prepared to 

take regarding slave trading from the mainland of East Africa to Zanzibar, in light of the recent 

declared protectorate over Zanzibar.
xci

  The BFASS indicated that Great Britain‟s association 

with slavery in the EAP was a stigma, considering her past actions against slavery in India, the 

Gold Coast and Cyprus.  Consequently, the Society called upon Rosebery to end the legal status 

of slavery in Zanzibar.   

In the memorial, the Society further pointed out that in 1884 Sir John Kirk had written a 

report to the Earl of Granville calling for the abolition of the legal status of slavery.   The BFASS 

also alluded to a previous memorial to the Marquis of Salisbury, where he had promised the 

Society that he would seize every opportunity to persuade the Sultan of Zanzibar to adopt a 

policy “in the interests of humanity and civilization.”
xcii
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 Rosebery responded to the Society in August 1893 indicating that the matter would be 

examined further.  He also instructed Rennel Rodd, Consul-General in Zanzibar (1892-1894), to 

examine the Society‟s position and furnish his opinion.
xciii

  In response, Rodd produced a  report 

on slavery in Zanzibar that echoed many of the pro slavery themes that Hardinge later advanced.    

 In his report, Rodd advanced three arguments that dealt with the geopolitics, practicality 

and benefits of abolition of slavery in Zanzibar.  In terms of geopolitics, Rodd asserted that an 

abrupt end to slavery in the British sphere of influence would lead to an imbalance of power.  

Disaffected Arabs would simply migrate to  German East Africa depopulating the Sultan‟s 

territory.
xciv

    Besides the geopolitical factors, he also argued that an abrupt cessation of slavery 

would spell economic disaster for clove plantations, that were heavily dependent upon slave 

labor.  This would in turn cause economic ruin for the Arab planters.  Rodd also added a social 

factor.  He questioned the supposed benefits of freedom that an abrupt abrogation of slavery 

would bestow upon African slaves.  According to Rodd, Arab slavery on the clove plantations 

was a mild form of slavery.
xcv

  Many rural slaves were satisfied with their condition, and a quick 

end to slavery would leave many of them in poverty.  Due to these factors, Rodd called for a 

gradual abrogation of slavery.    

In response to Rodd‟s report, the BFASS published an earlier memorandum on slavery in 

Zanzibar by the Consul-General to Zanzibar Colonel C. S. Smith in the Anti-Slavery 

Reporter.
xcvi

  Smith was a lone dissenter against gradual abolition of slavery among the British 

officials in Zanzibar and his report contradicted many of the points made by Rodd.
xcvii

  

In his report Smith pointed out the embarrassingly obvious fact.   Most of the slaves in 

Zanzibar were held illegally anyway.  This was because many slaves in Zanzibar had been 
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transported to the island after the 1873 decree that supposedly ended the slave trade by sea.  To 

this group of illegal immigrants, Smith added the number of slaves born of slave parents after 

1890 and slaves held by persons who had been freed by British authority.  Smith calculated that 

only 5 to 10 percent of slaves were legal.   The rest were entitled to freedom.   

As a solution, Smith called for the immediate abolition of the legal status of slavery in 

Zanzibar and its island domains according to the abolition model used in India in 1843.  Smith 

argued that this method of “permissive freedom” would lead to less political instability.  Of note, 

Smith did not call for similar measures on the mainland.  He deemed it “very doubtful wisdom” 

to introduce such measures on the mainland until British influence was more fully 

entrenched.
xcviii

  Smith called for compensation to the owners who maintained slaves legally as a 

politically astute move that would negate later political problems.
xcix

 

 Smith summed up his report by emphasizing two factors: free labor and the willingness 

of the Africans to work.  According to the Consul-General,  his experience had shown that most 

“natives” both free and slave were willing to work and would seek wage employment after being 

manumitted.  Quoting from Sir John Kirk, Smith reemphasized that free labor and slavery could 

never mix.  He closed by stating that “It will be seen, therefore, that abolition of the status of 

slavery would bring the benefit of a natural immigration of free labour from the coast. . .”
c
     

 The Society also published the findings of a report on slavery and the slave trade in 

Zanzibar by BFASS representative Donald Mackenzie that contradicted several of the FO‟s 

assumptions and further raised the ire of the humanitarian lobby.  Mackenzie had actually 

traveled to Zanzibar and Pemba and witnessed abuses under “mild Arab slavery.”
ci
   Mackenzie 

arrived in Zanzibar on 2 March and proceeded to visit Pemba, Dar es Salaam, Mombasa and 
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Lamu.  His stay lasted one month.  In his report Mackenzie noted that he came upon a prison at 

Chaki Chaki on Pemba, that housed both male and female runaway slaves.  He surmised that 

since the slaves were kept in chains all day, perhaps slavery in Zanzibar was not so mild.  As he 

stated: 

All the others I found were wearing those ponderous chains and fetters because they 

had attempted to run away from their cruel masters and gain their freedom--a very 

eloquent commentary on the happiness of the Slaves.
cii

 

In keeping with the traditional stance of the BFASS, Mackenzie closed his report with a call for 

the immediate abolition of slavery based upon the benefits of free labor.  Mackenzie stated: 

If the slaves were free they would receive their pay in full, work more willingly and 

better for their employers, and, the blacks being vain and fond of dress, their freedom 

would, in my opinion improve the trade in manufactured goods.
ciii

 

 The  British Vice Consul for Pemba, Dr. O'Sullivan echoed Mackenzie's reservations 

about the benign nature of Arab slavery by describing Arabs as “stern and exacting” who 

frequently punished slave utilizing very cruel methods.
civ

   Following Mackenzie‟s report, the 

BFASS sent a long memorial to the Marquis of Salisbury, the Secretary of State for Foreign 

Affairs, on 2 August 1895 calling for immediate abolition of slavery in Zanzibar.
cv

   

 Although the promotion of free labor played a role in the Society‟s condemnation of 

British efforts against slavery in East Africa, there is another element to consider as well.   The 

European cultural constructions of “Mahommedan slavery” played a central ideological role in 

both both government descriptions of benign Arab slavery, seen in Hardinge's and Rodd's 

statements and in the strident BFASS condemnations of the “nefarious” trade.  In their references 

to the East African slave trade and slavery Society members frequently prefaced their remarks  

with the word “Mahommedan” which, in and of itself, was a pejorative reference to the religion 
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of Islam.   The also Society frequently quoted highly inflated and dubious figures concerning the 

volume of the slave trade.  For example, one guestimate from the Anti Slavery Reporter listed the 

export figure as 63,000 slave per year.
cvi

  At an anti slavery conference in 1895 Alfred Pease, the 

Society's president, made the the scandalous assertion that upwards of 500,000 Africans were 

sacrificed to the East African slave trade every year.
cvii

   But, the use of inflated slave 

demographic figures for the East African slave trade was in keeping with the traditional methods 

of the old anti slave trade lobby.   Of course, these astronomic figures could also be more easily 

attributed to kleptocratic African chiefs or to, as the Reverand Horace Waller stated, the “yellow 

man” in Africa.
cviii

    

 For the government's part, benign slavery on Zanzibar and Pemba was also due to 

cultural differences.  Interestingly, neither Rodd nor Hardinge made references to racist notions 

concerning the innate inferiority of Africans to support their arguments.
cix

  Instead they both 

couched their disputations in the perceived benefits of benign Arab slavery for a population of 

African slaves that did not know any better.  In the case of Hardinge, at least, African slavery 

with Muslim masters was seen as more mild due in part to the palliative effects of Islam.
cx

   The 

Qur'an instructed masters to treat their slaves kindly and a good Muslim was expected to 

emancipate his slaves upon death.  In addition, concubines who bore their master a child gained 

rights within the household and their children, if recognized by the master, were assimilated 

within a free lineage.  Although British officials like Hardinge and Rodd did not employ such 

terminology, the extension of rights to slaves under Islam was part of the development of 

paternalistic control that, as Frederick Cooper notes, grew out of the East African slave society.
cxi

  

But, of course, one problem with these cross cultural assumptions about “Mohammedan” slavery 
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was the lack of historical specificity.  Hardinge's assumptions about the benign nature of Arab 

slavery in East Africa might have been appropriate during the late 19
th
 century after slavery had 

began to decline and there was less need to extract very ounce of labor out of the slaves.  

However, during the hey-day of clove production in the 1860s and on the mainland during the 

19
th
 century, slaves were worked harder according to the dictates of capital necessity, hence 

more abuses.
cxii

     

 During the time that Rodd‟s report was delivered, Lord Rosebury came to power 

replacing William E. Gladstone as Prime Minister.  The new Liberal Foreign Secretary, Lord 

Kimberley, received the report in May 1894 and asked the Commissioner of the EAP and 

Zanzibar, Hardinge, to “recommend any further measures which may seem to you feasible for 

facilitating the total abolition of slavery without injustice to the Mahommedan owners.”
cxiii

   

Kimberley followed up with another letter in November 1894 to Hardinge that asked him to 

consider whether some fresh steps ought to be taken in regards to the speedy extinction of 

slavery in the Zanzibar.  Kimberley, however, made it clear, though that: 

the general policy followed by this country has been to use all legitimate means . . . 

for complete and prompt suppression of Slavery and the Slave-trade, but in countries 

such as Zanzibar, where the institution of domestic Slavery has grown up with and 

forms part of the social life of the inhabitants, to resort only to such measures for its 

abolition as being gradual in their operation, may effect the change without 

unnecessary disturbance.
cxiv

   

 Eventually, on 10 February 1897, with the change in government in Britain,  the 

Marquess of Salisbury wrote to Hardinge with instructions concerning the negation of the legal 

status of slavery on Zanzibar and Pemba.
cxv

   Hardinge was to make recommendations to the 

Sultan of Zanzibar that would facilitate the abrogation of the legal status of slavery.  Despite the 

abolitionist tone, Salisbury‟s  instructions were communicated with certain stipulations that 
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would foreshadow the eventual decree. 

 For example,  Salisbury was concerned about the possible attenuation of the labor market 

caused by the release of so many slaves.  Specifically, he was worried that the newly released 

slaves would not work.  Although he disavowed any form of apprenticeship, as had been tried in 

the Caribbean, he did recommend that Hardinge increase the numbers of police as a deterrence 

against vagrancy and to, also, institute a hut and poll tax.  Salisbury also suggested the adoption 

of measures that would stop runaway slaves from leaving the islands, so that their labor power 

would still be available for disposal. Regarding compensation for slave holders, Salisbury 

instructed Hardinge that compensation would be allowed to slave holders who could prove legal 

ownership based upon the 1890 anti slavery decree forbidding the exchange and sale of slaves.  

This meant that slave owners would receive a lower market value for their slaves. 

 Salisbury‟s instructions to Hardinge resulted in a proclamation, on 6 April 1897, by the 

Sultan of Zanzibar, Hamoud bin Mahomed bin Said.  The decree ended the legal status of 

slavery.  This meant that courts of law under the Sultan‟s domains would not recognize, by law, 

alleged rights over body, service or property of any person over another based upon slavery.  In 

practice this meant the non recognition of the legal status of slavery while leaving the actual 

institution intact.  Slaves, who wished to do so, could leave their masters but were not informed 

of their rights.   In addition, article 6 of the decree required slaves to prove they had a means of 

supporting themselves before being granted freedom.  Slaves applying for freedom were required 

to prove that they had a contract for employment with a private individual.  If they did not have 

this,  a contract for employment was arranged with a government owned plantation.  This 

arrangement brought criticism from the Society of Friends Mission on Pemba, and the practice 
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was eventually discontinued.  However, to fill the void, the police became more active in 

arresting vagrants. 

 Salisbury's instructions to Hardinge emphasized that the decree should not tamper with 

Arab “family rights.”  Consequently, the abrogation of the legal status of slavery would not 

apply to concubines.  Article V of the decree defined concubine slaves as part of the harem, in 

the same sense as wives.  They could not redeem their freedom unless they proved cruelty on the 

part of the master.   Despite FO concern about Arab family rights, Hardinge also feared that 

many former concubines would be forced into prostitution if emancipated en masse.   

 The non recognition of the legal status of slavery was also not applicable to the mainland 

possessions of the Sultan‟s domains.  Slaves could redeem their freedom, but under Article IV 

there were stipulations attached to freedom.  Before being granted freedom, slaves had to prove 

they had a place to work.  Furthermore, after emancipation they were liable for the hut and poll 

tax.  This method of abolition followed the pattern which had been successfully applied in India 

in 1843.
cxvi

   In India the abolition law simply denied legal status to domestic servitude.   Even 

though it was erroneous to suggest that, as the BFASS stated, the act put “upwards of a million 

persons . . .upon the same footing as free men,” slaves could now not be claimed in a court of 

legal jurisdiction.
cxvii

  

 Foreign Office reports as to the efficacy of the act reflected the true nature of its intent, 

however.  According to Hardinge, 3,757 slaves were freed as a result of the proclamation by 

1899.
cxviii

  From then onwards, the pace of emancipation slowed down considerably.  Officially, 

the British administration attributed the slow pace of emancipation to a lack of desire for 

freedom on the part of the slaves.  The Slavery Commissioner for Zanzibar, Sir Lloyd Mathews, 
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stated, in reference to the slaves, that “they all know that they can be free whenever they choose 

to be so, but the greater number of them fail to see that freedom would bring them any particular 

advantage.”
cxix

   Mathews added that slavery in Zanzibar was mild and the quality of life for the 

slaves was better than free born Africans.  Freedom would not bestow any privileges since the 

slave would lose material advantage of his masters care. 

 The binding stipulations of the 1897 decree that, in essence, compromised the 

emancipation of the African slaves elicited heated criticism from  the BFASS.   In light of the 

apparent abolition, the BFASS along with the Society of Friends convened a conference in 

tandem with members of parliament supportive of the organizations on 21 May 1897.  The 

purpose of the meeting was to bring forth information concerning the question of slavery in 

Zanzibar and Pemba in light of the recent decree abolishing the legal status of slavery.  

Following the meeting, the BFASs sent two minutes to Salisbury, passed by the organization on 

4 June and 23 June, criticizing the decree.  The minutes stated that the 1897 decree was 

inconsistent with the ideals of complete abolition and it protested against the provisions of the 

decree that granted compensation and sanctioned harem slavery.
cxx  

The Society also sent a 

deputation to meet with Salisbury on 6 December 1897 to deliver a memorial and discuss slavery 

in Zanzibar in light of the decree in 1897.
cxxi

  The main points of criticism from the society were 

the provision in the decree sanctioning concubine slavery, compensation to slave holders and the 

delegation of powers of adjudication of the emancipation process to Zanzibari courts.  The 

Society called for complete and absolute abolition and withdrawal of the concubine clause.  For 

example, on 12 April 1897 Bishop Alfred Tucker wrote in The Times that the proposals in the 

decree “practically bind the women in closer and more cruel fetters.”
cxxii
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 Eventually the institution of slavery was formally abolished on 6 July 1909.  As Moses 

Nwulia has stated, the major reasons for British
cxxiii

 tardiness regarding the formal abolition of 

slavery were due economic and political concerns.
cxxiv

  The FO felt that the immediate end of 

slavery would lead to impoverishment for many Arab slave owners and would cause political 

instability in an area where British control was not firmly entrenched.  The British government 

feared the prospect of impoverished “Mohammedan” former slave holders switching allegiance 

to the Germans in neighboring German East Africa.
cxxv

   Political and economic factors also 

buttressed a cultural belief in the temperate vicissitudes of East African slavery.   As late as 1905 

a Sub-Commissioner in the EAP familiar with coastal slavery would state that, “slavery in East 

Africa is merely a term and people at home appear to be under a delusion as to the actual 

condition of things relative to slavery in these parts.”
cxxvi

          

 But who were these people at home?  What was their delusion?  From the 

correspondence from the FO, it is clear that the British government proceeded with abolition not 

due to morality but do more to geo-political concerns.   However, it is equally clear that BFASS 

opposition to slavery was rooted in the anti slavery gestalt of the late 18
th
 century.  But, in the 

case of East Africa, at least through the British administrative lens, the specific experience of 

East African slavery was radically different than the slavery that existed in the historical memory 

of the anti slavery lobby.  The various British officials on the ground viewed the BFASS anti 

slavery as outmoded for the “peculiar” reality of slavery in East Africa.     

Conclusion 

The founding of the BFASS had been a propitious moment for the anti slavery movement.  It 

came at a time when the anti slavery sentiment in Great Britain was on a downswing.
cxxvii

  The 
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single object of the BFASS had been “. . . the universal abolition of slavery and the slave trade, 

by moral, religious and other pacific means. . .”
cxxviii

  The foundation of the organization was 

built upon an opposition to slavery and the slave trade, but also it was built upon a proposition 

concerning the benefits of free labor.  The BFASS would continue with the old anti slavery 

tactics of applying pressure in parliament and upon the various organs of the British colonial 

state and writing petitions in its criticisms of bonded labor.   

 For organizations like the BFASS, slavery had been bounded historically, first in 1807 

and later in 1833 with the passages of the Slave Trade Act and the Slavery Abolition Act, 

respectively.  It had been excised and was no longer an acceptable form of labor organization.  

Its protean appearance in the late 19
th
 century in East Africa was an anathema to the 

humanitarian lobby.   

 The British government's association with the East African slave trade and various forms 

of bonded labor represented a step back.  The East African experience of slavery and the slave 

trade challenged the assumptions of free wage labor and sometimes placed the BFASS in 

contradictory positions.  The British administration's desire to end slavery gradually in East 

Africa reflected the limits of BFASS advocacy in the face of the reality on the ground in East 

Africa.  Echoing Don Quixote, the BFASS was simply chasing a “windmill” of slavery that only 

existed in the historical memory of the organization. 

   In the end, the experiences of the BFASS in East Africa show that the legacy of British 

anti slavery varied in different parts of the world.  Temperley‟s  eloquent description of the 

British anti slavery movement rings equally true of British abolition in general.  As he stated, “it 

was .  .  . transformed into a number of streams, some flowing strongly, some weakly, some 
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turning into sluggish backwaters, some disappearing altogether.”
cxxix
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