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Speaking Notes Mali 2/2 

Slavery among the Soninké 

Preliminary remarks 

These notes are based on an online presentation held by the SEM for the Commissione Na-
zionale per il Diritto di Asilo, on 17 April 2021. The first part of the presentation deals with the 
security situation and the related notes are in a separate document (Speaking Notes Mali 1/2). 

Introduction 

After briefly presenting who are the Soninké, where they live and what is their traditional social 
hierarchy, we will try to have a better understanding of the present status and condition of 
slaves by descent. Finally, we shall see how some slaves by descent claim equal rights, and 
that this claim can trigger retaliation from other social groups. 

The Soninké 

The Soninké probably gave rise to the Mande group, of which they are part, at least through 
their language. They are known as the founders of the Ghana Empire, which they called 
Wagadu, from the 6th to the 12th centuries CE. What used to be the Wagadu territory is currently 
shared among the Southwestern part of Mali, Mauritania, Senegal and The Gambia. The 
Ghana Empire controlled trade routes and had access to gold. Being involved in long distance 
trade, the Soninké developed a culture of migration, which took different forms over the years.1 
At the end of the 18th century CE, members of the Soninké aristocracy found employment as 
sailors on French ships. In the 19th century CE, the Soninké engaged in seasonal labour mi-
gration to peanut plantations in Gambia and Senegal. This, according to a historian, became 
one of the most important migration flows in the modern history of West Africa. In the 1930s, 
the destinations of Soninké migrants were increasingly urban. Some of the sailors found em-
ployment in Marseille and built there the first Soninké migrant communities in France.2 For the 
reconstructions following the Second World War, French authorities actively encouraged la-
bour immigration from Kayes, and Malians, who as inhabitants of a French colony, were con-
sidered French citizens. In 2005, two out of three households in Kayes were estimated to have 

1 Kassim Kone, « The Soninké in Ancient West African History », Thomas T. Spear (dir.), African history, [New 
York], Oxford University Press, 2015. https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190277734.013.160 (08.04.2021). 

2 The historian is François Manchuelle. Quoted in: Danish Refugee Council, Copenhagen. Destined to migrate 
Exploring a culture of migration in a world of migration restrictions. Kayes, Mali, 2020, p. 20. www.mixedmigra-
tion.org/resource/destined-to-migrate-exploring-a-culture-of-migration-in-a-world-of-migration-restrictions/ 
(30.03.2021). 
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a household member abroad, of whom the vast majority resided in France, and in 2007, it was 
estimated that 80% of the 120,000 Malians in France originated from Kayes.3 In France, the 
Soninké tend to organise themselves according to their village of origin and contribute to a 
common fund for development projects.4 

Soninké traditional social hierarchy 

In the Kayes region, the society is traditionally hierarchized, and mostly divided between those 
considered as born free and the slaves. At the top of the social structure are the Xooro, who 
are nobles. Among the Xooro, we find the Tunka lemmu, who have the political power, then 
the Moodinu, who are marabouts or Muslim clerics, and also the Mangu, whose function is 
similar to the one of a counsellor or diplomat. Other born free are the Nyaxamalo, who are 
organised in castes like storytellers, blacksmiths, lumberjacks, shoemakers or fishermen.5 

For their part, the Komo are not born free and have a function of servants. They are also 
hierarchized depending on whether they are attached to a particular individual or to the crown. 
In this second case, they historically had a military function. The Komo, commonly called 
“slaves” in English, are considered as members of their masters’ families, and not of that of 
their biological parents. They can be assigned to any kind of task. Some of them were captured 
during raids, other were bought. Also, in the case of immigrants in general, since the host 
community do not know their status, they only allow them to marry slaves, and children born 
from such unions acquire the status of slaves. 6 

Figure 1: Soninké traditional social hierarchy. 

Soninké is one among other African ethnolinguistic groups traditionally practicing slavery; oth-
ers are the Tuareg and the Fulbe.7 In legal terms, France abolished slavery in its colonies in 

                                                
3  Danish Refugee Council, Copenhagen. Destined to migrate Exploring a culture of migration in a world of mi-

gration restrictions. Kayes, Mali, 2020, p. 21. www.mixedmigration.org/resource/destined-to-migrate-exploring-
a-culture-of-migration-in-a-world-of-migration-restrictions/ (30.03.2021). 

4  Zakaria Soumaré, La société soninké entre hier et aujourd'hui. Essai, Paris, les Impliqués éditeur, 2017, p. 60. 
5  Zakaria Soumaré, La société soninké entre hier et aujourd'hui. Essai, Paris, les Impliqués éditeur, 2017, pp. 

25-44. / Naffet Keita, « L’esclavage dans la région de Kayes », Naffet Keita (dir.), L'esclavage au Mali, Paris, 
l'Harmattan, 2012, pp. 34–35. 

6  Zakaria Soumaré, La société soninké entre hier et aujourd'hui. Essai, Paris, les Impliqués éditeur, 2017, pp. 
25-44. / Naffet Keita, « L’esclavage dans la région de Kayes », Naffet Keita (dir.), L'esclavage au Mali, Paris, 
l'Harmattan, 2012, pp. 34–35. 

7  Salif Togola, « L'esclavage dans la région de Mopti », Naffet Keita (dir.), L'esclavage au Mali, Paris, l'Harmat-

tan, 2012. 
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19058, and nowadays, the second article of the Malian constitution guarantees that all Malians 
are born and remain free and equal in rights and duties. In 2015, a draft law explicitly banning 
slavery was submitted to the government, but the first minister removed it from the agenda, 
fearing that the international community could assume that Mali had waited until 2015 to act 
against slavery.9 

Slavery by descent in the Kayes region in the 21st century 

In the 21st century, slave status in the Kayes region and elsewhere in West Africa does not 
necessarily imply captivity and forced labour. Hence, we rather talk of slavery by descent or 
inherited slavery. People of slave origins, according to anthropologists, tend to be labelled and 
stigmatized on the basis of their social status that is associated with pejorative connotations 
about physical, moral and behavioural attributes.10 For example, near Kayes, people whose 
forefathers were emancipated from slavery or were freed following the abolition in 1905 tend 
to be called Diambourou, a term that has several meanings, like “someone who is not serious”, 
who does not care, who refused any authority. Diambourou can also imply that the person is 
impure, or a prostitute.11  

Moreover, slave status is seen as incompatible with political leadership, and that leads to po-
litical marginalisation.12 Also, slaves are not allowed to marry noble women. A Malian anthro-
pologist points out that endogamy is more rigid in villages than in cosmopolitan urban areas, 
where it is more difficult to know the origin and status of everyone.13 Slaves by descent are 
expected to recognise the family of their master as their own.14 

Regarding women of slave descent, several of them reported frequent sexual abuse by nobles, 
and they explained that they were not supposed to refuse any sexual relationship with a noble; 
such abuses would be frequent as nobles go to work on their fields and slave women bring 
them food.15 

For people of slave status, nowadays, the most common tasks seem to be the chores accom-
plished during ceremonies like weddings and funerals, which means, for example, slaughtering 
animals and cooking: this work can be paid or rewarded through gifts.16 Nonetheless, testimo-
nies collected in my sources depict different situations from one village to the other. Indeed, a 
Malian journalist reported in 2019 that in the Kayes region, slaves remained at the mercy of 
their masters, using them for all kind of chores and agricultural work, without paying them.17 
More concretely, someone told that “until now, in our village, male slaves work two days a 

                                                
8  Cheikh C. Cisse, « L’histoire de l’esclavage au Mali », Naffet Keita (dir.), L'esclavage au Mali, Paris, l'Harmat-

tan, 2012, p. 24. 
9  Renouveau TV, Bamako. Maliki Diallo. Esclavage dans la région de Kayes - Mali : une bombe à retardement, 

16.10.2019, 29'. www.youtube.com/watch?v=KMAiwL1ELHU (07.04.2021). 
10  Eric K. Hahonou, Lotte Pelckmans, « West African Antislavery Movements: Citizenship Struggles and the Leg-

acies of Slavery », Stichproben - Wiener Zeitschrift für kritische Afrikastudien, 20 (21), 2011, pp. 3-4. 

https://forskning.ruc.dk/da/publications/f2293d3d-ddc1-40aa-a00d-2c7677d539e5 (01.04.2021). 
11  Marie Rodet, « Documenting the History of Slavery on Film in Kayes, Mali », Journal of Global Slavery, 5 (1), 

2020, p. 97. https://doi.org/10.1163/2405836X-00501009 (31.03.2021). 
12  Eric K. Hahonou, Lotte Pelckmans, « West African Antislavery Movements: Citizenship Struggles and the Leg-

acies of Slavery », Stichproben - Wiener Zeitschrift für kritische Afrikastudien, 20 (21), 2011, p. 4. https://for-
skning.ruc.dk/da/publications/f2293d3d-ddc1-40aa-a00d-2c7677d539e5 (01.04.2021). 

13  Yaya Sy, « L'esclavage chez les Soninkés : du village à Paris », Journal des africanistes, 70 (1), 2000, p. 52. 
https://doi.org/10.3406/jafr.2000.1219 (17.03.2021). 

14  Naffet Keita, « L’esclavage dans la région de Kayes », Naffet Keita (dir.), L'esclavage au Mali, Paris, l'Harmat-

tan, 2012, p. 39. / Renouveau TV, Bamako. Maliki Diallo. Esclavage dans la région de Kayes - Mali : une 
bombe à retardement, 16.10.2019, 5'10. www.youtube.com/watch?v=KMAiwL1ELHU (07.04.2021). 

15  Le Jalon, Bamako. Lassina Niangaly. Mali: des femmes «objets sexuels» à Kayes, 29.05.2020. https://le-
jalon.com/2020/05/29/mali-des-femmes-objets-sexuels-a-kayes/ (15.04.2021). 

16  Naffet Keita, « L’esclavage dans la région de Kayes », Naffet Keita (dir.), L'esclavage au Mali, Paris, l'Harmat-
tan, 2012, p. 42. 

17  Bamako News. Adam Diallo. Esclavage en milieu soninké à Kayes : Une bombe sociale à désamorcer, 
24.06.2019. http://bamakonews.net/2019/06/esclavage-en-milieu-Soninké-a-kayes-une-bombe-sociale-a-de-
samorcer/ (09.04.2021). 
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week in the fields of their masters, that is Saturdays and Sundays, while female slaves cook 
and fetch water for these same masters”, without being paid.18 

Opposition to slavery 

What means does a slave have to escape from his condition and status? As already men-
tioned, slavery was officially banned by the French coloniser in 1905, but it is generally recog-
nised that the decision was not completely effective. Migration, in such circumstance, became 
an option to acquire more rights. In fact, colonial authorities created liberty villages to take in 
slaves who escaped from their masters. Also, some Malian slaves who migrated to Senegal 
for harvesting peanut accessed to land ownership.19  

Since the 1990s, civil society organisations have increasingly advocated against slavery.20 
Temedt, created in 2006 by some Tuareg living in Bamako, is one of the most important of 
these organizations: it has several thousands members and it also supported slave descend-
ants from Soninké villages.21 Regarding the Soninké community in particular, there is the Gam-
banaaxu movement, which means “be the same”, it is committed against social hierarchies 
and gathers several associations, and is also active in the Soninké diaspora in Europe.22 In 
Mali, one of these associations is RMFP Gambanaa Xun.23 

Slavery by descent and village conflicts 

Mostly since 2018, in the Kayes region, Gambanaa supporters suffered mob attacks from lo-
cals and many kinds of deprivations.24 This happened in several communities of the Kayes 
region, and one of the most emblematic and mediatized is the crisis affecting the village of 
Kainera.  

In 2018, some inhabitants of Kainera became members of Gambanaa and made clear to the 
village chief that they would no longer accept to be called slaves.25 Reacting this statement, 
nobles argued that in the village nothing belonged to the complainants, and therefore deprived 
them from harvesting, from accessing to the wells, as long as they did not accept their tradi-
tional status. Some married women were no longer allowed to visit their biological mother and 
risked a fine if they did it. One man was convened to the residence of the village chief, where 
some youths accused him to have lied on the nobles, and without having the time to talk, he 
was heavily beaten with canes.26 

                                                
18  Naffet Keita, « L’esclavage dans la région de Kayes », Naffet Keita (dir.), L'esclavage au Mali, Paris, l'Harmat-

tan, 2012, p. 42. 
19  Marie Rodet, « Escaping Slavery and Building Diasporic Communities in French Soudan and Senegal, ca. 

1880-1940 », The International Journal of African Historical Studies, 48 (2), 2015, pp. 369, 383. 
www.jstor.org/stable/44723365 (31.03.2021). 

20  Zakaria Soumaré, La société soninké entre hier et aujourd'hui. Essai, Paris, les Impliqués éditeur, 2017, p. 40. 
21  Eric K. Hahonou, Lotte Pelckmans, « West African Antislavery Movements: Citizenship Struggles and the Leg-

acies of Slavery », Stichproben - Wiener Zeitschrift für kritische Afrikastudien, 20 (21), 2011, pp. 6-10. 
https://forskning.ruc.dk/da/publications/f2293d3d-ddc1-40aa-a00d-2c7677d539e5 (01.04.2021). / TV5 Monde, 
Paris. Mali : Kayes, l'esclavage en héritage, 14.05.2019. www.facebook.com/tv5mondeofficiel/videos/mali-
kayes-lesclavage-en-héritage/928990744160889/ (31.03.2021). 

22  Zakaria Soumaré, La société soninké entre hier et aujourd'hui. Essai, Paris, les Impliqués éditeur, 2017, p. 40. 
23  Amara Diarra. RMFP Gambana, 15.04.2021. www.facebook.com/groups/2247992891986961 (15.04.2021). / 

Nord Sud Journal, Bamako. Mali: l’esclavage à Kayes, plus de 94 familles de Kainera se réfugient à Bamako, 
08.06.2019. www.nordsudjournal.fr/mali-lesclavage-a-kayes-plus-de-94-familles-de-kainera-se-refugient-a-
bamako/ (31.03.2021). / Le Jalon, Bamako. Lassina Niangaly. Mali : Cheick Oumar Yara, un militant anti-es-
clavagiste emprisonné, 21.03.2020. https://lejalon.com/2020/03/21/mali-cheick-oumar-yara-un-militant-anti-
esclavagiste-emprisonne/ (15.04.2021). 

24  Notre Nation, Bamako. Assane Koné. Esclavage par ascendance dans la région de Kayes : Des organisations 
de la société civile malienne montent au créneau et accusent, 27.11.2018. https://notrenation.com/Esclavage-
par-ascendance-dans-la-region-de-Kayes-Des-organisations-de-la (07.04.2021). 

25  Studio Tamani, Bamako. Grand dialogue: Esclavage, quelle est la situation à Kayes ?, 22.08.2019, 11'20-
12'10. www.youtube.com/watch?v=LvZfKTCl0PY (16.04.2021). 

26  Renouveau TV, Bamako. Maliki Diallo. Esclavage dans la région de Kayes - Mali : une bombe à retardement, 
16.10.2019, 2'10-5'30. www.youtube.com/watch?v=KMAiwL1ELHU (07.04.2021). 
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Then, this man and about sixty more inhabitants of Kainera moved to the neighbouring town 
of Diema, where they spent nine months, after which they were evicted, then travelled further 
to Bamako, where they exposed their situation at the National commission for human rights. 
From their statements to the Commission, it appeared that some mayors and deputies clearly 
supported the status of slave by descent, arguing that there was no slaves at all in their com-
munities, but only traditions to respect. Indeed, the mayor of Kainera recalled that slavery im-
plies the ownership of someone over someone else, and stated that nothing similar exists in 
his region. Also, a deputy pointed out that there was no slavery in Kayes, but contradicted 
himself by saying that slaves had to submit to the customs, and that if they refused, they must 
also renounce to what nobles give them.27 Arguing in the same vein, a village chief’s assistant 
showed the biggest house of Kainera owned by a slave by descent, pointing out that his master 
is living in a smaller one, in order to show that the customs would have nothing to do with 
slavery.28 

In Bamako, the Malian government managed the crisis by giving priority to negotiation and 
sent representatives of the Ministry of justice, of the National commission for human rights, as 
well as prefects of the circle to talk with notables of the villages affected by displacements. 
Therefore, without the presence of any displaced person, a closed-door meeting took place 
during seven hours and reached the conclusion that people would be welcomed back, on the 
condition that they submit to the same customs they had fled nine months before. In Bamako, 
displaced people were only informed that the issue had been settled and that they could go 
back, so they boarded buses. It was not before they neared their destination that they learned 
about the condition set by the nobles. As a result, some of them refused to continue the jour-
ney: police took some of them by force, while others remained stranded at the roadside, trying 
to go back to Bamako, more than 300 kilometres away. From those who returned to Kainera, 
according to one journalist, only ten decided to stay, while others only gathered belongings 
and left again.29 

As already pointed out, the crisis of Kainera is not an isolated case. In Lany Tounka in April 
2020, people opposing slavery were attacked, including women, children and elderly. Some 
houses were burnt, some persons were injured, and one died.30 Other anti-slavery militants, in 
Diandioumé in September 2020, were assaulted by a mob armed with sticks and knives: four 
were killed, and several others injured.31 

In terms of displacements, in May 2020, media reported that 2,000 people who had fled slavery 
by descent found refuge in Mambry.32 Similarly, in October 2020, 1,620 persons who had fled 
because of their status had found refuge in Souransan.33 

                                                
27  Renouveau TV, Bamako. Maliki Diallo. Esclavage dans la région de Kayes - Mali : une bombe à retardement, 

16.10.2019, 0'40-2'10, 7'-11'. www.youtube.com/watch?v=KMAiwL1ELHU (07.04.2021). / Studio Tamani, Ba-
mako. Grand dialogue: Esclavage, quelle est la situation à Kayes ?, 22.08.2019, 4'40-6'15. www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=LvZfKTCl0PY (16.04.2021). 

28  Renouveau TV, Bamako. Maliki Diallo. Esclavage dans la région de Kayes - Mali : une bombe à retardement, 
16.10.2019, 11'48. www.youtube.com/watch?v=KMAiwL1ELHU (07.04.2021). 

29  Renouveau TV, Bamako. Maliki Diallo. Esclavage dans la région de Kayes - Mali : une bombe à retardement, 
16.10.2019, 33'-45'. www.youtube.com/watch?v=KMAiwL1ELHU (07.04.2021). 

30  Michel Yao. À Lany Tounka, « ceux qui sont persécutés décidés à aller jusqu’au bout… », 29.04.2020. 
https://benbere.org/dossiers-benbere/mali-sans-esclaves/malisansesclaves-kayes-lany-tounka-ceux-per-
secutes-decides-aller-jusquau-bout/ (08.04.2021). 

31  Commission nationale des droits de l'Homme, Bamako. Une Mission d’investigation et d’établissement des 
faits de la CNDH sur les cas de violations graves des droits de l’homme en lien avec les pratiques de l’escla-
vage à dans la région de Kayes, 07.10.2020. https://cndhmali.com/index.php/2020/10/07/une-mission-dinves-
tigation-et-detablissement-des-faits-de-la-cndh-sur-les-cas-de-violations-graves-des-droits-de-lhomme-en-
lien-avec-les-pratiques-de-lesclavage-a-d/ (15.04.2021). / L'Essor, Bamako. Moussé Diakita. Nioro du Sahel : 
Quatre morts et des blessés à Diandioumé, 04.09.2020. https://mali-web.org/societe/nioro-du-sahel-quatre-
morts-et-des-blesses-a-diandioume (15.04.2021). / Amnesty International, London. Mali 2020. www.amne-
sty.org/en/countries/africa/mali/report-mali/ (13.04.2021). 

32  Le Jalon, Bamako. Lassina Niangaly. Mali: des femmes «objets sexuels» à Kayes, 29.05.2020. https://le-
jalon.com/2020/05/29/mali-des-femmes-objets-sexuels-a-kayes/ (15.04.2021). 

33  Ali Bocoum. À Kita, des « jon » cherchent désespérément où vivre, 2020, 01.10.2020. https://ben-
bere.org/dossiers-benbere/mali-sans-esclaves/malisansesclaves-kita-des-jon-cherchent-desesperement-vivre/ 
(08.04.2021). 
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On the judiciary level, a media reported in 2019 that in the Kayes region, the Court had re-
ceived 21 cases related to slavery by descent, from which seven had already been settled. In 
spite of this, it did not say more about the outcomes of these procedures.34 But also in 2019, a 
member of Gambaana declared that among the complaints lodged by his organisation, none 
had been addressed by the court yet.35 Similarly, some sources stated that many complaints 
lodged by slaves by descent resulted in cases pending for long, and that some authorities were 
reluctant in handling them.36 Some Gambaana supporters were also sued to court for allegedly 
insulting nobles, and at least one activist was jailed for such motive in February 2019, but our 
sources do not say if he is still in prison.37 

Appendix: Television documentaries and debate on slavery in the 
Kayes region 

TV5 Monde, Paris. Mali : Kayes, l'esclavage en héritage, 14.05.2019. www.facebook.com/tv5mondeofficiel/vi-

deos/mali-kayes-lesclavage-en-héritage/928990744160889/ (31.03.2021). 

Studio Tamani, Bamako. Grand dialogue: Esclavage, quelle est la situation à Kayes ?, 22.08.2019. www.you-

tube.com/watch?v=LvZfKTCl0PY (16.04.2021). 

Renouveau TV, Bamako. Maliki Diallo. Esclavage dans la région de Kayes - Mali : une bombe à retardement, 

16.10.2019. www.youtube.com/watch?v=KMAiwL1ELHU (07.04.2021). 

Les Observateurs France 24, Paris. Résister à l'esclavage au Mali, 18.11.2019. www.you-

tube.com/watch?v=Hh1WfUQxOaA (13.04.2021). 

 

 

                                                
34  L'Essor, Bamako. Bandé M. Sissoko. Mali : Cour d’assises de Kayes: 43 affaires criminelles au rôle, 

18.04.2019. https://maliactu.net/mali-cour-dassises-de-kayes-43-affaires-criminelles-au-role/ (13.04.2021). 
35  Bamako News. Adam Diallo. Esclavage en milieu soninké à Kayes : Une bombe sociale à désamorcer, 

24.06.2019. http://bamakonews.net/2019/06/esclavage-en-milieu-Soninké-a-kayes-une-bombe-sociale-a-de-
samorcer/ (09.04.2021). 

36  Renouveau TV, Bamako. Maliki Diallo. Esclavage dans la région de Kayes - Mali : une bombe à retardement, 
16.10.2019, 15'-25'. www.youtube.com/watch?v=KMAiwL1ELHU (07.04.2021). 

37  Le Jalon, Bamako. Lassina Niangaly. Mali : Cheick Oumar Yara, un militant anti-esclavagiste emprisonné, 
21.03.2020. https://lejalon.com/2020/03/21/mali-cheick-oumar-yara-un-militant-anti-esclavagiste-emprisonne/ 
(15.04.2021). 


