AFRICAN-ARAB- ISLAMIC WORLD DIALOGUE ON SLAVE ROUTES AND SLAVERY, DESERT AND THE RED SEA AND THE MEDITARRANEAN

THE RAISON DETRE

On 22 Feb. 03, a Conference on Arab-led Slavery of Africans was co-organised by Centre for the Advanced Studies of African Society (CASAS) of Cape Town and Iman Drammeh Institute of New York in Johannesburg in South Africa. This was a follow-up in the context of the NGO Forum at the 2001 Durban Conference on Anti-Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance (WCAR).

The Conference organizers was “advised by the well-known fact that whereas, relatively, much more is known about the European led Atlantic Slave Trade, the history and reality of Arab-led Slavery of Africans continue to be an area of silence and darkness in African and non African perceptions of African Society and History”.
According to them, this activity did “provide for wider consumption studies by scholars on this subject. The Conference declaration said “Africa served as the millennia-long reservoir for uncompensated labour obtained through brutal and dehumanizing processes for the Atlantic, Mediterranean and Indian Ocean areas and trade routes”. The Conference went on to call for a “Civilisation dialogue between the Arab and the African peoples”.
Nearly 4 years later, UNESCO in close collaboration with the UNESCO Office in Rabat and the Moroccan National Commission for UNESCO heeded and actualized the call for the dialogue by organizing an International Symposium with the theme “The Cultural Interactions Resulting from the Slave Trade and Slavery in the Arab-Islamic World in Rabat and Marrakech from 17-19 May”.  The well attended symposium in its declaration confirmed that the research on these slave routes is not comparable to the other researches done in the other slave routes like the Trans-Atlantic slave route. The participants therefore recommended a network of researchers and research institutions working on these thematic areas as a follow-up. To underline the importance of this endeavour, a 5-member working group was formed. The Forum in Cape Town and the symposium in Rabat and Marrakech and inline with the declarations and recommendations, PANAFSTRAG saw the need for a follow up with an indepth and interdisciplinary studies of the slave routes and slavery within Africa and with the Arab and Ottoman axes of the past and the present.
To conclude this part of the paper, it is important to reiterate two well known facts

a. According to the symposium Concept Paper, most studies undertaken to date on the slave trade and slavery in the Arab-Islamic world have been conducted by Researchers from outside the region. This is apart from isolated research activities, fewer resources, Cultural cum Religion cum Language challenges and lack of international attention.
b. Apart from the Forum in Johannesburg, no proceedings of such academic activity have ever been published by any sub-Saharan African Think-Tank This is not suprising since Malek Chabel, An Arab Anthropologist and independent Islamic scholar called his recent book “L’Esclavage an Terre d’Islam Un tabou bien garde” (slavery in the Islamic land “well kept secret”- translation mine)
Now is the time to remove the veil on this part of African-Arab historical interactions that predates Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade and Slavery.

METHODOLOGY

PANAFSTRAG in partnership with the Uthman Dan Fodio University located in Sokoto, the Headquarters of the Islamic caliphate in West Africa and Centre for the Advanced Study of the African Societies (CASAS), proposes three Roundtables in line with the well-known slave routes and slavery in West, East and Southern Africa. The three Rountables will hold for
a. West Africa in Sokoto, Nigeria

b. East Africa in Zanzibar

c. Southern Africa in Beira, Mozambique

Each Roundtable will be a Methodology Workshop for developing a common Research Methodology, developing the project proposals for resource mobilization, identifying researchers and institutions to expand the network, assign and share responsibilities, identify institutions for Regional and Sub-regional research networks etc. The coordination of the products will be done with the follow up committee set up in Rabat who will all participate in the three Roundtables.

There may be the need for a Pre-Roundtable meeting with the follow-up Committee with the partners to work out the details of the Roundtables.

OBJECTIVES

The objective of the Dialogue is to

· Facilitate and expand the regional network of researchers and research institutions working and interested in working on slave routes and slavery.
· Create a platform for building the African Union of Africans and Arabs.
· Develop the methodology for the conduct of indepth research into slave route and slavery, in short, overcome the “taboo”
· Complete the body of knowledge on World Slave Route, Slavery and their impact on world cultures.
· Produce Publications and textbooks as part of the General History of Africa

PARTNERS

The partners wish to collaborate with UNESCO Regional and National Offices, the National Commissions of UNESCO in Nigeria, Tanzania and Mozambique and other countries within and outside Africa.

PERIOD

The Roundtable in Sokoto will hold in Sept. 08 while the period for the Roundtable in Zanzibar and Beira are yet to be fixed. It is expected that they will hold before the end of 2008 or the end of the 1st  quarter of 2009.

PARTICIPANTS

The participants at the Forum in Joburg in 2008 and at the symposium in Rabat will be invited to the Roundtables inline with their expertise. Others scholars and including Oral Historians are to be invited to each sub-regional Roundtable. As mentioned earlier, the 5-member follow-up Committee will participate with all the partners and UNESCO in all the pre, sub-regional and post-sub-regional Roundtables’ activities.
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