LEADING EDGES OF EMPIRE AND GLOBALIZATION

SUPER SEABUSII A\




African Islands



-

Rochester Studies in
African History and the Diaspora

Toyin Falola, Series Editor
The Jacob and Frances Sanger Mossiker Chair in the Humanities
and University Distinguished Teaching Professor
University of Texas at Austin

Recent Titles

Cotton and Race across the Atlantic: Britain, Africa, and America, 1900—1920
Jonathan E. Robins

Islam, Power, and Dependency in the Gambia River Basin:
The Politics of Land Control, 1790-1940
Assan Sarr

Living Salvation in the East African Revival in Uganda
Jason Bruner

On Durban’s Docks: Zulu Workers, Rural Households, Global Labor
Ralph Callebert

Mediators, Contract Men, and Colonial Capital:
Mechanized Gold Mining in the Gold Coast Colony, 1879-1909
Cassandra Mark-Thiesen

Muslim Fula Business Elites and Politics in Sierra Leone
Alusine Jalloh

Race, Decolonization, and Global Citizenship in South Africa
Chielozona Eze

Plantation Slavery in the Sokoto Caliphate: A Historical and Comparative Study
Mohammed Bashir Salau

African Migration Narratives: Politics, Race, and Space
Edited by Cajetan Theka and Jack Taylor

Lithics and Society in Nigeria: Identity, History, Political Theory
Nimi Wariboko

A complete list of titles in the Rochester Studies in African History and the
Diaspora series may be found on our website, www.urpress.com.



African Islands

Leading Edges of Empire and Globalization

Edited by
Toyin Falola, R. Joseph Parrott,
and Danielle Porter Sanchez

@ UNIVERSITY OF ROCHESTER PRESS



Copyright © 2019 by the Editors and Contributors

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under current legislation, no
part of this work may be photocopied, stored in a retrieval system,
published, performed in public, adapted, broadcast, transmitted,
recorded, or reproduced in any form or by any means, without the
prior permission of the copyright owner.

First published 2019

University of Rochester Press

668 Mt. Hope Avenue, Rochester, NY 14620, USA
WWW.Urpress.com

and Boydell & Brewer Limited

PO Box 9, Woodbridge, Suffolk IP12 3DF, UK
www.boydellandbrewer.com

ISBN-13: 978-1-568046-954-8
ISSN: 1092-5228

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Falola, Toyin, editor. | Parrott, R. Joseph, 1985- editor. | Sanchez,
Danielle Porter, 1986- editor.

Title: African islands : leading edges of empire and globalization / edited by
Toyin Falola, R. Joseph Parrott, and Danielle Porter Sanchez.

Other titles: Rochester studies in African history and the diaspora ; v. 83

Description: Rochester, NY : University of Rochester Press, 2019. | Series:
Rochester studies in African history and the diaspora | Includes
bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2019013735 | ISBN 9781580469548 (hardcover : alk. paper)

Subjects: LCSH: Islands—Africa. | Africa—Politics and government—1960-
| Africa—Economic conditions—1960- | Africa—Colonial influence. |
Islands of the Atlantic. | Islands of the Indian Ocean. | States, Small.

Classification: LCC DT30.5 .A3645 2019 | DDC 960.32—dc23 LC record
available at https://lccn.]oc.gov/2019013735

This publication is printed on acid-free paper.
Printed in the United States of America.



For those who lost their lives crossing the seas and
those forced to forge new lives on distant shores






Contents

Introduction: Arbiters and Witnesses of Change
Contextualizing Conversations on African Islands

Toyin Falola, R. Joseph Parrott, and Danielle Porter Sanchez

Part 1: Atlantic Ocean Islands

The Canaries to Africa: The Atlantic Strategy of “To Be or
Not to Be”
German Santana Pérez

Sugar, Cocoa, and Oil: Economic Success and Failure in
Sao Tomé and Principe from the Sixteenth to the
Twenty-First Centuries

Gerhard Seibert

The Bijagos of Canhabac Island (Guinea-Bissau)
Joshua Bernard Forrest

An Island in the Middle of Everywhere: Bioko under Colonial
Domination

Enrigue N. Okenve

Cursing in Bioko and Annoboén: Repeating Islands that Don’t
Repeat
Michael Ugarte

African Ports and Islands during the Second World War
Ashley Jackson

“Nos lingua, nos kultura, nos identidadi”: Postcolonial
Language Planning and Promotion in Cabo Verde and the
Cape Verdean Diaspora

Carla D. Martin

39

68

96

125

157

170

208



viii  Contents

Part 2: Indian Ocean Islands

8 Africa’s Indian Ocean Islands, Near and Distant 245
Edward A. Alpers

9 Monsoon Metropolis: Migration, Mobility, and Mediation
in the Western Indian Ocean 267
William Bissell

10 The Mascarenes, Indian Ocean Africa, and Global Labor
Migration during the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries 204
Richard B. Allen

11 The Island as Nexus: Zanzibar in the Nineteenth Century 317
Jeremy Prestholdt
12 Slavery and Postslavery in Madagascar: An Overview 345

Denis Regnier and Dominique Somda

13 The Comoros: Strategies of Islandness in the Indian Ocean 370

Tain Walker

14 Gendered Pioneers from Mayotte: An Ethnographic
Perspective on Travel and Transformation in the Western

Indian Ocean 397
Michael Lambek
Notes on Contributors 417

Index 423



Introduction: Arbiters and Witnhesses
of Change

Contextualizing Conversations on African Islands

Toyin Falola, R. Joseph Parrott, and
Danielle Porter Sanchez

1.1: Africa and its islands



2 Introduction

Amilcar Cabral is the founding father of two countries: the island nation
of Cabo Verde and the mainland state of Guinea-Bissau. As the first and
most influential leader of the Partido Africano da Independéncia da
Guiné e Cabo Verde (African Party for the Independence of Guinea and
Cabo Verde, or PAIGC), Cabral spent much of his life trying to achieve
independence for two places that he considered home. While they are two
separate countries today, the revolutionary Cabral envisioned a single post-
colonial nation that would unite the former Portuguese possessions. The
metropole had for centuries viewed the colonies as uniquely interrelated,
using the more assimilated and racially mixed populations of the islands
of Cabo Verde to help administer the mainland in Guinea, where rela-
tively few Europeans had settled. Cabral was born in Portuguese Guinea
to Cabo Verdean parents filling such intermediary roles, and it therefore
seemed natural for him to envision a united struggle. Cabral fought to
bring independence to two colonies connected—not separated—by water
and shared history."

Cabral’s biography is important here because his revolutionary ideol-
ogy owes much to his ambiguous relationship with his own island identity.
Cabo Verde had not been permanently inhabited when the Portuguese
first settled the archipelago in the fifteenth century. The culture that sur-
rounded Cabral during his formative years grew from the intermixing of
Europeans and enslaved Africans brought from the mainland. By the time
of Cabral’s birth, a majority of its population claimed a mixed-race heri-
tage and received privileges associated with Portuguese citizenship, though
insufficient education and dire poverty on the drought-prone islands pre-
vented any claims to true equality with the metropolis. Rather, the archi-
pelago existed somewhere between Europe and Africa. By embracing
this latter heritage, Cabral rejected Portuguese domination, claiming an
historically informed identity that tied the islands directly to the African
continent despite centuries acting as an intermediary. This vision of unity
proved vital for the success of the revolution. The archipelago was too
closely controlled by the Portuguese to launch a large-scale guerrilla move-
ment, so the PAIGC looked to Guinea-Bissau when planning its armed
independence struggle. In 1963, the PAIGC launched a revolution on the
mainland with an army of mostly local soldiers led disproportionately by
Cabo Verdeans. The movement succeeded and Cabo Verde and Guinea-
Bissau gained independence in 1974, but it could never fully overcome
the distances of geography, identity, and culture that separated Cabo Verde
from the mainland. By 1980, internal tensions—formed, in part, along
island-mainland antagonisms—split the PAIGC and led to the two-state
system.
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During the revolutionary struggle, Cabral could not overcome the
ambiguous relationship that existed not just between Cabo Verdeans and
Bissau-Guineans, but also between islanders and African continentals more
generally. For Cabral, the embrace of African identity meant a rejection of
Portugal, the privileged position of his island within the empire, and the
adoption of a wholly continental perspective that neither he nor his family
had ever truly known. This was in many ways the origin of his famous call
to “return to the source.”® This source was the African heritage and culture
that he believed served as the hidden center of Cabo Verde’s cosmopolitan
identity, lost from view by distance, time, and the long process of transcul-
turation that resulted from the islands’ role as a point of articulation in
Portugal’s global empire. Cabral was able to bridge this gap and lead the
binational revolution due to his personal charisma and the sincerity with
which he embraced a self-consciously African identity.

Yet what Cabral struggled to understand was that these differing iden-
tities and histories ran deep. The educated, globally conscious Cabo
Verdeans who made the PAIGC an internationally recognized revolution-
ary party continued to view themselves as the natural and necessary leaders
of both the islands and Guinea-Bissau. At the same time, some mainland
soldiers continued to resent the predominantly island-born leadership as
they had when earlier generations acted as Portuguese middlemen. The
result was a tenuous unity dependent almost entirely on Cabral and the
common struggle for liberation. His assassination in 197g3—perpetrated
by disaffected Bissau-Guinean party members who referenced the main-
land-island divide—robbed the PAIGC of the glue keeping the binational
experiment intact.3 Unable to replicate his brother’s unifying personality,
Luis Cabral presided over an increasingly divided transoceanic country
before suffering a coup in 1980 that split the PAIGC and resulted in the
formation of independent archipelago and mainland states.4 The histories
of these once-linked nations have since diverged. Cabo Verde reinvented
itself as one of Africa’s most stable and democratic countries with the assis-
tance of international aid and a growing tourist sector, while Guinea-Bissau
has suffered from repeated military coups and a depressed economy.

The case of Amilcar Cabral and the Cabo Verde-Guinea-Bissau divide
captures many of the historic themes of life on African islands. From Cabo
Verde in the Atlantic to Zanzibar and Mauritius in the Indian Ocean, geog-
raphy and contingency made islands avenues for integrating Africa into
wider networks of trade, migration, and empire—sometimes against the
will of local populations. As centers for exchange and expansion, these
islands historically occupied positions of importance far out of scale
to their meager sizes. But so too did their inhabitants become part of a
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series of complex regional and international relationships that have had
lasting repercussions on island societies. Often, itinerant travelers and set-
tlers from mainland Africa, Europe, East Asia, and the Middle East first
interacted on these global nodes, which acted as liminal spaces to blur the
borders between continents.5 As a result, these islands became uniquely
amalgamated spaces, creating distinct cultures and social relations that
both reflected and continuously grappled with these intersecting forces.
This volume seeks to explore these insular themes at a continental level,
placing individual histories of all of Africa’s major islands—and some of its
minor ones—into conversation with each other across regional and chron-
ological delineations.

Outposts in Ocean Worlds: The Historiography of African
Islands

This volume pushes away from narrowly defined nationalist histories and
encourages larger conversations on the transnational as unique spaces of
analysis for understanding the history and cultures of the African conti-
nent. Though there are few studies that consider Africa’s islands in a broad
comparative perspective, many scholars recognize the important role these
lands have played in African and global histories. There is excellent schol-
arship on individual islands and archipelagos, including a number of works
that expertly fit African examples into broad transnational networks.% Yet
the volume of such studies remains relatively small since the national histo-
ries popular after independence, as well as the more detailed studies pro-
duced after the cultural turn, have understandably prioritized mainland
states. The complex domestic interactions of more populous and politically
powerful nation-states such as Nigeria or South Africa receive the lion’s
share of scholarly attention, marginalizing less populated and geographi-
cally isolated islands to the periphery. The key port-island of Zanzibar and
the massive Madagascar are perhaps the most prominent exceptions to this
rule, but even here the Arab-influenced cosmopolitanism of the former
and the Austronesian-derived Malagasy culture of the latter often mark
them as exceptional cases in African history.”

In overlooking these islands, scholars have missed an opportunity. Focus-
ing narrowly on national and subnational histories has reified tendencies
in postcolonial historiography to promote African history by downplaying
connections to wider global trends and placing African developments in
opposition to foreign imperial projects. While regional historiographies of
Asia and Latin America have begun systematically exploring international
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connections, Africanist scholars are only beginning to rediscover the role
that African peoples played in shaping and adapting wider global forces.
The continent’s islands have the potential to be key components of such
avenues of study. They were pivotal in forming the regional and global
networks that linked the continent to the world before the age of steam,
capturing an outward-looking African history that predates European
exploration and continues to influence the evolution of contemporary
societies.

The embrace of oceanic histories has led this redirection of scholarship,
but even here a tendency to emphasize geographic distinctions obscures
the extent to which the active participation of Africans in global systems
of exchange produced common trends across time and space. Therefore,
a primary goal of this volume is to understand the role islands played in
Indian and Atlantic Ocean worlds, and to put these distinct areas of study
into conversation with each other. Oceanic scholars have recognized the
roles of islands as nodes in intercontinental networks, blurring the lines
of center and periphery that long typified global history.® These growing
fields have taken seriously pioneering Mediterranean scholar Fernand
Braudel’s challenge to move away from the national histories that domi-
nate traditional historiographies and toward a scholarly center on what
were literally seas of exchange between continents, revealing worlds pop-
ulated by actors with outsized influence that often operated on or from
coastal and island nodes.9 The most prominent and well developed of
these areas of study has focused on the Atlantic, but in the last thirty years
an arguably more dynamic field has developed around the more ancient
Indian Ocean.'®

While this volume seeks to blur the regional and chronological limita-
tions of oceanic world systems by placing Africa at their center, an over-
view of the extant historiography on the Atlantic and Indian oceans will
contextualize the specific histories and terminologies of the continent’s
islands. Beginning with the more developed Atlantic World, we see that
Africa’s Western islands first gained prominence during Europe’s Age of
Discovery. Most West African peoples had limited their operations to the
shorelines, primarily inhabiting islands accessible from the coast such as
the Bijagos in modern Guinea-Bissau and Bioko in Equatorial Guinea. As
aresult, more distant archipelagoes provided fertile ground for European
expansion as maritime empires searched for routes around Africa to gain
access to Indian trade. The Canaries were among the first European con-
quests in the fourteenth century—populated by people likely descended
from North African Berbers—and provided an important launching
point for continental commerce and expansion to uninhabited islands.
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Soon, the Portuguese and Spanish began the settlement of Madeira, the
Cabo Verde archipelago, the Azores in the mid-Atlantic, and the islands
of the Gulf of Guinea: Sao Tomé and Principe, then Bioko and Annabén.

These bases of operation—usually unencumbered by hostile popula-
tions and often possessing fertile volcanic soil—provided agricultural prod-
ucts and enabled exploration further south and west across the Atlantic.'!
John Thornton, among others, argues that Europe’s use of islands proved
especially vital for expansionist ambitions in and beyond Africa as they
provided safe havens during early periods when Europeans struggled to
establish preponderance on the continent’s coastline.'® Historians—most
prominently Alfred Crosby in his seminal work on the Atlantic Exchange—
note that the introduction of cash crops such as sugar to settlements in
Madeira, Sao Tomé, and elsewhere demanded greater labor than the Ibe-
rian nations could supply, leading to the importation of mainland Africans
and the emergence of a prototypical plantation slave agriculture that would
reach its maturity in the New World.'3 Africa’s islands served in many ways
as the first stages in the creation of an Atlantic World, proving the value of
both colonization and staple agriculture, as well as pioneering models of
(forced) labor and commerce that would motivate European imperialism.

Even as European attention shifted toward the newly discovered Ameri-
cas, continental islands grew in importance as nodes in the transatlantic
trade networks of Europe’s empires. After 1492, the islands held value for
the material they produced and as points of transition between the Old
World and the New World. The Canaries, Azores, and Cabo Verde islands,
along with Sao Tomé further south, became final victualing stations as
ships set sail across the Atlantic. Cabo Verde, the Gulf of Guinea archipel-
ago, and offshore islands along the Western coasts became way stations for
slaves waiting to be transported to labor in American plantations. As emi-
nent historians Philip D. Morgan and Jack P. Greene have argued, Africa’s
islands became “leading edges” of the Atlantic World and “stepping stones
from one hemisphere to the next™

The archipelagos of the Azores, Madeira, the Canaries, Cape Verde, and
the islands of Sao Tomé, Fernando P6, Principe, and Annabén in the
Gulf of Guinea assumed special importance in the Atlantic World. These
islands were hubs for a series of complex commercial networks; they
were points of articulation between North and South Atlantic, North
and South America and the Caribbean, Africa and the New World, Africa
and Europe, and Europe and America. (Philip D. Morgan and Jack P.
Greene, “The Present State of Atlantic History,” in Atlantic History: A Criti-
cal Appraisal, ed. Jack P. Greene and Philip D. Morgan [New York: Oxford
University Press, 2009], 12-13.)
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Africa’s islands acted as bridges to link continents through global exchange
of goods, peoples, and ideas, giving rise to unique sets of social and eco-
nomic cultures that helped facilitate the growth of these networks. Yet
for millions, they also acted as liminal spaces between independence and
bondage, symbolized famously by Gorée’s House of Slaves and its “Door of
No Return” off the Senegalese coast.

These small islands, then as now, deserve attention for the pivotal roles
they have played in an Atlantic World. As global historian Alison Games
argues, Atlantic history “is a way of looking at global and regional processes
within a contained unit, although that region was not, of course, her-
metically sealed off from the rest of the world . . . the Atlantic can offer a
useful laboratory within which to examine regional and global transforma-
tions.”'4 Scholars have embraced this concept as a way of emphasizing the
role Africans played in the development of commerce and relationships
with Europe and the Americas, recentering the historiography away from
imperial histories of oceanic expansion or national histories of resistance
to one of oceanic exchange.'> Major contributions by James Sweet, Kris-
tin Mann, Robin Law, and Rebecca Shumway have revealed the ways that
slavery, governance, and commerce all evolved within broad transnational
contexts, while pushing new theses about the Atlantic’s relationship with
African practices of urbanism, medicine, and intellectual history. 16

As geographically bounded intersections of oceanic networks, Africa’s
islands hold a special position in this search to identify and articulate the
specific processes and legacies of interaction. They are individual experi-
ments in Games’s historical laboratory. Trends and themes, oceanic his-
torian Michael Pearson argues, “are exaggerated and magnified when
we look at them in an island context.”*7 In these settings, historians can
explore in great detail the various strands of commerce, political expan-
sion, and migrations that influenced Africa, and the way these processes
changed over time. Such trends can be obscured in mainland societies,
where exchanges operating mainly at coasts and frontiers are overwhelmed
or subsumed within dominant national trends. On Africa’s islands, the ways
in which African peoples built upon transnational interactions to forge
new realities take center stage, rather than existing at the margins.

In highlighting processes of adaptation that occurred across time and
space, this volume offers the opportunity to understand how the famed
triangular trade that dominates Atlantic studies represented just one com-
ponent of a long history of African engagement with foreigners. This is
apparent in the burgeoning field of Indian Ocean studies, which like
its historiographical predecessor is coming to appreciate the roles that
islands played in facilitating patterns of economic, political, and cultural
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exchange. Monsoon winds powered a regional cycle of migration and
trade long before Europeans crossed the Atlantic, but serious study of this
ancient Eastern exchange was slower to take hold in academia. Much of
the scholarship originally pivoted around the projecting point of India and
a perceived cultural dominance in the region.'® Such continent-centered
scholarship continued as emphasis shifted toward Arabia and, increasingly,
East Africa, and the littoral societies that developed on the Swahili coast
from the interaction between a core of Bantu-speaking peoples with Arab
and Asian traders. While studies have focused heavily on mainland centers
of foreign trade and offshore port cities, the importance of Zanzibar, Mau-
ritius, and Madagascar is helping to push scholars toward a greater appre-
ciation of the role that islands played in this network.'9

As Edward Alpers has argued in his call to move away from strictly con-
tinental perspectives, insular societies were wholly created by an extended
Indian Ocean exchange.?° In contrast to Africa’s Atlantic islands—which
were largely unpopulated and therefore most noteworthy for the Euro-
pean conquests that helped open the Atlantic World—those of the Indian
Ocean were part of a longer and more complex history. As a result, they
offer important avenues for studying shifting trade and social networks in
the region over thousands of years. At an indeterminate point during the
first millennium CE, Austronesian sailors established permanent settle-
ments on Madagascar long after Africans had begun to establish fishing
camps on coastal islands such as Zanzibar. Long, thin-hulled dhows used
monsoon winds to carry Indonesian, Indian, and (especially) Arab traders
across the ocean, where they exchanged ivory, gold, and timber from the
East African hinterland for cloth, glass beads, and other trade goods pro-
duced in India and the Mediterranean. A slave trade also developed along
the coastline that Arab traders knew as the Zanj, with the Comoros archi-
pelago possibly being used as a depot for Africans destined for locations
further afield, including Madagascar, the Arabian Peninsula, and China.

These sustained interactions between Bantu-speaking Africans and
foreign traders laid the foundation for Swahili culture and, after roughly
the tenth century, enabled Islam to flourish along the coast as well as in
the Comoros archipelago.?' Both Arab seafarers and local Swahili estab-
lished trading centers on offshore islands that were accessible by boats, but
offered a defense against the mainland—including Lamu and Mombasa
in modern Kenya, Zanzibar and Kilwa Kisiwani in Tanzania, and Mozam-
bique Island—and this logic carried over to settlement in the Comoros and
northern Madagascar. These islands became important for the diffusion
of foreign ideas into the interior; increasing demand for ivory and gold
encouraged local Swahili traders to press their networks further inland,
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and Sufi orders established headquarters in places such as Zanzibar Town
in the sixteenth century.?* The Swahili coast, which stretched from mod-
ern Somalia south to Mozambique, became the first example of a truly
Oceanic world in Sub-Saharan Africa, nourishing an extended interac-
tion between African, Muslim Arab, and Indian migrants in particular.?3
As Indian Ocean studies have become increasingly decentralized, this real-
ity has motivated scholars to propose alternatives to Indian Ocean nam-
ing conventions that better capture the region’s complexity, most notably
Michael Pearson’s argument for the “Afrasian sea.”?4

Only in the sixteenth century did Europeans become active in the
region, hundreds of years after Afro-Islamic societies established their own
hybrid cultures. What these earliest explorers found when they rounded
the Cape of Good Hope was a complex commercial society, with a hand-
ful of urban centers in major trading ports such as Mombasa. Yet this did
not stop them from asserting themselves, adding yet more layers to the
socioeconomic tapestry that found its clearest manifestations on a series of
islands. As in the Atlantic, the Portuguese forcibly occupied mostly island
ports such as Mozambique Island, Mombasa, and Zanzibar in order to ben-
efit from trade with the interior, but faced opposition in the latter loca-
tions from Arab sultans, particularly the Omani, who took both Mombasa
and Zanzibar in 1698. Other European powers focused on India and mini-
mized conflicts with local peoples by establishing victualing stations on the
uninhabited Seychelles and Mascarenes between the sixteenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, with the Dutch, French, and British all competing for
these strategic outposts. The importation of labor to work the agricultural
land on these victualing stations—first in the form of primarily African
slaves, later indentured Indians—helped create Creole societies around
European foundations similar to those in the Atlantic World, though dis-
tinct in their integration of strong Arabic and Asian influences. The cos-
mopolitanism of this region and its legacies for contemporary nations have
become central themes for Indian Ocean historians.?5

The longer history of the Indian Ocean World and the greater com-
plexity of both its cultural and economic evolution have marked it as
distinct from the Atlantic World, which developed after the fifteenth cen-
tury, but these facts should only reinforce the value of approaching these
islands as laboratories. While part of the same Indian Ocean World and at
the center of similar patterns of migration, the positioning of these archi-
pelagoes in relation to the monsoon cycle, as well as the timing and char-
acter of migrations, has done much to define starkly different identities
for islands such as the Islamic-dominated Comoros and more culturally
European Mascarenes, which otherwise share similar characteristics. They
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capture shifts in the dominant cultures, trading systems, ideas of political
control, and transportation that operated in the region. These islands—as
in the Atlantic—were spaces for imperial barter with Africa. They played
important roles facilitating great power interaction with the continent,
creating composite societies that continue to adapt to changing condi-
tions and global networks.

Patterns of Islandness Across Oceanic Divides

The rise of Atlantic Ocean and Indian Ocean historiography has greatly
enriched African studies and justified attention to the continent’s small
islands, but it too has its limitations. With the exceptions again of the
well-studied Zanzibar and Madagascar, the oceanic approach can reduce
islands to mere nodes of larger Atlantic and Indian worlds, bounding these
histories both geographically and temporally in ways that fail to capture
their vitality and the commonalities of their experience. The result is a
sometimes one-dimensional portrayal of islands that emphasizes individual
aspects of their history, such as commodities trading or plantation agricul-
ture, as mere illustrations of wider phenomenon. Underappreciated is the
way individual islands reacted to external impositions, and how these sus-
tained interactions across time and place illustrate Africa’s fluid position in
global networks.

Such utilitarian approaches to islands also tend to minimize the impor-
tant effects that changing forms of transportation, agriculture, and gover-
nance had on islands themselves. Once excluded from the prime pathways
of oceanic exchange—noteworthy in both the Atlantic Ocean and Indian
Ocean with the opening of the Suez Canal, the coming of steam-powered
sailing, and later the development of air travel—islands stagnate in terms
of their global historiography. Historians have been too quick to accept
such pithy chronologies as J. R. McNeill’s contention that “The Portuguese
caravel opened the Atlantic World, and the railroad closed it,” failing to
pay serious attention to most of Africa’s islands after their periods of prime
importance passed.?® Far from stagnating as once prominent avenues
of exchange withered, Africa’s islands and their societies continued to
adapt and innovate. These responses often reflected and depended upon
broader continental trends, but they also pioneered paths of their own.

At the same time, placing islands into neatly defined ocean worlds has
limited the understanding of them as distinct spaces in the African context,
overlooking what their comparative histories might reveal about ocean-
centered processes in relation to broader continental histories. Linking
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the experience of Africa’s islands can help reveal two key insights. First,
ocean winds and currents defined specific cultural and commercial worlds,
but borders between these worlds were fluid. Indian Ocean historians have
noted that American bullion was critical to European entrance into the
spice trade, and Nigel Worden has explored the ways in which Cape Town
acted as a hinge point between oceans.*7 As similar maritime centers and
victualing stations, Africa’s islands became, in the words of historian Reed
Ueda, “interoceanic crossroads” where worlds often overlapped and ave-
nues opened for African and foreign agents alike.?® This is especially true
in the case of Africa, where the continent’s integration into the Atlantic
World was itself a product of the European ambitions to access the Far East
trade, and which stood at the center of a truly global system of enslavement
and migration.

Second, linking the histories of Africa’s islands can reveal broader
trends in African history. The laboratory quality of insular settings helps
distill how processes of empire, enslavement, migration, and integration
transformed the cultures, economies, and politics of the continent from
precolonial times to the present. The patterns through which trade acted
as a centripe