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Memories and legacies of enslavement in Chad

Memories of slavery affect contemporary political life in many Sahelian 
countries, but how do stigmatised groups use those memories as a tool 
for integration?

Valerio Colosio

Valerio Colosio is a PhD student researching the aftermaths of slavery 
in Chad. He works at the University of Sussex, in co tutorship with 
the Università degli Studi di Milano Bicocca. His research focuses on 
political life in the contemporary Sahel and how legacies of slaveries, 
as well as decentralisation policies and development interventions, are 
affecting this region.

Between August 2014 and June 2015 I carried out fieldwork in Guéra, 
Chad, a mountainous region which lies between the desert of the Sahel 
and more fertile savannas to the south. I tried to understand the way 
people handle the memory of the slave raids from the neighbouring 
Wadai sultanate: an important player in trans-Saharan trade from the 
seventeenth century to the early twentieth century. I was particularly 
interested in learning about how people talk about slave raids and the 
slave camps where raiders used to assemble their victims for months or 
years before handing them over to traders. The people of Guéra were 
not necessarily enslaved, but their history was shaped be the fact that 
they could have been. The memory of having been potentially enslaved 
lingers on in contemporary political dynamics. In this piece I am par-
ticularly interested in one group of people who are known locally as the 
descendants of slaves, although they reject this label: the Yalnas.

Who were the Yalnas?
Yalnas have two main characteristics that distinguish them from the 
Hadjiray, or the ‘people of the mountains’, which is a collective term 
for the people of Guéra. While the Hadjiray were pagans when the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gu%C3%A9ra_Region
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wadai_Empire
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French colonised Chad, the Yalnas were already Muslim. And instead 
of speaking the local language at home, they use Chadian Arabic as 
their mother tongue. 

The term Yalnas means ‘the sons of the people’ in Chadian Arabic. This 
may initially appear to be a neutral expression, but it nonetheless has 
a negative connotation: they became Yalnas because it was impossible 
for them to establish any other ancestry or origin. I heard two versions 
of the story for why this was the case. The first version was offered 
by non-Yalnas, who reported that their origin can be traced to 1911, 
when the French defeated the Wadai Sultanate and freed many slaves 
previously held in camps. Since most slaves were said to have spent 
significant time in slave camps, they were not able to find their families 
or communities once they were freed. This made it necessary for them 
to be described in generic and non-specific terms. One respondent 
reported that “the Yalnas arrived together with the French. We don’t 
know very well from where do they come from, but what we know is 
that they have no unique family”.

The second version of the story, which Yalnas tell about their own or-
igins, also relates to slavery. In this case, however, they self-identify as 
the descendants of the enslavers rather than the enslaved. 

Our grandparents were members of Wadai sultan family 
… Then, one day, the French arrived. The grandparents 
understood that French were strong and would have con-
trolled the whole region, so they decided to negotiate with 
them. When they were asked who they were and who were 
all the people in the village, they could not say the truth, 
as the French were still fighting against Wadai. Hence they 
just told the French that they were all ‘Yalnas’, sons of the 
people.

There are no written sources about pre-colonial Guéra, which can help 
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support either the first or the second version of the Yalnas’ origins. In 
1923, when the French organised the administration of the region, the 
Yalnas were recognised as a distinct local group and awarded two of 
the Guéra cantons – gaining formal control of the land and their own 
political representative in the guise of a chef de canton.

Slavery, community and political strategy
In countries like Niger, Mauritania, or Sudan, humanitarian organi-
sations have denounced discrimination against people carrying la-
bels that refer to a slave past. The social trajectory of the Yalnas does 
not neatly fit the patterns that have been documented in these better 
known cases. This is partly because the Guéra region is nowadays 
presented by its inhabitants as a former slave-reservoir, inhabited by 
groups scattered across the mountains to resist Wadai raids. When the 
French imposed their power and stopped the slave raids, they obliged 
all Hadjiray to settle in the plains. The colonial government arranged 
a local administrative system, appointing a local chief for every group 
based on the language they spoke.

In such a context, there was not a dominant group of former masters 
able to keep their former slaves under control, but an array of groups 
who were trying to settle previously uninhabited territory. The label 
‘Yalnas’ emerged in this process, since it brought previously diverse 
groups of Muslim Arabic speakers under a single authority and into a 
specific area of land. Despite the negative connotation, the label Yalnas 
had no practical adverse effects. People who were brought together as 
Yalnas accepted this designation for at least partly strategic reasons. 
Their descendants today often report that, “Yalnas was the name of the 
canton, not of the people”. 

The attitude towards the alleged slave past of the Yalnas has changed in 
the last three decades, along with challenges to their status as a Guéra 
native group. The Hadjiray of pre-colonial Guéra were not Muslim, 
but used to believe in mountain spirits. Though there has never been 

http://www.antislavery.org/english/slavery_today/descent_based_slavery/slavery_in_niger/default.aspx
http://www.antislavery.org/english/slavery_today/descent_based_slavery/slavery_in_mauritania/default.aspx
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a clear territorial division among the different Hadjiray groups, the 
legitimate ownership of the land depended on an ancestral belief in 
mountain spirits. Yalnas are people who lost – or never had – this an-
cestral link with the mountains. Their rights over land were instead 
secured thanks to French recognition and intervention.

The land tenure system only became a major issue for the Guéra region 
in the 1980s, when the fragile ecology and the pressure of a growing 
population fostered land conflicts. In this context, the origin of Yal-
nas began to be used as a tool against them. Neighbours to the pre-
dominantly Yalnas village of Kuju, for example, did not accept that 
the local inhabitants had received compensation for the construction 
of a mobile network antenna. The case went to court. Another Yalnas 
village was threatened with eviction on the grounds that their settle-
ment there was illegitimate. In addition to these two big cases, tensions 
over the control of land between the Yalnas and their neighbours have 
grown. Yalnas have resisted these incursions by pointing to the colonial 
documents that recognised their rights, with locally educated officials 
taking the lead in defending the canton at an official level. However, 
the situation remains quite fluid, with conflicts related to land issues 
spreading across the whole region.

Moving beyond slavery?
It has become increasingly difficult to use the label ‘Yalnas’ and in 
general the category of ‘slave descendants’ in Guéra. The majority of 
Hadjiray still use the word Yalnas to indicate the people of Jujube and 
Lampo, the main villages of the two cantons recognised as Yalnas. The 
use of this label is criticised both in Jujube and Lampo as a way to 
denigrate them.

Such labels are produced via the political competition between differ-
ent groups in a particular historical moment, and they acquire their 
meaning in a broader political framework. While groups labelled as 
slave descendants in other countries have accepted the past of slavery 
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as key to the recognition of their rights, peasants of the Guéra region 
seek to move beyond a term that was once politically convenient.

The people of the former Yalnas cantons have recently been able to 
rename their cantons. In Jujube they adopted the name of the chief 
family, coming from Wadai, as a new canton name; in Lampo they 
got the name from an Arabic family with whom they claim a common 
genealogy. In both cases I have been told that while their groups are 
comprised of members of a variety of families, having the name of a 
Muslim aristocrat family – the Wadai ruling family claims direct de-
scent from the founder of the Abbasid dynasty (the second Islamic 
caliphate, 750-1250 AD), or from an Arabic family whose ancestors 
come from the Arabian peninsula – seems a better strategy in the con-
temporary political situation.

They hope these affiliations to powerful Muslim families will help rid 
them of any possible reference to slavery. The majority of Hadjray is 
today Muslim. Links to an important Muslim family, whose members 
used to raid the Guéra in precolonial times, can increase the prestige 
of the former Yalnas group. In a region like Guéra, described by its 
inhabitant as a former slave reservoir for the Wadai, the past of slavery 
is to a large extent inescapable. But the ways people handle it change 
over time. Extending our focus to the whole Sahel region, we can see 
how manifolds these strategies are, and how the same kind of policies 
can lead to opposite political dynamics.

https://stichproben.univie.ac.at/fileadmin/user_upload/p_stichproben/Artikel/Nummer20/20_Pelckmans_Hahonou.pdf
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