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The Saylor Foundation’s “Confederations” 

Forty years ago, most people believed that pre-colonial sub-Saharan Africa was merely 
full of “tribes,” and had no states at all.  In the past few decades, we have come to 
recognize many states in pre-colonial Africa, and even to label some of them as 
“empires.”  This label has been applied to West Africa (Asante, Mali), Central Africa 
(Luba, Lunda, Kongo), and even southern Africa (KwaZulu).  Scholars have pointed out 
that some of these states—like Mali and Songhay—were vast, controlling as much as 
one million square kilometers of territory.  In fact, however, many of these states were 
not centralized empires controlling periphery “colonies” at all, but were confederations.   

What is a confederation? Confederations are states in which power is shared between 
groups representing different regions and parts of society.  Kongo was a confederation 
in that it was built by marriage between many different families who controlled different 
small states, probably in the sixteenth century.  To be sure, it was a very centralized 
confederation—all of these families ended up spending much of their time in the capital, 
Mbanza Kongo, where surplus production from the provinces was redistributed to meet 
their needs.  Nevertheless, the king had to balance the power and needs of these 
families, who represented different regions.   

A similar situation existed in Mali, where the Mande-speaking king or emperor (the 
Mansa) was in many cases just a temporary war leader who could bring the people 
together in times of war.  The empire was composed of many Mande-speaking 
important families (called kafuw), who ruled regions semi-independently and often 
controlled conquered people without much reference to the authority of the Mansa.   

A somewhat similar situation existed in eighteenth-century Asante, where most regions 
of the state were controlled by hereditary matriclans—extended families connected by 
their relationships to a line of women.  In particular, five important families had been 
brought together by the first Asante king, Osei Tutu, in a type of confederation in which 
they acknowledged his leadership but kept some of their independence and had special 
powers in the appointment of new rulers, in times of war, and in terms of taxation and 
redistribution of funds.   

This is not to say that these weren’t at times aggressive states, that they weren’t 
centralized or efficient, or that they didn’t sometimes operate like empires.  However, it 
is important to understand the confederation system because it gives us a more 
accurate picture of one type of African state, a type that was very successful in 
controlling large areas without the rigid hierarchical structure of many imperial societies 
of the time. 


