
   THE PRECOLONIAL STATE IN WEST AFRICA 

  This volume incorporates historical, ethnographic, art historical, and archaeological 
sources to examine the relationship between the production of space and political order 
in the West African kingdom of Dahomey during the tumultuous Atlantic Era. Dahomey, 
situated in the modern Republic of B é nin, emerged during this period as one of the prin-
cipal agents in the trans-Atlantic slave trade and an exemplar of West African state forma-
tion. Drawing from thirteen years of ethnohistorical and archaeological fi eldwork in the 
Republic of B é nin, the central thesis of this volume is that Dahomean kings used spatial 
tactics to project power and mitigate dissent across their territories. J. Cameron Monroe 
argues that these tactics enabled kings to economically exploit their subjects, promote a 
sense of the historical inevitability of royal power, and naturalize social distance between 
rulers and the ruled. 

 J. Cameron Monroe is an associate professor of anthropology at the University of 
California, Santa Cruz, and the director of the Abomey Plateau Archaeological Project 
in the Republic of Bénin, West Africa. His research broadly addresses the political, eco- 
nomic, and cultural transformation in West Africa and the African Diaspora during the 
era of the slave trade. His work in Bénin examines the political economy of landscape 
and the built environment, and the nature of urban transformation in West Africa during 
the Atlantic Era. He has published in  Historical Archaeology , the  Journal of African History , 
the  Journal of Social Archaeology, Current Anthropology, Annual Review of Anthropology , and 
 American Scientist Magazine . He is a coeditor of  Power and Landscape in Atlantic West Africa: 

Archaeological Perspectives.  Monroe currently serves on the editorial board of  Azania: 

Archaeological Research in Africa .   

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


  THE PRECOLONIAL STATE 
IN WEST AFRICA 

 BUILDING POWER IN DAHOMEY  

   J. CAMERON   MONROE   

  University of California, Santa Cruz        

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


   32 Avenue of the Americas,  New York,  NY   10013-2473,  USA    

 Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.   

 It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of 
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence. 

  www.cambridge.org  
 Information on this title:  www.cambridge.org/9781107040182  

 ©   J. Cameron Monroe   2014    

  This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception 
  and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements, 
  no reproduction of any part may take place without the written 
  permission of Cambridge University Press.   

 First published  2014  

 Printed in the United States of America  

  A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.  

  Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data   
 Monroe, J. Cameron, author. 
 The precolonial state in West Africa : building power in Dahomey / J. Cameron Monroe, 
University of California, Santa Cruz. 
  pages cm 
 Includes bibliographical references and index. 
  ISBN  978-1-107-04018-2 (hardback) 
 1. Benin – History – To 1894. 2. Political culture – Benin – History. 3. Power (Social 
sciences) – Benin – History. 4. Architecture – Political aspects – Benin. I. Title. 
  DT 541.65. M 66 2014 
 966.83018–dc23   2014001783 

  ISBN   978-1-107-04018-2  Hardback  

  Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of 
 URL s for external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication 
and does not guarantee that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain, 
accurate or appropriate.    

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


 For Stephanie, Natalie, and Nathan  

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


vii

  CONTENTS    

  List of Figures   page   viii  

  List of Tables     xi  

  Preface and Acknowledgments     xiii    

  1     Introduction   ......................................................................................   1  

  2     Geography, Settlement, and Politics   ............................................   26  

  3     Dahomey and the Royal Palace Sphere   ...........................................   71  

  4     Capturing the Countryside   ..........................................................   106  

  5     The City as History   .......................................................................   145  

  6     Power by Design   .............................................................................   175  

  7     Building Power in Dahomey   ..........................................................   219    

  Bibliography     235  

  Index     259    

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


viii

  FIGURES    

  1.1     Eighteenth-century political map of West Africa   page   2  
  1.2     Seventeenth-century polities in southern B é nin     14  
  1.3     The king receiving guests within the royal palace of Abomey     22  
  1.4     Aerial photograph of the royal palace of King Glele at Cana-

Mignonhi     23  
  1.5     Views of the royal palace of King Glele at Cana-Mignonhi     23  
  1.6     Dahomean palaces identifi ed by the Abomey Plateau 

Archaeological Project     24  
  2.1     Slave Coast historical geography     27  
  2.2     Slave Coast topography and place names     29  
  2.3     Language groups and historical migrations on the Slave Coast     33  
  2.4     The Sodohom é  channels and features identifi ed therein     37  
  2.5     The regional distribution of iron production sites across 

southern Togo and B é nin     40  
  2.6     Estimates of cargos sold on the Slave Coast between the 1650s 

and 1680s     44  
  2.7     Historical map of the kingdom of Hueda     49  
  2.8     Royal procession to the temple of Dangbe     51  
  2.9     Settlement patterns in the Savi region     54  
  2.10     Ditches demarcating the royal precinct at Savi     55  
  2.11     Plan of the royal precinct at Savi     56  
  2.12     Detail plan of the royal palace within the royal precinct at Savi     58  
  2.13     Plan view of the royal palace of Savi     59  
  2.14     Artifacts recovered in excavation from the royal palace at Savi     59  
  2.15     The coronation of the king of Hueda     60  
  2.16     Interpolated conquest dates across the Abomey Plateau     67  
  3.1     Dahomean political expansion in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries     72  
  3.2     Royal revenue from exports on the Slave Coast from the 

seventeenth through nineteenth centuries     75  

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Figuresix

  3.3     Woman warriors of Dahomey     78  
  3.4     Representation of the  Hwetanu  or “Annual Customs”     83  
  3.5     King Gezo     90  
  3.6       Dahomean commoners engaged in rural palm oil 

production     91  
  3.7     Procession of the ministers during the Annual Customs     92  
  3.8     Grand-Popo marketplace in 1895     99  
  3.9     A Dahomean tax collection post ( denun )     101  
  3.10     Senior women ( kposi ) of the royal palace     103  
  4.1     A central place model for market distribution     109  
  4.2     Urban centers, towns, and villages on the Abomey Plateau     113  
  4.3     Archaeological features and artifacts commonly identifi ed by 

the Abomey Plateau Archaeological Project     116  
  4.4     Artifact densities and archaeological features around Cana     117  
  4.5     Densities of pre–Atlantic Era and Atlantic Era artifacts 

around Cana     119  
  4.6     Dahomean palace complexes of the seventeenth through 

nineteenth centuries identifi ed by the Abomey Plateau 
Archaeological Project     121  

  4.7     The horizontal structure of a spatial system     129  
  4.8     Precolonial settlements and marketplaces on the Abomey 

Plateau     131  
  4.9     Developmental model of settlement size distributions     132  
  4.10     Rank-size distribution of royal palace sites     133  
  4.11     Central-place pattern of nineteenth-century urban centers 

and palace towns     135  
  4.12     Precolonial settlements and archaeological  souterrains      138  
  4.13     Typology of  souterrains  identifi ed by  BDArch        139  
  4.14     Comparison of the distances between  souterrain  sites and 

features on the Abomey Plateau     140  
  4.15     Density map (10 km lag) of  souterrain  sites identifi ed on the 

Abomey Plateau     142  
  4.16     Density map (2 km lag) of  souterrain  sites and Thiessen Polygon 

boundaries     143  
  5.1     Royal palace bas-reliefs depicting military conquest     150  
  5.2     Royal acoutrements and the skulls of enemies     151  
  5.3     Plan of Abomey in 1856     152  
  5.4     Plan of the Royal Palace at Abomey     153  
  5.5     Abomey town plan     155  
  5.6     Views of the Abomey city wall and moat ( agbodo )     156  
  5.7     Royal ceremonies conducted in the public zone, or  singbodji      157  
  5.8      Kpalingan  pendant from the palace of Cana-Gbengamey     158  
  5.9     Cana town plan     160  

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Figuresx

  5.10     J. A. Skertchly received by King Glele and his court at 
Cana in 1871     161  

  6.1     Ground plans of the Agringomey and Dahomey palaces at 
Abomey     179  

  6.2     Royal tombs ( adoho ) in the royal palace at Abomey     185  
  6.3     Isometric and plan views of the  ajalala  of King Gezo, Abomey     186  
  6.4     Nineteenth-century representation of  jalah é nou  court at 

Abomey     189  
  6.5     Royal palace of King Agaja at Cana-Totah     191  
  6.6     Royal palace of King Tegbesu at Cana-Degueli     192  
  6.7     Royal complex constructed by King Kpengla at Cana-Kpohon     193  
  6.8     Royal palace of Kings Kpengla and Agonglo at Cana-Agouna     194  
  6.9     Royal palace of Kings Gezo and Glele at Cana-Gbengamey     196  
  6.10     Royal palace of King Glele at Cana-Mignonhi     198  
  6.11     Permeability graphs for asymmetrical and symmetrical spatial 

systems     200  
  6.12     Permeability graphs for royal palace complexes at Cana     201  
  6.13     Appliqu é  banner depicting King Glele and Dahomean warriors     205  
  6.14     Appliqu é  tent and elite umbrellas on display during the 

procession of the king’s wealth     206  
  6.15     Examples of palace bas-reliefs     207  
  6.16     The  ajalala  of King Glele, Abomey, standing in ruins     208  
  6.17     Distribution of bas-reliefs on palace structures in Abomey 

over time     210  
  6.18     Frequency of bas-relief themes on the palace structures in 

Abomey     211  
  6.19     Detail of bas-reliefs on the ruined  ajalala  of King Gezo, 

Abomey     212  
  6.20     Frequency of bas-reliefs on specifi c structures of the Abomey 

palaces     213  
  6.21     Ancestral  asen      215  
  7.1     The entrance of French forces into Abomey in 1892     229  
  7.2       The Agringomey palace standing in ruins     230  
  7.3     Twentieth-century renovations to the  ajalala  of King Gezo, 

Abomey     231  
  7.4     Recent renovations to royal  jeho  within the palace of Kings 

Gezo and Glele at Cana-Gbengamey     232    

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xi

  TABLES    

  4.1     Rank-size analysis of palace construction efforts at 
palace towns of the nineteenth century    page   133  

  4.2     Mean distance between  souterrain  sites and features 
on the Abomey Plateau     141  

  6.1     Spatial statistics for royal palace complexes at Cana      202    

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04018-2 - The Precolonial State in West Africa: Building Power in Dahomey
J. Cameron Monroe
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040182
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xiii

  PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS   

 My first experience in B é nin came fortuitously in 1999, while I was a 
PhD student in anthropology at UCLA. At that time, I was in search of a disser-
tation topic in the historical archaeology of West Africa, and my advisor, Merrick 
Posnansky, recommended that I travel to B é nin to explore the archaeology of 
Dahomey. Dahomey had captured my attention in graduate school as a polity 
that, on one hand, had been studied intensely by historians and anthropologists 
alike, serving as a classic example of a precolonial West African state. Yet not one 
shred of archaeological research had been produced to fl esh out the material 
contours of political centralization in Dahomey. At Merrick’s encouragement, I 
bought a plane ticket to B é nin and arrived in Cotonou soon thereafter. Unlike 
most graduate students preparing for fi eld research, I came to B é nin with very 
little in the way of a structured plan of research. In fact, I arrived with my wife, 
Stephanie, in tow on what was, at least in my mind, the perfect honeymoon. We 
were fortunate enough to land in Kenneth Kelly’s fi eld house at Ouidah, where 
Ken was in full swing on a fi nal season of fi eldwork at the site of Savi. From 
there, we made our way to Abomey, where we stayed in the Hotel Guedevi for 
nearly a month while exploring the town and gauging the potential for initiat-
ing archaeological research in the region. Since then, I have had the extremely 
good fortune to return to B é nin nearly every year to explore the archaeology 
and history of that West African civilization. This volume is the product of these 
explorations, and I owe a great deal to many people who have shared this journey 
with me since that fi rst visit. 

 This volume evolved out of my PhD dissertation research, and a number of 
individuals at UCLA were particularly infl uential in shaping its early trajectory. 
Merrick Posnansky introduced me to West African archaeology and opened 
numerous doors for me in B é nin, and on both counts I shall be forever in his 
debt. I treasure his continued insight into the West African past, as well as his 
ongoing friendship. In graduate school, Richard Leventhal fi rst introduced me 
to the literature on architecture and political power in complex societies, and he 
has continued to serve as a welcome sounding board for my thoughts on this and 
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other topics. Similarly, I was introduced to regional approaches in archaeology 
during a number of graduate seminars and reading groups organized by Chip 
Stanish, and it was through his encouragement that I initially sought to explore 
the nature of Dahomean political authority at the regional level. Additionally, 
Ken Kelly provided greatly needed hospitality for my wife and me during our 
fi rst trip to B é nin, and over the ensuing years has continued to encourage the 
research presented here. 

 The input of a number of colleagues dramatically impacted the direction I took 
this research since my time at UCLA. In 2004, Timothy Parsons brought me to 
Washington University in St. Louis as a postdoctoral Fellow in the Department 
of African and African-American Studies, a department that gave me both the 
time and space to explore the results of my dissertation research from a more 
nuanced historical and cultural perspective. I can’t thank him enough for this 
opportunity and his continued interest in my research. Since our fi rst meeting in 
2006, Suzanne Blier has been a constant source of information of Fon material 
culture and oral traditions, and has provided invaluable commentary on drafts of 
earlier iterations of these chapters. Robin Law has also had an enormous infl u-
ence (directly and indirectly) on this project. Law’s book  The Slave Coast of West 

Africa  ( 1991 ) served as my fi rst introduction to Dahomey’s historical past, and 
since my time at UCLA he has graciously contributed his thoughts on drafts of 
articles as well as on this book. Last, Neil Norman has proven to be a valued 
partner in exploring the archaeology of B é nin, and an equally valued friend. His 
study of the regional nature of Huedan political organization has served as a 
model for comparison with Dahomey, and he introduced me to the best pizza in 
Cotonou (le Livingston for those interested). For both I am eternally grateful. 

 In B é nin, colleagues in the Department d’Histoire et Arch é ologie at the 
Universit é  d’Abomey-Calavi, B é nin have provided a great deal of support 
throughout all phases of this project. In particular, I owe my sincerest thanks 
to Elis é e Soumonni and Joseph Adand é  for supporting this project in its early 
years (2000–3). Additionally, Alexis Adand é , Obar é  Bagodo, and Didier N’Dah 
encouraged the project in later seasons of fi eldwork (2005–10) and have provided 
cadres of students from the Universit é  d’Abomey-Calavi for fi eld training over 
the years. Colleagues at the Direction du Patrimoine Culturel, B é nin (DPC), 
have also proved instrumental in facilitating this research. Directors Eric Totah, 
Constant Noanti, Nicholas Ago, and Richard Sogan, as well as DPC staff mem-
bers Z é phiran Daavo and Calixte Biah, were enormously helpful in their capacity 
as the guardians of B é nin’s cultural heritage. Their support was instrumental in 
acquiring necessary permits for fi eld research, as well as to export material for 
analysis, and their assistance in working out the protocols for storing excavated 
materials in Abomey was essential. In Abomey, the staff of the Mus é e Historique 
d’Abomey (MHA) helped to organize this project over the past decade and pro-
vided a safe and secure environment in which to store the artifacts we recov-
ered. In particular, museum directors Z é phiran Daavo, Urbain Hadonou, and 
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Leonard Ahonon have provided an administrative home for us in Abomey, and 
have been ready to help with a range of logistical issues in the fi eld at a moment’s 
notice. Each was a gracious host during my stays in Abomey, providing support 
and resources unattainable by my own devices. I owe a particular debt of grati-
tude to Leonard Ahonon for granting permission to take the photographs of the 
palace interior at the MHA that are included in  Chapter 6 . 

 I would also like to express my thanks to the people of Abomey and Cana, 
who have welcomed me into their community for months on end over the past 
decade. I owe a major debt of gratitude to Nondichao Bachalou, who was willing 
to share his astounding knowledge of royal dynastic oral history with me in 2000 
and in subsequent years, and who fi rst introduced me to the palace complexes 
at Cana. I would like to acknowledge the major contribution to this study made 
by the king of Cana, Da Langanfi n Gl é l é  A ï hotogb é . Since the day I met Da 
Langanfi n in July 2000, as a dusty student asking permission to investigate the 
homes of his ancestors, he has been the local pillar upon which this project has 
rested. He appreciated immediately how archaeology could contribute to his 
interest in furthering knowledge of Cana’s role in Dahomean history and he 
made himself constantly available to me. He assisted in the identifi cation and 
interpretation of numerous palaces at Cana, and was a principal source of Cana’s 
dynastic oral history. Additionally, however, Da Langanfi n introduced me to the 
people of Cana as someone interested in their history and culture. I owe him a 
huge debt of gratitude for his support in this regard. 

 I am particularly indebted to my good friend and colleague Christian M é dard 
Assogba, Professeur d’Histoire et Geographie, College de Ouinhi. I met Christian 
in 1999 at Ouidah, where he was working with Ken Kelly as a student volunteer 
from the Universit é  d’Abomey-Calavi. Since 2000, Christian and I have lived 
and worked together through every phase of this research. He provided invalu-
able fi eld assistance and served as a cultural interlocutor whenever needed. His 
understanding of traditional politics and government bureaucracy and his apti-
tude as a fi eld archaeologist and an oral historian were critical components to 
the successful completion of this research. Christian has also proven an excep-
tional cultural guide, and it is through his infl uence that I have come to know 
and love Fon culture. He has also been an enormously patient collaborator over 
the years, forgiving the transgressions of an American archaeologist who was, 
at times, embarrassingly ignorant of cultural protocol and process. Indeed, it is 
through Christian’s infl uence that “patience” became the mantra of the project. 
Last, he played a lead role, within the context of the broader project, in both 
scheduling and translating the oral interviews on which much of the argument 
of  Chapter 5  hinges. 

 Over the years, this project has benefi ted substantially from the involvement 
of a signifi cant number of students during all phases of fi eldwork. These include 
undergraduates from the United States, Canada, and B é nin (Didier Ahuandjinou, 
Amour Ayibatin, Phillippa Baker-Rabe, Laurie Darcus, Yvonne Degbey, Jason 
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& the African Diaspora” held at Howard University (February 2010) and “The 
Archaeology of Slavery: Toward a Comparative, Global Framework” held at 
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republish sections of these articles here. 

 The research presented in these pages received fi nancial support from the 
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