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In the inner areas of the Congo basin there live the Bakuba, Baluba, and Balunda. As an opposed to the peoples of the Western Sudan, North-Eastern and Eastern Africa influenced by the Mediterranean and the Near-East civilizations, these had no close relations with civilized societies. They entered the first direct contacts to European merchants in the West and to Arabian-Swahili ones in the East only in the 19th century.

While these peoples have no writing systems, we study exploitative systems and state formation through ethnographic and oral traditional data. The data show the Bakuba, Baluba, and Balunda to be at the beginning of this process. As well, the data show that there exist various ways of early exploitation, and they alternated with each other in temporal sequence.

The first temporal sequential form was robbery and then a tribute from conquered neighbors closely connected with the former. This was an external exploitative system, and there was not any internal exploitation in this society. The names of the ethnic groups are extremely significant. The name Baluba means ‘conquerors’, ‘destroyers’ (Verhulpen 1936: 64). The name Bakuba derives from the word kuba that means ‘lightning’ in Kiliba, i.e. Bakuba means ‘the men of lightning’. The name was connected with using special projectile knives with several double-edged blades named shongo in Kikuba which were quick as lightning. The main ethnic group of Bakuba name themselves as Bushongo (Torday and Joice 1963: 9).

The first rulers of these states mentioned in oral tradition (Mboong at the Bakuba, Myaang Luseeng, Kinguri, and Chieyama at the Balunda, Kongolo at the Baluba) were war chiefs. Luba, Lunda and Kuba states were based on territorial conquests and their aims were war robbery and a tribute.
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The list of tribes and villages obliged to pay a tribute occupied an important place in the oral tradition of all these three peoples. The tribute system based on a formal principle of the inalienability of lands existed till the middle of the 20th century. According to the customary law, conquerors had no property in new lands. Thus, D. Livingstone (1968: 251) wrote that even the residence of Kazembe, while he was the governor of the eastern region of Lunda, was situated on the land of some Perembe who was the descendant of the pioneers in this country conquered by the Balunda. It happened almost 200 years after the conquest. The data obtained by J. Cunnison in the 1950s show that in many Zambia villages which were constituent parts of Lunda state in former times there persists the custom to have two chiefs: one is ‘a master of land’ (‘chef de terre’) from the Aushi or another autochthons and the other (political chief) is from the Mulunda (1951: V, VII).

During the whole period of state existence there was persisting was established the order when a governor himself traveled all over the country to gather a tribute. It was especially typical of the Balunda and the Baluba (see e. g., Cameron 1877: 55). In many cases, a people or an ethnic group was a collective exploiter: the Balunda over the Chokwe, the Aushi and others in Lunda state; the Bushongo over Bteng, the Pyang, the Bangongo and other 14 groups within Bakuba; the Baluba over the various tribes of modern Shaba province in Northern Zambia. An unequal status of ethnic groups had ideological substantiation in mythology (Colle 1913: 936; de Jonghe 1947: 39; Verhulpen 1936: 194). Thus, they considered this order to have supernatural origin and to be eternal.

The other form was the internal exploitative system formation within its own society. An external tribute system, perhaps, allowed upper strata to consolidate in a ruling class and to start exploiting common villagers within their own society. In the Congo basin, each separate village community gradually turned into a collective serf. This process manifested itself in the unequal relations to land of common villagers and upper strata, villagers fulfilling definite duties in favor of upper strata for using land.

One duty was a corvée labor: constructing fortifications and dwellings for officials, participating in big hunting expeditions; escorting noble persons as body-guards or carriers (Verhulpen 1936: 194). Village communities were obliged to maintain roads (Burton 1927: 328). Corvée labour did not include agricultural works yet. Labor duties were obligatory but irregular unlike in the traditional states of the Western Sudan (Kochakova 1965; Kubbel' 1974; Sledzevsky 1974).

Tribute was another villagers' duty. This duty became regular and approximated to rent in kind. The last one called ‘milambo’ at the Baluba and ‘ilaam’ at the Bakuba included mainly agricultural products. It included the products of gathering, fishing, and hunting as well. All the ivory, leopard skins, and eagle feather were obligatory gifts to chiefs (Vansina 1956: 945). At the same time the tribute rate was irregular, it depended on family scale, nearness to chief residence, and so on (Brau 1942: 197–198). An exactly fixed scale of a tribute did not exist, yet this process was under the run. So, while a fisher caught ten baskets of fish, he reserved for himself only four baskets. The rest of it was distributed the way as follows: one basket was for the old men of his village, three baskets were for the village chief and his clan, and two baskets were a tribute in favor of supreme power (Nennen 1923: 71).

The Baluba had also clientage (de Jonghe 1947: 48; Colle 1913: 338). The duties of clients (babanzi) resembled rather the duties of body-guards than anything else. Yet babanzi formed a diversified group. While many of Babanzi were their patrons' close assistants, other clients were used in farming and constructing (Colle 1913: 338). Mutual obligations of patrons and clients step by step took a hereditary form, and, thus, turned into the initial form of personal dependence.

The chiefs of conquered ethnic groups were also included into the top governmental strata of Kuba, Luba, and Lunda states. But they were forced to recognize the rulers of Luba (titled as ‘mulohwe’), of Kuba (titled as ‘nyimi’), and of Lunda (titled as ‘mwata yamvo’) as supreme chiefs. Sometimes, these new relations were registered through real of symbolic matrimonial rituals between the supreme chief and chiefs of conquered peoples. At this level of exploitative development conquerors were amalgamated with the former upper strata. This happened 100 years ago, when the Bayeke under the leadership of Msiri conquered Luba state.

Besides clientage there existed other forms of personal dependence. I would rather conventionally name them ‘slavery’ or ‘servile’ ones. Ethnographical and linguistic data show that the development of servile exploitation was very poor. The most frequent name used by Baluba for this servile stratum is ‘mupika’. The word ‘mupika’ derives from the verb ‘kupika’ (to buy) (de Jonghe 1947: 61; Colle 1913: 834). This stratum was recruited through different ways. These were war captives, criminals or their relatives, and their children (Colle 1913: 800–805; Torday and Joice 1963: 90; Brau 1942: 162). While their positions in society were rather different, all the bapika (pl. ‘mupika’) were ‘patriarchal’ dependent serfs or slaves, their duties being comparatively easy. Most of them were occupied in service as domestic serfs, carriers, bodyguards and so on. The rest of bapika worked together with villagers and paid their part of a tribute. Their agricultural labor was only additional, and such an exploitative system was of secondary importance.

The exploitative systems formed for a long period. According to the oral tradition it lasted for 300 years. Europeans (from the West) and Arabian-Swahili merchants (from the East) brought the idea of slave-trade. One can agree with S. Abramova who asserts that this influence was only external and did not lead to intensive development of slavery within African societies (1978: 252). Obviously, the drawing of the Congo basin peoples into European and Arabian-Swahili slave-trade influenced the expansion of slavery and the status of slavers in Luba and Lunda states. The number of slaves increased. The seizure of captives (not a tribute) became the main aim of war expeditions. Criminals became slaves more often than in former times. Yet, all these changes were connected with external influences, and they did not touch an agricultural production within Baluba, Bakuba, and Balunda societies. Their slaves mainly were the objects of trade and not for exploitation.

More over, it seems to me that, on the contrary, the participation of the upper strata of these societies in external slave-trade led them to the stagnation of exploitative forms and then resulted in weakening the early states and their decline. The more the upper strata were drawn into slave-trade, the less internal exploitative relations were developed, the less firm was the basis of their domination, the less governmental apparatus was organized, the weaker was the state itself. We can make these conclusions comparing the level of social relations at the Baluba, Balunda, and Bakuba. So, the Balunda began to collaborate with European slave-traders much earlier than other peoples of the Congo basin (from the beginning of the 17th century) and much wider. As the data show the level of exploitation within Lunda society was the lowest. The territorial unity of various regions was formal, the centralization of authority was low, and many provinces were practically independent (such as Shinde and Kazembe). Lunda state had disintegrated much earlier than Luba and Kuba states.

The Baluba took part in an external slave-trade much later, and their internal exploitation, centralization, and governmental formation were higher in comparison with the Balunda.

At last, the Bakuba did not practically take part in European and Arabian-Swahili slave-trade. Probably, it happened because of the trade ways being aside. The first European (L. Wolf from the expedition of G. Von Wissman) stepped on the land of the Bakuba only in 1884. And the Bakuba had the deepest social stratification, the highest centralization, and more developed governmental apparatus among these three peoples. Only the Bakuba had estate courts. It was Kuba that persisted as a separate independent state till 1910. And much later, the Bakuba persisted as a unique society (within Mweka area in Belgian Congo and Zaire, now Democratic Republic of Congo).

The developmental process of exploitative systems and state apparatus was slow. The immature contradictory social relations influenced the state formation itself. The apparatus of coercion was not formed completely yet. And its different constituents have not been studied equally. The supreme authority and the court of governors especially often attracted the attention of observers. So, they were described rather scrupulously. We have much less data of the law and the army. And our knowledge of secret masculine fraternities as the constituents of state authority is very poor.

Conservatism and unusually slow development are the very characteristic features of state formation in Lunda, Luba, and Kuba. The main institutes of state authority were forming during several centuries, and some of them persist in our times (Cunnison 1951).

It is very important that these three political formations give us an interesting example of sequential development of the features, which are common for early states not only in this region but within the whole continent. While comparing their administrative systems with each other we can distinguish their levels of development. The most stable state was Kuba. Though the Kuba state was formed within its limits in the 17th century, the limits persisted almost unchangeable up to the present. Luba state was less stable. A number of provinces being members of the state changed, and some of them became independent sometimes. By the end of 19th century Luba state had failed in persisting as an entity. Its old provinces persisting as separate units paid a tribute to Msiri who conquered them. The European travelers of the second part of the 19th century met a lot of chiefdoms which did not recognize the authority of Kasongo Nyembo who was the last ‘mulohwe’ of Luba. At last, Lunda state was still more ephemeral. The authority of the supreme chief titled ‘mwata-yamvo’ was nominal. This was especially the case in the last years of Luba state existence. Such provinces as Shinde, Kazembe, Kanongesha, and Kazembe-Mutanda were under central authority de jure, but they were de facto independent. Kazembe was the most mighty among them (Livingston 1968: 185–186).

The central authority was obliged to maintain domination of conquerors over conquered tribes, and to keep up a privileged status of the nobles based on the exploitation of internal (on their own lands) and external conquered peasants communities. After the slave-trade had begun, the administrative apparatus was also obliged to protect freedom and profits of traders and keep slaves under obedience. The main constituents of this apparatus are the authority of paramount ruler, the council of the nobles, the judiciary, and the army.

The supreme authority was in hands of the paramount ruler. He was titled by the Bakuba as ‘nyimi’, by the Baluba as ‘mulohwe’, and by the Balunda as ‘mwata yamvo’. European observers often call them ‘king’ or ‘emperor’. Certainly, the usage of these terms is incorrect. This is an artificial transference of medieval terms from Europe to African distinctive reality. In European traveler's eyes, paramount chiefs seemed to be absolute rulers (Cameron 1887: 70, 108; Huysman 1904: 383; von Wissmann et al. 1888: 245; Livingston 1968: 212). As all the Africans of the precolonial period, the Congo basin peoples believed the paramount and their dead ancestors to have special magic power. While taking the main position in the world of spirits the souls of dead paramount helped the alive to rule the country. Alive paramount rulers often addressed the spirits of dead ancestors by means of special rituals and asked their advice. While the tombs of the paramounts were the objects of special reverence, the priests-keepers of ‘king's tombs’ were among the most important courtiers (Gamitto 1965: 141).

A living paramount ruler was regarded as a ‘king-priest’. A ‘king-priest’ was believed to be closely connected with the forces of nature and to influence the good things of life. His mode of life was controlled by means of a number of special taboos. Such a sacred ruler must be also physically perfect. There were special trials for his health. When he was found unhealthy during the trial, ritual killing was used. Ritual suicides used by the Yoruba are the most vivid example. This custom was very ancient and it disappeared in most African societies many years ago. However, the cases of chiefs' removals or exiles after such trials are well known in Lunda and Kuba.

The Baluba believed the mulohwe to become a sacred spirit after his death and to rule over the life of the alive. Thus, Kongolo, the founder of Luba state, became a divine creature. The snake and the rainbow (a ‘sky snake’) were considered as his embodiments. From the faith in sacral connection between the paramount and nature there derived another belief in his immortality. The Bakuba supposed the spirit of a dead nyimi to be embodied in the ‘ndop’, a special wooden sculpture (Vansina 1964: 100). In the beginning of the 20th century, the ruler of the Bakuba Kot a Pe told E. Torday that he always begged the ndop of Shyaam (the paramount of the end of the 16th century) for advice before making an important decision (Torday and Joice 1963: 53).

The paramount ruler was both an embodiment of a divine spirit and a priest. When being in Lunad, a capital city, German traveler P. Pogge observed the mwata-yamvo exercising special rituals intended to influence the good things of life (1880: 162–163).

To the paramount ruler the sacred animals symbolizing authority, wisdom, force mind, longevity, and so on were dedicated. The python and the tortoise were the most important among them. The plan of Musumba (the capital of Lunda), for example, symbolized the sacred tortoise. The residence of a ruler copied the contours of the tortoise body. In the center there was a palace of the paramount ruler. It symbolized the heart of a tortoise. Other dwellings symbolized its head, paws, tail, and sides (Margarido 1970: 857).

One of the characteristic features of the Congo basin early states was the institute of women-corulers. The Balunda called them ‘lukokesha’, and the Bakuba called them ‘mana-nyimi’. True, they had lost their influence rather considerably by the end of the 19th century. But their reverence persisted, and women-corulers had their own courts and guards. As for the Balunda, the lukokesha had even her own villages, which were not under the rule of the mwata-yamvo. Her word was crucial in nominating a new paramount ruler and in many other cases (Buchner 1887: 11). Mana nyimi had her own court as well. During ceremonies, she was seated in the most honorary place and had the first word (Torday and Joice 1963: 53).

Paramount rulers were surrounded by a large number of courtiers. The ruler's court and the administrative apparatus of Kuba, Luba, and Lunda were described by many observers much better than other aspects of social life (Orlova and L'vova 1978). While describing various officials and their titles European travelers understood not always exactly the particularities of the official's hierarchy. While some officials took crucial part in the state apparatus, the other ones were only the formal bearers of honor titles (Biebuck 1957; Bucher 1887; Duysters 1958; Gamitto 1907 etc.).

Upper officials formed the council of noble men that played a great role in political life. The council (‘ishyaaml’) was headed by ‘kikaam’ in Kuba. The relations between the council and the nyimi were ambiguous. Members of the council outwardly showed obedience but they were very powerful in reality (Vansina 1964: 114). Having meetings not less than once a week the council decided practically all the important questions. The nyimi was allowed only to submit proposals for consideration. He was not allowed even to be present at the sittings of the council. A kikaam could make a decision opposed to the will of a nyimi. This was the case in 1904. Contrary to the will of paramount ruler Kot a Pe, the council of the nobles made a decision of rising in revolt against Belgain war expeditions (Torday and Joice 1963: 110).

Kuba state had the more thorough system of law courts than Luba and Lunda states. Multi-stepped structure was its characteristic feature. There were law courts in villages, in provinces, and in the capital. The highest judges were the kikaam and nyimi himself. There were different judges for making decisions on definite crimes and cases: on sorcery, on killings, on fights and mutilations, on stealing, on heritage, on trade and so on (Vansina 1964: 143–147). A very important role was played by secrete fraternities executing the sentence. This institute played a definite role in supporting supreme authority (Burton 1939; Turner 1958 etc.). The data shows the interlacing of traditional tribal and new state institutions in justice system. The last one retained old pre-state features. So, judges in villages were community chiefs, all the communals had equal rights. Legal proceedings were very simple and democratic. Proving and ordalia were very popular there. The customary law and secrete fraternities were extremely important. Thus, the legal practice was a mirror of social stratification and inequality that are expressed in unequal punishments for equal offences for different social strata: the nobles, villagers-communals, and slaves. Usually, the decision of judges depended on gifts. As for the Bakuba, they had some initial forms of estate or guild courts.

While judicial system and mythology with its characteristic faith in sacral king-priest were the legal and ideological base of state, the war forces, an army, guaranteed its stability. The army showed its ambiguous nature as an element of state power. These early states had no regular army (Colle 1913: 740–741; Torday and Joice 1963: 104–105). All the adults were warriors. Such an army had no arsenals, centralized forage system and so on. This army was home guard, ‘an independent war organization of population’ (Engels 1961 [1884]). The Bakuba used the age group system for calling up for military service. This practice was very typical for pre-state and early state societies. As opposed to Luba and Lunda, in Kuba there was a number of war leaders that conserved their posts in peacetime. While the armies of Lunda, Luba, and Kuba resembled home guard, these de facto were on service of upper strata. This conclusion is confirmed by cases of application of military forces. Armies were used for territorial usurpation, war robbery expeditions, suppressions of revolted vassals, and so on (Vansina 1964: 169).

Conclusions
Our data permit us to suppose that Lunda, Luba and Kuba were the least developed and organized early states in precolonial Africa. Obviously, Lunda and Luba had no clear separation of handicrafts from agriculture. We can not see completely formed state apparatus of violence. The army and customary law preserved the features of traditional relations but already served upper strata. Kuba had more complete state organization. The authority was concentrated in the hands of noble families. The army and judiciary system guaranteed property and privileges of upper strata. We can suppose that Lunda, Luba and Kuba demonstrate sequential stages of the formation of early class and state relations in Central Africa.

NOTE

* First published in Kradin, N. N., and Lynsha, V. A. (eds.), Alternative Pathways to Early State, Vladivostok: Dal'nauka, 1995, pp. 109–117 under the title ‘The Formation and the development of states (the peoples of Congo basin)’.
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