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The idea of an “Age of Revolutions” occurring between the mid-eighteenth and 

the mid-nineteenth century celebrates well-known events happening in the Atlantic 

World’s Americas and Europe. Africa, on the other hand, is oftentimes left out of the 

scholarly debates about this Age. Paul Lovejoy identified this exclusion and showed how 

jihad movements in Islamic West Africa were also part of the revolutionary political 

events of this period.1  Bronwen Everill’s contribution in this journal followed that 

direction as well.2 Instead, in non-Islamic Africa, slavery and the slave trade expanded 

along with European colonialism during the nineteenth century, including the decades 

following formal abolition with the flourishing of illegal operations.3 As a consequence, 

nevertheless, African people reaffirmed local forms of freedom and resistance in this 

period.  

Emancipation both individual and collective was at the core of concerns of the 

locals in Catumbela, Dombe Grande, Caconda and surrounding areas in the interior from 

Benguela in West Central Africa. In responding to the main features of transformation of 

this period, they might not have used concepts such as “democracy” and “independence” 

in the fashion that Toussaint Louverture and other “Black Jacobins” in the Americas did. 

Yet, they continued to use two precolonial forms of refuge from enslavement called 

Vatira and Shimbika or Tombika, which could not only entail exiting the places under 

colonial jurisdiction, but also staying in those places at other households different from 
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the ones of people claiming ownership over them. In so doing, they challenged 

Portuguese colonial laws for possession over land and human beings, oftentimes winning 

their battles for freedom. Ownership was at the center of the Lusophone Atlantic legal 

culture.4  Hence, local forms of refuge contributed to hinder the possibilities for the 

Portuguese to expand colonial rule as well. 

Cases of people fleeing from the ones claiming ownership over them increased in 

response to the expansion of slavery, yet not all flights occurred in the same manner. In a 

collection of his records from 1849 to 1857, László Magyar noted that the residents of 

Ndongo—an autonomous state located to the northeast from the area of Benguela—

recognized at least two ways of fleeing, whether far away into foreign lands or within 

allied jurisdictions.5 The first way, called Vatira, probably in the Kimbundu language 

from the Ndongo area, implied a complete detachment from the former owner or 

community of residence, leading the person to either an independent life or to join an 

autonomous community. In the second way, called Shimbika or Tumbika, enslaved 

individuals made refuge at a different household, usually the one of a more powerful 

resident located in neighboring vassal chiefdoms. Rather than primarily looking for a free 

status, these people attempted to ameliorate their relation of dependency or simply find a 

shelter while figuring out further. The fact that they looked for refuge nearby was 

important because it implied that the former owner and other free people would recognize 

this change and had to accept it as legitimate. More than rupture from enslavement, it was 

a transfer of loyalty, according to Magyar’s record. In fact, around the area of Luanda the 

term Tumbika in the Kimbundu language was used for prisoners of war and other 
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outsiders who were more vulnerable to deportation in the Atlantic slave trade, 

accentuating the vulnerability of refugees.6 

 According to Magyar, in Ndongo,  

The slave who is not satisfied with their owner can run away from their place … 

and go to the place of another influential family … where they will kill an animal, 
be it a dog, a sheep, a goat, or any other domestic animal that they come across 

before explaining to the new family that they are seeking to stay here now while 

leaving their former owners.7  

 

 This passage suggests that killing someone else’s domestic animals or cattle in 

Ndongo was a strategy that self-liberated individuals employed to find refuge. The 

injured party had the right to seize anyone who had provoked his loss, which could lead 

to the continuation of bondage conditions for the individuals seeking for shelter. In 

Benguela and nearby colonial settlements or subjected chiefdoms, Tumbika offered 

dissatisfied captives the chance to push back against mistreatment, and forced enslavers 

to listen to their grievances or otherwise they could flee in search of a new household to 

live. This practice suggests the limitations of the colonial jurisdiction to impose 

Portuguese laws on possession since people followed the local norms for relations of 

dependency and refuge in areas under colonial jurisdiction. One of the features of 

Portuguese colonialism in West Central Africa was its adoption of local legal practices, 

so it is not surprising that enslaved individuals resorted to local norms to ameliorate their 

conditions even if they stayed in captivity.8 Rather than searching for breaches in the 

colonial legislation, they mobilized practices that were familiar and effective to them.  

Further reports of individuals finding refuge at other people’s places also indicate 

the possibility of finding refuge within colonial settings. In 1828 Maria, an enslaved 

woman, walked away from the person claiming ownership over her. She was allegedly 
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“tricked by the Black man Manuel” while farming in Catumbela.9 Like Maria, another 

enslaved woman—who was left anonymous in the record—also fled her owner following 

the “trickery” of António Custódio, a free man, in another population center, Dombe 

Grande.10 Both accounts describe the motivation for these flights as “trickery” by the men 

with whom the enslaved women fled because these records represent the interests of the 

original owners to make these look like cases of kidnapping rather than refuge-making. In 

another case, an enslaved woman moved away from “Joaquim, a free Black man resident 

in Caconda” who claimed possession over her. She was reportedly “under the protection” 

of the Black man Cahondo, which could either indicate refuge, a new relation of 

dependency, or a personal relationship between them.11 Although their motivations are 

not clear in these short reports, it seems that the colonial authorities feared that they had 

resorted to Tumbika, or found refuge, as Magyar described. The colonial administration’s 

fear of Tumbika indicated the force of this practice among local societies, and that it 

overrode the capacity of the Portuguese to end it or sanction the people involved in it. 

Individuals who fled their former owners or actively looked for ways to find 

refuge or establish new relations of dependency in places under colonial jurisdiction 

relied on the collaboration of free subjects, which unified their experience as one of 

actively threatening the colonial establishment. By not following the principle in 

Portuguese law that enslavers’ ownership could be guaranteed simply through the 

testimony of witnesses who could confirm their possession, some free and enslaved 

colonial subjects sabotaged the ability of the colonial administration to impose their 

forms of control of people.12 Enslaved individuals either challenged the imposition of 

commodification of their bodies and lives when they liberated themselves from 
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enslavement altogether, or showed that they did not depend on Portuguese terms for the 

recognition of their possibility to seek for better life conditions. Finally, they contested 

the notion that free subjects’ property and power were secured under Portuguese rule, 

shaking some of the foundations of colonial rule. 
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