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JOHN K. THORNTON

The Kingdom of Kongo, ca. 1390-1678

The Development of an African Social Formation

Etienne Balibar, in a theoretical work, has suggested that the continu-
ity of history be replaced by a discontinuity, ‘a succession of momentarily
invariant states of the structure which modify themselves by sudden
change’ (Balibar 1968, II: 83). These states are modes of production,
‘and the history of society is reducible to a discontinuous succession of
modes of production’ (¢bid.: 84).! The history of individual social
formations should thus be reducible to that of the modes of production
dominant at any given time. Since this method claims universality, the
evolution of one central African social formation, that of the kingdom of
Kongo, can be examined in this way, as we shall show. It is not always
simple, however, to convert sweeping theoretical generalizations into
concrete analysis, but the importance of attempting to deal with specific
societies within a unifying framework is worthwhile if one tries to tran-
scend simple description and encompass analysis (Vilar 1973). The fact
that the Kongo kingdom’s history is fairly accessible through contempo-
rary documentation provides an opportunity to combine the careful
analysis of source material with the theoretical concepts elaborated by
writers such as Balibar.

What we will attempt to show is that the classic period of Kongo’s
history (ca. 1390-1678) was one in which the Kongo social formation was
dominated by a single mode of production (although others played a
significant role in the kingdom’s structure), whose establishment and
dissolution defined the beginning and ending of the period. Itsinception,
in about 1390, was central to the constitution of the social formation of
Kongo, while the complex activity between its various levels and relations
led to its eventual destruction and the break-up of the social formation
after 1678, to be replaced by a new one made up largely of the elements
that composed the kingdom during its classic period, but combined in a
new way.

In order to understand the Kongo kingdom’s development it is easiest

1. Balibar’s precise method of rendering this succession of modes of production
has been rightly criticized as being teleological by HiINDESs & HIRST 1975: 312-320.
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