Summary ‘Travelling hierarchies: moving in and out of slave status in a central Malian Fulɓe network’ , by Lotte Pelckmans (ISBN 978-90-5448-105-8) 
Based on rich and wide-ranging data, this book describes the sensitive issue of slavery’s legacies by examining the contemporary emancipation trajectories of agro-pastoralist Fulɓe in Central Mali. It explores how people are currently dealing with hierarchies they inherited from past master-slave relations and focuses on the relational dynamics between members of a network of migrants. The importance of mobility to identity is explored by analyzing the tensions that exist among migrants to reproduce or change hierarchical relations in post-slavery societies. Whereas slavery is generally well documented and studied in a historical perspective, few studies document the marginalization of people of slave descent on the African continent. Slavery in West Africa did neither end up with colonialism nor with postcolonial policies. This book is therefore a relevant and important contribution to African Anthropology, and in particular to recent debates about the (mobile) emancipation trajectories followed by people of slave descent in 20th century West African post-slavery societies. 

At an empirical level, addressing the topic of slavery in the face-to-face interactions that characterize field-research is notoriously difficult to conduct. Being of slave descent or slave status is a highly stigmatized position and therefore silence and taboo surround the topic. The author tried to overcome these silences by collecting wide-ranging data amongst differently positioned members of one single Fulbe hierarchical network. Due to this focus on a single network, relations of trust and intimacy could be established and allowed for a thorough analysis social and historical transformations of hierarchy. 
The methodology is based on language learning, multi-sited ethnography, participant observation and archival research. The author chose for a self-reflexive awareness of her own positioning vis-à-vis different categories of informants. 

Conceptually, the author introduces and combines emic concepts (such as roads, ropes and heads), with highly theoretical notions such as hegemony, ideology and styles, reflecting a particular concern for grounding this study in local epistemologies of hierarchy and slavery (called ‘cultural field of hierarchy’). 

The emic notion of the ‘Road’ points to the chosen methodological zooming in on the role of mobility and movement as roads to change. This notion encourages us to see slave status as a continuum: it is an itinerary that can temporarily be moved in, on, against or out of. The road can be travelled both back and forth and there are several shortcuts that some take and others don’t. Social change in categorical slavery is not about unidirectional, one-way itineraries that eventually lead to adopting a freeborn status. The emic notion of the ‘Rope’ stands for the multiple (imagined) relations to the slave past. This relational aspect is described by focussing on the intense, sustained daily interactions between former masters and slaves. Their hierarchical relations don’t ‘disappear’ overnight when either of these groups move. Also, the author convincingly argues that social promotion of former domestic slave groups can only be analysied in relation to that of their masters. The emic notion of the ‘Head’ symbolizes expectations based on performed identities that are linked to a past of enslavement. Social status is neither ascribed (by society) nor achieved (by the individual). Status takes ‘two to tango’ and should be analysed from a performative perspective. 
Analytically the notion of ‘stereo styles’ is introduced to emphasize indeed that social status is performative. Changes in social status are changes in the performance of relations of interdependence. Depending on time, place and circumstances, people can move on from loyal to patriarchal styles, but also vice versa. The reference to mobility in the title of this thesis (‘moving in and out of’) highlights the temporality of these values, styles and identities. People adopt a certain style at specific times and in certain spaces. The adoption of a style is tied to one’s embeddedness in social relations which in turn structure people’s access to institutions such as politics, national administration, schools, courts, monetary economy and so on. The innovative notion of stereostyling thus strengthens the focus on relatedness and puts an emphasis on hierarchical relations as processes rather than static tensions.

From a theoretical perspective, the book analyses social change as changes in the balance between a cultural field, ideology and hegemony (Comaroffs 1991). An existing cultural field can be actively contested (ideology) or it can work as a naturalized, uncontested form of power (hegemony). Change is the move from an unrecognized form of power (hegemony) to a recognized and thus contestable form of power (ideology). The cultural field of hierarchy changes when hegemony is recognized and thus becomes an ideology. Slave descendants generally benefit most from social promotion if it can be done in silence. The process whereby hegemony comes to be perceived as a challengeable ideology is not public nor voiced, rather, changes take place in silence through exit strategies. 
Contentwise, this study opens the floor for future discussions about the role of legal pluralism, kinship, gender, migration and identity in post-slavery societies. From the 1990’s onwards, post-slavery nation states in West Africa faced significant changes such as the twin processes of political democratization and territorial decentralization. These processes often went hand in hand with liberalization and increased possibilities for mobility (migration). In classic ‘modern’ theories about migration, spatial mobility is often equated with emancipation (social mobility) in a linear way. In contrast, this book demonstrates how mobility did not necessarily give rise to possibilities for citizens of slave descent in West Africa (and elsewhere) to emancipate and claim access to a more egalitarian society. The analysis of the ‘travelling hierarchies’ in a family of former warriors and their former slaves, contradict such a linear and causal relation between mobility and emancipation and illustrates how there are at least five different ways of ‘moving in and out of slave status’ for people in the Central Malian Sahel and beyond.  

