A Talk on the Haussa People and
The Cowrie Shell Disc
In today’s Friday Focus we will look at this cowrie shell disc, which comes from the Haussa people of West Africa. Unfortunately the disc is very fragile, so I can’t take it out of the display case. There are some photographs here though, if you would like to pass them round. When the talk is over you can come and have a closer look. The disc is now part of the ethnographic collection at the Art Gallery and Museum. 

The disc is one of many objects that form part of the ethnographic collection here at Leamington; you can see some of them in the Cabinet of Curiosities behind me. As you can see, the ethnographic collection contains objects from all over the world. Examples include weapons (like the boomerang from Australia), cooking utensils (The bowl at the bottom) and decorative items, such as the disc. 

Unfortunately, we know very little about how many of the items came to be in Leamington. One of the few things that we do know is that many of the objects date from the end of the nineteenth century, and the beginning of the twentieth century. Around this time it was common for missionaries, explorers and administrators of the British Empire to bring back curiosities from the places they had visited. Other museums have ethnographic collections that were created in a similar way.  

What I can tell you though, is that this cowrie shell disc was donated to the museum by the Reverend J.C. Dunham in 1962. At the same time as he donated the disc, Reverend Dunham gave several other Haussa objects to the museum, and a helmet belonging to General Hickman. But again, we don’t know how Reverend Dunham acquired them in the first place. 

The cowrie shell disc was made and used by the Haussa people. The Haussa people live in an area that spans across north Nigeria, and southern Niger. Their origins appear to be a mystery, but there is evidence of Haussaland being in existence since the early eleventh century. The Haussa are chiefly defined by their language, which is also called Haussa. This is part of the Afro-Asiatic family of languages that spreads across the North of Africa, from Haussa in the West to Ethiopia in the East. The Haussa are generally Muslim, since Islam was introduced to the country in the sixteenth century.

The disc is made from plant fibres that have been woven together to form a disc. The cowrie shells were then added to this base in a spiral pattern. Now, I think you’ll agree with me that the shells are pretty, and when the disc was new it would have looked quite amazing. So, it’s hard to imagine that cowrie snails once lived in the shells. 

The Haussa began using cowrie shells as currency in the fifteenth century. The shells were initially imported from the Indian Ocean region, and then sold to the Haussa by North African traders. They were suitable as currency because of their durability, limited supply and small size, which made them easy to transport. And it wasn’t just the Haussa who used cowrie shells as currency; they were used in China and Arabia too. 

The Haussa people were largely traders, and they traded primarily in millet, craft products and slaves. The economic growth of the Haussa can be traced by the spread of cowrie shells throughout Western Africa. By the eighteenth century Haussa trade routes stretched northwards to Tripoli and south towards the coastal towns. For a long time though, economic development was growing at a much faster rate then social and political development. It was only after a Jihad in 1804 that the politics of the country caught up with the economy; Haussaland was then the most prosperous and influential state in tropical Africa.

As the disc is made from cowrie shells, it was clearly very valuable; it is like having a gift made from £2 coins today! There are two possible reasons why the disc was made; the first is that it was a wife’s dowry. The dowry was a gift of money and other valuable items, which were given by the bride’s family to the husband. The dowry would contribute towards the expense of married life. This practice was common in societies where women were financially dependant on men, and dowries were also a feature of middle class marriage in Britain. 

In the information we have about the disc, it is said to be the “price of a wife”, so it may be that the cowrie shells were paid by the groom to the bride’s family. This practice is called Bridewealth, and it was common in West African cultures. 

The Haussa people suffered a problem common to many African societies, an abundance of land, but not enough people to fill it with. This led to the acceptance of polygamous marriage, where a man would have several wives. The logic behind this is very simple, a man with several wives would have more children than a man with one wife; therefore, he would have more people to defend his land, cultivate his land, and also extend his land. 

This gave women, and childbirth and rearing a privileged place in Haussa society. So much so that often women would wait up to three years after childbirth before becoming pregnant again, which allowed them to properly look after the child. This again proved the need for men to have several wives. European visitors to West Africa were shocked by the reverence and ritual surrounding childbirth in the region. On the flip side though, single and infertile women were treated with suspicion, and were often forced to live in communes outside of the village.  

Because there was enough land for everyone, conflict between men was often caused by the desire to marry a specific woman. Indeed, because of polygamy different generations of men from one family could fight over the same woman, and want to use the same piece of land to pay the bridewealth. 

Because Haussa men needed gifts and goods to offer the bride’s family, they often married in their late 30s. This gave them the time to accumulate the bridewealth they needed for several wives. Women though, tended to marry much younger, sometimes only shortly after reaching puberty. Again, the practice of men waiting until they have accumulated a strong economic base before marrying was also common in Middle-class Britain. 

Whether this disc was used as an offering to the families of the bride or the groom, it was clearly a valuable item in a Haussa family. The disc was bought out at times of celebration and festivities. 

That brings us to the end of the ten minutes for today. If you would like to find out more about the Haussa objects in out collection, there are more in the display case. The cowrie shell disc and other Haussa items feature in the Slavery Trail, which is currently running at the museum. The trail has been created to commemorate 200 years since the abolition of the Slave Trade in Britain. So thanks for listening, and if you have any questions I’ll be here for a short while. 

